
New  Invisible  Threats
Canadian OHS Managers Need to
Understand  with  Heat,
Nanomaterials,  and  Radon
Rising  Under  the  Federal
Reform Agenda

Canadian workplaces are facing a new generation of hazards
that  feel  very  different  from  the  traditional  ones  OHS
managers are used to controlling. The federal government’s
ongoing  OHS  reform  agenda  has  quietly  begun  repositioning
three issues that were once treated as peripheral risks. Heat,
nanomaterials and radon are now emerging as central concerns
for federally regulated employers. Each brings its own form of
complexity. Each is tied to evolving science. And each exposes
workers to dangers that are often invisible until the damage
is already underway. 

These hazards challenge a foundational belief many workplaces
still hold. The belief that risk is something you can see. A
spinning blade. A moving forklift. A chemical spill. A height
without  a  guardrail.  The  new  hazards  do  not  announce
themselves the same way. Heat stress creeps up on workers
slowly. Nanomaterials enter the body without smell or sound.
Radon collects quietly below occupied spaces. These hazards
move  silently  through  workplaces  while  employees  focus  on
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tasks that feel far more demanding and immediate. 

The federal government is responding because the science has
become impossible to ignore. OHS managers across Canada are
now being asked to prepare for a future where risk is shaped
not just by what happens on the surface of work, but by
conditions that cannot always be seen, touched or heard. And
the sooner that preparation begins, the safer workers will
be. 

Heat  A  Hazard  That  No  Longer
Belongs to Summer 
Canada has warmed at more than twice the global average rate.
This  is  not  a  political  statement.  It  is  a  measurement
confirmed by Environment and Climate Change Canada, and its
consequences are appearing in federal workplaces every year. 

Twenty years ago, heat stress was viewed as a seasonal risk.
Something to consider in July or August. Today, heat waves
strike in May, September and even October. The Transportation
Safety  Board  has  documented  incidents  involving  fatigued
workers in rail and marine operations during unexpected spring
heat. Canada Post has reported multiple heat-related incidents
among delivery workers in early and mid-autumn. And for the
first time in federal history, Public Services and Procurement
Canada issued heat bulletins for workers inside older federal
buildings that struggled to keep internal temperatures below
safe thresholds. 

What makes heat particularly dangerous is that most workers
underestimate it. They believe they can push through. They
drink a little water, ignore dizziness, and chalk up confusion
or irritability to a long day. A federal correctional officer
in Ontario collapsed while moving between units on a day when
the indoor temperature reached thirty-two degrees due to HVAC
strain.  He  survived,  but  only  because  another  officer



recognized the signs of heat stroke and intervened. The later
investigation noted that indoor heat accumulation had not been
considered in risk assessments because heat had always been
treated as an outdoor hazard. 

It  is  no  longer  an  outdoor  hazard.  It  is  an  everywhere
hazard. 

The federal reform agenda places growing emphasis on heat
exposure assessments, climate related emergency planning, and
real  time  response  capability.  This  shift  signals  a  new
understanding.  Heat  is  not  exceptional  anymore.  It  is
predictable, frequent and escalating. And OHS programs that
treat it as a summertime inconvenience will fall behind the
risk curve fast. 

Nanomaterials  The  Smallest
Particles  With  the  Biggest
Unknowns 
Nanomaterials are not new to Canada, but their widespread use
is.  They  appear  in  electronics,  aerospace  components,
telecommunications  equipment,  medical  devices,  coatings,
batteries  and  even  textiles  used  in  federally  regulated
workplaces.  The  National  Research  Council  has  repeatedly
emphasized  that  nanomaterials  behave  differently  from
traditional particulates. They do not settle the same way.
They can enter the bloodstream through inhalation or skin
absorption.  They  can  cross  cell  membranes.  They  can  move
through the body in ways that researchers are still trying to
fully understand. 

The science is evolving quickly, but one thing is already
clear. Exposure to certain nanomaterials has been associated
with inflammation, oxidative stress, and respiratory illness.
A case investigated at a federally regulated lab in Quebec



involved  researchers  who  developed  persistent  coughing  and
lung  tightness  after  months  of  working  with  engineered
nanoparticles in a process that generated airborne nano sized
dust. The lab believed its ventilation system was adequate
based on traditional particulates. It was not. Nanoparticles
bypassed the expected capture pattern and dispersed throughout
the room. 

