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WWEF-Canada’s response to the Government of Canada’s “Getting Major
Projects Built in Canada” discussion paper

WWF-Canada has serious and urgent concerns regarding the Government of Canada’s
recent discussion paper proposing legislative and regulatory changes to accelerate project
approvals and development through weakened environmental protections.

While WWF-Canada recognizes the importance of responsible economic development, the
proposed measures would undermine environmental safeguards that Canada has built over
decades in response to habitat loss and ecosystem degradation. By reducing transparency,
narrowing decision-making authority and limiting environmental review, these changes
would erode the laws and regulations designed to address a growing global biodiversity
crisis, at exactly the moment that crisis demands stronger protections, not weaker ones.

Wildlife populations in Canada are declining. WWF-Canada found that 52 per cent of
monitored wildlife in Canada had negative population trends from 1970 — 2022, with all
major species groups (i.e., fish, mammals, birds, amphibians and reptiles) showing negative
average population trends in that period?®. Canada’s wild species need protections now
more than ever.

The proposed legislative changes sideline biodiversity considerations and directly position
economic growth at the expense of nature, while increasing systemic risks, undermining
both national and global biodiversity goals, and weakening the resilience of nature and our
economy to a changing climate.

Canada stands at a critical juncture. The choices made today will shape the health of our
ecosystems, the resilience of our economy and the well-being of future generations.

Below, we outline key areas of concern:

Inconsistency with Canada’s Nature Strategy

Canada has made strong commitments through “A Force of Nature: Canada’s Strategy to
Protect Nature,” including to protect 30% of lands and waters and to restore degraded
ecosystems. “A Force of Nature” underscores that long-term economic prosperity depends
on healthy ecosystems and explicitly calls for mainstreaming biodiversity across all sectors
of the economy, including resource development, infrastructure, and finance.
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The direction outlined in the discussion paper is in direct opposition from the integrated,
forward-looking approach set out in “A Force of Nature.” There is a disconnect between
Canada’s stated objective of aligning economic development with nature-positive outcomes
and a policy trajectory that risks repeating historical mistakes. A resilient and competitive
economy depends on accounting for nature — not sidelining it — and legislative reforms
should strengthen this foundation.

By embedding biodiversity considerations into economic development decisions, Canada
can align growth with nature-positive outcomes, reducing systemic risks while ensuring that
development contributes to, rather than undermines, national and global biodiversity goals.
The current proposed legislative direction is misaligned with these objectives and risks
derailing efforts to halt and reverse nature loss.

Increased Risk to Endangered Species and Critical Habitat

The proposed changes risk further exacerbating biodiversity loss in Canada by weakening
the foundational legislation designed to protect species at risk of extinction.

Canada is home to more than 600 species which are legally protected from extinction under
the Species at Risk Act (SARA), and many continue to decline due to continued and
cumulative impacts of human activities.

Weakening protections for at-risk species would actively accelerate biodiversity loss in
Canada, directly contradicting its commitments under the 2030 Canada Nature Strategy and
our international commitments under the Convention on Biological Diversity.

WWE-Canada is especially concerned that proposed changes to the Species at Risk Act’s
“jeopardy test,” a core safeguard intended to ensure that activities do not compromise the
survival or recovery of federally protected species at risk. This exemption fundamentally
undermines the integrity of species protections under SARA.

For critically endangered populations such as the southern resident killer whale, which face
imminent threats to survival or recovery because of insufficiently mitigated cumulative
stress from prey scarcity, underwater noise, habitat disturbance and contaminants, even
small additional impacts can be catastrophic.

Allowing exemptions from the jeopardy test will put Canada’s endangered species at even
greater risk of extinction.

Insufficient Consideration of Indigenous Rights, FPIC, and Reconciliation

WWEF-Canada is particularly concerned that the proposed changes fail to adequately reflect
Canada’s obligations to Indigenous Peoples, including the principles of Free, Prior, and
Informed Consent (FPIC) as affirmed in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).
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Meaningful Indigenous consultation and partnership are essential not only to uphold
constitutional and human rights obligations, but also to achieve durable, equitable, and
effective conservation outcomes. Any legislative reform must be co-developed with
Indigenous Peoples and grounded in reconciliation.

