Minister of Health of Canada
House of Commons

Ottawa, Ontario
K1A 0A6

October 10, 2023
Dear Minister Holland,

We wish to congratulate you on your recent appointment as Canada’s Minister of Health and to
write to you about a matter of highest concern.

As health care professionals from leading Canadian health organizations, many of us have spent
the summer treating patients suffering from the impacts of wildfires, smoke and heat waves. The
climate crisis is a health emergency — and extreme weather due to climate change is already
costing lives.

July 2023 was the hottest month since record-keeping began! — and the effects of this global
heating have been deeply felt in Canada. Wildfires have burned more than 15 million hectares
across the country so far this year, shattering all previous records.? Tens of thousands have had to
evacuate their homes, many under perilous circumstances.’ A significant portion of wildfire
evacuees have been Indigenous peoples.* Millions have faced health impacts from exposure to
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dangerously high levels of wildfire smoke in the air.> Heat waves and record-breaking
temperatures have affected people in every single Canadian province and territory.® 7 8

People in Canada are dying from these climate-related events. From this summer, we remember
a child with asthma in British Columbia, two children and a father who perished in the Nova
Scotia floods, and four firefighters who put their lives on the line. We think of the hundreds of
lives lost due to heatwaves in the past five years.” We recognize countless more people who will
face shortened life spans and adverse health impacts due to exposures to toxic wildfire smoke
and extreme heat, and the devastating mental health impacts of evacuations and lost homes and
communities due to fires.!°
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As global temperatures continue to rise, people in Canada will experience escalating harm and
risks from extreme weather and other effects of the heating climate. Those at highest risk are
children and infants, elderly, disabled, Indigenous and racialized people, perpetuating ongoing
environmental injustice.!!

As Canada’s Minister of Health, you have a key role to play to protect people in Canada against
the greatest threat to our health, safety and lives. As health care professionals working on the
frontlines, we call on you to:

Recognize Canada’s escalating health emergency caused by the climate crisis. The World
Health Organization'?, and now the Chief Public Health Officer of Canada (CPHO)'?, have both
declared climate change a health emergency. We call on you to do the same, and take a
leadership role within your government to champion Canada meeting our global commitments to
mitigate and adapt to global warming from the perspective of health. Set the example by funding
a national secretariat, in partnership with provinces and territories, to decarbonize the healthcare
system in Canada. Equip your ministry with the tools and mandate needed to bring a health-
centred approach to tackle the climate crisis. Embed environmental justice considerations within
this work and ensure that those facing disproportionate impacts have voice and agency.

Acknowledge fossil fuels as the root cause of the climate health emergency and take action
to end this harm. The burning of fossil fuels — including oil, gas and coal — is by far the lead
driver of climate change and of air pollution. Air pollution alone leads to between 15,300'* and
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34,000'° premature deaths and $120 billion in health costs'¢ in Canada each year. We therefore
call on you to develop a comprehensive, health-focused approach to reduce the health harms of
fossil fuel pollution. Such an approach could draw from Canada’s success in tobacco control. It
should similarly entail education and awareness campaigns about the health harms of fossil fuels
and the health co-benefits of current and proposed government decarbonization initiatives,
including robust carbon pricing, a strong cap on oil and gas emissions, regulations on methane
pollution and a mandate on clean electricity.

Ensure systems are in place to protect people from extreme weather and other effects of the
heating climate. Work with Indigenous, provincial and municipal governments to ensure they
are prepared and equipped to protect their communities. Support implementation of the National
Adaptation Strategy on a scale and timeline appropriate to the urgency of escalating climate
impacts, including consideration of health infrastructure and staffing needs.

You were appointed to the role of health minister in the midst of wildfires and heatwaves. We
hope you will consider the heating climate to be a top health priority during your mandate, and
that you will act with the urgency required. We stand ready to collaborate with you to safeguard
the safety and wellbeing of all people in the face of this health emergency.

Sincerely,

Modupe Tunde-Byass, President
Black Physicians of Canada

Jacqueline/Jack Avanthay Strus, President
Canadian Association of Nurses for the Environment

Laurette Geldenhuys, CAP-ACP Environment NSN Chair
Canadian Association of Pathologists (CAP-ACP) Environment NSN

Melissa Lem, President
Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment

Linda Silas, President
Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions
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Alison Soares, Project Manager, Health Policy and Government Relations
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Indigenous Physicians Association of Canada

Myles Sergeant, Partnership Lead
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