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INTRODUCTION

u

ais ta2 assessment
ae#k&v& &qgpal  oJheZping  us

reach better detions? ?%is is the
firndamental  question that all oJus  as
environmental a23sessment  practitioners
must &e@n  to address serlousy  and
gw+ematiczz@y.  f f

Michel Dorais,  President,
Canadian Environmental
Assessment Agency

Is environmental assessment useful and relevant?
Is environmental assessment helping to achieve
sustainable development in Canada? Is pollution
reduced or prevented as a result of environmental
assessment? Is biodiversity protected? Are
ecosystems essential to the prosperity of present
and future generations of Canadians better
protected? Is environmental assessment helping
decision-makers make informed choices by
providing sound information about likely envi-
ronmental effects of projects and policies?

This report attempts to address these questions for Canada. The report summarizes
Canada’s effcorts  to achieve relevant and useful environmental assessment processes that
contribute to sustainable development. The report also summarizes achievements, challenges
and future directions for environmental assessment in Canada.

This report is offered as part of Canada’s contribution to the International Study
of the Effectiveness of Environmental Assessment, an initiative sponsored by the Canadian
Environmental Assessment Agency, and the International Association of Impact Assessment
and its member countries and organizations.
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ACHIEVEMENTS

Environmental assessment in Canada has come far in recent years. Application is more
rigorous, where it once was sporadic. Environmental assessment processes are more open
and accessible to the public. Recognition among proponents that environmental assessment
can result in better projects is growing. Decision makers treat the process and results of
environmental assessment more seriously.

Improving the Processes

Environmental assessment processes are better established, increasingly sophisticated,
and more responsive to needs of proponents and the public. Achievements include:

Ent~en.cbiqg  Leg-al Requirements  fw Envhmnental Assessment

All provinces and the federal government now have legislated requirements for environmental
assessment of projects. Legislative entrenchment has enhanced the stature of environmental
assessment processes, and led to greater seriousness of purpose on the part of government
leaders, public servants, and proponents in carrying out their duties.

InteBpatiq  Envimnmental  Con+sidmatiom
Into Pmposed  Policies, Pro~vam,  and Plans

Assessment of environmental effects of proposed
policies submitted for consideration by the federal
Cabinet is required as a matter of policy. The use of
environmental assessments of policies, programs and
plans (i.e., strategic environmental assessment) is
increasing in frequency at all levels of government.
A new federal law establishes a Commissioner of
Environment and Sustainable Development and
requires federal departments to prepare sustainable
development strategies.

44

A7 otuble achievements have been
made in integating  environmental

considerations into economic and sectoral
poZ&ies+  Examples include the Ze@slated
envirornmental  assessment process,
[and] the environment&  analysr’s of
poliqy proposals and le&Zation.  fif
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Hamwni~i~ Requivemmats betweert Fed&al
and Propivtcial  Govemwzents

Environmental assessment regimes of federal
and provincial governments are being harmonized to
improve efficiency in the review of project proposals
involving both levels of government. The federal
government has ratified harmonization agreements
with Alberta and Manitoba, has signed an agreement
in principle with British Colombia, and is negotiating
with other provinces. These agreements recognize
that both the federal and provincial levels of govern-
ment have interests and obligations with respect

The Afleement  guarantees thejederal
government and afleeted  abon&inal

peoples the tight to park&ate  on provin-
cial environmental assessment review
commitiees  and delegates the conduct
&‘federal  screenings cltrtd  comprehensive
studies to the provinciul  govenunent,
where both processes apply.

fI

to environmental assessment of projects, and that
cooperative approaches are the best way to ensure
effective and efficient processes.

I

Jqpa Mall
46

T
heJina2 [@& and paper/ mill process
is probabb  ktter  than the original

one as a result ofthe  [environmental
assessment/ reviews and the delays.
It is interesting how the entire industry
has now accepted as nofmcTI  what we
pioneered We were the &ad&s  - we
shfled the entire industry. ‘*

Alberta-Pacific Pulp Mill representative

InteBvatirg Envhonmental
Comideratiuns  Into Pmject Plunnin~
and Des&z

Proponents are using information generated
from environmental assessments to influence
the planning and design of their projects,
as well as to mitigate anticipated adverse
environmental effects.



