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Federal Major Projects Reforms 
July 21, 2026 

Context 

This document represents WCS Canada's second contribution to the Government of Canada’s 
public engagement related to the May 2026 Discussion Paper on Proposed Legislative, Regulatory, 
and Policy Reforms. It builds on WCS Canada’s initial comments (submitted June 2, 2026) and 
focuses specifically on the biodiversity-related risks associated with each of the proposed 
reforms.1 The fulsome analysis is included as an appendix. 

The objective of the analysis was to assess how each proposed reform could affect 
biodiversity and identify supporting measures that could bring the reform into alignment with 
Pillar 2 of A Force of Nature: Canada’s Strategy to Protect Nature (Canada’s Nature Strategy), where 
possible. 

Overall position and caveat 

WCS Canada does not support the proposed reform package.  

The measures outlined in the enclosed appendix (Column G) identify ways to reduce biodiversity 
risk and improve alignment with Canada’s Nature Strategy if government proceeds. They should be 
understood as contingency recommendations and do not indicate support for any individual reform 
or for the package as a whole. In line with WCS Canada’s overall recommendations (as described in 
its June 2 submission), proposed measures aim to improve both decision quality and regulatory 
efficiency by identifying ecological risk earlier, applying the mitigation hierarchy consistently, 
strengthening cumulative effects information, and integrating assessment and permitting 
before key project choices are fixed. 

Regardless of supporting measures, WCS Canada fundamentally opposes a reform where it results 
in any of the following outcomes: 

1. Approval of a project (in principle or on paper) before ecological risks and alternatives are 
adequately assessed, or any other action that would preclude appropriate mitigation 
hierarchy sequencing.  

2. Elimination of a substantive environmental safeguard. 
3. Grants additional authority to weaken biodiversity-related project approval conditions or 

substantive environmental protections for the express purposes of efficiency or regulatory 
streamlining. 
 
 

 
1 We do not comment on certain reforms specific to Canada Energy Regulator and Canadian Nuclear Safety 
Commission mandates and processes, where the subject matter was outside of WCS Canada's scope of expertise. 
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Reform categories 

We have assigned each proposed reform a tier (Column F) to reflect the degree of associated 
biodiversity-related risk.  

Tier 1 identifies “red-line” reforms that WCS Canada opposes in principle because they 
remove, override, or predetermine an ecological safeguard or decision before relevant risks 
are understood. Supporting measures could reduce harm but would not make these 
reforms acceptable.  

Tier 2 identifies reforms that are unacceptable as proposed, due to the significant 
biodiversity-related risks associated, but could become acceptable through substantial 
redesign. 

Tier 3 identifies reforms that are not inherently unacceptable, but which require 
implementation safeguards to avoid exacerbating biodiversity risk and, where possible, 
improve decision quality. 

 

Summary of results 

Tier 1 reforms 
(Red lines. WCS Canada opposes 
these reforms in principle.) 

Tier 2 reforms 
(WCS Canada does not support 
the reform as proposed. 
Substantial redesign required.) 

Tier 3 reforms  
(Implementation safeguards are 
needed to prevent biodiversity 
risk or realize the potential 
benefit.) 

• Early GIC decision for long 
pipelines 

• GIC pre-approval of 
projects within Federal 
Economic Zones (FEZs) 

• Construction before the IA 
decision 

• MOCE authority to adjust 
environmental conditions 
imposed under other 
federal laws 

• SARA jeopardy test 
exemption 

• Joint approval for projects 
with significant adverse 
effects 

• Legislation enabling FEZs 
• Fish offset flexibility 
• Navigation permit 

narrowing 
• Single federal decision 

document 
• MECCN adjustment of 

conditions 
• Feasible project 

requirements 

• One-year timelines 
• Concurrent assessment 

and permitting 
• IAAC coordinator role 
• Crown Consultation Hub 
• Transportation Project 

Office 
• Devolution of power to 

responsible ministers 

  
See the enclosed Appendix for the detailed analysis and proposed response measures. 

 

Contact 

Justina Ray, President and Senior Scientist, WCS Canada. jray@wcscanada.org. 

Victoria Goodday, Public Policy Specialist, WCS Canada. vgoodday@wcscanada.org.  
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Shorthand description Detailed proposal Risks (biodiversity/nature focus) Benefits (biodiversity/nature focus) Assigned Tier
(Tier 1: Red lines; Tier 2: 
Redesign required; Tier 3: 
Supporting measures 
required)

Measures to better align the reform with Pillar 2 of the 
Nature Strategy and mitigate biodiversity risk 
(Note: WCS Canada is fundamentally opposed to Tier 1 
reforms. These measures do not imply acceptance.)

