
6/12/23, 12:30 PM ‘A toxic soup’: the fight for environmental human rights in Winnipeg | The Narwhal

https://thenarwhal.ca/winnipeg-point-douglas-contamination/ 1/14

O N  T H E  G R O U N D

‘A toxic soup’: why a Winnipeg
neighbourhood is fighting for its right
to a healthy environment
Lead, dust and soil so contaminated it isn’t �t for food gardens are a part of
daily life in Point Douglas. But these Winnipeggers have big ideas on how to
clean it up

By Julia-Simone Rutgers

June 9, 2023   22 min. read

A cacophony of heavy metal sounds greets Catherine Flynn as she stands in the garden outside her
house. A train screeches in the background — the high whine of steel on steel; metal crashes in the
scrapyard across the street. A gust of wind stirs up a whirl of gritty dust. It stings the eyes, catches
in the throat.

“That would all be contaminated dust, by the way,” Flynn calls out from the �ower garden she’s
been tending in her front yard the last �ve years. 

Flynn, a full-time high school art teacher who volunteers as acting chair of the Point Douglas
Residents Committee, says the noise and dust on this day is mild. Usually, she explains, there’s a
lineup of cars idling in the scrapyard driveway, a constant beep of large trucks backing into the lot
and nearby trains belching diesel smoke. It’s hot this time of year, but she only opens her windows
at night, after the scrapyard shuts down, to avoid the stench and dust �lling her 125-year-old home
during the day. 

“You just think: my God, this is like a toxic soup here,” Flynn says. 

Catherine Flynn loves her garden, her home and her community. But the constant noise and dust she experiences from nearby industrial sites and railroad tracks make her worry for
her — and her neighbours’ — health. Photo: Jessica Lee / Winnipeg Free Press
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She’s spent ten years living on this corner in Point Douglas — one of Canada’s poorest
neighbourhoods — and while she loves the people, the proximity to Winnipeg’s storied Red River,
the parks and the history, it’s exacted a physical and emotional toll.

Whether it’s addressing persistent high lead concentrations, quelling incessant noise from railroad
tracks that slice through the neighbourhood, regulating the throat-burning dust from scrap metal
industries or even cleaning up piles of garbage, Flynn and other Point Douglas residents have
repeatedly asked governments to step in and protect their air, land, water and health, but to no
avail.

Their mounting frustration is supported by a recent report from the Manitoba Eco-Network, which
included interviews with residents from Point Douglas and nearby St. Boniface and analyzed
Manitoba’s environmental legislation. It found provincial laws and municipal bylaws meant to
protect the neighbourhoods lack strong enforcement, the province’s data collection process is
woefully out-of-date and di�cult to access and safeguards for the community’s health are nearly
nonexistent.

The community’s needs are manifold and layered: there’s a lack of quality housing and income
support; there’s a pressing demand for mental health and social services; and it has the highest
percentage of violent crime among Winnipeg neighbourhoods. However, it’s impossible to separate
environmental justice from social justice in Point Douglas. 

As one resident puts it: “You can’t have a healthy people without healthy land.” 

There’s a way forward, one that’s been reinforced by the United Nations — legal recognition of
environmental human rights. 

More than 150 countries around the world have a�rmed this right, though not Canada, despite
Ontario, Quebec and Prince Edward Island, along with all three territories, codifying the right to a
healthy environment in their own legislation. 

This right gives residents a voice when it comes to environmental decision-making, and the power
to hold governments and industries accountable. 

The legislation does not exist in Manitoba, but residents in Point Douglas and across the province
say its time has come.

History, diversity make Point Douglas ‘unique’

It’s like this throughout Point Douglas — abandoned industrial buildings dot the rail line, active
autobody shops, metal recyclers and warehouses operate next to century-old homes. Along the
water’s edge, parks and lush canopies invite a mix of recreational use and temporary encampments
of tents, tarps and overturned shopping carts of the city’s unhoused people. There are brown�elds,
boarded-up homes and piles of trash; there are community gardens, orchards and playgrounds.

