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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In preparation for development a new Sustainable Development Strategy,  Parks Canada conducted an
internal review of its 1997 sustainable development commitments.  The review primarily aimed to
document progress against the commitments, identify areas of improvement, and secondarily highlight
management and implementation issues.   

The review concluded that Parks Canada had been successful in meeting its goals and objectives  related
to the establishment of national parks and the enhancement of the system of national historic sites and
that it was on track in its efforts to establish new national marine conservation areas and national parks
by 2003-04 given additional resources for expanding the systems.  Some progress was documented with
regard to putting in place the basic elements required to protect and preserve Canada`s natural cultural
heritage, and increase scientific understanding of natural systems and human-environment relationships
although weaknesses were identified in the capacity to monitor and report on many specific
commitments.   A number of actions were taken leading to a renewal of Park Canada`s heritage
presentation programming including the development of national messaging with sustainable
development themes.   Efforts were also made to influence the travel industry`s messaging regarding
sustainable tourism and the kinds of experience they offer their customers at national parks.   However, 
Parks Canada was only beginning to develop the capacity to measure whether heritage presentation
programming, national messaging and efforts to influence the travel industry were having the desired
results.

Some progress was also reported with the development of town site community plans, and a framework
for identifying and monitoring environmental impacts of Park communities.   However, the full
operational implementation of these plans had yet to happen.  Similarly, while a framework for
identifying and monitoring the environmental aspects of Parks Canada’s operations had been developed,
implementation of the framework at specific sites was far from complete, a fact noted by the
Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development in his May, 2000 Report.      

The review also identified a number of challenges with regard to the design and support for the strategy
including problems with the logical links between parts of the strategy, and the need to better integrate
the strategy into the overall management regime of the Agency including providing clearer accountability
for implementing, monitoring and reviewing the SDS as a whole and as well as specific aspects of the
SDS.  Problems were also identified with diffuse and ambiguous commitments which lacked measurable
targets and a lack of internal management information systems for monitoring and reporting on specific
activities, outputs, and outcomes.  According to the Commission of the Environment and Sustainable
Development1, many of these issues were common to most of the first round of sustainable development
strategies in government.    

Results of this review will be used in designing the revised Parks Canada sustainable development
strategy to be tabled in Parliament by December, 2000.     
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Review of Parks Canada Sustainable Development Strategy

1. INTRODUCTION 

In 1997 Canadian Heritage published its sustainable development strategy “Sustaining Our Heritage”. 
The strategy included a large number of commitments involving Parks Canada. In April 1999 Parks
Canada became a new service agency separate from the Department with a legislative commitment in the
Parks Canada Agency Act (1998) to produce its own sustainable development strategy.   

With the implementation of the Agency, Parks Canada and Canadian Heritage agreed to divide 
responsibility for delivery of the commitments in the original strategy.   Of the nine goals in the Canadian
Heritage SD strategy, Parks Canada accepted responsibility for six as they related directly to the delivery
of Parks Canada’s mandate or its environmental management system (EMS).   In September 1999, in
response to a request to all departments from the Commission of the Environment and Sustainable
Development (CESD), Parks Canada slightly revised some of the goals, targets and actions to which it
was committed.   

In preparation for the next round of sustainable development strategies, the Commissioner of the
Environment and Sustainable Development has recommended2 that all departments and agencies conduct
a review of their first sustainable development strategy in order to improve development and
management of their second strategy.   Specifically, the Commissioner has suggested that the assessments
of the first strategy focus on:

• performance against the goals, objectives, and targets set out in the first strategy
• findings from internal audits or self-assessments of sustainable development management

processes; and
• changing circumstances, including policy direction legislation, activities, advances in science

and technology and stakeholder interests.