1 yr proponent Formalize target: Proponents will 
have one year to submit their 
finalized studies and information. 
However, if proponents need more 
time for a specific permit, they will 
have the option for more time for 
the decision. 

A fixed one-year submission period could create pressure 
to begin the formal process before adequate ecological 
baselines have been established. Some biodiversity 
information requires seasonally timed or multi-year 
studies, and relevant survey windows may not align with 
the statutory clock. Incomplete information could weaken 
the identification of ecological risk, cumulative effects, 
alternatives, and avoidance opportunities before project 
design becomes difficult to change.

The deadline could also constrain investigation of material 
new information or effects pathways that become clear 
through consultation or proponent study, particularly 
where the process lacks clear provisions for supplementary 
studies or timeline extensions based on ecological need.

A fixed submission period could encourage earlier 
scoping, clearer information requirements, with a 
laser focus on the ecological issues most material to 
the decision.  These benefits (e.g., identifying the 
key focus issues) depend on adequate front-end 
ecological risk identification and a project-specific 
information plan developed before the Notice of 
Commencement.

Tier 3 A one-year submission period is workable only as the formal 
phase of a process that has already completed rigorous front-
end scoping and readiness assessment. Require a project-
specific information plan developed before the Notice of 
Commencement.

1 yr government review Formalize target: The federal 
government’s review and decision-
making timeline would take no 
more than one year.

A fixed one-year government review period may limit the 
ability of federal experts to identify and resolve material 
biodiversity information gaps, reconcile advice across 
departments, and assess cumulative or interacting effects 
that fall between statutory mandates. Where ecological 
issues emerge late, reviewers may face pressure to accept 
uncertainty, narrow the scope of inquiry, or defer 
unresolved matters to permitting conditions or post-
approval monitoring. Ultimate risk is that projects are 
approved without sufficient understanding of (and 
therefore measures to address) adverse impacts, 
heightening risk profile.

The risk is greatest where concurrent reviews proceed as 
separate departmental exercises without an early, shared 
ecological-risk assessment and clear processes for 
resolving conflicting or incomplete advice.

A defined government review period could improve 
biodiversity decision-making by requiring more 
effective mobilization of federal expertise, clearer 
allocation of responsibilities, and faster 
reconciliation of ecological advice across 
departments. It could reduce serial reviews, 
duplicative information requests, and late-stage 
discovery of issues where a shared ecological-risk 
framework and complete baseline information are 
in place before the review period begins.

Tier 3 Establish an integrated federal review process with shared 
ecological-risk methods, clear departmental responsibilities, 
consolidated advice, mitigation hierarchy expectations 
(established through federal policy), and time extensions 
where material uncertainty remains unresolved. Carry out 
early, advance government-led cumulative effects 
assessment through regional assessment.

Concurrent permitting and IA Federal permit applications would 
be reviewed concurrently with 
environmental assessments, 
subject to the option for a 
proponent to extend or delay 
timelines.

Permit requirements may be developed before ecological 
risks, cumulative effects, and mitigation options are fully 
understood, narrowing avoidance and design choices or 
shifting unresolved issues into permit conditions.

Earlier integration of permitting into project 
planning and assessment would address a real 
weakness in the current system: important permit 
requirements often arise late, after major design 
choices have been made. Done well, this type of 
coordination could surface ecological constraints 
and mitigation needs earlier, reduce redesign and 
duplication, and produce more coherent 
conditions.

Tier 3 Develop draft permit conditions alongside the impact 
assessment so they shape project design, but finalize and 
issue permits only after the assessment has resolved material 
ecological risks, avoidance options, and required mitigation.

Appendix: WCS Canada Analysis of Proposed Federal Major Projects Reforms
July 2026
Proposed Reforms - From Discussion Paper Biodiversity-related Risks Analysis

Purpose: To assess how each proposed major project reform could affect biodiversity and identify practical design measures that would operationalize Pillar 2 of A Force of Nature: Canada’s Strategy to 
Protect Nature through the major projects agenda.
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Coordinator role at IAAC The Federal Review Coordinator at 
the Impact Assessment Agency of 
Canada (IAAC) would be 
responsible for ensuring that 
impact assessments and federal 
permits stay on track to meet the 
timelines. 

