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Ecohealth is about ecosystems and human health, and sometimes about the health of 
ecosystems. It is often described using keywords like “population health”, “epidemiology”, 
“emerging diseases”, and “chemical contaminants”, but to us relying on medically based 
descriptors seems to narrow a complex area of inquiry prematurely. Some of our formative 
experiences in ecohealth were with the Northern Contaminants Program (mainly Northwest 
Territories) and the James Bay area (Quebec), so we know that the health of the land and 
waters is seen by indigenous peoples to be closely linked with human health and community 
health. But this idea is relevant not only for indigenous people; it applies also for example to 
people of coastal areas, bays and estuaries, and lakes and rivers. Analytically, we are dealing 
with integrated human-environment or social-ecological systems, those that include social 
(human) and ecological (biophysical) subsystems in a two-way feedback interaction. One 
implication of such a social-ecological systems approach is that we need to look at feedbacks 
both ways and not only at the impact of the environment on health. A second implication is that 
we can no longer keep research and policy for the environment separate from human health. 
The two need to be considered together, but very few studies do this. Our broader objective is 
to start a dialogue investigating a more comprehensive concept of ecohealth. If it is not merely 
biomedical science, what is it? Does it include livelihoods, entitlements and access to 
resources? Community health and resilience? Does it include “sense of place” and therapeutic 
landscapes? Social connectivity, reciprocity, and social capital? But if ecohealth is everything, it 
is nothing. So what are the really important components of ecohealth? One way to investigate 
this is to begin by asking people what they consider as the key dimensions of ecohealth, and 
this is our starting point. The long term need is then try to incorporate these considerations into 
initiatives and policies that consider health and environment together. 
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Ecohealth is about ecosystems and human health, and sometimes about the health of 
ecosystems. It is often described using keywords like “population health”, “epidemiology”, 
“emerging diseases”, and “chemical contaminants”, but to us relying on medically based 
descriptors seems to narrow a complex area of inquiry prematurely. Some of our formative 
experiences in ecohealth were with the Northern Contaminants Program (mainly Northwest 
Territories) and the James Bay area (Quebec), so we know that the health of the land and 
waters is seen by indigenous peoples to be closely linked with human health and community 
health. But this idea is relevant to people of coastal areas, bays and estuaries, and lakes and 
rivers as well. Analytically, we are dealing with integrated human-environment or social-
ecological systems, those that include social (human) and ecological (biophysical) subsystems 
in a two-way feedback interaction. The same approach is needed in policy development.  

One implication of such a social-ecological systems approach is that we need to look at 
feedbacks both ways and not only at the impact of the environment on health. A second 
implication is that we can no longer keep research and policy for the environment separate from 
human health.  
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