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Health care leaders create Canada’s first
national health advisory body

The Canadian Academy of Health Sciences will give Government and the public
comprehensive expertise and advice on health issues

EDMONTON - When the President of the United States wants advice on a public health issue, he calls the United
States’ National Academies. When the Prime Minister of Great Britain wants to seek similar counsel, he usually
turns to the Royal Society of Britain. But when the Prime Minister of Canada wants similar advice, who does he
call?

Well, that’s not always entirely clear, given the more narrowly defined mandates of many Canadian organizations.
Now, however, owing to a recent initiative by a group of leading health care leaders and researchers, the Prime
Minister will be able to call the Canadian Academy of Health Sciences (CAHS), recently created to:

Develop informed, strategic assessments on urgent health issues;

Inform public policy on these issues;

Enhance Canada’s readiness to deal with global health issues; and,

Provide a recognized and authoritative Canadian health science voice internationally.

According to one of the Academy’s key organizers, the establishment of the Academy is long over due—and all the
more pressing given the potential global health threats to Canadians, most recently exemplified by the SARS threat.
“Ask Canadians what they care about most, and they answer unequivocally: ‘health,”” explains University of
Alberta Professor of Medicine Paul Armstrong, CAHS’s first president. “It makes sense, therefore, that Canada
should have an organization that government—and Canadians—can turn to for sound, impartial advice and research
on pressing health issues.”

The organization will also have an international role to play, representing Canada’s interests abroad and working
closely with other nations’ parallel agencies.

Much of the organizational work for creating the Academy has been going on for over a year; the inaugural meeting
of CAHS will take place September 21-22 in Vancouver. The gathering will include founding members such as:



University of Toronto President-Elect David Naylor, Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research President
Kevin Keough, law Professor and senior researcher at the Centre for Public Law Research, Université de Montréal,
Bartha Knoppers, prominent University of British Columbia professor Judith Hall; President and CEO of the Canada
Foundation for Innovation, Eliot Phillipson; and, Canadian Institutes of Health Research President, Alan Bernstein,
who will be the keynote speaker, delivering a lecture entitled, “The promise of the health sciences in the 21°
century.”

CAHS will form the third pillar in a triad of founding member academies under the umbrella of the Canadian
Academies of Science (CAS), joining its sister organizations, The Royal Society of Canada and The Canadian
Academy of Engineering.

The CAS has the official support of the Federal Government. In his response to the Speech from the Throne,
October 6, 2004, Prime Minister Paul Martin said: “We seek to create a national alliance of leading scientific and
engineering societies, one that will operate at arm’s length from government and receive operational funding...over
the next 10 years. The new Academies of Science will be a source of expert advice on scientific aspects of important
domestic and international issues, and will give our country a prestigious voice among the choir of international
science groups.”

The CAHS has gotten down to work. A CAHS working group led by Dr. Hall, collaborating with the Canadian
Institute of Academic Medicine, is undertaking an initial assessment aimed at answering this question: What are the
barriers and benefits to interdisciplinary health sciences research in Canada? They’ll report their interim findings at
the inaugural meeting.

A membership committee, under the leadership of Martin Schechter, a co-founder of the Canadian CIHR-HIV Trials
Network, has also recently completed vetting nominations broadly solicited from across the country in disciplines
such as medicine, nursing, pharmacy, dentistry, rehabilitation medicine and veterinary medicine.
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