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Preface

The 2005 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment report observes that about sixty per
cent of the world’s ecosystem services are being degraded or used unsustainably.
The report observes that over the past half a century, human activities have trans-
formed natural ecosystems at a pace faster and extensive than in any comparable
time in human history. This pace of ecosystem degradation has grave consequences
for human health, including the emergence of new diseases. Since the 1970s, new
diseases have been emerging at an unprecedented rate of one or more per year, with
the World Health Organization confirming over 1100 epidemic events worldwide,
within the past few years alone. It is anticipated that over the next few decades eco-
logical factors will continue to play a key role in the emergence of new diseases and
augment the impacts of older ones.

Since the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, there have been increasing efforts
aimed at drawing attention to the intricate interconnections and interdependencies
between environment, health, and sustainable development, culminating with the
recent climate change summit in Copenhagen. While these connections are being
acknowledged in global and regional policy documents, their translation to influ-
ence and respond to public health and environmental problems at the lower scale still
remains a challenge. For example, the health impacts of environmental degradation
are experienced at the local or community level, with many public health settings
struggling to contain these effects and the widespread of newer diseases. Similarly,
researchers are exploring effective analytical frameworks that will provide a com-
prehensive understanding of the interconnections between the social, political, and
natural dimensions of the environment.

These challenges and the growing emphasis on the important role of ecological
factors in shaping human health, present a compelling case for rethinking current
public health strategies. The intricate linkages between the social and natural com-
ponents of the ecosystem require that we revisit the early 19th century’s emphasis
on promoting human health from a holistic and ecological perspective. While past
public health research and practice sought to adopt a broader, socio-ecological view
of health and to focus on broader determinants of health, the focus on individual
level factors has continued to prevail, with ecological determinants receiving periph-
eral attention. The public health threats presented by ecological factors, now and in
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the future, leaves us with little choice but to refocus our efforts on identifying and
developing strategies at the interface of public health and environmental manage-
ment; strategies that will improve human health through the sustainable manage-
ment of ecosystems.

This renewed way of thinking about improving public health has resulted in the
emergence of new paradigms, such as the ecosystem approach to human health, or
the ecohealth approach, the subject of this book. The ecosystem approach to human
health bridges thinking in the public health and the natural resources manage-
ment fields, and explores ways to understand and manage the various components
of the ecosystem so as to improve human health and well-being. The ecohealth
approach seeks to promote a holistic view of health, with environmental sustain-
ability as a major component of this overall well-being. The ecohealth approach
encourages research, practice and policy that aim to improve human health and
well-being through better ecosystem management interventions. The emphasis on
both human health and ecosystem health underscores the interdependencies between
the two systems, and provides a means for achieving broader goals of sustainable
development.

From a research perspective, the ecohealth approach integrates indigenous per-
spectives with the views of experts from the natural, social, and health sciences, to
investigate and respond to problems at the interface of environment and health. The
approach makes use of a transdisciplinary team of researchers who engage relevant
stakeholders and beneficiaries of the problem under investigation in all aspects of
the research process. Participatory research procedures are central to the ecohealth
approach, with the ultimate goal of generating increased understanding of the causal
basis of ecologically-mediated health problems, and to raise people’s consciousness
to respond to their health concerns in a proactive manner.

Since the 1990s, the concept of an ecosystem approach to human health has been
gaining widespread attention. A number of institutions around the world have begun
to adopt the ecosystem approach to promote public health. For example, in Canada,
the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) can be referred to as a pio-
neer in spearheading the application of this approach in developing countries, and in
developing Communities of Practice around the world. Some medical schools have
also begun to incorporate ecohealth concepts and principles into their curricula.

However, as an emerging field, ecohealth lacks the theoretical rigor that is often
seen in other public health sub-disciplines such as medical sociology, health geog-
raphy, and medical anthropology. Most often than not, the conventional ecohealth
literature adopts concepts and notions of “health”, “ecosystem degradation”, and
“community participation” without re-evaluating how these are constructed, and
how social and political framings are woven into these constructions. Also, the
causal basis of ecosystem degradation tends to be attributed to factors such as
rapid population growth, “inappropriate” land use practices, and poverty, with-
out considering how these factors have been shaped by unequal power relations
that characterize human-environment relationships and represent coping strategies
and forms of resistance. Similarly, ecosystem-mediated health problems tend to
be attributed to “inappropriate” interactions with the biophysical environment and
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consequently exposure to disease vectors and pathogens, while failing to take into
account the socio-political factors that caused the disease-prone environment in the
first place. In addition, it is important that attention be paid to how we construct
subject positions such as the “sick” and “healthy”. These constructions need to be
evaluated through the lens of how ecohealth is deployed as a discourse, and taking
care to ensure that ecohealth knowledge claims are transparent.

