Environmental Health
and Nursing Practice
in New Brunswick
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The Issue
very day, in many health care
settings, nurses are attending
to environmental health
issues in their practice. An emergency room nurse notes the weather
report—hot and humid, with a high
Air Quality Health Index—and
prepares for more than the usual
number of children being admitted
for asthma attacks, and adults with
cardiac problems. Public health
nurses partner with the community
to offer educational sessions for
parents and early child care workers
about the impacts of environmental
factors on children’s health. A day
care director working in a First
Nations community asks the
Community Health Nurse about the
presence of harmful toxins in
traditional food sources such as
fiddleheads, berries and wild meat.
The director would like to add
traditional foods to the menu, but
worries that they may be harmful to
the children. The nurse must address
this concern by gathering the
appropriate evidence, and respectfully offering her advice and support.
There is growing scientific
evidence linking environment with
health and disease, including an
association between early exposures
to adverse environmental chemicals/
pollution and later chronic disease,
including impacts on the brain,
cardiovascular and respiratory
disease, type 2 diabetes and cancer.
Landrigan and Etzel (2012) state that
there is sufficient scientific evidence
to show that children have a
heightened susceptibility to
pesticides and other toxic chemicals,
and that even extremely low level

E

exposures to toxic chemicals during
pregnancy can cause fetal injury.
This injury becomes evident during
childhood or adulthood as diminished cognition (loss of IQ),
shortened attention span, disordered
behaviour or decreased reproductive
capacity.
Most high-production volume
chemicals (of which there are about
3,000) have not been adequately
tested for toxicity, and yet, they are
now found in adult blood, breast
milk and infant cord blood. A 2005
study of the umbilical cord blood of
newborn infants revealed the
presence of an average of 200
industrial chemicals per sample,
including flame retardants, plasticizers, and heavy metals.
On a national and international
basis, steps have been taken toward
understanding the environmental
burden of disease, that is, how much
disease can be attributed to environmental factors. The World Health
Organization (2009) reported that
36,800 deaths in Canada could have
been avoided through healthier
environments. Canadian researchers
Boyd and Genuis (2008) estimated
that every year in Canada, there are:
10,000–25,000 deaths; 78,000–
194,000 hospitalizations; up to 1.8
million restricted activity days due
to asthma; 500–2500 low birth
weight babies; and 8,000–24,000 new
cases of cancer that are attributable
to environmental factors.
Some health issues of concern for
New Brunswick include the rising
rates of non-communicable chronic
diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease and certain types of
cancer, as well as high rates of

obesity in children, youth and adults.
In their Scoping Review, Cooper et al
(2011) document the extensive
research evidence linking these
diseases to multiple factors, including a broad range of environmental
exposures.
This research may paint a dire
picture, but the reality is that many
environmentally-related diseases are
preventable through stronger public
policy, technological change and
behavioural change.
If we accept that these health
effects are costly and, in large
measure, avoidable, we must identify
the roles that nurses can play in
promoting environmental health.
What supportive policies are
currently in place?
Top-level policy support is a key
factor in implementing effective
organizational change, and has
contributed to many positive
changes in healthy public policy. The
Canadian Nurses Association has
articulated a clear policy position for
integrating environmental health
approaches within nursing practice.
Their position paper on Nurses and
Environmental Health states, “the
role of nurses in environmental
health includes:
•

assessing and communicating
risks of environmental hazards to
individuals, families and
communities;

•

advocating for policies that
protect health by preventing
exposure to those hazards and
promoting sustainability; and
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•

producing nursing science, including
interdisciplinary research, related to
environmental health issues”.

