
My Environment:  
Environment & Climate Change 

A #CanadaWeWant Theme  
The #MyEnvironment theme-team discussed environmental issues throughout Canada and the 

climate crisis. With a focus on solutions, they drafted recommendations for individuals, policy, and 
decision makers. 
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Collecting voice 

An introduction to the process 

The #CanadaWeWant (CWW) conference took place March 3rd to March 10th, 2020. To explore the issues, 
young people shared their feelings, beliefs, experiences, and aspirations surrounding their theme-team topics. 
They also consulted with research, experts, and other young people at the event. Each theme-team worked 
towards creating key recommendations for policy and program change.  

The #MyEnvironment theme-team focused on the impact of climate change on the lives of Canadians, and the 
role young Canadians can have as environmental stewards and in the fight against climate change. Throughout 
the week, the team looked into the different ways climate change affects Canadians and what environmental 
degradation looks like in different parts of the country. They then put together recommendations to present at a 
showcase event at Roy Thompson Hall in Toronto, Ontario to an audience of community stakeholders, policy 
makers and decision makers. 

The Four Pillars™ 

Before any work began, youth participants acknowledged the importance of defining and aligning their 
participation to the Four Pillars™. The Four Pillars™ are the Students Commission of Canada’s core values and 
guiding principles. They are (in this order): Respect, Listen, Understand and Communicate. The Four Pillars™ laid 
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the foundation for inclusive, honest and safe discussion, ensuring youth voice was authentic. As a group, young 
people took the time to establish guidelines to allow us to embody The Four Pillars™ throughout our exchanges 
and interactions.  

The theme-team kept an open mind so as not to judge others, their experiences, or opinions. Facilitators also 
provided space and time for everyone to express themselves fully. With respect as a foundation, the group was 
able to listen.  

They listened to understand, not just to respond. Not only listening to responses and questions but also listening 
to the silence in the room. What was especially important, was to listen even when there was a language barrier 
to ensure that everyone was included and valued in the group discussion.  

By listening to each other that way, the team was able to understand one another. As a group they asked 
questions and took their time to have difficult discussions in order to learn from each other. They established a 
safety net for asking questions even when it made them uncomfortable. Finally, because they took the time to 
understand, real communication could occur.  

Communicating is more than just speaking. It was important for the group to always provide space & tools for 
everyone to be able to communicate in the best way possible. To ensure that everyone had the support they 
needed to fully express their thoughts and feelings, everything was translated into both English and French.  
Participants were also encouraged to use different means of communication throughout the conference and art 
supplies were available to the group for this reason. 

With the Four Pillars™ as a guideline the theme-team was able to have honest conversations and produce 
meaningful recommendations. 

The #MyEnvironment  
Theme 

The #MyEnvironment theme-team discussed and learned 
about various environmental issues and what they look 
like throughout Canada. While researching these issues, 
the participants discussed how youth and Indigenous 
groups had been protesting and demanding change for 
years.  Young people in the group easily identified many 
environmental challenges facing Canada and the world. 
They felt that most issues stemmed from deep-rooted 
systems and decisions made by our government. The 
youth participants highlighted that, to date, efforts and 
regulations to curb climate change have been minimal in 
the face of such a huge challenge. 
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Guiding Lenses 

At the #Canadawewant conference, we used four lenses to guide our conversations.  The lenses are used to 
encourage intersectional thinking and recommendations and to ensure that discussions are inclusive of many 
Canadian experiences. The four lenses are: Rural, Remote and Northern Communities, Structural Racism, Truth 
Leading to Reconciliation and Children’s Rights. 

Rural, Remote and Northern Communities  

The youth from the #MyEnvironment theme-team highlighted that rural, remote and northern communities are 
the ones most impacted by climate change. Refusing to address the climate crisis and denying these 
communities’ access to the basic infrastructures needed to combat its effects puts them at risk of environmental 
disaster. Youth participants brought up how a lot of issues could be solved by simply consulting and working 
with these communities, as they often know the cause of the problem and the best-suited solutions. Along with 
it, youth participants mentioned the lack of funding for programs or initiatives that would encourage and sustain 
environmental entrepreneurship in remote and northern communities; hence why locals may not have the 
means or resources to implement solutions themselves. Young people felt strongly that immediate action was 
needed to support these communities who are not having their basic rights and needs, like access to clean 
water, met. 

Structural Racism 

Through discussion, the facilitators observed that the youth participants didn’t easily make the connection 
between structural racism and the environment. Little was said about communities of color and their 
relationship to environmental challenges. Youth were concerned about how those from lower socioeconomic 
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backgrounds are disproportionately affected by climate change, but they didn’t necessarily recognize the 
connection between racism and low income. This may indicate a need to further explore the environment and 
climate change through the lens of structural racism. 