Heavy manufacturing, active rail lines, vacant lots, social housing and some of Winnipeg’s oldest homes are crowded into just 1.8 square kilometres in the Point Douglas
neighbourhood. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

https://mbeconetwork.org/projects/healthy-environment-healthy-neighbourhood/
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/historic-move-un-declares-healthy-environment-human-right
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Down the road from Flynn’s house, in a tangle of trees on the riverbank, engineers are testing
groundwater, monitoring the impact of historic benzene contamination from an old Centra Gas
facility a block away.

“It’s unique and a very beautiful area,” says Katherine Bitney, who lives in the shadow of the
historic (and now vacant) Vulcan Iron Works foundry, once one of the largest foundries in Western
Canada. “It’s also one of the poorest neighbourhoods in the city, and one of the most neglected by
every level of government.”

Point Douglas is, as Bitney says, “a beautifully diverse community.” According to municipal data
collected in 2016, just shy of half the population is Métis or First Nations, about 13 per cent are
visible minorities and about the same percentage were born outside of Canada. About 45 per cent of
residents are considered low-income, and the cluster of shelters and social services bordering the
downtown core mean many of the city’s most vulnerable residents make transient homes nearby. It
also has the highest percentage of children in any of Winnipeg’s neighbourhoods.

“It’s an incredibly complicated set of needs,” Flynn says.

In the latter part of the 19th century, Point Douglas was an a�uent suburb, home to business
moguls attracted to the beauty of the river peninsula. When the Canadian Paci�c Railway laid
tracks through the heart of the community, more prosperity was expected to follow. Instead,
foundries and manufacturers began to pop up to take advantage of the new trade route, and wealthy
residents �ed the sights and smells of the factories. New immigrants and low-income labourers
moved in instead. 

In a matter of years, the neighbourhood went from highly desirable to not at all desirable, a
reputation that has plagued Point Douglas ever since.

Today, politicians tend to overlook the problems residents raise, and many Winnipeggers associate
Point Douglas with crime, poverty and fear. A rise in illegal dumping — where people come from
across the city to dispose of their trash in vacant lots — only bolsters the poor perception, Flynn
says.

Michaëlle Jean Park is a gathering space for everyone who calls Point Douglas home.
It’s also contaminated with some of the highest lead in soil concentrations in the
neighbourhood. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

Brown�elds are de�ned as abandoned or unde
the Gateway Industries lot tucked into the ben
Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

Katherine Bitney, a lifelong gardener, believes protecting the land and water in Point Douglas would foster a connection between people, environment and health. Photo: Jessica Lee
/ Winnipeg Free Press

https://legacy.winnipeg.ca/census/2016/Community%20Areas/Point%20Douglas%20Neighbourhood%20Cluster/Neighbourhoods/Point%20Douglas%20South/Point%20Douglas%20South%20Neighbourhoods/North%20Point%20Douglas/North%20Point%20Douglas.pdf#page=6
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“It just feels like people think your community is garbage,” Flynn says. “And we’re not.”

Yes, the community’s needs are unique, layered and largely unmet, she says. Yes, there are
ideological divides and tensions throughout. But the people, river, land and history make the
neighbourhood vibrant.

“When this community is quiet — when there’s no trains, when the scrapyard isn’t running — you
hear birds and crickets and breezes in the trees,” Flynn says.

“You’ve got a small set of things destroying the feel of what could be an idyllic community.”

Mental toll of contamination steep in core Winnipeg neighbourhood

When the Manitoba Eco-Network set out to analyze contamination facing some of Winnipeg’s
inner-city neighbourhoods, Point Douglas and nearby St. Boniface stood out, both for the contrast
of residential living alongside industrial activity, and the mental toll it’s taken on residents who feel
their health is ignored by various levels of government.

“I live with a certain amount of stress here that’s making sleep di�cult and making focus di�cult,”
Point Douglas resident, professional artist and Métis woman Christine Kirouac says.

The soil has long been contaminated with heavy metals like lead, so much so that residents are
advised not to plant gardens; vacant gas stations and warehouses are also potential sources of
contamination. The neighbourhood is prone to �res; tanker cars spread soot, noise and pollutants as
they screech along the tracks; urban metal recyclers spew contaminant-�lled dust. 

