
“The burning of fossil fuels is killing us” 
warned a recent report from the World 
Health Organization.1 “Climate change 
is the single biggest health threat 
facing humanity… disproportionately 
felt by the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged.”

The Ford government quickly 
showed its attitude to this threat. 
Just days after being sworn in, Ford 
fired Ontario’s Chief Scientist.2 He 
then triggered an exodus3 of senior 
scientists from Ontario Public Health.

As if disdain for science were not 
enough, the government 
quickly demonstrated 
its denial of the climate 
crisis. Cancelling 
renewable energy 
projects. Eliminating 
Ontario’s office of 
Ontario’s Environment 
Commissioner. 
Jettisoning Ontario’s 
climate adaptation plan. 
All of this as the signs 
of climate breakdown 
become clearer.
 

Deadly weather 
Last summer’s heat dome in British 
Columbia, the deadliest weather event 
in Canadian history, killed 600 people 
in British Columbia4 and 185 in Alberta.5 
Most of the victims were seniors, many 
with a chronic illness. Many lived alone, 
in poorer neighbourhoods with little 
green space. British Columbia was not 
prepared for this crisis.

With Canada’s temperature warming 
at twice the global average6, extreme 
weather will become more common. 
Children born today will experience 
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seven times as many heat waves 
and other climate disasters as their 
grandparents.7

The climate emergency has many 
health impacts, including: 

    deaths and hospitalizations caused 
by heat, flooding or storms,

    chronic illness caused by air 
pollution from the burning of fossil 
fuels,

   infectious diseases such as Lyme 
disease and others spread by 
mosquitos or other hosts.

Air pollution alone, caused primarily by 
emissions from cars and trucks, causes 
more than 15,000 premature deaths in 
Canada, including 6,600 in Ontario.8 The 
total economic cost of all health effects 
caused by air pollution is $120 Billion 
per year. 

Asthma is but one way we suffer from 
air pollution. Approximately 10 per 
cent of Canadians are affected, but in 
children and their Indigenous peers 
the rate is one in every five.10 Toronto 
ranks as the sixth highest of 125 cities 
worldwide for new childhood asthma 
cases.11 

Ford’s COVID Response – 
How not to respond to an 
existential crisis
Air pollution is also a major factor in 
increased susceptibility to COVID. 
COVID rates are significantly higher in 
neighbourhoods of Toronto with high 
levels of traffic-related air pollution, 
and which are highly racialized.12 Long 
term exposure to air pollution is also 
associated with higher COVID mortality 
rates.13 COVID has shown we need fully 
staffed and equipped health facilities, 
and a robust public health system, all 
backed with a strong spine of science. 
So too does the climate emergency.

Ford’s disregard for science and public 
health became clear with his first budget. 
The government plans to consolidate 
our thirty-four public health units down 
to ten. Cash-strapped municipalities 
have to pick up 30% of all public health 
costs. The province previously paid 
100% of some services, and 75% of 
others. The changes could result in cuts 
to vaccination programs,14 environmental 
hazard mitigation, disease prevention, 
water quality testing and other programs 
related to climate change.
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Ford’s COVID response ignored 
science. Ontario’s Auditor General’s 
assessment was scathing: 

“The command structure also was not 
dominated by appropriate expertise 
(key public health officials did not have 
the top leadership roles and did not 
fully exercise their powers). As a result, 
Ontario’s response included decisions 
that ran contrary to expert advice.”15 
 
Ford’s disdain for science-based advice 
continued throughout the pandemic. He 
has ignored advice from its independent 
Science Advisory Table,16 chastised 
health units that set safer measures17 
and ignored scientific advice when he 
lifted masking mandates.18 
 
Cuts and shortchanging 
have disabled our health 
care system
Ford promised to fix Ontario’s chronic 
healthcare bed and staff shortages. He 
promised healthcare workers that “Help 
is on its way.”19 This ‘help’ came in the 
form of Bill 124, a law that has actually 
reduced the real take home pay of 
nurses and other health professionals. 
Staff are leaving in droves. Vacancies in 

healthcare have more than doubled in the 
past two years.20 

Ford also quickly launched a series of 
painful cuts, including $335 million from 
mental health;21 a less than inflation 
increase to hospitals, cuts to Indigenous 
affairs, etc. The government habitually 
underspent its budgets.22 23 Ontario is now 
left with a health system that, according 
to the Financial Accountability Office, will 
be underfunded by at least $4.5 billion by 
2023/24 and a government that is sitting 
on “significant unallocated funds.”24

Instead of fixing hallway medicine, Ford 
has created an overloaded and backed-
up health system, with highest ever 
levels of patients in acute care waiting 
for transfer to a different kind of care.25 
Ambulance services frequently report 
code zero, no ambulance available.26 

Ontario needs a government that cares 
for our most vulnerable and respects 
the staff who care for them. We need a 
government that recognizes the climate 
threat. We need a government that will 
build our health system’s ability to prevent 
and respond to the health impacts of the 
climate crisis.
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