If the Coordinator is judged mainly on meeting timelines, 
unresolved ecological issues may be compressed, deferred, 
or treated as conditions rather than fully addressed during 
review.

Centralized coordination could improve information-
sharing, align assessment and permitting processes, 
and support consistent communication of 
ecological risk and mitigation-hierarchy 
expectations across departments.

Tier 3 Mandate the Coordinator to facilitate integration of 
ecological risk and the mitigation hierarchy across 
assessment and permitting, alongside responsibility for 
timelines.

Crown Consultation Hub Creation of a Crown Consultation 
Hub within the Impact Assessment 
Agency of Canada (IAAC)

Limited direct increase in biodiversity risk on its own, 
unless centralization is used to accelerate consultation in 
ways that reduce the influence of biodiversity-related 
concerns and Indigenous knowledge on project decisions.

Earlier, coordinated Crown consultation could 
improve the inclusion of Indigenous 
knowledge/place-based information to identify 
biodiversity effects relevant to Indigenous rights 
and inform project design and mitigation sooner.

Tier 3 Require the Hub to identify biodiversity effects relevant to 
the exercise of Indigenous rights, incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge under agreed governance and confidentiality 
protocols, and track how consultation changes project 
alternatives, mitigation, accommodation measures, and 
permit conditions across the full federal review.

Transportation Project Office Transport Canada will set up a 
Transportation Project Office. This 
office will improve federal 
coordination and consultation on 
transportation projects not subject 
to an impact assessment, listed 
under the Building Canada Act or 
those supported by the Canadian 
Northern Economic Development 
Agency. 

Limited direct increase in biodiversity risk, unless the 
Office is used to expedite approvals in ways that reduce 
opportunities to identify or address ecological concerns.

Earlier coordination could surface permitting, 
consultation, and ecological issues sooner and 
reduce fragmentation across federal processes.

Tier 3 Give the Office an explicit mandate - exercised in part 
through regional assessments - to identify regional ecological 
risk, cumulative effects, and induced development early 
enough to influence transportation corridors, routes, and 
project design.

Single decision document Legislative changes for certain 
projects listed under the Physical 
Activities Regulations of the IAA to 
allow one federal decision 
document to be issued by the 
Minister of Environment, Climate 
Change, and Nature (ECCN). This 
document would include all 
federal decisions required for a 
project to move forward. 

A single decision document could reduce transparency 
about separate legal requirements, unresolved ecological 
risks, and departmental responsibilities, making it harder 
to trace how ecological advice influenced the final 
decision.

A single document could improve coherence by 
reconciling departmental ecological advice, 
mitigation requirements, and permit conditions 
rather than leaving them fragmented across 
separate decisions.

Tier 2 Require the single decision document to identify the 
approvals required under each federal law, the conclusion 
reached by each responsible department, any unresolved 
ecological risks or disagreements, and how these shaped the 
final public interest decision and permit conditions.

Joint approval for significant 
adverse effects projects

Where significant adverse effects 
are expected, joint approval 
decision could be made between 
Minister of EECN and another 
Minister responsible for the 
relevant sector or the two 
Ministers could decide to refer the 
determination to the Governor in 
Council.

Joint approval could shift the balance toward project or 
economic objectives, increasing the risk that significant 
biodiversity effects are accepted despite remaining 
opportunities for avoidance or minimization.

Potential improved cross-departmental 
coordination and knowledge-sharing on ecological 
risk, mitigation options, and unresolved biodiversity 
effects.

Tier 2 Provide clear policy guidance on how ecological risk, 
cumulative effects, uncertainty, and alternatives must be 
assessed and weighed in the IAA public interest 
determination. A whole-of-government mitigation hierarchy 
policy could strengthen requirements for reasonable 
avoidance and minimization before approval.

No IAAC review of CER projects CER would handle reviews for 
international and interprovincial 
pipelines, transmission lines, and 
offshore renewable energy 
projects.

CER makes final decision for 
smaller projects

For smaller projects, the CER 
Commission would make the final 
decision.

CER timelines reduced for 
smaller projects

For smaller [CER] projects, ... 
timelines for those decisions 
would be reduced.

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis
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No IAAC review of CNSC projects CNSC would handle reviews for 
nuclear and uranium projects. / 
For nuclear and uranium projects, 
CNSC would be responsible for 
conducting the impact assessment 
under the IAA. The CNSC would 
also determine whether the 
project would cause significant 
negative federal effects.

No federal impact assessment 
for CER projects

Projects overseen by the CER 
would no longer require a separate 
impact assessment under the IAA.