Devebping Effective A@poacbes
to T~anhnmdmy Assessments

The Canadian Environmental Assessment Act
includes provisions that allow the federal Minister of
Environment to establish a public review where a
project is likely to result in significant environmental
effects across international and provincial/territorial
boundaries where there is no other federal involve-
ment in the project. As well, the federal and most
provincial governments have agreed on approaches
to implement the Convention on Environmental
Assessment in a Transbowadwy Context (Espoo
Convention) that Canada has signed.

a@ Regr'stty

D eveloped  4&3$kilitate  public
pu&ic@utlon in the environmental

assessment process, the Public Regist7y
holds  all records produced, collected or
subtiadfir  fheeo-Masses-t
~~@*~invoMng~~der~govemment.
Tire public Re@sqy fs awessibZe  through
the Federal Environmental Assessment
Index at the Internet  s&e of the Crmaclfan
Environment& Assessment Agenw

I

Chief Mine

ChieyMine  is located
in notihern BritW Columbia, 30 km

,fhom the Canada-US. border. l7ze  project
committeeJor  the environmental assess-
ment qfa proposal to reopen the mine
in&&~  representutfves??om  Canadian
governments, aborQ&&woples,  and
U.S.federaZ  and Ahsku state qgewiees,
A&hough prqject  detail&  are no~$%&zl?,
the vafue ofcpt open pkznningprocess

Facilitatiqq Better Infhmed
and B~oadiw Pa&lie  Pa&&pa&n

Requirements for public participation are
broadening the range of expertise and informa-
tion available to environmental assessments. At
the same time, public participation requirements
are providing communities affected by proposed
projects with better opportunities to ensure that
their concerns are heard by decision-makers.
These opportunities for information exchange
are critical to understanding the environmental
effects of projects and related public concerns.
Electronic, Internet-accessible systems, such as
the federal Public Registry, are improving public
access to environmental assessment information.
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Usiq~ Innovative Apppoacbes  to D&pute  Resolutiort

New approaches to dispute resolution, such as mediation, are now available in environmental
assessment. Such approaches may be successful - for all stakeholders - in resolving thorny
disputes about controversial projects.

l%v&Gw  Better Infmtiun  to Decision-mzkms

In Canada, there is a growing recognition that environmental assessment must provide
decision-makers (e.g., cabinet ministers, senior officials, regulatory authorities) with timely,
relevant, and credible information and show that environmental assessment can actually improve
decisions. Environmental assessments must be presented in ways that meet the information needs
of decision makers. Evidence of broader acceptance of strategic environmental assessment,
as well as project environmental assessment, among decision makers is a good signal that
environmental assessment is gaining credibility.

conduct an environmental assessment of
a project by wqy OJmediation and inquiry.
In such a case the &WE commissioner
meeti  with the parties to seek ajoint
so&itio~ Where wzmer2t cannot be
reach@  or the Mh%zterb&?ves  that the
agreement does not protect the environ-
ment and the p&blic  interest the proJe&
is rejerredJor  public hearings by a &APE
review board

Innoyative  approaches  were employed
in the environmental assessment of a

new solid waste landJi site near Grimsby
in southern Ontario. Z?ze  proponent and
local &izens~rst  agreed to a process,
then worked through a technical review,
medfatiotz  and arb&ra#&n.  T?&  process,
which inchded  ffptal  #er se&&on”
in the arbitration, avoided a long  and
expensive hearing process.



Improving Environmental
Assessment Methodologies

Improvements in environmental assessment
methodologies are resulting in better and more
accurate predictions of environmental effects:

Better Scop&g  of Pvojeets ad Assessments

Proper scoping of projects and assessments
is crucial to effective and efficient environmental
assessment. Scoping approaches are being used to
focus environmental assessments and reduce the
often voluminous documentation that has often
been demanded or prepared and to narrow the issues
that proponents must address in their environmental
impact statements.

This prq&ct  ls a 14 km bridge
between Rhce Edward Island and

New Bnmswick.  Z?zefedeaZ  government
required the developer to prepare a com-
prehensive environmental management
plan to use as the &as&Jur  t-he contract
providing$ederai”nd&gfir  the prq$ec&

I

E
nvfronm&  assessment is

streamlined in Ontario through
the use of a class processfor  projects
having similar characteristic 7his
allows propanents  to conduct planning

for certain prdects more easily,  eflcient&
and cost-eJective& (;ts it invulves  the
direct participation osregUla&qy  wend
rather than_Fonnalgovemment revtew.

Assess&g  Cumulutive
Embmnentd  Effects

The assessment of cumulative environmental
effects is now required by law in several Canadian
jurisdictions, and the Canadian Environmental
Assessment Agency, among others, has prepared
guidance material for such assessments.
However, determining how the environmental
effects from a proposed project interact with
effects from other existing or proposed projects
in a given watershed or airshed remains a
difficult challenge requiring further research.
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Develupiqy Entivonmental
Manugement  Pluns

In Canada, environmental assessment is being
used as a basis for environmental management plans
related to the ongoing operations of a project. These
plans keep decision-makers current with progress in
meeting the environmental challenges of a project
and provide an approach to ensure that mitigation
measures, monitoring and follow-up programs are

W
it% the l%wwouver  Airport runway

expansion9  u multi-stakeholder
committee was esta&Zished  to oversee
fmplemer2tation  0Jthe  environmental
mwwgement  pIan and provide an ongoing
link between local  communities and

carried out.
LL Y

ahpot  management;

Us&g Multi-staL&oldev  Committees

Environmental assessments often involve more
than one jurisdiction and many interested stakeholders. Recent Canadian environmental
assessments have recommended multi-stakeholder advisory committees to coordinate more
effectively ways of dealing with environmental challenges posed by projects.