Before the railroad tracks, Point Douglas was a lush, green suburb. Photo: Supplied by
Manitoba Hydro

The railway lines laid in the 1880s would forev
into two separate city wards, both peppered w
Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

The neighbourhood scrap metal yard is just a stone’s throw from quiet, tree-lined streets full of residential homes. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press
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“It should be illegal to put heavy industries next to someone’s house,” Flynn says.

“Everybody’s got a right to a clean, quiet, treed community where they don’t have to be afraid of
opening their windows or working in their gardens. I think it’s that simple.”

Alexandra Caporale, one of the report’s authors, says residents described a kind of “cognitive
dissonance” as they tried to balance their love for the community against the fears their health and
safety are at risk simply because of where they live.

“There’s sometimes a perception that the industry is more important than the people who are living
there, and people are trying to assert the fact that they matter — their health and safety and their
lives and personal stories matter,” Caporale says.

Flynn and other Point Douglas residents have gathered evidence, scoured government records and
reached out to decision-makers looking for help understanding and mitigating the e�ects of this
contamination, but “they feel ignored by the government,” Caporale says. 

“They don’t know what these substances are going to do to their health long-term. Most of the
people I talked to felt that they did not have access to environmental justice.”

Access to environmental information limited in Manitoba 

Most of the responsibility for toxic substances, contamination and public health falls on the
provincial government. The environmental approvals branch sets out regulations for how
businesses are allowed to operate, with the goal of minimizing environmental and health impacts,
while the provincial Contaminated Sites Remediation Act and corresponding regulations govern
how Manitoba identi�es, registers and remediates potentially contaminated sites. 

Once identi�ed, Manitoba collects data about toxic substances in a public registry. If a site is known
to be contaminated, it receives a “contaminated” designation; if it is only suspected, it receives an
“impacted” designation. 

Currently, there are four sites in the province listed as contaminated, with two in Winnipeg,
including the former gas plant site on Sutherland Avenue causing benzene concerns along the
riverbank. It’s been designated as contaminated since the 1990s.

Garbage accumulation and illegal dumping are persistent concerns for Point Douglas
residents. Photo: Jessica Lee / Winnipeg Free Press

Fires often strike abandoned lots in the neighbourhood. Many residents carry painful
memories of the blaze that decimated Gateway Industries in 2021 and �lled the
community with smoke. Photo: Mike Deal / Winnipeg Free Press

Two historic energy buildings — the vacant Rover Avenue electric terminal (left) and a former coal gasi�cation plant now owned by Manitoba Hydro — sit right against the Red River.
A benzene plume has been slowly �owing from this block into the river sediment. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

https://www.gov.mb.ca/sd/eal/registries/index.html
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In general, Manitoba follows a polluter pays principle. Property owners are to notify the province if
they become aware of potential contamination and are responsible for producing follow-up reports.
(Manitoba Hydro now owns the old gas plant site and has managed a long-term remedial
monitoring plan since 2012, according to an email from media relations o�cer Bruce Owen.)
Anyone caught breaching the act could face �nes of at least $50,000 or a minimum jail term of six
months; corporations that breach the act face a minimum �ne of $500,000. 

According to annual reports, the environmental approvals branch has issued just three orders under
the Contaminated Sites Remediation Act since 2016, though no �nes were issued. In the same
period, the province has issued 19 orders and more than $31,000 in �nes under the Environment
Act, though no �nes or orders have been issued since the �scal year ending in 2019. 

Most sites in the current provincial registry are listed as “not designated,” which indicates there’s a
�le, but there’s scant additional information. There are more than 3,000 listings in the registry,
according to the province, but many can’t be viewed online. Instead, the province claimed in an
email the registry is primarily paper-based, though the department is working to add the �les to the
online database by fall 2024.  

