Pollution is
Colonialism

Colonialism in Canada is an ongoing structure whereby
settler society and government assert sovereignty over
lands already occupied by Indigenous peoples. This
includes disrupting and exterminating Indigenous life,
values, and self-determination, as well as disruption of
established relationships between bodies, lands, waters,
airs, plants, animals and other beings.

Pollution is Colonialism because:
Land is at the centre of colonialism.
Industry and the state disrupt and damage the many relationships
that make up the Land when they understand Land as a resource.
They use the Land to extract value, such as in mining, but also
use the Land as a place to put pollution -- from radioactive waste
to urban sewage -- as another way to make economic value.
Using the Land for the best interests of industry, profit, settlers, or
colonial governments is a central part of colonialism.

Pollutants are material forms of harm.
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Canada’s extraction economy - from fur to fossil fuels - has been
at the forefront of Canadian disruptions to Indigenous Land and
sovereignty. The pollution from extraction, as well as from refining,
manufacturing, and other industries, is often concentrated in
Indigenous communities, becoming a form of intergenerational
violence, such as the decades of methylmercury poisoning at
Grassy Narrows First Nation or the generations of Dene People
exposed to radiation from uranium mining.

More than this, persistent pollutants, such as PCBs,
methylmercury, and radioactive isotopes, have no respect for
jurisdiction, distributing harm and death to people, fish,
animals, plants, water, and other parts of the Land, disrupting
relationships between them. Pollution is a significant and
ongoing form of colonial violence in Canada, a violence that
overflows legal jurisdiction and local point sources. As Native
Youth Sexual Health Network has said, “Violence on the Land
is Violence on our Bodies.”

A Call to Action:
It took a lot of work to make the state acknowledge the
injustices of residential schools, but this is essential to
decolonization and Indigenous resurgence and sovereignty.
Similarly, it will take a lot of work to bring the state, industry,
and others into responsibility for the violences of pollution.
There are already many groups and nations calling for action
and change:
●

The state gives permission to pollute.
It is legal for some amount of pollution to occur under
Canadian and U.S. environmental law. Under the
permission-to-pollute system in Canada, some effluents can
be released up to a certain amount, and spills and leaks are
considered acceptable risks even though they happen
regularly. Canada’s current toxics governance relies on
industries to self-report their emissions, and to do the research
that determines whether their own chemicals are harmful. It is
thus difficult to get accurate information from the government
about the past and present status of environmental harms.
There is little accountability about the role of pollution in
Canadian colonialism; for example, pollution was not
discussed in the Truth and Reconciliation process. Until 2016,
Canada refused to be a signatory to the United Nations
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People and the right to
free, prior, and informed consent. This includes consent to be
polluted or not. How might a different environmental
governance system acknowledge the significant and ongoing
role of pollution in Canadian colonialism?
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Colonialism in Canada is an ongoing structure
whereby settler society and government assert
sovereignty over lands already occupied by
Indigenous peoples. This includes disrupting and
exterminating Indigenous life, values, and
self-determination, as well as disruption of
established relationships between bodies, lands,
waters, airs, plants, animals and other beings.

More than this, persistent pollutants, such as PCBs,
methylmercury, and radioactive isotopes, have no respect for
jurisdiction, distributing harm and death to people, fish,
animals, plants, water, and other parts of the Land, disrupting
relationships between them. Pollution is a significant and
ongoing form of colonial violence in Canada, a violence that
overflows legal jurisdiction and local point sources. As Native
Youth Sexual Health Network has said, “Violence on the Land
is Violence on our Bodies.”

Pollution is Colonialism because:

The state gives permission to pollute.

Land is at the centre of colonialism.
Industry and the state disrupt and damage the many relationships
that make up the Land when they understand Land as a resource.
They use the Land to extract value, such as in mining, but also use
the Land as a place to put pollution -- from radioactive waste to
urban sewage -- as another way to make economic value. Using
the Land for the best interests of industry, profit, settlers, or colonial
governments is a central part of colonialism.

Pollutants are material forms of harm.
Canada’s extraction economy - from fur to fossil fuels - has been at
the forefront of Canadian disruptions to Indigenous Land and
sovereignty. The pollution from extraction, as well as from refining,
manufacturing, and other industries, is often concentrated in
Indigenous communities, becoming a form of intergenerational
violence, such as the decades of methylmercury poisoning at
Grassy Narrows First Nation or the generations of Dene People
exposed to radiation from uranium mining.

It is legal for some amount of pollution to occur under
Canadian and U.S. environmental law. Under the
permission-to-pollute system in Canada, some effluents can
be released up to a certain amount, and spills and leaks are
considered acceptable risks even though they happen
regularly. Canada’s current toxics governance relies on
industries to self-report their emissions, and to do the research
that determines whether their own chemicals are harmful. It is
thus difficult to get accurate information from the government
about the past and present status of environmental harms.
There is little accountability about the role of pollution in
Canadian colonialism; for example, pollution was not
discussed in the Truth and Reconciliation process. Until 2016,
Canada refused to be a signatory to the United Nations
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People and the right to
free, prior, and informed consent. This includes consent to be
polluted or not. How might a different environmental
governance system acknowledge the significant and ongoing
role of pollution in Canadian colonialism?