Early GIC decision for long 
pipelines

The Governor in Council (GIC) 
public interest decision [of 
"lengthy" pipelines] would be 
made at the beginning of the CER 
decision process, before the CER 
completes its review of conditions 
and routing details.

Due to systemic constraints on pipeline routing in Canada 
(e.g., terminal access, geographic feasibility), limited 
options for meaningful route adjustments exist within the 
scope of a pipeline proposal at this regulatory stage. GIC 
approval at this stage - before understanding impacts to 
sensitive ecosystems, Indigenous rights, species at risk, etc - 
would pre-empt a legitimate public-interest assessment. 
The risk is significant, irreversible loss of biodiversity and 
ecosystem function and value, of great cost to Canadians.

No direct biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 1 Do not make the GIC public interest decision before the CER 
has assessed route alternatives, cumulative effects, 
ecological risk, and application of the mitigation hierarchy. 
At minimum, require a front-end ecological-risk and 
avoidance determination before any approval in principle.

GIC decision for adverse effects 
CNSC projects

Nuclear and uranium projects with 
"significant" effects expected - the 
project would be referred to the 
GIC through the Minister of Energy 
and Natural Resources to decide if 
it is in the public interest to go 
ahead.

Legislation to enable FEZs Legislation to create Federal 
Economic Zones

Limited direct risk from enabling FEZs. Risk increases if the 
primary purpose of regional assessments shifts to facilitate 
development and narrows the role of regional assessments 
in identifying cumulative effects, ecological limits, 
avoidance areas, and unacceptable development scenarios.

FEZ regional assessments could identify cumulative-
effects risks, ecological constraints, avoidance 
areas, restoration priorities, and shared baseline 
information before individual projects are 
proposed, improving both regional planning and 
project-level efficiency.

Tier 2 Robust guardrails must be included in the enabling 
legislation to ensure FEZs have confines around purpose, 
creation, and activities contained within. Purposes must 
include assessment and mitigation of cumulative effects, 
regional planning, Indigenous Rights and leadership. The 
fundamental purpose of regional assessments must not be 
altered to further enable the exemption of individual 
projects from impact assessment.

GIC ability to pre-approve FEZ 
projects

The Governor in Council would 
have the authority to decide that 
certain developments within 
specific zones are pre-approved, 
subject to conditions for the 
projects themselves.

Signficant ecological risk is not managed and otherwise 
avoidable ecological impacts and associated costs occur.

No direct biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 1 Limit pre-approval to low-impact project classes within 
regions where a robust regional assessment has established 
enforceable ecological limits and exclusion areas, while 
retaining project-level review where site-specific risks or 
uncertainty remain.

Navigation permit narrowing Narrowing the types of activities 
that require navigation permits. 

Potentially significant effects on aquatic, riparian, or 
wetland ecosystems from activities exempted from 
navigation permitting could go unidentified or 
unaddressed, particularly where no other review process 
applies.

Limited direct biodiversity benefit. Proportionate 
exemptions could reduce administrative burden for 
genuinely low-risk activities.

Tier 2 Limit exemptions to demonstrably low-risk activities and 
retain ecological screening where work/activities may affect 
sensitive aquatic, riparian, or wetland systems or contribute 
to cumulative effects.

Fish offsets Making permits for fish and fish 
habitat more flexible for offsetting 
(replacing or compensating for 
environmental impacts) and for 
permits related to Disposal at Sea. 

Increased reliance on offsets that replace neither the 
species, functions, location, nor timing of habitat lost, 
while weakening incentives to avoid and minimize impacts 
first. This could produce continuing net losses, especially 
where cumulative effects or ecological thresholds are 
already significant.

Well-designed flexibility could support larger, 
coordinated watershed-scale restoration and 
address higher-priority ecological needs than 
fragmented site-by-site offsets.

Tier 2 Place any flexibility within a whole-of-government mitigation 
hierarchy policy. Require demonstrated avoidance and 
minimization first, ecologically equivalent and additional 
gains, accounting for time lags and failure risk, watershed-
scale planning, and limits on offsetting irreplaceable or 
highly vulnerable biodiversity.

Devolution of powers from GIC 
to Minister

Transferring certain decision 
powers from the Governor in 
Council (Cabinet) to the relevant 
Minister to speed up decision-
making.

Ministerial decisions may give greater weight to the 
responsible department’s sectoral mandate, with less 
whole-of-government scrutiny of ecological risks and trade-
offs.

