
Canadaʼs Coasts under Stress
Rosemary Ommer – Principal Investigator, University of Victoria

The Impact of 
Social and 

Environmental 
Restructuring on 
Environmental 

and Human Health 
in Canada.

Funded by
 SSHRC and NSERC, 

with additional support from par-
ticipating universities and partners 

in government, business, non-
governmental organizations and 

First Nation groups.  

Rural communities in many parts of  
the world are in crisis, facing changes 

in environment and socio-economic cir-
cumstances — restructuring —which are 
so great as to make a return to their previ-
ous situation impossible. These changes 
are actually part of global change, and 
our coastal communities have been hit 

particularly 
hard because 
of the kinds 
of economies, 
culture, way 
of life and lo-
cal environ-

ment they have. They are experiencing 
distress, in terms of both physical and 
mental well-being. The negative impacts 
of environmental and social restructuring 
are neither trivial nor short-term.  They 
are long-term, widespread and perva-
sive. 

Coasts Under Stress is looking at this 
situation in the coastal resource-based 
communities of the east and west coasts 
of Canada.  We have been asking how 
these places have responded to change 

and now we wish, in consultation with 
them, to consider what may be the best ways 
for them to prepare for an increasingly  un-
certain future, 
and offer these 
f indings  as 
guidelines for 
future policy.  
Because there 
are problems 
in almost all sectors, there must be an un-
derlying structural explanation of what is 
going on and — because structural causes in 
society are usually the result of what people 
do — we should be able to address them.  

Governments usually have to deal with 
resource and community issues in separate 
boxes — fisheries in one, forestry in another, 
health in another, social programs in an-
other, and so on.  However, in the real world 
of coastal communities, these things are all 
inter-related. Government attempts to solve 
problems in one area can have unintended 
negative impacts in other areas. There are 
70 scholars and their students on our team, 
so we can work outside the usual boxes to 
get closer to the real world in which changes 

Our Goal:  to identify, (using 
case studies from the east and 

west coasts of Canada) the impor-
tant ways in which changes to the 
natural environment have inter-
acted with social changes (such 
as industrial restructuring, state 

policy changes and the new global 
economy) to affect the health of 

people, their communities and their 
environment, over the long run.

A major collaborative research initiative between the 
University of Victoria and Memorial University of Newfoundland

 with several other universities and partner agencies in Canada and the United States.

M 5-year project, started April 
2000

M complementary case studies 
on the east and west coasts of 
Canada

M analysis of the long- and short-
term impacts of social and 
environmental restructuring

M 70 natural and social scientists 
and 167 trainees working with 
local communities 

M interdisciplinary, combining 
formal scientific (natural and 
social) and humanist analysis 
with the experience of coastal 
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On both coasts we are finding:
M out-migration
M seasonal/transient workers
M reduction in family size
M lack of jobs
M businesses shut down
M increased emphasis on tour-

ism
M houses for sale
M feelings of isolation, and in-

creased physical and mental 
health problems.

There are also hopeful signs: 
M Fi rs t  Na t ions  cu l tu re  i s 

reviving
M environmental sensitivity is on 

the rise, and 
M there is evidence of resilience 

in places where alternative 
industries, such as tourism, can 
develop in combination with 
other local strengths.

in social policy and in the environment 
work together to alter the life of people 
living in coastal communities.    

  Loss of community activities — be-
cause of economic hardship, long dis-
tances and lack of transportation hinder 
participation — and the loss of young 
people means less energy around. In 

some places, tourist-dependent busi-
nesses and minimum-wage retail stores 
are having difficulties finding workers, 
while the loss of jobs in forestry and 
fisheries is serious. First Nations com-
munities are facing additional challeng-
es: health, nutrition, education, social, 
and emotional needs are high.  

Coasts Under Stress Study area.

We need to alert policy-makers to 
the long-term impacts of inadequate 
resource-based strategies for economic 
development regardless of specific 
locale: impacts such as social distress, 
long- and short-term environmental 
damage, lack of appreciation of use-
ful local knowledge, inappropriate 
or inadequate social, economic and 
environmental policies, declines in 
environmental and human health, in 
educational opportunities and support, 
and a concomitant loss of human culture 
and natural   biodiversity.  Nonetheless, 
the current picture is one of the  major 
problems   affecting both coasts and 
a multiplicity of environments — an 
insufficient concern for the value 
that these people and places have for  
Canada as a whole. As things stand, the 
small communities of coastal Canada 
are being slowly closed down, their 
support systems dismantled and their 
people forced to leave. 
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