Truth and Reconciliation  

“Build relationships through learning about the land.”  

– Youth Participant, 2020 

The group recognized that Indigenous Peoples have an attachment to nature and their land that gives them a 
unique perspective on climate issues. They felt that this deep connection with the environment, their lifestyle, 
and rights need to be respected.  

The young people from the theme-team recognized how environmental stewardship is a part of Indigenous 
cultures and that their fight to protect traditional lands is a fight to protect the environment. One example given 
was the pipeline protests, particularly through Wetʼsuwetʼen territory. It was important for the group to 
highlight Indigenous voices as they are prone to erasure. They felt that the Government of Canada has had 
years of planning related to addressing climate change, and that now it is time to implement real change.  

Young people also believed that it was hypocritical for the government to apologize for past injustices and make 
a commitment to Truth and Reconciliation, while still perpetuating systemic inequities related to climate change 
(like putting a pipeline through traditional territories).  They felt that Indigenous rights over their environment 
were too often ignored. One example they cited was how traditional Indigenous lands rights aren’t respected 
and how treaties are breached by the government. They pointed to elected officials and corporations who 
knowingly polluted water supplies to Indigenous reserves, and did not invest in proper infrastructure to treat the 
water. This situation contributes to more than 56 boil water advisories still permanently in effect in Indigenous 
communities across the country. According to the participants, this is a prime example of how environmental 
and Indigenous issues align. There are multiple ways to restore Indigenous rights and protecting the 
environment is one of them. Young people believed that a step towards reconciliation is a step towards a 
cleaner environment. The group felt strongly that: the #CanadaWeWant is one where we own up to our actions and 
actively work towards righting those wrongs.  

Children’s Rights  

The #CanadaWeWant respects and values the rights of every citizen in the country. Despite there being so many 
laws in place, a Youth Council, and The Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the young people from 
the #MyEnvironment theme-team felt there was still a lot of work be done when it comes to the intersection of 
children’s rights and the environment. The group felt that youth voices were still not being heard despite the 
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continuous efforts to value youth input on 
environmental concerns. They mentioned wanting and 
deserving to have a say in decisions related to the 
environment considering it is within their rights, and 
forefront to their concerns about the future. The 
UNCRC was often brought up by youth participants. 
Notably, Article 24, which guarantees the right to a 
healthy environment, but also Article 6 which grants 
children their right to life. They referenced the 
historical lawsuit by a group of 16 teenage climate 
activists against 5 nations surrounding their lack of 
action in the fight against climate change. This lawsuit 
is built on young people’s right to a healthy 
environment. The theme-team felt that government’s 
inaction on the climate crisis is a direct attack to the 
rights stated in the UNCRC. Participants wanted 
children’s rights to be taken more seriously, especially 
when considering the government has a duty to uphold 
them.  

Article 29 of the UNCRC states: ‘Your education should help you use and develop your talents and abilities. It should 
also help you learn to live peacefully, protect the environment and respect other people.’ Young people from the 
theme-team echoed this belief, and felt that the first step towards climate action is done by educating children 
on the matter at school. They shared that too many young Canadians do not have the knowledge needed to feel 
prepared to participate in the fight against climate degradation. Young people said that children must be made 
aware of the scale and urgency of the climate crisis and given hands-on opportunities to learn about and be in 
nature. They expressed the importance of connecting with their environment to reinforce the feeling of 
stewardship. To address this issue, participants suggested teaching children how to compost and implementing 
composting systems in elementary schools to engage children and families in sustainable practices. 
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Consumerism & The Environment 

Changing Our Consuming Practices 

When talking about daily habits to support the environment, facilitators observed that the discussion often 
came back to the role of young people as consumers. The theme-team highlighted the need to adopt more 
sustainable consuming practices in order to reduce the amount of waste and emissions produced. Consumers 
hold great power to sway public opinion and corporate practices.  Youth even felt that adopting simple practices 
such as carrying reusable bags or asking for an emailed receipt can make an impact down the road.  

However, youth also identified ways in which the government could help consumers practice sustainability. 
They expressed the need to work with companies to create more sanitary methods to allow for the use of 
personal mugs & containers and to invest in plastic alternatives such as biodegradable and compostable 
materials to reduce excess packaging. 

Holding Businesses Accountable 

Young people were very concerned about the current behaviour of corporations and companies. The youth 
consulted felt that businesses were not doing enough to protect the environment and needed to be held more 
accountable. They wanted to see stricter laws to regulate emissions and waste and more incentives for start-ups 
and small companies to employ eco-friendly practices.  

