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The federal government is delaying legislation that would bring sweeping changes to
environmental assessments, after widespread backlash from climate and nature groups.

In a Thursday press release, Dominic LeBlanc, the minister for Internal Trade and One
Canadian Economy, and Transport Minister Steven MacKinnon said they would extend
consultations before tabling the legislation.

The government wants to streamline the approval process for industrial projects and speed
up decision-making, allowing companies to more quickly clear regulatory hurdles aimed at
protecting the environment.

The original consultation period was set to end this week. It was widely expected that the
government would table the legislation on Monday, before the House rises for the summer.

The planned changes are part of a suite of new measures all aimed at spurring economic
growth, a key pillar of the government’s efforts to bolster the Canadian economy in
response to Donald Trump’s trade war.

Consultations will now go until July 22, meaning the earliest the new legislation could be
tabled would be in the fall parliamentary sitting.

The last-minute decision to delay the legislation and instead take more time to gather
feedback is a rare move from Prime Minister Mark Carney’s government, which has
prioritized speed in its first year in office. It has already repealed or overhauled a raft of
other climate-change and environment policies from the Justin Trudeau era, prompting
pushback from within and outside the party.
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“Extending the engagement period will allow us to hear from even more Canadians and
help us develop reforms that reflect the views and priorities of people across the country,”
Mr. LeBlanc said in a press release.

The government published two discussion papers on May 8, asking for feedback on its
planned regulatory changes. One of the documents described the current approval
process for industrial projects such as mines, ports, nuclear projects and pipelines as
“slow, expensive and confusing.” It said the goal of the planned overhaul is to boost
investor confidence and certainty in the regulatory process.

The government proposed reversing the order of pipeline approvals, allowing cabinet to
green-light new projects prior to the completion of technical assessments. It also pledged
a one-year review period and a single federal decision-making process, the creation of
industrial “economic zones” across the country and faster review times for nuclear
facilities.

In addition, the government said it would remove duplication in the Indigenous
consultation process and allow cabinet to exempt some projects from a requirement under
the Species at Risk Act.

With a major new crude pipeline to the West Coast being championed by Ottawa and
Alberta, that exemption immediately raised concerns from environmental groups who said
it could put endangered whales at risk. It is also one of the policy changes that outgoing
Liberal MP Steven Guilbeault, a former environment minister under Mr. Trudeau, pointed to
when he announced his decision to quit politics last week.

More than a dozen environmental groups were on Parliament Hill this week to raise their
concerns, including the World Wildlife Fund, the Sierra Club, Greenpeace and Ecojustice,
which welcomed Thursday’s delay.

In a statement, Ecojustice described the proposed changes as “the most aggressive gutting
of environmental laws we have ever seen.” Muhannad Malas, a director at Ecojustice, said
his group is pleased that the government will “slow down and properly listen to the serious
concerns that Canadians have voiced.”

The government’s decision was also welcomed by industry groups, including the Business
Council of Alberta, which had called for regulatory changes.

“Moving quickly on major-project legislation matters, but so does getting it right,” said the
council’s president, Adam Legge.

The Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers also welcomed the pause.



Past examples of government attempts to overhaul the environmental-assessment process
provide a cautionary tale. Prime minister Stephen Harper’s legislation didn’t withstand
scrutiny from the courts, and Mr. Trudeau’s effort through Bill C-69 was considered too
cumbersome and was heavily criticized by industry.

In both of those cases, the government didn’t strike the right balance between enabling
economic growth and protecting the environment, said Jay Khosla, an executive vice-
president at the Public Policy Forum and former senior civil servant in the energy
department.

“There have been really serious mistakes,” Mr. Khosla said. “And so the government is
clearly taking a good look at what it needs to do to ensure investor certainty on this aspect
of project reviews.”

The federal government has planned a Canada Investment Summit for September, aimed
at attracting new business and unlocking capital.

Regulatory certainty is a key part of attracting that new investment and Mr. Khosla said the
government should telegraph its final plans before that summit takes place.