The Canadian Nurses for Health and the
Environment (CNHE), an emerging
group of the Canadian Nurses
Association, is a new resource for
registered nurses who are dedicated to
the improvement of environmental
health across all domains of nursing
practice, policy, research and education.
In spite of these high-level supports,
New Brunswick nurses report anecdotally that they find it difficult to
incorporate environmental health
principles into the mainstream of their
practice, regardless of their work
settings. Nurses are encouraged to
address the determinants of health
(including environments), and apply
upstream prevention strategies to
protect population health. Yet, barriers
get in the way of implementing
prevention as a key strategic direction.
The two main challenges voiced by
nurses are the lack of resources available
to support environmental health
approaches, and a lack of interest in, or
knowledge of, environmental health by
both their peers and their patients.
Demonstrating leadership in the area,
New Brunswick introduced Canada’s
first “Healthy Environments Unit”,
where policy and programs converge
around environmental health. Created
in 2010 within the Health Protection
Branch of the Department of Health, the
unit functions within the Office of the
Chief Medical Officer of Health. The
mission of the Office is, in part, “. . . to
protect the public from adverse health
consequences of exposure to chemical,
physical and biological agents.”
What supports and tools already exist
to help nurses integrate environmental
health approaches into their daily
professional practice?
Nurses may be surprised to learn about
the supports and tools that already exist
in New Brunswick, Canada and
internationally. Below are a few
examples.
In New Brunswick, the Healthy
Environments Unit now has a Healthy
Communities Program Advisor, whose
mandate is to address the promotion of
children’s environmental health and to
integrate children’s environmental
health promotion into public health
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programs. The Unit has recognized the
need and is raising professional
awareness by creating a network of
partners who are involved in children’s
environmental health, and exploring
options to deliver professional development to public health practitioners.
Modules on incorporating environmental health into professional practice
are available through the Canadian
Nurses Association and the World
Health Organization.
The Canadian Partnership for
Children’s Health and the Environment
is a group of organizations (including
Toronto Public Health and the Canadian
Association of Physicians for the
Environment) that has been working
together since 2001 to protect children’s
health from environmental exposures
and toxic chemicals. Their evidencebased educational materials are
valuable resources for raising awareness
of children’s environmental health
issues among decision-makers, service
provider organizations, practitioners,
parents and the public.
The Core Competencies for Public
Health in Canada (Release 1.0) provides
a framework for integrating environmental health approaches into public
health practice. Thirty-six core competencies were developed under seven
categories, and the Community Health
Nurse’s role in promoting and protecting environmental health integrates all
of these competencies. As an example,
the category “Partnerships,
Collaboration and Advocacy” is
demonstrated when two nurses create
their own academic/public health
partnership to bring environmental
health issues upstream by teaching
about them in the classroom with
elementary school children.
The New Brunswick Children’s
Environmental Health Collaborative , a
network of collaborators and a project of
the New Brunswick Environmental
Network, works towards healthier
environments for children where they
live, learn and play. The Collaborative
currently includes over 300 people from
approximately 100 organizations and
agencies, including government,
non-government, professional associations, universities, educational settings,
health care and early learning and child
care. Team Nurses, one of the teams that
have sprung up from among the
participants, strives to “increase the

engagement of nurses in New
Brunswick in the environmental health
aspects of nursing practice ”. One of the
projects of the team is to publish articles
such as this one in Info Nursing and other
professional journals.
What additional tools or supports are
needed to ensure that nurses are
supported in integrating
environmental health approaches?
By posing this question, the intention of
this article is to catalyze the discourse
among nurses and to explore together
some creative options. How do you see
the role of your association, union,
occupational health, government, and
faculties of nursing in relation to
integrating environmental health
approaches? How do you see the role of
management, and indeed, your role as a
conscientious professional nurse and
change agent? Is there a concern you
have today that could be addressed with
some small action, e.g., cleaning
solutions used in your work setting?
Conclusion
Currently in Canada and New
Brunswick, environmental health
approaches are only beginning to be
integrated into nursing practice. Clearly,
nurses have an opportunity to exert a
positive influence on the health care
system, and its response to the unprecedented rise in chronic conditions and
diseases associated with environmental
factors. The intrepid Florence
Nightingale, who became a legend in
the formative days of health care and
nursing, used her social position and
educated perspective to inform political
action, and thus, to shape the evolution
of nursing and health care. Like
Nightingale, nurses in New Brunswick
have an opportunity to illuminate the
issue of environmental health and lead
by example.
NOTE: Nurses who want to learn more,
or contribute to the conversation, may
contact Team Nurses’ chair, Marg
Milburn, at marg.milburn@gnb.ca, or the
author at bonniehb@nb.sympatico.ca.