Recommendations 

The following section includes data and voice from the youth who participated in the #MyEnvironment theme-
team as well as other youth whom they consulted with at the #CWW conference in order to include multiple 
perspectives on the topic. Four key recommendations were identified:  

1. Ensure youth voices are heard and represented in communities and on all levels of government. 

2. Create an effective strategy to significantly reduce Canada’s emissions and waste production 
associated with consumerism.  

3. Foster respectful relationships with Indigenous Peoples. 

4. Implement school curriculum on the environment and climate change across the country. 

 

Young people’s rationale and suggested approach to acting on these recommendations are discussed below. 
These ideas were gathered through theme-team discussions and through consultations with youth in other 
groups. 
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Recommendation 1. Ensure youth voices are heard and represented in communities and on all levels of 
government. 

1.1 Implement youth environmental advisory councils and committees on provincial, territorial and municipal 
levels. 

Rationale: Youth participants want to see more avenues to work in collaboration with decision-makers 
on issues that affect their community. This will ensure that plans are tailored to the specific issues of 
each province and territory. 

Approach: Participants believed there needs to be a way for young Canadians to connect with 
government decision makers in the long-term through youth advisory councils, with localised 
opportunities for youth to be involved in environmental policy writing and development.  

 
1.2 Increase financial support for youth leading environmental stewardship and entrepreneurship initiatives. 

Rationale: Young Canadians have the desire and drive to protect their environment but don’t always 
have the connections or the money to transform their ideas into action. Youth participants felt as 
though the little funding they can obtain isn’t nearly enough to cover the cost associated with real 
solutions.  

Approach: Invest in youth ideas by giving them resources and opportunities. Fund their ideas for 
protecting the environment through significant and sustainable grants so that they can have a lasting 
impact on communities. Facilitate opportunities to create intergenerational partnerships with allies and 
mentors who can support youth to implement their initiatives.  

 

Recommandation 2. Create an effective strategy to significantly reduce Canada’s emissions and waste 
production associated with consumerism. 

2.1 Improve current policies to enforce a higher level of corporate environmental responsibility. 

Rationale: With less than 10 years to reach the UN Sustainable Development Goals, youth participants 
deemed it time the government takes concrete actions. They felt it impossible to attain responsible 
production and consumption without engaging business in their role in the climate crisis. Now is the 
time to hold them accountable for the harm they’re doing. At the same time, youth believed corporate 
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environmental responsibility will raise awareness among consumers about the businesses they support 
and the power they have as consumers to sway practices.  

Approach: Provide tax breaks and subsidies for start-ups and small companies making meaningful 
efforts to reduce their carbon footprint and incentives for major companies to reduce their emissions.  
Pass stricter laws to regulate emissions as the current carbon tax isn’t fair for all and benefits major 
polluters. The government should take an active role in regulating the extent to which businesses 
pollute our environment.  
 

2.2 Improve the effectiveness of sustainable waste management systems.  

Rationale: Several participants brought up how currently, recycling is poorly managed and ineffective, 
as batches are contaminated and put in landfills or sent abroad. They believed that improving our waste 
management systems will significantly reduce the quantity of waste sent to landfills.  

Approach: According to the youth participants, the government should optimize the efficiency of the 
recycling system by clarifying and simplifying the rules, having designated bins for each type of 
recyclable material to reduce the risk of contamination, and implementing a nationalized composting 
system. They also wanted to see an investment in the use of plastic alternatives in government 
agencies and schools so as to normalize their use. Finally, they recommended creating incentives for 
major companies to implement the use of biodegradable materials and reduce their use of plastic both 
in their production process and their actual products.  
 

2.3 Implement proper waste management in communities.  

Rationale: Youth participants believed everybody must take part in proper management of individual 
waste. They stated that by providing clear instructions and rules and by offering different disposal 
options such as composting in all communities across Canada, we would be able to reduce the waste 
sent to landfills by a significant amount.  

Approach: Participants recommended effectively engaging the public through clear instructions in 
English, French, and Indigenous languages accompanied by pictograms in order to eliminate language 
barriers. They also wanted to implement community-led gardens and compost bins in communities 
throughout Canada.  
 

2.4 Adopt responsible consuming practices to reduce waste.  

Rationale: The youth consulted stated that steps should be made on an individual level to reduce our 
personal carbon footprint. They highlighted how more sustainable and responsible consumption habits 
can benefit the environment.  

Approach: Youth participants recommended mindful consumption. Carrying reusable bags when 
shopping, using reusable bottles or cups, or opting for products free of packaging when possible. 
Mindful consumption is about planning when you’ll buy, what you’ll buy, and the disposal of the waste 
created by your purchases.  
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Recommendation 3. Foster respectful relationships with Indigenous Peoples. 