What made the event particularly revealing was that every
worker in the space wore PPE. They followed the rules, yet the
health  effects  still  appeared.  This  is  what  the  federal
government  is  trying  to  address.  Traditional  control
strategies were never designed for particles too small to
behave  like  conventional  dusts.  The  new  federal  agenda
increases focus on risk assessments that consider particle
behavior at the nano scale, as well as updated guidance for
ventilation, worker training and exposure monitoring. 

The challenge for OHS managers is that nanomaterials often do
not look dangerous. There is no cloud. No smell. No visible
residue. Workers may handle a substance that appears dry and
stable, unaware that grinding, heating or mixing transforms it
into a breathable hazard. The danger exists precisely because
the exposure cannot be sensed. 

Radon  Canada’s  Quietest
Occupational Carcinogen 
Radon has always been present in Canadian workplaces, but its
profile  as  an  occupational  hazard  is  now  rising  sharply.
Health Canada estimates that radon contributes to more than
three thousand lung cancer deaths every year. That number is
staggering when you realize most of these deaths occurred in
people who had no idea they were being exposed. 

Radon is invisible, odorless and tasteless. It collects in
enclosed or partially enclosed areas such as basements, postal



sorting  facilities,  airport  operations  tunnels,  older
telecommunications switching stations, and storage areas built
into bedrock. Workers can inhale it for years before a single
symptom  appears,  and  by  that  point  the  damage  is  often
irreversible. 

A case involving a federal facility in Manitoba illustrates
the problem. Routine maintenance revealed radon concentrations
above the Health Canada guideline. Workers had been entering
the space for years. None had ever reported symptoms because
radon produces no immediate reaction. A later review found
that the facility had never been tested because it was not
considered a “high risk” building. The assumption had been
that radon was a residential issue, not a federal workplace
one. 

The  reform  agenda  is  now  pushing  for  greater  awareness,
mandatory  assessments  in  higher  risk  structures,  and  more
proactive  mitigation.  Radon  does  not  announce  itself  with
irritation  or  odor.  It  sits  quietly  at  floor  level  where
workers stand, walk and breathe. The hazard lives in the air
long before anyone recognizes the danger. 

OHS managers are being encouraged to build radon monitoring
into their routine hazard evaluations in the same way they
assess noise, ventilation and chemical exposure. The shift
reflects a simple truth. Lung cancer is preventable when radon
is identified early. It is not preventable when the workplace
assumes radon does not apply to them. 

The  Common  Thread  These  Hazards
Share 
Heat, nanomaterials, and radon may seem unrelated, yet they
have something important in common. They expose the weakness
in  many  outdated  OHS  assumptions.  We  tend  to  prepare  for
hazards we can see, touch, hear or smell. We prepare less



effectively for those that feel abstract. But these three
hazards are becoming more relevant every year, and the federal
government is embedding them into the reform agenda because
they represent the future of occupational health risk. 

They  are  hazards  that  require  anticipation  rather  than
reaction. They require investment before symptoms appear. They
require  a  deeper  understanding  of  science  and  a  stronger
commitment  to  monitoring.  Most  of  all,
they require leadership. Workers trust what their supervisors
and  OHS  teams  emphasize.  When  the  message  is  clear  that
invisible  hazards  matter  just  as  much  as  visible  ones,
behaviour begins to shift. 

The  Coming  Expectation  of  Higher
Preparedness 
As amendments to federal OHS regulations continue to move
forward, workplaces will be expected to demonstrate greater
competency,  earlier  intervention  and  more  comprehensive
assessments. For OHS managers, this means taking steps now to
build  stronger  knowledge  around  environmental  monitoring,
particle  behaviour,  indoor  air  quality,  and  heat  stress
prevention. It also means being ready to communicate these
hazards in ways that workers can understand. 

The  biggest  challenge  will  not  be  technical.  It  will  be
psychological. Workers do not instinctively fear what they
cannot sense. Leadership will have to fill that gap through
clarity, repetition, empathy and grounded explanations that
connect these modern hazards to the real people behind the
risk. 

The federal reform agenda is a reminder that occupational
health is evolving. Hazards are not static. They move with
climate,  technology,  infrastructure  and  science.  And  the
sooner Canadian workplaces adapt to the new landscape, the



more lives will be protected. 

Canada’s next era of OHS will not be defined by the hazards we
already understand. It will be shaped by the hazards we are
just beginning to recognize. Heat. Nanomaterials. Radon. They
are quiet, persistent and growing. They require foresight, not
hindsight. And they demand the attention of every OHS manager
who wants to build a workplace worthy of the people who step
into it every day. 