A map of registered contaminated sites in the Point Douglas neighbourhood relative to parks, playgrounds, the scrap metal yard and the
train line. Sites with an active �le that have not been updated online with contaminant information are seen in black, while contaminated
and impacted sites are shown in red and yellow respectively. Details about each site can be viewed by hovering over the point or selecting
sites from the dropdown menu. Map: Julia-Simone Rutgers / The Narwhal & Winnipeg Free Press

The province maintains the paper registry is updated regularly and available to the public, though
there is little information on how to access it. One option is for the public to request an
environmental �le search, which costs $126 with no option to waive the fee.

A lack of information about neighbourhood contaminants can contribute to a sense of stress, the
eco-network report found. Point Douglas residents aren’t sure how their health is impacted by the
tanker cars rolling through, beyond noise pollution, or what heavy metals, aside from lead, are
lingering in the soil and air thanks to long-gone foundries and manufacturers.

“We owe it to people to be able to tell them what is happening with their health, what is happening
with their family’s health, their future health, their descendant’s health,” Caporale says. “It’s
possible to get this information — so why not?”

Point Douglas residents struggle to access enforcement and remediation
of contamination

According to report co-author Heather Fast, citizens want a say in how environmental regulations
are enforced and in what remediation looks like.

Take Western Scrap Metals, just a stone’s throw from Flynn’s home. The scrap recycler has been
around for decades — its environmental licence is dated October 1975 — and Point Douglas
residents have been protesting it since the beginning. In 1985, picketing residents protested the
expropriation of houses and city recreational land to the company. Throughout the same decade,
residents complained the scrapyard was using the city’s streets as their own property, stacking
scrap and parking machinery on adjacent Sutherland Avenue.

Click to select a place
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More recently, residents have expressed concern about the noise, dust and mess surrounding the
business. According to anonymous statements in the eco-network report, some worry its presence
encourages some residents to collect metal from the neighbourhood, burn o� plastic coating from
wires — creating what’s described as “noxious” fumes — and sell the items to the business. 

Elvin Linder, who opened Western Scrap Metals with his father nearly 70 years ago and grew up in
the nearby North End neighbourhood, is aware of complaints regarding the Sutherland Avenue
yard, but says the company is doing everything it’s required to do to keep operations
environmentally safe. Dust and vehicle tra�c, he says, are a municipal responsibility since the
company doesn’t own the gravel side roads used to load metal in and out of the yard. Any scrap piles
that stretch above the fence line are temporary and any noise from the cranes that pile scrap
shouldn’t be a cause for concern, he adds. Wire burning, a “sore point” for Linder, isn’t something he
believes the company should be held responsible for. 

“We’ve been well-inspected over the years and we know that we have to keep our property neat and
tidy for a scrapyard,”  Linder says. “Everybody is entitled to their opinion but I’m satis�ed that
we’re doing what we can for the neighbourhood, for the environment and for ourselves.”

Point Douglas residents protest Western Scrap Metals plan to expropriate residential homes and city parks in 1985. Photo: James Haggarty / Winnipeg Free Press

Problems with Western Scrap have persisted for decades. In 1987, residents complained of mess,
noise and pollution as the scrap recycler abutted on homes. Photos: Gerry Cairns / Winnipeg
Free Press
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The terms of the company’s 1975 environmental licence set limits on the amount of particulate
matter and smoke the facility can produce along with a vague provision it must maintain a “high
standard of maintenance and housekeeping.” A second licence, issued in 2015 to allow the company
to process lead acid batteries, forbids causing or permitting any noise or odour nuisances. 

Western Scrap is not required to monitor air or soil quality themselves, Linder says, though their
operations are periodically inspected by provincial sta�.

In an emailed statement, the province said it has not received any complaints about Western Scrap,
nor has it issued any orders pertaining to licence violations. The facility was last inspected in 2021
and no issues arose, the statement said.

But it’s not clear where residents can direct their complaints. The environmental licence registry
lists two contact persons for the Western Scrap �le, but neither still work in the environmental
approvals department. There are no inspection or monitoring reports on �le, so it’s di�cult for
residents to know what the province has done to hold the business accountable. 