No direct biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 3 Require transparent reasons showing how ecological risks, 
cumulative effects, and mitigation hierarchy requirements 
were considered, with interdepartmental advice retained for 
decisions involving significant biodiversity effects.

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis

Not looked at - Outside of WCS Canada's scope of analysis
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Feasible project requirements Ensuring project requirements are 
technically and economically 
feasible; to avoid inflating 
construction costs and the time it 
takes to build a project.

The reform could enable necessary ecological safeguards 
to be weakened or foregone in the interest of near-term 
cost-savings. It also establishes a perverse incentive 
whereby incorrect mitigation hierarchy sequencing is 
rewarded: later risk mitigation measures are usually more 
costly than early avoidance, and may be more likely to be 
considered "infeasible". A vague definition of “feasibility” 
could weaken necessary ecological safeguards, especially if 
cost or delay is measured against the proponent’s 
preferred design rather than against reasonable 
alternatives.

Clear and early feasibility standards could help 
proponents understand which ecological safeguards 
must be built into project design and financing from 
the outset.

Tier 2 Establish binding guidance on how "feasibility" is to be 
assessed and ensure ecological limits are respected. 
Guidance should specify what project design, alternatives, 
and environmental obligations are used when judging 
whether a measure is too costly, to avoid fallback to the 
proponent’s preferred design. Require proponents to 
demonstrate that reasonable avoidance and minimization 
alternatives have been fully examined before measures are 
rejected on cost or technical grounds.

Construction before IA Allowing some early construction 
activities to start before an impact 
decision is made, if necessary 
permits are approved. 

Early construction could irreversibly disturb habitat and 
species before ecological sensitivities, cumulative effects, 
and avoidance options are fully assessed, while physically 
and politically locking in project siting and design.

No direct biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 1 Establish clear, binding guidance defining which early 
activities are permissible and which ecological effects must 
be avoided. Prohibit early works that could cause irreversible 
harm, affect sensitive areas, or constrain later siting, routing, 
or design alternatives. Limit any exception to genuinely 
reversible, low-risk activities following front-end ecological 
screening and application of the mitigation hierarchy.

MECCN can adjust conditions Authorizing the Minister of 
Environment, Climate Change and 
Nature to adjust impact 
assessment conditions, in 
exceptional circumstances.

Ministerial adjustment could weaken biodiversity 
conditions after approval, including measures addressing 
species at risk, habitat, cumulative effects, monitoring, and 
adaptive management, without reopening the underlying 
impact determination.

Carefully bounded authority could allow conditions 
to be strengthened or updated in response to new 
ecological information, monitoring results, or 
changed circumstances.

Tier 2 Allow evidence-based adjustments, but prohibit weakening 
protections needed to meet legal requirements or prevent 
unacceptable ecological harm. Require expert departmental 
advice, consultation with affected Indigenous groups, 
published reasons, and stronger conditions where 
monitoring reveals greater risk.

MOCE can adjust conditions Authorizing the Minister of One 
Canadian Economy to adjust 
environmental conditions for 
projects of national interest, when 
needed. 

The Minister could weaken biodiversity conditions 
imposed under other federal statutes, including measures 
for species at risk, habitat, monitoring, and mitigation, 
after those conditions were established through 
specialized review.

No biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 1 Exclude biodiversity and species-at-risk conditions from this 
authority. At minimum, prohibit amendments that weaken 
protections required to comply with federal environmental 
laws or prevent unacceptable ecological harm. Require the 
MOCE publish evidence-based reasons for their decision and 
where it may differ from the responsible minister's 
recommendation.

Jeopardy test Giving the GIC limited power, with 
a high threshold to be met, to 
exempt specific projects from the 
application of the jeopardy test for 
species at risk, but only if it’s in the 
public interest and if the 
proponent has made all reasonable 
efforts to avoid or reduce impacts 
on at-risk species. 

The jeopardy test is the last statutory safeguard for species 
already facing serious risk to their survival or recovery, 
often because earlier safeguards and recovery measures 
have been inadequate. Exempting a project at this stage 
could deepen threats to the species, further compromise 
recovery, and increase extinction risk.

No biodiversity benefit identified. Tier 1 Retain the jeopardy test without exemption, and strengthen 
the broader species-at-risk system through earlier recovery 
action, enforceable habitat protection, cumulative effects 
management, and front-end application of the mitigation 
hierarchy so conflicts are identified before survival or 
recovery is further compromised.
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