The primary focus of this review is on documenting performance against the actions, objectives and
goals.  However, in attempting to identify and capture this information many issues with the management
systems used to implement, monitor and review elements of the plan became apparent.  Observations
about the management systems are part of the conclusion of the review.   It should be noted that at the
time of this Review, Parks Canada was undertaking a separate self-assessment of its management
capacity to support its SDS as required by the CESD.   Results of this management capacity audit were
not available at the time of this Review.  The third issue the Commissioner identified for assessment,
“changing circumstances” will be covered as part of an issue scan prior to the development of a revised
SDS.  
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2. METHODOLOGY

Progress was assessed relative to the commitments in the 1999 modification of the Parks Canada
sustainable development strategy.  Information related to progress against specific commitments in the
plan was first obtained by reviewing documents, primarily the 1999 State of Protected Heritage Areas
Report (SPHA) and the Parks Canada 1999-2000 Annual Report both of which were in draft at the time
of the review.  Summaries of progress against each action item were provided to representatives of each
program area.  They were asked to verify, modify and add to the information reported on progress.  In
some cases, the information submitted was then subject to additional clarification through interviews and
written requests for clarification or elaboration.   

3. PROGRESS AGAINST COMMITMENTS 

In order to facilitate understanding and use of the results of this review, the order in which the goals are
presented has been changed slightly to allow similar activities to be grouped together.  For example, the
order of the second and third goals has been changed and some activities under goal five are reported on
in goal two where other similar activities are mentioned.   The six goals, in their new order, are as
follows

1. Protect and Preserve Canada’s Natural Heritage 
2. Increase Scientific Understanding of Natural Systems and Human/Environment

Relationships 
3. Protect and Present Canada’s Cultural Heritage 
4. Present the Parks Canada Mandate, Values and Systems as a Living Example of the

Sustainable Use of Canada’s Natural and Cultural Heritage 
5. Promote Sustainable Development as a Basis of Community Operation
6. Demonstrate Exemplary Environmental Management Throughout Parks Canada

Operations

The following tables show each goal, objective, target and action numbered in sequence.  After each
commitment a second number appears in brackets representing the number of the commitment in a
database of all government SDS commitments maintained by the CESD.   This latter number is included
to facilitate external reporting on progress.

The right-hand column in the tables below briefly summarizes progress against each action item in the
strategy.  In some cases, reference is made to more detailed information in the 1997 State of the Parks
Report (SOP Report), the 1999 SPHA Report and the Parks Canada 1999-2000 Annual Report.  
Summaries of observations regarding the management of the SDS and progress against overall objectives
and goals are presented at the end of the review.   
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3 The only adjustments made to the plan occurred in the fall of 1999 as a result of a specific request
by the CESD to update the commitments.   
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4. THE MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK AND SUPPORTING SYSTEMS

Although not the central question in this review observations about the planning framework, clarity and
measurability of the commitments in the plan and the extent to which management systems existed to
support managing, monitoring and reporting on the commitments could not be avoided.  

The planning framework refers to the links between the goals, objectives, targets and actions.   The first
and major difficulty with the framework is that targets, with some notable exceptions in the area of
establishment and the environmental management system, rarely reflect true targets but were instead
written as subcomponents of the objectives.   A related issue concerns the logical flow from overall goals
through objectives, targets and actions.  For example under the fifth goal “Promote sustainable
development as a basis of community operations”, the second objective “Participate in SD regional
development efforts” goes well beyond the focus in the goal on community operations. The target
associated with this objective refers to all three of Parks Canada’s major systems (i.e., parks, marine
conservation areas and historic sites) but the actions specifically refer to biosphere reserves in national
parks and national marine conservation areas and a general commitment to introduce SD concepts into
discussions with other organizations.  In this case, the overall goal seems to be a subset of one of the
objectives.  The associated actions only focus on some aspects of the objective. 

A second issue concerns the clarity, and measurability of the various commitments.   Ideally,
commitments, particularly at the level of actions, should be time bound and where appropriate
quantifiable (i.e., 3 parks will be established by 20004, 80% of the CIS will be completed by 2002). 
Commitments related to the “establishment” goal were amongst the strongest with respect to providing
clear, measurable, time bound targets and actions.  Many of the commitments with regard to the EMS
were also good examples of clear, time bound,  measurable actions.   