“Community members don’t have unrealistic expectations,” Fast says. “Sometimes even just
knowing and getting regular updates that an investigation is happening, or that a �le is being
pursued would actually really satisfy them.”

Even when information about contaminants is made available, it’s not always clear how and when
remediation will take place.

Today, the scrap metal yard is still a contentious presence in Point Douglas. It’s been here — sandwiched between Sutherland Avenue and the railway — since 1956, but some
residents say it’s time for the scrapyard to go. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

Manitoba Hydro has been managing a benzene plume leaking from a contaminated site into the Red River for over a decade. Hydrocarbon bubbles were observed in the water in
2017. Residents were made aware of monitoring activities in 2021. Photo: Jessica Lee / Winnipeg Free Press
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In 2007 and 2008, the province tested soil samples across Winnipeg and found three-quarters of the
samples in North Point Douglas had lead concentrations far above acceptable levels. Reports
attributed the elevated concentrations to vehicle emissions and scrapyard dust. Elevated lead in
soil had been identi�ed within a 60-metre radius of metal scrapyards on Sutherland Avenue, “likely
the result of airborne dust created from these properties,” one report read. The province never told
residents about these test results. They came out a decade later, through freedom of information
requests from the CBC. 

The ensuing controversy prompted additional testing by the government. North Point Douglas still
returned several samples with lead concentrations far above healthy levels — the highest of any
neighbourhood tested. 

“Proximity to rail lines or industrial areas may also result in the accumulation of lead within surface
soils,” the provincially commissioned report reads.

The data con�rmed what residents had known, anecdotally, for years. But they aren’t sure how the
province plans to remediate their soil. They’ve been told, in government factsheets, not to plant
vegetables in the ground — most gardeners in the neighbourhood use raised beds — and to wash
their hands after touching the ground, but beyond that it’s not clear to residents whether
remediation has begun, or whether new lead problems continue to arise. In the neighbourhood’s
well-loved Michaëlle Jean Park, for example, lead in soil levels as of 2021 were more than �ve times
federal guidelines. While the report suggested remediation strategies like soil removal, it’s not clear
what work the province has undertaken. The province says community lead levels are decreasing,
but snow testing from an independent researcher at the University of Manitoba indicated heavy
metals are continuing to leach into the soil through precipitation just across the river in St.
Boniface.

Lead toxicity presents major health concerns — particularly for children, who make up about a
quarter of the neighbourhood’s population and are more vulnerable to absorbing lead from soil. The
health impacts for kids, according to Flynn, read like a “laundry list” of social concerns facing the
neighbourhood: it ravages the central nervous system, causing developmental and behavioural
disorders like reduced attention span and increased antisocial behaviour. It also causes anemia,
hypertension, immunotoxicity and other physical impacts. The e�ects of lead exposure are thought
to be irreversible. 

Despite requests from residents and recommendations from the province’s own reports, Manitoba
has been reluctant to start testing for blood lead levels in Point Douglas, telling media the
recommendations are being reviewed. For the last year, the province has asked doctors to report
elevated blood lead levels to Manitoba Health on an “interim basis.”

Chart: Julia-Simone Rutgers / The Narwhal & Winnipeg Free Press • Source: Manitoba Government • Created with Datawrapper
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Across the river in St. Boniface, lead contamination prompted the shutdown of city parks while soil remediation took place. Point Douglas residents can’t remember seeing this type
of warning on their side of the water. Photo: Ruth Bonneville / Winnipeg Free Press

https://gov.mb.ca/asset_library/en/proactive/2019_2020/soil-report-assessment.pdf#page=33
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/winnipeg-soil-ndp-point-douglas-1.4821339
https://www.gov.mb.ca/health/publichealth/environmentalhealth/lead/docs/homes_fs.pdf
https://www.gov.mb.ca/sd/eal/registries/5998soilsurvey/shallow-soil-lead-report.pdf#page=25
https://mspace.lib.umanitoba.ca/bitstream/handle/1993/34444/Folarin_Solademi.pdf.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/lead-poisoning-and-health
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/lead-soil-winnipeg-low-risk-1.5444638
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https://www.datawrapper.de/_/JPxPn
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Flynn says Point Douglas has had “zero” success asking the province to gather more data. The
government didn’t want to test precipitation (like the University of Manitoba snow tests in St.
Boniface) to see if heavy metal contamination was ongoing and it never followed through on years-
old promises to monitor the air quality, either. Eventually, the government stopped responding
altogether, Flynn says. The province did not respond to speci�c questions from The Narwhal and
the Winnipeg Free Press about existing soil testing, air quality monitoring or remediation projects
in the neighbourhood.

