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The purpose of this panel will be to discuss the relationship between bioethics, emerging frameworks of public health ethics and environmental ethics. Specifically there will be a focus on issues raised by environmental equity, environmental justice and human rights approaches in illuminating the relationship between adverse environmental circumstances and human health.  This will be explored through considering the similarities and differences between traditional approaches to bioethics, public health ethics and environmental ethics.  The panel will also consider how differences in local context relate to the appreciation and ethical analysis of environmental health issues.


Bioethics or medical ethics is traditionally concerned with ethical issues that arise in the provision of health care, with a particular emphasis on the physician/nurse-patient relationship. There is a well-developed literature, drawing from the major philosophical traditions of the west such as utilitarianism and deontology, as well as virtue theory and care based traditions such as feminism. The literature is equally well developed for research ethics, specifically with regard to protection of individuals and the necessity of consent. There is an evolving literature from the Nuremburg document to the recent modifications of the Helsinki document.


There is less analysis of the ethical basis of public health. Recent writings have emphasized the differences between public health practice and clinical practice and pointed out the shortcomings of clinical ethical frameworks in application to public health. The concern for population health, the weight given to prevention and the responsibility for health protection serve to distinguish public health ethics from clinical ethics. There has also been recent writings concerning the linkages between human rights and public health which highlight the interdependance of these concepts.

Research ethics in environmental health are only now beginning to attract attention.

Although environmental health research cases have not figured prominently in the broader debate about the ethics of international research, extrapolation from some of the general issues that dominate the international debate, and from some of the issues that have been examined in the environmental health research literature, suggests that the ethics of international environmental health research might be an increasingly important domain to embrace fully into the broader debate. It is conceivable that as international environmental health research grows, careful attention to the ethics of this research might even contribute to the elucidation of a global environmental ethic, which has been elusive to date
.

Inherent Challenges in Environmental Health Research

Environmental health research, and by implication the ethics of this research, is beset by three inherent problems, each of which represents a significant challenge. The first is a general epistemological problem known as under-determination, which occurs when research data can be interpreted in several ways that are plausible, but conflicting. This can occur for statistical reasons, such as model selection, or because of unexpressed or unacknowledged value or epistemic commitments. The problem of under-determination is not limited to observational studies, which are predominant in environmental health research, but may be a generalized feature of knowledge acquisition
,
. Under-determination has frustrated efforts to establish causal links in some of the best-known cases of environmental research, from the relationship between second-hand smoke and lung cancer
, to proximity to overhead electrical cables and leukemia
. Although under-determination is primarily a product of environmental health research’s reliance on observational research designs it is magnified in some cases by the politically-charged nature of the risks under investigation. Thus under-determination may be exploited by parties that wish to use research data to defend certain political or economic interests, particularly when those interests may be threatened by alternative interpretations of the data. These interpretive uncertainties create a number of challenges related to the communication of study findings. They also influence the treatment of related ethical challenges such as determining the social value of the research, the accurate depiction of potential research benefits to prospective participants and their communities, and the approaches employed to conduct risk-benefit assessments and independent review.

The second challenge relates to the unavoidable nature of many environmental hazards. In order to gain important knowledge of the relationship between exposure to a potentially hazardous substance and a putative health effect it is sometimes necessary to either purposefully expose previously unexposed human subjects to suspected hazards—as is done in some industrial research in compliance with regulatory requirements—or to sustain exposure to suspected hazards in people who have already been exposed. For the most part the scientific response to this inherent constraint has been to adopt retrospective study designs, such as case-control studies or retrospective cohorts, though these almost always entail residual confounding and measurement error
,
. These inherent limitations make these designs particularly vulnerable to under-determination. But any departure from these methods to prospective and even randomized controlled designs brings the ethical challenge of determining appropriate thresholds for deliberate exposure and minimizing risk.

Knowingly exposing people to potential hazards or permitting sustained exposure for the purposes of research push the bounds of convention in research ethics, but the latter approach also appears to be inconsistent with the precautionary principle, i.e., that the first response to a suspected environmental risk should be to reduce or remove the suspected hazard and only then to deal with the challenges of knowledge generation
. There is little love lost between proponents and opponents of the precautionary principle as an appropriate guide for public health and environmental risk procedures
.  But the tension that underlies the controversy also represents a critical and inescapable challenge for researchers and IRB members who are charged with adjudicating the acceptability of risks associated with environmental health research. 

The third challenge in environmental health research, and one that is likely to play a central role in analyses related to the ethics of international studies, is the relationship between research and what is now generally referred to as environmental justice. Environmental justice is concerned with whether the risks associated with exposure to potentially hazardous materials in the environment are equitably distributed across all segments of society, or whether such exposure is, in effect, another manifestation of unfair treatment in society. For example, researchers and community advocacy groups have begun to examine and document the relationship between the occurrence of environmental hazards and variables such as socio-economic status and race
. It has also been demonstrated that environmental hazards often fall disproportionately on children
. Since the introduction of potentially hazardous materials to the environment may be an unavoidable (or costly to avoid) consequence of various economic activities in society, such as manufacturing, farming, and energy production, the stakes involved in evaluating the potential health consequences of these activities may be high and politically charged
. In these contexts, researchers and community collaborators face profound challenges in determining how their roles, loyalties, research questions, interventions, and findings—not to mention their own appetite for risks related to legal action and institutional abandonment—will affect their goals and the best interests of the community.  These research activities also occur at the interface between health and human rights
 and are increasingly the subject of several international covenants.
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