T
he Northe?~  Avers Basin Study -

un output  ofthe At’,pac  environmental
assessment - is providing baseline infor-
mation on water quality andfish  ecology,
and Q better understanding of cumulative
environmental eJec@  ofdevelopment
prqjects  in this wutez&~d

Follow- Up and Monitoring

The preparation of baseline studies against
which environmental effects of projects can
be monitored is increasingly common. Better
follow-up and monitoring has also been recog-
nized as essential to improving the effectiveness
of environmental assessment, by determining
the accuracy of predicted impacts. The Canadian
Environmental Assessment Act contains specific
provisions for carrying out follow-up and
monitoring.



CHALLENGES

Important changes in Canadian society and institutions are posing new challenges that will
influence the effectiveness of, and directions for, environmental assessment in the coming years.
Some of these challenges include:

Environmental assessment processes are becoming more complex with growing legal
requirements imposed by more jurisdictions, the growing need to involve the public in
environmental assessment, and the expansion of environmental assessment into policy and
program development and planning. Managing this complexity represents a significant
challenge for governments and proponents.

Finunc~l Constraints in Government

Federal and provincial governments are being required to recover costs where possible
and increase efficiencies in the administration of environmental assessment. Dwindling budgets
have consequences for all aspects of environmental assessment, including the services that
governments deliver and the allocation of responsibilities among governments, proponents,
communities and non-government organizations.

Greatev Empbasia on Non-Re~dutovy Measwes

As governments downsize and privatise programs and services, the very role of governments
in the conduct of environmental assessment is being called into question. Alternative approaches
to environmental assessment carried out according to national or international standards may
augment or eventually replace conventional regulatory approaches.



Governments in Canada face the challenge of cooperating to improve the effectiveness
and efficiency of environmental assessment by:

0 completing harmonization agreements between the federal government
and remaining provinces

l developing Aboriginal environmental assessment processes under land claims
and self-government negotiations in ways that ensure harmonization with federal
and provincial environmental assessment processes; and

0 ratifying and completing the implementation of the Espoo Convention.

The integration of environmental considerations into proposed policies, programs and
plans through strategic environmental assessment and other means is still at an early stage, but
offers the prospect of improved decision-making in accordance with sustainable development
principles. Neither the public, nor proponents are fully satisfied with public review phases of
environmental assessment; a continuing challenge is to provide new ways of engaging the
public that also meet the concerns of proponents for expeditious processes. Further challenges
are to ensure that predictions in environmental assessment about environmental effects are
monitored and verified, and that the knowledge gained through environmental assessments
is retained and made available to assist in assessments of future projects.



FUTURE DIRECTIONS

What directions should Canadian governments, proponents and stakeholders take
to build on past successes and meet these challenges? The following broad directions appear
fundamental:

Gamy Out an Action Hun jiik Resead  and Development

As the environmental assessment legislative agenda in Canada nears completion, priorities
can now shift towards addressing some long-standing research and development issues such as:

l scoping and project-discipline requirements (e.g., setting of time frames)

0 establishing and evaluating carefully designed follow-up and monitoring programs; and

l developing environmental performance indicators.

More recent challenges must also need to be addressed in a research and development
action plan:

l developing methodologies for the assessment of cumulative effects;

0 refining approaches for determining sustainability and assessing the capac
of ecosystems and resources;

ity

l developing methodologies for including consideration of socio-economic factors
in environmental assessment; and

0 exploring other approaches to engage the public more effectively.

Innovate

Innovative approaches are required to make environmental assessment more effective
and efficient as well as to address the “big-picture” challenges facing Canadian society and
institutions. Such approaches could include:

0 encouraging alternatives to command-and-control regulatory approaches
to environmental assessment;

l developing pilot projects that use standards for environmental assessment procedures
developed by the Canadian Standards Association or the International Standards
Organization

0 accrediting environmental assessment professionals through professional organizations;
and

0 recovering costs for government information and services by building on user-pay
and polluter-pay principles.
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Inteavate  Environmental Assemnent Processes into Decision Makinyy

The results of environmental assessments must become more accessible to decision
makers, so that information provided is understood and actually used in decision making.
This can be advanced bv:,

providing opportunities for decision makers (e.g., senior managers, Cabinet Ministers,
regulatory authorities) to understand the benefits and limitations of environmental
assessment, and for decision makers to communicate their information requirements
to environmental assessment practitioners;

developing curricula designed to teach non-environmental specialists the fundamentals
of environmental assessment;

emphasizing the importance and encouraging the use of strategic environmental
assessment among decision makers and their policy advisors; and

emphasizing accountability and commitment within the environmental assessment
process for program managers and decision-makers.
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