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Abstract

 In the decades of the Canadian Environmental Law Association's work on behalf of low income 
and vulnerable communities across Ontario, the intersection between pollution and poverty 
has been starkly evident. This has included the ongoing untoward pollution exposure of 
vulnerable, lower income, remote, rural, disenfranchised and historically marginalized 
communities, or communities whose voice in decision making has been suppressed, to historic 
and legacy contaminants, as well as to ongoing sources of high levels of air and water 
pollution. As a result, CELA has advocated over the years for changes to Ontario and 
Canadian laws that aim to address these disparities. This is an ongoing effort. Theresa will 
discuss CELA's research mapping pollution and poverty in the Great Lakes, their outreach 
projects which have focussed on some of the most significantly impacted communities, and 
some of the most significant legal reforms that have been achieved including Ontario's 
Environmental Bill of Rights, anti-SLAPP legislation, the Safe Drinking Water Act, the Clean 
Water Act, reforms to Brownfields legislation, achievement of a ban on asbestos, and changes 
to regulation of chemicals and pesticides in Canada. Theresa will discuss the high importance 
of participation and procedural rights in undertaking the work of helping communities to 
protect and restore the environmental health of their communities. Current and remaining 
challenges as well as emerging challenges of particular import to disenfranchised and 
vulnerable communities will be highlighted. The significance of linking CELA's case work to 
our systemic law reform efforts will be emphasized.



 The Canadian Environmental Law Association (CELA) is a specialty
community legal clinic providing services to low income individuals and 
disadvantaged communities across Ontario in environmental law 
matters. CELA was established in 1970, funded as an Ontario specialty 
legal aid clinic by Legal Aid Ontario since 1978. 

 CELA services include environmental law legal services, including 
representation before a variety of courts and tribunals as well as 
assistance to individuals representing themselves, summary advice, law 
reform and public legal education.
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Clinic Mandate



 To provide equitable access to justice to those otherwise unable to 
afford representation for their environmental problems;

 To advocate for comprehensive laws, standards and policies that will 
protect and enhance public health and environmental quality in Ontario 
and throughout Canada;

 To increase public participation in environmental decision-making;

 To work with the public and public interest groups to foster long-term 
sustainable solutions to environmental concerns and resource use;

 To prevent harm to human and ecosystem health through application of 
precautionary measures.

 In accomplishing all of these objectives, primary recognition is given to 
CELA’s mandate to assist low-income people and disadvantaged 
communities.
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CELA’s Objectives:



Environment is a Social Justice Issue
➢ Poverty and environmental degradation or adverse environmental impacts have

multiple impacts on vulnerable communities - an extensive empirical and academic
literature such as “Child Poverty and Environmental Justice” by Hornberg and Pauli,
Int.J.Hyg.Environ.Health (2007) 571-580

➢ Vulnerable people are poorly reflected in climate laws to date: Vink et al, 
“International Comparison of Measures Taken for vulnerable People in Disaster 
Risk Management Laws”, Int’l Jrnl of diaster risk Reduction (2013) V.4 63-70 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212420913000137

➢ Communities who lack power or a voice are often more adversely affected than
others and are disproportionately exposed to higher pollution levels or historic
pollution legacies

➢ Low income neighbourhoods receive relatively poor protection from adverse
environmental impacts under Ontario and Canadian law

➢ Blog: https://cela.ca/access-to-environmental-justice-in-canada-the-road-ahead/
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212420913000137
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Environmental Inequities in Ontario

 As a result of resource development, small towns across Ontario are left with 
environmental health legacies 

 Aboriginal communities were often pushed to “undesirable” land as a result of 
colonialization. Now these communities are left with a myriad of toxic legacies. 

 Urban planning has developed to benefit middle to upper classes, allowing some 
areas of cities to deteriorate. Often, these areas are home to low income and new 
Canadian families. 

 There is ongoing lack of recognition of the special needs of biologically vulnerable 
populations which contributes to environmental injustice, including children, 
seniors, and some types of illness.

 Rural, remote and northern communities especially struggle to find representation 
and a voice when environmental issues hit their communities.



Province wide mandate
 Research student created two maps to outline the communities across 

Ontario that have been assisted by CELA’s Services – i.e. cases, law reform 
and community outreach; then another research student mapped and 
researched those areas not recently served; data was based on our files 
2003 to 2013 and this has been focussing our outreach efforts
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Poverty and Pollution in the Great Lakes 
Basin

 More than 1 billion kilograms, or about 25% of total air pollutants reported in 
Canada, were reported being released to the air in 2005 in the Great Lakes 
basin. 

 The reported releases of air pollutants from industrial facilities vary widely 
across the Great Lakes basin. 

 There are 37 areas in the Great Lakes basin, that have both high reported air 
releases of toxic pollutants and high poverty rates. 

 People living in these areas may have a double challenge: high potential for 
exposure to pollutants, and the physical and social vulnerabilities that come 
with poverty 
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Pollution & Income Data – southern Ontario
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Within communities 



The details



Healthy Great Lakes program
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Energy Poverty Collaboration - LIEN
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Banning Asbestos in Canada
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Radon
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CPCHE



Protecting vulnerable communities 
from lead exposure



Drinking Water Protection 

Extensive work on drinking water protection  - We advocate for a multi-barrier 
approach since even before the Walkerton Inquiry
Eg Tri-Nation Source Water Protection (2016-2019)
Three Indigenous community in collaboration with CELA came together to (1) 
identify, assess and mitigate threats to source waters and (2) develop
community-based legal tools to protect and improve their quality.

Our Shared Success

➢ 3 Indigenous nations, 4000 individuals
➢ 5 legal tools and 10 bylaws for Land Code and Indian Act
➢ 150+ youth, 1 all-day paddle down the Thames River
➢ 1 film, hundreds of views: https://youtu.be/wInig0ou35o
➢ 1 project, shared in countless PLEs in First Nation communities from Fort 

William to Toronto
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https://youtu.be/wInig0ou35o
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Nuclear Waste Watch



Changing Environmental Law to address 
public protection



Public Participation in Practice – the Ontario 
Environmental Bill of Rights Registry Sample



National environmental disclosure – Canada’s 
National Pollutant Release Inventory Sample



Brownfields Registry



Right to speak out – anti-SLAPP 
legislation



Progress by integration of case work and 
law reform

 Supreme Court of Canada case of Spraytech led to similar bans in other 
municipalities, followed by adoption of Ontario-wide ban on use of pesticides 
for “cosmetic” (appearance) purposes – this was a priority generated from our 
work on children’s health

 Longstanding calls for a Safe Drinking Water Act were finally successful 
following the Walkerton, Ontario drinking water tragedy; years of law reform 
efforts ensured that all of the recommendations were implemented

 Work on lead at a smelter in Toronto in the early 1990s led to further work on 
lead in paint, children’s products and drinking water

 Work advising First Nations regarding drinking water safety led to piloting 
toolkits for First Nations Source Water protection at five First Nations in 
Ontario and to ongoing input for a First Nations Safe Drinking Water Act



Conclusion – Trying to Level the Playing 
Field

 Our clients are under-resourced and often lack political clout

 Their issues are often ignored or dismissed

 At the same time, solving their environmental issues benefits the wider 
communities and populations

 Environmental legal tools make a concrete difference in protection of 
environmental health and vulnerable populations and are worth fighting for

 Collaboration of health, justice, poverty, academic, and community leaders 
and professionals is key to success



Lots More Information on our Website
WWW.CELA.CA
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