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Lindsay Boriwick
Earlier thiz month, just as Ontana’s body politic maved into election moda, the public was given a peek inside our leaders. Litarally.

Enviranmantal Delence, an advocacy group, revealed tha "body burdens” of Premier Dalton McGuinty, John Tory and Howard Hamplon.
Our paoliticians, it turns out, are polluled with dozens of loxie chemicals found in the environment, including lead. mercury, pesticides, lame
retardants and non-stick chermicals, known as PFCs. And thay're nal alona.

Every Ontarian, indeed, every Canadian, is exposed to harmiul chemicals through the air wea breathe, the food we aat and tha waler we
drink. MeGuinty, Tory and Hamplon reacted with surprise and alarm 10 the rasults of thair tests and thay immediately promised 1o introduce
tough measures 1o salequard the environment and the Canadian public from these substances.

Wara thesa more amply promisas or had Envirenmental Delence finally dalivered the jolt that would move governmanl 1o take responsibility
for our toxic nation? After all, isn't it up to government o manage this risk for us?

Orizin?

According 1o several Morth American sociologists, legions ol consumers are taking the responsibility on themselves. They're trying 1o
rmanaga tha risk of exposure o emvironmantal comaminants by buying graen; in 5o doing, they're redefiing environmeanlalism.

The problem is, it's nol necessarily for the batter.

Al the University of Toronto, not far frem Environmeantal Dalenca's oflfice, Profassor Josée Johnstlon and her graduate student Norah
MacKendrick are exploring whal it means 1o live in an age of consumer activism.

Jehnsion, who specializes in the sociology of feod, including the arganics movement, has witnessed the rise of hybrid citizen-consumers
whi both axert their polilics and satisly their pleasuras through shopping. These shopping activists are voling with their wallets "lo slop child
labaur, to supparl social justice, 1o prolect their health and 1o save the envirenment," she saye, "Bul tha geals bahind consumarism and tha
goals behind cilizenship are actually quite distinet and often contradict each other.”

Then there is MacKendrick, whose work is specilically concarned with the issue of the environment. Ours has become a "risk socialy,” she
argues, in which environmantal risks, including elimale change, nuclear aceidents and oil spills, are all around us.

Thie accumulation of contarminants in the human body is anathar such ubiguitous environmantal risk. These chemicals don't respeact the
division betwean urban and rural, rich and poor, and thay don't honour national borders. They're a collactive problem that requires a
collective rasponse.

But what happens, MacKendrick azks in her research, o a socialy in which people worry aboul invisibla contaminants in their locd, waler
and air, and feel that governmeani isn'l adequately protecting them? The answer is something she has termed "precauticnary consumglion.”
Il describes a shift in the way wa shop;, nowadays, peopla are carefully salacting products that may be batter for thair health and the
environment, such as organic foods and biodegradable cleanars, and are avoiding products that may be harmiful,

This trand is borne oul in the Canadian marketplace whare, in 2006, annual sales of cartiied organic products surpassed $1 billian,
according 1o a recent study by the Organic Agriculture Centre of Canada. In Ontario alone, sales jumped 24 per cant ovar 2006 figuras.

Why is the boaming market Tor organic foods, a reflection of our concartad effort to avoid pesticides in our food, a cause lor concarn? Pul
simply, we're losing sight of what it means to be green. Al a practical level, being green has bacome synonymous with buying green, an idea
that Andrew Szasr chair of the Depariment of Sociology al the Univarsity of Califormia Santa Cruz, explores in his lortheoming book
Shopping Our Way to Salely.

EFTA00591015



In the face of the current environmental erisis, he says, Americans (like Canadians) have gone shopping — making whal were nicha
esmmuodities in the 1980s, sueh as arganic lood, into mass market items readily availabla on the shalves of Wal-Mart.

*It struck me at soma point thal this was a strange, new, mutant form of environmentalism,” he wites. "There is an awarenass of hazard, a

fealing of vulnarability, of being at nsk. That leeling, howaver, does not lead 1o palitical action ... it leads. instead, to individualized acts of
sell-pratection, 1o just irying Lo keep those contaminants oul of one's body."

In thie book, which will be published this Movambar, he also outlines two major consequences of the urga o shop our way to safely: First, it
won'l work. Second, it leads to political inaction.

"We become anassihelized." he says. "Paople balieve they've solved the prablem, therefore they'ra less likely to line up and advocate for
mara political responses.”

Johnston and MacKendrick's work echoes thasa concerns. "{Consumer activism) may give people a sense of agancy and control ... but it
can also give paople a false sense of what they can achieve,” says Johnston. "Norah's work really illustrates thal. There's no escaps from

these body burdens. Everybody has them and we can'l buy our way oul of this."

Enviranmantal Delence, by choosing 1o test a handiul ol politicians, has clearly placed the onug on gevernmant 1o prolect us. "You can
makea parsonal choicas to avoid cartain types of exposuras,” says Aaron Freeman, policy director at Ervironmaental Dafenca. "But this is ona
area whara governmeant cannot be left aff the haok.”

The messaga thal emerges seems clear: Go ahead and vola with your wallel but don't fargal to go ta the polls.
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