“It was just excuse after excuse,” she says. “Obviously that’s super frustrating, to be asking for
information and not getting any, having your emails ignored.”

Environmental human rights legislation could offer justice, health for
Point Douglas residents

In Point Douglas, any discussion of the environment, pollution, contamination and health goes
hand in hand with a discussion of marginalization and poverty.

It’s this notion — that environmental justice is paramount to residents’ health and well-being —
that informs the push for environmental human rights. 

When the United Nations General Assembly passed a resolution last summer a�rming everyone
has the right to a healthy environment, the rationale was clear: in face of mounting crises caused by
climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution, citizens — especially marginalized and vulnerable
groups — should have the legal power to hold governments and industries accountable. The United
Nations noted most countries have laws meant to mitigate the impacts of climate change, limit
pollution and safeguard biodiversity, but citizens have not always felt empowered to challenge
governments to enforce or even follow those regulations. 

Already 80 per cent of United Nations member states have recognized this right in their own
constitutions and legislation. In a press release, the United Nations said advocates hope this
resolution, though not binding, would inspire other countries to follow suit. 

Canada is among the minority still without environmental human rights legislation — for now. Bill
S-5, currently awaiting consideration in the Senate, would introduce language to “protect the right
of every individual in Canada to a healthy environment” subject to “reasonable limits.”

Critics, including members of the Manitoba Eco-Network, worry the bill will not be enforceable and
could instead weaken some existing environmental protections.

Another federal bill, C-226, currently in second reading, would prompt the government to develop a
national strategy on environmental racism and advance environmental justice. This bill could bring
about more support for data collection on environmental hazards, socio-economic conditions and
the impacts of environmental racism. It would require the federal minister of environment and
climate change to create a legal framework to address how race, socio-economic status and living
near environmental hazards shape health outcomes. 

Residents of Point Douglas, on average, have lower life expectancies and higher rates of cardiovascular and respiratory illnesses (like asthma, hypertension and heart attacks) than
averages for the province as a whole, according to regional health data. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

Daily average particulate matter concentrations in Point Douglas (2017-18)
In micrograms per metre cubed

https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements/2021/06/joint-statement-un-human-rights-experts-world-environment-day?LangID=E&NewsID=27130
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/historic-move-un-declares-healthy-environment-human-right
https://www.parl.ca/legisinfo/en/bill/44-1/s-5
https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/44-1/bill/C-226/third-reading


6/12/23, 12:30 PM ‘A toxic soup’: the fight for environmental human rights in Winnipeg | The Narwhal

https://thenarwhal.ca/winnipeg-point-douglas-contamination/ 11/14

In Canada, however, provinces are most responsible for environmental decision-making. 

Ontario instituted its Environmental Bill of Rights in 1993, allowing citizens the right to participate
in decisions involving the province’s air, water, land and wildlife. Under the bill, Ontarians can
comment on speci�c government proposals, request new policies, acts or regulations (or a review of
existing ones), get permission to appeal certain permits, licences and approvals and, crucially,
charge the ministries to investigate environmental harms, sue for environmental damage and be
protected as a whistleblower.

According to the Canadian Environmental Law Association, Ontario’s bill “signi�cantly improved”
public participation. It’s been weakened since — the o�ce of the environmental commissioner was
nixed in 2019, for example — but the opportunity to hold governments to account for the
environment can’t be understated. 