3.1 Partner with local community leaders to tackle environmental issues in Indigenous communities 

Rationale: Many Indigenous cultures are rooted in care and respect for the environment. Indigenous 
communities that are facing environmental challenges likely know the root of the problem and can 
determine the best solutions.  

Approach: Government and industry should consult elders and community members when dealing with 
environmental challenges in Indigenous communities. Youth felt that solutions and long term plans 
should be developed in collaboration with Indigenous communities to ensure they are sustainable.  

Recommendation 4. Implement school curriculum on the environment and climate change across the country.  

4.1 Include opportunities for learning in natural environments and opportunities for sustainability projects. 

Rationale: Youth participants affirmed that hands-on experiences will help youth develop a connection 
with their environment that will drive them to protect it.  They also felt that the knowledge acquired 
through these experiences will make them better equipped to live a sustainable lifestyle.  

Approach: Create a formal curriculum on the environment which teaches young people about the 
climate crisis and offers them hand-on outdoor experiences. The youth consulted expressed the 
importance of including classes on the waste disposal systems currently in place as well as climate 
preservation. Include traditional Indigenous teachings about the environmental to foster a greater 
connection to and care for the land. Young people felt that in order to be successful in our fight against 
the climate crisis, we need to tackle it through a change in perspective which means starting to teach 
and talk about issues related to the environment at an early age. 
 

4.2 Make an environmentally responsible lifestyle an integral part of Canadian culture  

Rationale: The youth expressed how crucial it is to normalize sustainable practices and integrate them 
in our culture. It is only when Canadians view practicing an environmentally friendly lifestyle as 
attainable and expected of them, that the change we need to see will occur.  

Approach: Encourage parents to integrate the environmental habits taught at school into their home 
practices, with the aim of making them part of everyone's daily life. At the same time, enhance access 
to gardens and community composting to make them more accessible to all.  

 



 

 
13 

  

The change we want to see: 

A Canada that respects Indigenous rights and considers its peoples as allies 
in the fight against climate change; a Canada that values young people’s 
input and invests in their ideas; a Canada that implements a formal 
curriculum on the environment; a Canada that adopts responsible and 
sustainable consuming habits and implements effective and sustainable 
waste management systems.  

 

The way we want to get there 
(Activities): 

- Create incentives for major 
companies to reach zero 
emissions within a certain time 
frame 

- Strengthen the connection of 
young Canadians with their 
environment 

- Reduce the amount of plastic 
consumed by Canadians and 
companies 

- Provide tax breaks for smaller 
businesses with eco-friendly 
practices 

- Update and improve current 
waste management systems and 
implement new ones 

- Create an environment 
curriculum to be implemented in 
all schools throughout Canada 

- Create partnerships with 
Indigenous community leaders  

The way we want to get there 
(Resources): 

- Create realistic plans for 
accommodating the needs of 
each province 

- Youth representatives in 
government/youth with 
opportunity to connect with 
adult representatives 

- Create federally-run waste 
management systems  

- Federalize recycling 
- Provide incentives for 

businesses to switch to the use 
of biodegradable materials 

- Provide labeling on recycling 
bins in Indigenous languages  

 

The way we want to get 
there (Resources): 

- Create a federal program of 
community gardens  

- Community groups for youth to 
talk about the environment 

- Invest in the use of plastic 
alternatives in government 
institutions and schools 

- Provide opportunities for youth 
to learn in natural 
environments 

- Create programs aimed to fund 
climate entrepreneurship for 
youth to receive sustained 
funding for their projects 

- Include Indigenous knowledge 
when educating on 
environmental issues 

 

What are the values and the principles to 
ground our recommendations?  

Respect and inclusion of all Canadian voices: The 
Canadian climate policy must be rooted in the 
respect and inclusion of Indigenous lives and 
knowledge and must include youth voices. Youth 
want their voice to be valued and taken seriously.  

What are the values and the principles to 
ground our recommendations?  

Promotion of diversity, inclusion and equity: 
Canada’s Climate policy must consider truth and 
reconciliation, structural racism, children’s rights, 
and people in rural and remote communities.  
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Conclusion 

Overall, youth just want to see a Canada that includes and cares for them. Youth want change. Youth want 
adults to listen and take accountability for their actions and change. Participants don’t want their 
recommendations to be tokenized, but rather to be considered seriously. Youth voices need to be included on 
some scale of decision making, particularly decisions that directly affect the environment. Most of all, Canada’s 
environmental strategy must be constantly evolving for it to continue to address the diverse and changing 
environmental issues experienced by young people across Canada. Everyone has a part to play in protecting the 
planet and the change needs to happen now.  

 

 