Some of the existing commitments referred to discrete concrete actions where it would be relatively easy
to specify a time frame when the action would be completed (e.g., study impacts of human use on
ecological integrity, undertake environmental impact analysis, acquire and maintain integrated databases
on native species for all national parks,  assess the commemorative integrity of national historic sites,
complete all commemorative integrity statements).  Other commitments were open-ended and vague
(e.g., continue to provide assistance for studies, continue to develop an ecosystem-based management
approach, continue to support biosphere reserves, continue to educate visitors on impacts, and continue
to participate in local and regional planning).   In all of these cases, the lack of a time frame and success
criteria make it difficult to determine if the commitment has been successfully achieved.  
 
A third issue concerns the management systems for assigning accountability to deliver on commitments
and for monitoring and reporting on progress, and revising the plan as necessary.   It was noted in
conducting this review that despite changes in Parks Canada’s priorities and commitments over the life of
the Plan, the SD strategy  itself was not updated to reflect these changes.3  In addition, many of the
functional specialists who were asked to provide information for this review were unaware of the specific
commitments made in the strategy.  Together, this suggests that the strategy was not well integrated into 
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the management framework of the Agency.  This is not to say that the commitments in the strategy were
unimportant or not acted upon.   Clearly many of the commitments are central to Parks Canada’s
mandate.  Action has occurred in several areas.   However, this is likely due to the fact that these goals
were already being pursued outside of the SDS rather than to any specific incremental benefits of the
SDS.    
  
Because many of the commitments in the SDS are central to Parks Canada’s mandate there are 
strong management systems which support at least some aspects of the strategy.  Establishment activities,
for example, are supported by nationally maintained management information systems which track
progress for all three major systems (i.e., national parks, national marine conservation areas, and national
historic sites).  Clear accountabilities and management information systems also exist for tracking and
reporting on a number of other specific actions and outputs as well (i.e., environmental assessment,
participation in the Biosphere reserve program and EMAN, EISs, CISs and management plans).  

On the other hand, the EMS aspects of the strategy, although relative strong in terms of stating
measurable and time bound commitments, were amongst the weakest in terms of delivery due to lack of
accountability structures for implementing the commitments and monitoring and reporting on progress. 
Many other commitments involve diffuse and ambiguous accountabilities and were not supported by
national monitoring and reporting activities (e.g., most commitments involving working with or
influencing partners or stakeholders).

In summary, in the course of the review problems where identified with the 1) the logical links between
parts of the planning framework, 2)  defuse or ambiguous commitments which lacked measurable targets,
3) accountability for implementing, monitoring and reviewing the SDS as a whole and with specific
elements of the SDS, and 4) a lack of management information systems for monitoring and reporting on
specific activities, outputs and outcomes.   According to the Commissioner of the Environment and
Sustainable Development, these problems are not unique to Parks Canada but typical of the problems
many departments have had in developing and implementing sustainable development strategies. 
Addressing these issues should be a priority in the next round of SDS development.   
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5. OVERALL ACHIEVEMENT OF GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

Despite the problems noted with the management framework and support systems noted in the previous
section some specific commitments in the SDS where achieved and progress against other goals and
objectives was noted.  The following summary reports on objective achievement according to Parks
Canada’s current service lines in its PRAS.          

5.1 Establishment (Objectives 1.1, 3.1)
Parks Canada has met its specific commitments in the plan to create two new national parks by 1999-00,
enhance the system of national historic sites and maintain a lead roll in the Heritage Rivers Program.  In
addition Parks Canada is on track for delivering on its commitments to establish three national marine
conservation area agreements by 2003-04 and three more national parks by 2003-04, although the
Program has indicated that there is a need to obtain additional  funding if commitments to expand the
national heritage systems are to be achieved.   

