
Study objectives

The objective of this study was to evaluate the impact of communication efforts on
observed exposure decreases among the two ethnic groups living in the region.

Cod Fillet: 4

Seal Meat: 10

Seal Liver: 17

Lobster Hepatopancreas: 26

Cod Liver: 151

Eider Eggs: 151

Herring Gull Eggs: 2090

Cormorant Eggs: 2110

Chicken Eggs: < 1

Minced Beef: 1,5

Freshwater Fish: 11

(Source: Health Canada)

Methodology

Approach

This risk communication evaluation deals with the message transmission model, as
defined by Leiss (1997). This model focuses on the transmission of risk information
but takes into account the problems likely to impact the information source, chan-
nel and audience. The main issues evaluated are thus the limits to communication
strategies. Consequently, meetings with the groups concerned by the information
are oriented towards identifying the factors likely to have influenced the commu-
nication process, including local expectancies and living conditions.

Methods

Innus
• Focus groups with the Native participants in the epidemiological study as well

as with a group of elderly women (50 years or more) because of their tradi-
tional knowledge and the influ-
ence they potentially have on
younger women. The topics co-
vered were: egg collecting activi-
ties, reasons for eating sea-bird
eggs, food changes over time,
information sources to which they
are exposed, and understanding,
credibility and resistance to offi-
cial health messages.

• Interviews with local health and political authorities

• Review of the local and national nutrition education materials available
locally (posters, nutrition guides)

Non-Natives
• Telephone survey, among adults between ages 30 and 74, concerning food

behavior changes relative to sea-bird egg consumption, opinions regarding
health protection campaigns, as well as risk knowledge and perception .

Environmental Data
• Scientific data on temporal trends concerning sea-bird egg contamination in

the region.

Context

Between 1993 and 2000, the CHUQ Public Health Research Unit maintained a pro-
gram to monitor prenatal exposure to organochlorines among 408 newborns of the
North Shore of Quebec. The maritime population of this region is characterized by its
isolation from urban centres; many of the small communities are not linked by road to
the rest of Quebec and the residents still rely greatly on local country food to ensure
their subsistence. Moreover, two distinct ethnic groups share the territory, the Innus
(Natives) and Non-Natives. 

Previous research reported that this population had organochlorine levels (esp. PCBs)
considerably higher than that of the general population of Quebec. A nutrition study
of adults of the region (Dewailly et al. 1992) identified the consumption of sea-bird
eggs as the main source of exposure to PCBs (see Table). Thus, different communica-
tion tools targeting the general population were developed to address this issue:

• Health advisory in the form of a
pamphlet distributed in all local
nursing stations (1992-1997), and
press release. Source: Regional pu-
blic health authorities

• Health advisory broadcast via com-
munity radios (1992-1997). Source:
Regional public health authorities

• Video on the research results among
adults distributed to local nursing
stations (1992). Source: Scientific
research team

• Conference-training session for local
wildlife conservation officers (1993).
Source: Scientific research team

• Health advisory distributed in all
local health centres in Native com-
munities (1998-2000)

The prenatal exposure monitoring pro-
gram was set-up following the identification of overexposure among this population,
and because the prenatal period is critical for infant development since they are par-
ticularly vulnerable to the toxic effects of contaminants. Since the start of the moni-
toring program, prenatal exposure has continuously decreased by 10% (see Graph)
(Dallaire et al. 2001).

Results

Innus

Egg collecting and consumption is a very pleasurable activity for the Native elders
(freshness and taste). However, like other traditional activities, egg collecting and
consumption tends to be less popular among the younger generations.

Two information sources transmit the health data concerning the consumption of
sea-bird eggs. At the regional level, messages by health authorities are transmitted
via the community radios (but often after the collecting period, which greatly limits
their credibility or effectiveness). At the local level, the main information transmit-
ter is the wildlife conservation officer.

In general, the official health messages lose their credibility because they are asso-
ciation with wildlife protection rather than human health protection. Past expe-
riences (other health advisories concerning wildlife consumption) have left people
distrustful of governmental messages (i.e. protection of the natural capital instead
of health). Moreover, the personal experience of elders who have never had any
problems from eating the eggs also enhances this opinion. However, for some
women the presence of gulls in garbage disposal areas is understood as the reason
why egg consumption might be unhealthy. Confusion is enhanced by the fact that
nutrition promotion materials available locally greatly encourage the consumption
of country food (including sea-bird eggs).

Non-Natives

The survey reveals that 85% of
the population were aware of
the information concerning
health risks associated with sea-
bird consumption. Information
sources were mainly a pamphlet
(44%) and the radio (43%). The
data also indicate that the num-
ber of egg consumers decreased
mainly because they believed
that sea-bird eggs were «poiso-
nous» (53%) and because fish-
ing activities decreased (egg col-
lecting is often practiced while
fishing around the islands)
(Cartier 1996). If these data can
be extended to represent opin-
ions of the Non-Native partici-
pants in the monitoring pro-
gram, then it is possible to sur-
mise that among Non-Natives,
the communication strategy was
better adapted although mes-
sage understanding remained
low.

Environmental Data

In this region, there is a slow and progressive decrease of organochlorine contam-
ination in sea-bird eggs since the early 1990’s (Burgess 2001). This factor might also
account, at least in part, for the exposure decrease observed among the newborns.

Conclusion

It seems illusory to attribute the decrease in PCB exposure among newborns exclu-
sively to the risk communication campaign initiated in the early 1990’s because of
different problems associated with the health message: low credibility, lack of
impartial information relays in the communities, message contradictions linked to
the messengers (resource management vs health protection vs health promotion).
These factors greatly affected the efficiency of the advisory. It thus appears that pu-
blic health advisories seeking to change risky nutrition behavior would be better
served if based on a solid knowledge of local living and health conditions other-
wise their real impact can remain limited.

It is most likely that different factors must be taken into account and measured to
better evaluate the real impact of the health advisory. Have young women’s food
preferences distanced them from their elders? Did the young women intentionally
opt for less contaminated food sources? Has their perception of the environment
changed over time? It is clear that to adequately address these questions, a nutri-
tion study is needed to complement the qualitative analyses.
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Table 1
Foodborne PCB Concentrations (µg/kg)
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