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A new plan would change how Canada evaluates proposed development, such as this tar sands mine in the province of Alberta.
NSFblogs/Flickr (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception
By Lesley Evans Ogden Feb. 9, 2018 , 5:25 PM

Scientists, industry o cials, and environmentalists are giving mixed reception to a new plan to
revamp how the Canadian government assesses the environmental impacts of development
projects.
The plan, released yesterday after 14 months of deliberation, delivers on an election promise made
by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberal Party to revisit controversial changes made to Canada’s
environmental policies by the previous Conservative Party government, led by Prime Minister
Stephen Harper. Critics charged that Harper dramatically reduced the number of dams, mines,
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receiving reviews, and weakened the use of scienti c evidence in
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evaluations. Trudeau promised to “restore con dence” in the reviews and “ensure that decisions on
major projects are based on science, facts, and evidence.”
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In a bid to realize that goal, the Trudeau government yesterday unveiled an Impact Assessment Act
that would establish a new government agency to oversee environmental reviews of proposed
projects and set new timetables and rules for carrying out assessments. Among other things, the
proposal—which will have to be approved by Parliament—calls for increased consultation with
Canada’s indigenous groups, expanding reviews to include social, economic and climate impacts,
and making greater efforts to explain the kinds of information regulators are using in evaluations.
The bill would also shorten timelines for project reviews and potentially alter the number of projects
that would receive full reviews.
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“When it comes to resource development, you can’t get very far if people don’t trust the rules and the
way governments make decisions,” Minister of Environment and Climate Change Catherine
McKenna said in announcing the proposal. At the same time, she said, “Industry needs to know
what’s expected of them from the start, and that the process will be predictable, timely and evidence
based.”
In a statement, McKenna’s ministry argued that “under these better rules … project reviews would be
both more rigorous and more e cient, with reduced legislated timelines and clearer requirements
from the start.”
The proposed reform is “a mixed bag,” says Martin Olszynski, a law professor at the University of
Calgary in Canada, and co-author of a policy paper outlining recommended changes to the law. He is
pleased that it calls for explicit consideration of indigenous knowledge, but disappointed that it
continues the practice of project-by-project assessment, which he sees as hampering the ability to
get a handle on the cumulative effects of multiple projects planned for a particular region. “We really
aren’t any further than we were in terms of having regional assessments, or strategic assessments,”
he says.
Chris Tollefson, a law professor at the University of Victoria in Canada, was hoping for a more
radical transformation of existing policy. Instead, using an architectural analogy, he sees
“renovations that just don’t make sense.” Speci cally, he says, the new bill appears to ignore key
suggestions for improving the transparency and quality of data used in reviews made by an expert
panel advising the government. “The word science is barely mentioned, there’s no provision for peer
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review [of scienti
c information],
and there’s no real recognition that the quality of the science
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[under the former law] was a problem,” he says.
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That’s a sentiment echoed by Aerin Jacob, a conservation scientist at the Yellowstone to Yukon
Conservation Initiative in Canmore, Canada. Although she applauds some aspects of the proposal,
she is disappointed that it is somewhat vague about how it will promote the use of high-quality and
transparent research. “You can have very strong science that’s not transparent, and you can have
very transparent science that’s not strong, but you need both of them together to x the problem,”
she says.
Industry o cials also were cautious. “At rst glance, the draft legislation introduces a range of new
concepts related to timelines and costs, which depending on how they are implemented, could
adversely impact the industry's competitiveness and growth prospects,” said the Mining Association
of Canada, based in Ottawa. On one hand, the proposed shorter timelines for project review “is a
good signal to investors,” says Tim McMillan, president and CEO of the Canadian Association of
Petroleum Producers in Calgary. But it remains to be seen how the new act’s mandate for “early
engagement” on projects will affect the time needed for reviews.
The new environmental assessment proposal comes alongside a plan to replace Canada’s National
Energy Board with a new agency, the Canadian Energy Regulator, and follows just days after the
government proposed reversing changes that the Harper government had made to Canada’s
sheries laws. Parliament is now considering all of these proposals, a process that is expected to
extend into 2019.
Posted in: Science and Policy, Scienti c Community
doi:10.1126/science.aat2799

Lesley Evans Ogden


Twitter

More from News
Missing data hinder replication of arti cial intelligence studies

A romance gone bad: Valentine’s Day program examines biomedical researcher’s ignoble lies

‘Still working’: Astronomers explain why they don’t publish

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

3/8

2/15/2018

123

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception | Science | AAAS

1
21
News from Science
has introduced metered access. Full access to all news content is included
in AAAS membership.

