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The Technical Advisory Committee, through its Cumulative Effects Subcommittee, focussed on 
the conduct of Cumulative Effects Assessment (CEA) (especially but not exclusively) for 
assessing projects.  CEA practice had already been challenging in the past and it will need to be 
expanded in light of the broader scope of assessments under the Impact Assessment Act.  The 
TAC examined the most recent guidance for CEAs (2018 for the CEAA 2012)1 and found it to 
be quite good, but not always as clear as it should be.  The TAC commissioned some research on 
the addition of Health, Social and Economic aspects because these were largely absent from 
CEAA 20122.  The TAC identified several recommendations on how best to improve the CEA 
guidance so that it will provide clear advice on how to carry out effective CEAs in accordance 
with the Act, in light of both previous problem areas and new requirements, especially for 
Health, Social and Economic aspects. 

The TAC respectfully provides the following recommendations on key issues to be addressed in 
the current Cumulative Effects Guidance document. However, the Impact Assessment Agency of 
Canada should do further analysis of these recommendations by conducting scenario analysis, 
and by canvasing CEA guidance offered by other jurisdictions. A review of the relevant 
academic literature along with advice from outside experts will also help validate these 
recommendations.   

 

 

1. The Circumstances Under Which a Cumulative Effects Assessment Should Be Done 

First, the scientific literature is quite firm on conducting cumulative effects assessments (CEAs) 
on a valued component by valued component (VC by VC) basis.  That is in large part because 
different VCs will be affected by different physical activities and through different pathways; so, 
it makes sense to assess each VC separately. 

The expectation is that the project effect on each VC will first be determined.  There are then 

two questions the answers to which will determine whether a CEA will be required for that 

                                                           
1 Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency. 2018. Assessing Cumulative Environmental Effects under the 
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012 Interim Technical Guidance March 2018 Version 2. Available at: 
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/iaac-acei/documents/policy-guidance/assessing-cumulative-effects-
ceaa2012/assessing-cumulative-environmental-effects.pdf  
2 It should be noted that members of the Cumulative Effects Subcommittee had expertise mainly related to 
biophysical effects. 

https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/iaac-acei/documents/policy-guidance/assessing-cumulative-effects-ceaa2012/assessing-cumulative-environmental-effects.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/iaac-acei/documents/policy-guidance/assessing-cumulative-effects-ceaa2012/assessing-cumulative-environmental-effects.pdf


VC: (1) Is there a residual3 adverse project effect on the VC?; and (2) Are there other 
physical activities4 that would also affect that VC?   

If the answers to these two questions are “yes” and “yes”, then a CEA is required.  
Otherwise, one is not required.  Note that the extent of significance of the project effect on the 
VC does not matter at this stage.  Note also that the determination of the effectiveness of 
mitigation (and enhancement) measures, and hence of what the residual effects are, is not 
determined by the proponent.  This determination is ultimately made by the Government of 
Canada in the context of the final project decision.  During the course of the review of the 
designated project, conclusions and recommendations on these issues will be made by the 
Agency or the Panel.  If a proponent is uncertain about whether residual project effects on a VC 
are positive or adverse, it should proceed in a precautionary manner and conduct a CEA for that 
VC or it should seek guidance from the Agency or from the Panel. 

Note also that there may be an exception to the above guidance regarding the conduct of a CEA 
for a specific VC.  The Tailored Impact Statement Guidelines (TISG) may provide specific 
direction on this matter.  The Agency, through the TISG, may determine that the effects on a 
specific VC need not be dealt with in the impact assessment (for example, it may determine that 
the project description is sufficient to exclude that VC).  Or, through its consultation process, it 
may specifically require a VC to be included and a CEA to be conducted for that VC.  Should the 
TISG direction differ from this guidance, the TISG is to be followed. 

 

2. Broad Interpretation of Physical Activities 

The TAC notes that the 2018 CEA Guidance document addresses this important issue (section 
Examining Physical Activities p 29/56).  The following quotes should be retained in any future 
guidance: 

“Examples of physical activities are numerous, and include agricultural development, 
management of a forested area, dredging a water body, hunting, fishing, remediation of a 
brownfield site, construction of a pulp mill, or operation and decommissioning of a mine. 
Practitioners should keep in mind that predicting cumulative effects to a VC will tend to be more 
accurate when all sources of environmental effects to that VC have been reasonably considered.” 