Similar legislation exists in Quebec’s Environment Quality Act, Yukon’s Environment Act, which
o�ers residents the right to take legal action against the government or another body causing
impairment to the environment, the Northwest Territories’ Environmental Rights Act (which
acknowledges the “value in local, community, traditional and scienti�c knowledge in making
environmental decisions”) and Prince Edward Island’s recently passed Environmental Bill of
Rights. 

Manitoba has no such legislation — though not for lack of trying.

Bill 20, the Environmental Rights Act, was introduced by the then-NDP government in 2015.

“This bill proposes to a�rm that every Manitoban has a right to a healthy and ecologically balanced
environment,” then minister of conservation and water stewardship Thomas Nevakshono� told the
legislature during the bill’s �rst reading. 

Although it died with the election of the Progressive Conservative party, the need remains, Fast
says. 

“There is a need for recognition of environmental human rights in Manitoba,” Fast says. 

Exactly what shape those rights take in Manitoba, Fast says, should come out of consultation with
the larger community. But according to the United Nations, e�ective environmental human rights
share certain characteristics: they must be substantive — meaning they’re fundamental, absolute
and directly linked to other civil, political, economic, social, cultural and collective rights — and
they must be procedural, meaning they include speci�c tools to enforce those rights. Procedural
tools include access to information, public participation and access to justice, according to the
United Nations — all things residents in Point Douglas have been asking for.

Chart: Julia-Simone Rutgers / The Narwhal & Winnipeg Free Press • Source: City of Winnipeg • Created with Datawrapper
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Manitoba’s Red River has su�ered in Point Douglas, too. Residents have been asking for help cleaning out shopping carts and garbage embedded in the muddy banks, but they say
governments seem unclear on their own jurisdiction over the river and little progress has been made. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

https://www.ontario.ca/page/environmental-bill-rights
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-offices-merging-1.5058471
https://www.legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/document/cs/Q-2
https://laws.yukon.ca/cms/images/LEGISLATION/PRINCIPAL/2002/2002-0076/2002-0076.pdf
https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/resources/plain_language_summary_-_era_updated_december_2019.pdf#page=3
https://www.saltwire.com/atlantic-canada/news/pei-legislature-passes-environmental-bill-of-rights-100585877/
https://web2.gov.mb.ca/bills/40-5/pdf/b020.pdf
https://www.gov.mb.ca/legislature/hansard/40th_5th/hansardpdf/22.pdf#page=3
https://data.winnipeg.ca/Organizational-Support-Services/Air-Quality/f58p-2ju3/explore/query/SELECT%0A%20%20%60observationid%60%2C%0A%20%20%60observationtime%60%2C%0A%20%20%60thingid%60%2C%0A%20%20%60locationname%60%2C%0A%20%20%60measurementtype%60%2C%0A%20%20%60measurementvalue%60%2C%0A%20%20%60measurementunit%60%2C%0A%20%20%60location%60%2C%0A%20%20%60point%60%2C%0A%20%20%60%3A%40computed_region_66r8_mmhg%60%2C%0A%20%20%60%3A%40computed_region_6rfj_69jf%60%2C%0A%20%20%60%3A%40computed_region_38v8_cedi%60%2C%0A%20%20%60%3A%40computed_region_4h47_8kp6%60%0AWHERE%0A%20%20%28%60locationname%60%20IN%20%28%22Point%20Douglas%22%29%29%0A%20%20AND%20%28%60measurementtype%60%20IN%20%28%22PM2.5%20Particulates%22%29%29%0AORDER%20BY%20%60observationtime%60%20DESC%20NULL%20LAST/page/filter
https://www.datawrapper.de/_/NHvBj
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(Manitoba’s environment minister Kevin Klein was not made available for an interview and the
department did not respond to questions about environmental human rights legislation by
publication time.)

Governments are often worried introducing these rights would spark a �urry of expensive, time-
consuming lawsuits, (the United Kingdom, for example, initially hesitated to support the United
Nations resolution, citing “legal concerns”) but the evidence isn’t there to back up those fears. 

“People are poor. We can’t a�ord to go to court unless it’s really important,” Fast says, noting there
hasn’t been a “�oodgate” of litigation in Quebec or Ontario following the introduction of
environmental human rights. 