5.2 Protection (Objects 1.2, 2.1, 2.2 and 3.1)
A large portion of the commitments in the SDS are related to the protection of national heritage places
(i.e., three of six goals, 27 of 56 actions).  Parks Canada has made some progress in putting in place some
basic elements required “to protect and preserve Canada’s natural heritage” and “increase scientific
understanding of natural systems and human/environment relationships.”  These elements include a small
number of  EISs, some basic elements of ecological monitoring programs, extensive environmental
assessment of projects, as well as less extensive environmental assessment of policies and plans.  In
addition it has developed an overall national reporting framework for ecological integrity and the
beginnings of baseline data related to the framework.  Many specific activities aimed at fostering of
scientific study and/or protection of the environment have also been undertaken (e.g., EMAN, biosphere
reserves, the prescribed burn program).  However, much of the activity that occurs related to these goals
is not systematically monitored or measured so that it is not known how much of the activity occurs, what
outputs are produced or what results are achieved.  This was particularly true of the efforts to influence
partners and others stakeholders, although at the time of the Review efforts where under way to develop
an inventory of these activities in response to the Panel Report on the Ecological Integrity of Canada’s
National Parks.       
 
A much smaller portion of the SDS is devoted to “protect and present Canada’s cultural heritage”. 
Again, tangible progress has been made with respect to putting in place basic building blocks such as CI
statements and management plans for national historic sites which Parks Canada administers directly.  
Progress has also been made in assessing and improving the commemorative integrity of a small number
of sites (i.e., 12 of 145 sites have been assessed).  Recently, Parks Canada has made a commitment to
assess the commemorative integrity of all sites it administers at a rate of about 15 per year over the next
ten years.   Parks Canada has also continued to participate in international heritage organizations
although the ultimate result of this participation is less clearly articulated.   

5.3 Heritage Presentation (Objective 4.1)
The overall goal with respect to heritage presentation was to “present Parks Canada mandate, values and
systems as a living example of the sustainable use of Canada’s natural and cultural heritage”.  Since
1997, a major review of heritage presentation programming was completed, the condition of heritage
assets has been determined, and job descriptions for heritage presentation staff have been reviewed .  All 
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of these initiatives serve as foundation pieces for the renewal of heritage presentation programming. 
More recently, national messaging, including sustainable development themes, has been approved for all
communication activities.  Throughout the period, Parks Canada has been working with the travel
industry to influence their messaging regarding sustainable heritage tourism and the kinds of experience
they offer their visitors at national parks.  

Although a number of activities have been completed, Parks Canada does not have adequate measures of
the key objectives in the plan which call for increasing awareness and understanding and support of
visitors and other Canadians of Parks Canada’s mandate, values and systems.  A system for measuring
visitors understanding of the importance of specific sites and parks has been developed and other systems
are in the process of being developed.   Until these systems are operational it will not be possible to draw
conclusions about the extent to which Parks Canada has achieved these objectives.      

5.4. Town Sites (5.1)
Clearly,  progress has been made in developing plans and frameworks for achieving the goal of
promoting sustainable development as a basis of community operations.   At the time of the review one
community plans and none of the frameworks were approved or  implemented.   Subsequently, several
more community plans were approved.  Work was also underway on developing monitoring and
reporting frameworks that will allow Parks Canada to report on the sustainable development of the town
sites in the future.   It should be noted that there were no target dates for any of the activities or
objectives in this goal and this limited the extent to which conclusions could be drawn regarding the
reasonableness of the progress noted.  

5.5 Environmental Management System  (Objectives 6.1 and 6.2)
As noted, the implementation of the commitments with respect to reducing and minimizing the
environmental impacts of Parks Canada’s operations are among the weakest in the plan.   Many of the
commitments have simply not been acted on or if they had, there was no management system in place to
monitor and report on the actions undertaken.  Given this, it is safe to concluded that Parks Canada has
not met its goal of demonstrating exemplary environment management throughout Parks Canada’s
operations.  The Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development noted Parks Canada’s
performance problems with respect to EMS in his May 2000 Report to Parliament.   As a result, Parks
Canada has begun a review of its EMS and has written the CESD committing to addressing the problems
by March 2001.