This book is designed to take ecohealth research and practice to this next
level, the adoption of a critical lens. The book draws on critical social theory to
examine public health and environmental problems. In particular, it draws on the-
oretical perspectives from political ecology (of health), the sociology of science,
poststructuralism, postcolonial, and feminist theories as applied in public health
and environmental discourses. Building on these, the book lays the contours for
a new framework – A Critical Approach to Ecohealth Research and Practice, which
bridges thinking in critical public health and critical political ecology.

In addition to proposing a critical lens to ecohealth research and practice, the
book walks students, researchers, and practitioners through the practical processes
of conducting an ecohealth research project, from gaining entry into the research site
or community, to conducting a culturally and socio-politically conscious research
project.

The case studies presented in this book draw on my experience as an ecohealth
research practitioner and explore the methodological and ethical challenges mostly
encountered when embarking on a community-based ecohealth research project.
The application of the ecohealth approach to Indigenous health concerns is also
explored, as well as an examination of on-going efforts by global and regional ini-
tiatives to integrate environment and health policy and to link this with broader
public policies.

For purposes of organization, this book has been divided into four parts. Part I –
Ecohealth: The Ecosystem Approach to Human Health, which includes Chapters 1,
2, and 3, and reviews the literature on the linkages between health and environment
and traces the events in both the public health and environmental fields that led to
the re-emergence of the ecosystem approaches to public health. It also describes
the key concepts and principles of the ecosystem approaches to human health.
Part II – Methodological Approaches and Processes to Conducting Ecohealth
Research, which includes Chapters 4 and, 5 describes the methodological
approaches and processes for conducting ecohealth research. It outlines the key
elements and principles of community-based participatory action research and a
healthy community strategic planning process. In addition, it describes a step-
by-step, practical approach to conducting an ecohealth research, from forming a
transdisciplinary research team to collaboratively analyzing and implementing the
research findings. Part III – Case Studies: Application of the Ecohealth Approach,
which includes Chapters 6, 7, 8, 9, and, 10 examines the application of the eco-
health approach to investigating environment and health concerns. Chapters 6 and
7 present the findings of an ecohealth project that was conducted in a West African
community, and discusses how political ecology and community strategic planning
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processes were used to help a community investigate and respond to its environ-
ment and health challenges, and also plan for a healthy community. Drawing on the
case studies presented, Chapter 8 explores some of the methodological and ethical
challenges encountered when conducting an ecohealth project. Chapter 9 explores
the application of the ecohealth approach to Indigenous environmental health con-
cerns. Chapter 10 examines how efforts are being made regionally and globally
to develop integrated health and environment policy frameworks and to translate
these to inform programming at the local level. Part IV – A Critical Approach to
Ecohealth Research and Practice, which includes Chapters 11, 12, 13, and, 14 lays
the foundation for a critical approach to ecohealth research and practice. It explores
the key elements of critical social theory, examines how these are applied to environ-
ment and public health issues, and then articulates a critical framework for ecohealth
research and practice.

As one of the first books to introduce the concept of a critical approach to
ecohealth research and practice, the goal of this book, then, is to not only intro-
duce students, researchers, and practitioners to the ecosystems approach to human
health, but also to stimulate critical thinking and the application of critical theoret-
ical perspectives to examining the complexities surrounding people, environment
and health relationships. It is through the adoption of such a critical lens, that we
are able to produce knowledge claims that are socially and ecologically relevant, as
well as develop interventions that are liberating and not constraining.

This book could not have come to fruition without the support of my family,
friends, colleagues and mentors. In particular, I am grateful to the examining board
and academic committee of my doctoral dissertation, who encouraged me to put
down, in the form of a book, my transdisciplinary training and experience and to
stimulate this new line of thought in the emerging field of ecohealth. My heartfelt
gratitude goes to my family – Collins, Ethan, Bernard, Zaneta, and my dedicated
husband Gabriel, for their continuous support and encouragement.

Thunder Bay, ON, Canada Crescentia Y. Dakubo
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