Instead of going to court, she says, “citizens would love to feel like, if they’ve tried every political
regulatory route out there, they have an option, because really the feeling is that they don’t have
any option if they perceive the government to not have done their job properly.”

Homegrown solutions to contamination abound in Point Douglas

Back in Point Douglas, many residents are tired of hearing governments tell them how complicated
the neighbourhood’s needs are; they’re tired of trying to �gure out which government body is
responsible for what; they’re tired of unanswered calls.

They’ve called 311 repeatedly asking the city to clean up piles of garbage around encampment sites
and along the riverbanks, to discourage suspected illegal dumping, to �x up vacant properties at risk
of arson, to report industries they believe are polluting the neighbourhood — still, not much has
changed, and it’s exasperating.

“Why do they not listen to us, I think it’s because … they don’t care about aspects of

the North End,” resident Howard Warren says. “You lose your motivation to keep doing this. It’s very
frustrating.”

Point Douglas residents have organized to challenge municipal and provincial governments to address their needs, but they don’t feel heard. Residents say they would consider legal
action like lawsuits if the option was available — but only if they received �nancial support. Photo: Jessica Lee / Winnipeg Free Press

https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/clean-environment-could-become-un-human-right-not-so-fast-say-us-britain-2021-10-05/
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Warren believes the community has been “completely abandoned” when it comes to environmental
issues, but the people who live there love the neighbourhood, so they pick up the slack. He’s helped
run spring cleanups for over a decade. After the snow melts, volunteers band together to pick up
trash, clean up the riverbanks and take care of their shared community spaces. 

In the last couple of years, he says, the city has assisted the clean-up e�orts, sending contractors
and skips to pack out the tonnes of trash volunteers collect. Some residents were recently able to
meet with the newly elected Mayor Scott Gillingham, who they say was receptive to their concerns.
Following that meeting, some trash “hot spots” were addressed, residents say.

But those are just band-aid solutions. Many residents expressed a common refrain: this wouldn’t
happen in wealthier neighbourhoods.

They have ideas for small, concrete solutions: free pickup for bulky waste (the city typically collects
large items for disposal at a fee), more frequent garbage collection, larger bins in neighbourhood
parks, more inspections of vacant properties, more collaboration between levels of government on
environmental protection, more educational resources for community members who may not be
able to access the internet.

They have big picture ideas, too.

They want major industrial businesses out, saying those facilities are “incompatible” with normal,
safe family life. They want the rail line relocated before disaster strikes (a recent derailment that
shut down a major city roadway was a stark reminder of the threat), they want to see the Red River
cleared of trash and contaminants, they want to know their soil is being remediated.

Howard Warren, a long-time Point Douglas resident, has put his own time and energy into caring for the community, but having older residents clean up the neighbourhood isn’t
sustainable, he says. Photo: Jessica Lee / Winnipeg Free Press

Point Douglas residents have started several community gardens and orchards in an e�ort to improve food security and care for the land in their neighbourhood. Photo: Jessica Lee /
Winnipeg Free Press

https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/breakingnews/2023/04/21/train-derails-on-mcphillips-bridge
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Some residents are even banding together with community groups in St. Boniface to propose a
national urban park for the peninsula, which could eventually safeguard the area from industrial
developments.

Bitney suggests environmental ethics should underpin all government decision-making. In Point
Douglas, not only would cleaning up and protecting the neighbourhood be a matter of pride, she
says, it would also be a matter of health — especially for the most vulnerable.

“When you have an area like this that’s in some poverty and is racialized, environmental justice
doesn’t appear on the horizon,” Bitney says. “I like to think of it as a kind of restorative justice, and
restorative justice for the land itself.”

Banner Photo:

BANNER: In a neighbourhood where manufacturing and residential life happen side-by-side, the impacts of contamination are taking a toll on

residents. That's why they want environmental human rights.

Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press

Residents are steadfast: rail relocation, an end to industry and a concerted e�ort to remediate the lands, waters and buildings impacted by contamination could transform their
beloved community. Photo: David Lipnowski / Winnipeg Free Press


