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On August 28, 2019, the federal government brought Canada’s new Impact Assessment Act (IAA) into force,
replacing the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012 (CEAA 2012). The IAA follows more than three
years of consultation and discussion of Canada’s environmental assessment (EA) regime, and is claimed to
fulfill the government’s stated commitment to introduce new, fair processes to ensure decisions are based on
science and Indigenous knowledge, and win back public trust.

How does the new IAA measure up? We graded the Act against the “essential elements of next generation EA”
established in the Federal Environmental Assessment Reform Summit, the conclusions of the expert panel
appointed to review Canada’s EA processes, and the leading-edge thinking of EA experts across the country.?
Each element is necessary to ensure that assessment processes promote environmental, social, cultural and
economic sustainability, allow the public a meaningful say in decisions that affect them, advance reconciliation
with Indigenous peoples, and achieve Canada’s climate change and biodiversity conservation obligations.

While the overall grade of C is disappointing, it is an improvement over the C- given in our interim report card
after the bill was tabled in March 2018. Plus, the IAA contains many enabling provisions that allow the federal
government to enact regulations, establish policies, and develop practices that meet the standards of next
generation EA. Through careful implementation, federal impact assessment can still make the grade.

Overall Grade

C

Overall, while the IAA touches on many of the basic requirements of next generation EA, it falls far short of
ensuring they will be implemented in practice. These requirements include sustainability as a core objective,
greater attention to regional and strategic assessment, meaningful public participation for everyone,
strengthening the foundation of evidence used in decisions, and consideration of whether projects will help or
hinder Canada’s efforts to uphold its climate and biodiversity obligations. The new law neglects smaller
projects and their cumulative impacts, and new regulations mean the IAA will apply to fewer projects than
CEAA 2012. But while the Act leaves the Minister and Cabinet without adequate direction and accountability, it
does set the stage for sustainable, fair decisions, meaning that implementation will be key to the Act’s success.

! E.g.: Anna Johnston, Federal Environmental Assessment Reform Summit Proceedings (West Coast Environmental Law: 2016):
https://www.wcel.org/sites/default/files/publications/WCEL FedEnviroAssess proceedings fnl.pdf; Expert Panel, Building Common
Ground: A New Vision for Impact Assessment in Canada (2017), online:
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/themes/environment/conservation/environmental-reviews/building-common-ground/building-
common-ground.pdf.



https://pm.gc.ca/en/mandate-letters/minister-environment-and-climate-change-mandate-letter
https://www.wcel.org/sites/default/files/publications/WCEL_FedEnviroAssess_proceedings_fnl.pdf
https://www.wcel.org/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03-29-midtermreportcard-iaact-final.pdf
https://www.wcel.org/sites/default/files/publications/WCEL_FedEnviroAssess_proceedings_fnl.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/themes/environment/conservation/environmental-reviews/building-common-ground/building-common-ground.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/themes/environment/conservation/environmental-reviews/building-common-ground/building-common-ground.pdf
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