Erosion of the Environmental Assessment Framework

The integrity of Canada’s environmental assessment processes is fundamental to informed,
transparent, and science-based decision-making. Proposals to limit the scope, depth, and
timelines of assessments risk dismantling critical safeguards that ensure projects are
evaluated for their full environmental, social, and economic impacts.

The proposed legislative changes would significantly weaken Canada’s environmental
impact assessment regime by limiting the number of projects subject to federal review,
narrowing the scope of assessments, consolidating decision making power into fewer hands,
and imposing accelerated timelines that risk undermining scientific rigor and public
transparency and trust in the decision-making process.

Provisions such as “pre-approval” of major projects before assessment, the potential for
early construction to begin prior to review completion and expanded ministerial discretion
to relax conditions of approval point to a fundamental erosion of safeguards.

The proposed pre-approval of projects risks undermining the application of the
precautionary principle, particularly in high-risk or ecologically sensitive areas.

These changes reduce assessments to cursory exercises, increasing the risk of unexamined
cumulative impacts, and ultimately undermining the public’s confidence in one of Canada’s
most important tools for ensuring informed and accountable decision-making.

Lack of Alignment with the Mitigation Hierarchy

The proposed changes fail to uphold the central role of the mitigation hierarchy—avoid,
minimize, restore, and offset as a last resort—as a foundational principle for protecting

nature.

“A Force of Nature” explicitly reinforces the importance of embedding this hierarchy into
planning and decision-making for development and infrastructure, recognizing that avoiding
harm is the most effective way to protect biodiversity. The discussion paper’s emphasis on
enabling offsets amounts to reversing the order.

Nature is not interchangeable, and most ecosystems cannot be offset or replaced once
destroyed. Allowing proponents to bypass avoidance and minimization steps increases the
likelihood of irreversible ecological harm and undermines Canada’s commitments to halt
and reverse biodiversity loss.

WWEF-Canada is concerned that proposed amendments to the Fisheries Act. At a time when
many fish populations and freshwater and marine ecosystems are in decline, including
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culturally and economically significant species, circumventing these Fisheries Act protections
undermines ecosystem resilience, Indigenous rights and food security, and Canada’s
commitments to halt biodiversity loss while increasing the likelihood of cumulative and
irreversible impacts.

Creation of “Federal Economic Zones” and Project Pre-Approval

WWE-Canada is deeply concerned about proposals to establish “Federal Economic Zones”
where major projects could be effectively pre-approved or subject to reduced regulatory
requirements. Such zones risk bypassing rigorous environmental impact assessment,
limiting transparency, and reducing opportunities for public participation and Indigenous
consultation.

This is a major deviation from how regional assessments were designed and promoted by
the Government of Canada. As a planning and cumulative effects tool, regional assessments
are meant to inform and make more effective future project-level impact assessments of
major projects, not act as a substitute for them.

By creating areas where standard safeguards may not fully apply, these measures could
result in significant environmental and social impacts being ignored or insufficiently
addressed. This approach undermines public trust and increases the likelihood of conflict,
delays, and long-term environmental damage.

Increased Business and Investment Risk

Contrary to the stated objective of reducing project delays and improving certainty,
weakening environmental protections is likely to increase — not reduce — business risk.
Evidence suggests that project delays are not driven by environmental regulation, but by
early-stage planning issues, commodity prices, and lack of capital. Inadequate consultation
and legal challenges only exacerbate those issues.

Weakening environmental safeguards increases the likelihood of disputes and challenges
later in the process. Projects that fail to meet strong environmental and social standards are
more likely to face opposition, litigation, reputational damage, and shifting market
conditions, all of which can delay or derail development.

A strong, transparent, and inclusive process is the most effective way to ensure project
durability.

Conclusion

The proposed legislative changes represent a significant and troubling rollback of Canada’s
environmental safeguards at a time when strong action is needed. They would weaken
protections for species at risk, enable project pre-approval within “Federal Economic Zones”
without adequate assessment or consultation, and risk dismissing or overriding Indigenous
rights. Concentrating decision-making authority in a single minister raises concerns about
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transparency and the marginalization of science and Indigenous knowledge. Taken together,
these measures increase environmental, legal, and business risks, potentially delaying
projects rather than accelerating them, while also running counter to Canada’s nature
strategy, global biodiversity commitments, and clear public support for strong
environmental protection.
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