Got a tip?
How to contact the news team
Advertisement

Advertisement

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

4/8

2/15/2018

123

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception | Science | AAAS

1

21

Related Jobs
Assistant Professor in Metagenomics
and Bioinformatics, tenure-track
position
Kansas State University is located in Manhattan, the scenic
Flint Hills of northeastern Kansas
Salary will be
communsurate with experience and qualifications
Kansas State University invites applicants for tenure-track
Assistant Professor in Metagenomics & Bioinformatics for fall
2019. Review starts 2/28/18.
Employer: Kansas State University

Idealized Climate, Economic and/or
Energy System Modeling
Stanford, California (US)

TBD Competitive

Do you like using simple models and have interest in helping
to facilitate a transition to a near-zero emission energy
system?
Employer: Carnegie Institution for Science, Department of
Global Ecology

Special Postdoctoral Researcher,
RIKEN
Japan (JP), Wako, Tokyo, Kobe, Osaka, Harima, Yokohama,
Tsukuba
487,000 yen per month plus allowances(housing,
commuting), and research fund
RIKEN is currently accepting applications for the FY 2019
Special Postdoctoral Researcher(SPDR) Program, from
young, creative, independent research...

Latest News

Trending
1. Mishandling of spent nuclear fuel in Russia may have caused radioactivity to spread across Europe

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

5/8

2/15/2018

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception | Science | AAAS

1232. U.K. moms are1 turning parenting
21
into an experiment

3. ‘Still working’: Astronomers explain why they don’t publish
4. Meet the ‘data thugs’ out to expose shoddy and questionable research
5. Your choice of a life partner is no accident

Most Read
1. Major mental illnesses unexpectedly share brain gene activity, raising hope for better diagnostics a
2. China’s massive investment in arti cial intelligence has an insidious downside
3. How Europeans evolved white skin
4. Turkish-American NASA scientist sentenced to 7.5 years in prison
5. World’s tiniest 3D glasses reveal how praying mantises see the world

Sifter
Drones best humans at birdwatching
Feb. 14, 2018

The origin of oranges (and lemons) is high in the Himalayas
Feb. 9, 2018

Millions of tons of trapped mercury could be released as world warms
Feb. 6, 2018

Scientists create a new form of matter—superionic water ice
Feb. 5, 2018

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

6/8

2/15/2018

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception | Science | AAAS

123

1

Dinosaur, mammal tracks discovered in NASA’s backyard
21

Feb. 1, 2018

More Sifter

Science
ASIA/PACIFIC NEWS

9 February 2018

China's AI imperative

Vol 359, Issue 6376
CELL BIOLOGY

The happiness project
ATMOSPHERIC SCIENCE

As polar ozone mends, UV shield closer to equator thins
PHARMACOLOGY/TOXICOLOGY

Tobacco giant's research largesse ignites controversy
CELL BIOLOGY

Gene therapy eld hit by fresh safety concern
EPIDEMIOLOGY

Use of cholera vaccines expands, raising hopes

Table of Contents

Subscribe Today
Receive a year subscription to Science plus access to exclusive AAAS member resources, opportunities, and bene ts.
First Name
Last Name
Email Address

Subscribe Today

Get Our Newsletters
Enter your email address below to receive email announcements from Science. We will also send you a newsletter digest
with the latest published articles. See full list

✓

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

7/8

2/15/2018

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

123

Canada’s new environmental review plan gets a lukewarm reception | Science | AAAS

Science Table of Contents
1

Science Daily News

21

Science News This Week
Science Editor's Choice
First Release Noti cation
Science Careers Job Seeker

Email address
By providing your email address, you agree to send your email address to the publication. Information provided here is
subject to Science's Privacy Policy.

Sign up today

About us
Journals
Leadership
Team members
Work at AAAS

Advertise
Advertising kits
Custom publishing

For subscribers
Site license info
For members

International
Chinese
Japanese

Help
Access & subscriptions
Reprints & permissions
Contact us
Accessibility

Stay Connected








© 2018 American Association for the Advancement of Science. All rights Reserved. AAAS is a partner of HINARI, AGORA,
OARE, CHORUS, CLOCKSS, CrossRef and COUNTER.

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/02/canada-s-new-environmental-review-plan-gets-lukewarm-reception

8/8

