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Canada has a number of progressive public policies which can influence health. In
this blog we briefly look at 6 potential lessons for NZ in the domains of: (i)
responding to climate change; (ii) supporting cycling; (iii) tobacco control; (iv)
controls on food marketing directed at children; (v) healthy food guidelines; and
(vi) cannabis law reform.

 

Canada is a high-income country that has some cultural, legal and organisational
similarities to New Zealand (NZ). Canada’s current government is also relatively
progressive on various health and social issues. For these reasons the Canadian policy
experience may be relevant to NZ and be worth studying. Here we look at six stand-out
areas of potential public health significance for NZ.

1) Response to climate change

There is international survey data to suggest that charges on greenhouse gas emissions
can be popular with the public if revenues are given back to citizens [1]. This year Canada
is proposing to expand such a scheme, as used in British Colombia (BC), to other provinces.
In the proposed scheme, 90% of the revenues will be returned to citizens as per-capita
dividends [1]. The successful BC scheme has been associated with majority public support



and it “now funds more than a billion dollars a year in other tax cuts” [2].

While things may improve in NZ with a new Climate Commission, the above type approach
in Canada seems superior to NZ’s current Emissions Trading Scheme [ETS]. NZ’s ETS has
numerous design problems that include its strange hybrid structure and exclusion of the
critically important agricultural sector [3-6].

2) Support for active transport – cycling

Some Canadian cities have facilitated cycling more effectively than in similar NZ urban
areas. For example, the city of Victoria in BC has achieved 11.5% of journeys to work by
cycle [7]. In contrast, the highest proportion for a NZ city is Nelson, at 7.2%, and we have a
national average of only 2.5% (albeit from a 2009 study [8]). Canada’s most “bikeable”
cities have been “expanding their cycling networks through formal action plans, such as:
Victoria’s “Biketoria”, Vancouver’s “Transportation 2040”, and Montreal’s “Cycling Action
Plan” (Source). In particular, these Canadian cities all actively promote cycling as a safe,
everyday mode of transportation for all ages and abilities.

3) More advanced tobacco control

In general, both Canada and NZ are relatively progressive in tobacco control relative to
other high-income countries. But even though it has a Smokefree 2025 goal, NZ is still well
behind Canada in some tobacco control areas:

Canada has a greater proportion of smokefree outdoor dining/drinking areas. For
example, the Smoke-Free Ontario Act that was operationalised in 2015, requires
smokefree and vapefree bar and restaurant outdoor areas “including the public areas
within 9 metres of the patio” [9]. (For Province specific details see for: Ontario,
Quebec,  Nova Scotia  and New Brunswick.)
Many Canadian Provinces have banned smoking in cars with children. Furthermore,
there is evidence that such legislation has reduced child exposure to secondhand
smoke in this setting [10]. Multiple NZ Governments have been very slow to move on
this issue – but the current Government has suggested it will introduce legislation
later in 2019.
Canada has prohibited most tobacco flavours in 2008 and Ontario is currently
legislating for banning all flavours. A recent study showed that implementation of “a
menthol ban in Ontario was associated with significant reduction of menthol cigarette
sales and total cigarettes sales, compared to British Columbia where there was no
provincial menthol ban” [11].

4) Controls on food marketing directed at children

Since 1980, the province of Quebec in Canada, under the Consumer Protection Act, has
prohibited commercial advertising directed at children [12]. This applies to children under
the age of 13 when children consist of 15% of viewership, and the product is exclusively
designed for children. There is some evidence to suggest that this law is working with one
study finding: ‘a statistically significantly lower percentage of the Quebec French food
advertisements were classified as either high fat, sugar or sodium and a smaller proportion
of food ads were classified as “less healthy” compared to the Ontario and Quebec English
samples’ [12]. Another study has reported that this advertising ban decreased the
propensity to purchase fast food by 13% per week [13]. In contrast, NZ only has weak
industry self-regulation around the marketing of junk food to children and NZ health experts



have identified the need for government regulation in this area [14].

5) Upgraded healthy food guidelines

Canada’s new Food Guide was launched in January 2019 and appears to have been well-
received in and outside of Canada. The Food Guide emphasises how to approach eating
food, rather than listing numbers of recommended food group servings, portions, and
nutrient levels – easy, relateable advice that applies to everyone. In contrast, someone
looking for NZ’s food guide seems to have to sort through a dizzying array of population
groups, background papers, websites, and links.

The new Canadian recommendations can be summarised as:

Eat plenty of veggies and fruits, whole grains, and protein foods
Choose proteins that come from plants more often
When you can, consume unsaturated fats instead of saturated fats
Make water your beverage of choice
Limit your consumption of processed foods and beverages that contribute excess
sodium, free sugars, and/or saturated fat
Limit your consumption of alcohol

Healthy eating lifestyle tips include:

Be mindful of your eating habits
Cook more often rather than buying meals
Enjoy your food
Eat meals with others
Use food labels
Be aware of food marketing

Notably, in this new food guide “dairy” isn’t its own category. Instead, “healthy dairy” is
listed as an option for protein or unsweetened drink. Juice and sweetened dairy are no
longer promoted. In addition to helping the population improve their own eating habits,
having a government-issued document that provides clear guidance such as “make water
your beverage of choice” provides the basis for implementing sound nutrition policies (eg,
stopping the provision of unhealthy drinks in schools).

6) Cannabis law reform

Canada has been a pioneer country in terms of taking a health-orientated approach, as
opposed to just a criminal approach, to cannabis. From media reports it seems as if the new
legislation operationalised in 2018 is working – but we await more scientific studies on the
impact of the law. For example, is it displacing potentially more harmful substances such as
alcohol (as appears to be happening in some US states)? A particularly good feature of
Canada’s approach is the health warnings on cannabis products, which should allow for
more informed decision-making by consumers eg:

 “WARNING: Do not drive or operate machinery after using cannabis. More than
4,000 Canadians were injured and 75 died from driving after using cannabis (in 2012)” [15].

So as NZ explores how best to change the law around cannabis – it should consider trying
to learn from the Canadian experience.



Comment

Obviously, the NZ Government (and local governments in NZ) need to determine what are
their own health and social priorities. Local consideration can capture the likely health
impact for the local population, impact on reducing health inequalities in NZ and advancing
Māori health, and aspects of cost-effectiveness (with the latter detailed in this online league
table [16], and discussed in various Public Health Expert Blogs on league tables eg, [17]).
But when interventions are in place in other jurisdictions, as the above ones are in at least
parts of Canada, then this can be helpful for NZ policy-makers. Besides providing evidence
of effects, the use of the interventions suggests some level of political feasibility of the
policy. NZ should continue to learn public health lessons from such progressive places.
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