As the last sentence suggests, the purpose of this recommendation is to make the cumulative 
effect be close to the total effect caused by human developments and not to ignore developments 
(physical activities) that may contribute substantially to the total effect. 

 

                                                           
3 Residual effects are those that remain considering the effects of mitigation measures included as part of the project 
to reduce the adverse effects.  Note that full consideration must be given by authorities to the effectiveness of the 
measures.  Mitigation must be determined to be effective.  One must also consider that, for some time, the mitigation 
may not be effective; during such time, there may be a more adverse effect. 
4 Note the explanation elsewhere concerning the (broad) interpretation of physical activities for the purpose of 
CEAs. 



 

3. Establishing Temporal Boundaries in Project Cumulative Effects Assessments 

The Operational Policy Statement (OPS) Approach in Section 1.3 of the 2018 CEA Guidance 
document states that the “temporal boundaries for assessing a selected VC should take into 
account past and existing physical activities, as well as future physical activities that are certain 
and reasonably foreseeable”.  

The guidance in this regard is difficult to follow. Understanding past, current, and future 
conditions and the systems that govern the VC is different from setting benchmarks or targets 
against which predicted conditions with the project and other physical activities should be 
compared. These two activities are often confused in practice and are not clearly distinguished in 
the guidance. 

Baseline  

Baseline is a term which has been used inconsistently within the Impact Assessment world, often 
creating conflict. Some people, for the purpose of assessing cumulative effects, interpret it as a 
historical ‘pre-impact’ reference point; others interpret it as referring to current conditions or a 
more recent past. It is often, correctly, used as a point of reference for evaluating the impacts of a 
project. The current definition of baseline in the guidance is “Baseline conditions refer to 
present-day conditions, prior to implementation of the project.”5 This is a useful definition of 
“current condition” but not the benchmark by which future or even past and existing projects 
should be assessed.  

Past, current, and future condition 

It is important to evaluate past, current, and reasonably foreseeable future conditions to better 
understand the cumulative effects on a Valued Component and inform development decisions 
about the designated project and about future actions. Temporal boundaries should be set to 
ensure that processes are being measured on the right temporal scale.  

Current condition. Estimating the current condition of the VC and developing an understanding 
of the systems that affect the VC provides important information for those assessing the 
cumulative effects as well as context for decision makers. The current condition is generally 
easier to assess with more certainty than past or future conditions. However, it should not be the 
default reference point for comparison to predict cumulative effects. Understanding current 
condition also requires understanding year to year variability as well as long term trends 
(systems) which is one of the reasons why it is important to consider past condition. 

Past condition. The Act requires an assessment of “any cumulative effects that are likely to result 
from the designated project in combination with other physical activities that have been or will 
be carried out”.  Thus, effects on the VC now that were caused by past or present physical 
activities must be assessed as part of the cumulative effects.  Put differently, it is necessary to 
include an evaluation of past condition and the effects of past and present physical activities. 

                                                           
5 CEAA. 2018. P. 25. 



However, there is some disagreement about how far back is appropriate. Estimating pre-contact 
condition is one approach but may not always be necessary. Sometimes, past information 
may not be documented well.  Under such conditions, the use of local knowledge, Indigenous 
knowledge or back-casting techniques may be required.  There may be more uncertainty the 
further back in time one goes. The past temporal boundary is context specific.  The Agency may 
wish to seek input from the Indigenous Advisory Committee for recommendations to develop 
guidance on defining past temporal boundaries. 
 
One practical recommendation is to:  

 Present a short narrative of key events (as per list on p. 25 of the CEA 2018 Guidance 
document) affecting the VC from pre-contact to current.  Then using a weight of 
evidence approach to describe the effects of past activities and which of those are 
thought, in combination, to contribute a good estimate of the total cumulative effect. This 
could involve assessment of pre-contact condition but that would not necessarily be 
required if the most severe impacts were relatively recent.  It should be noted that the past 
temporal boundary is context specific 

 This information can then be used to put the ‘current condition’ into context. In other 
words, to determine the current condition of the VC and the extent to which it has been 
compromised by past anthropogenic events.  

Future condition. Decision makers must also consider plausible alternative futures, including 
future projects (physical activities) as the Act requires that they too must be included.  

Section 1.3 mentions the benefit of evaluating alternative scenarios.6 However, the guidance is a 
bit hard to follow. Where the “reasonably foreseeable future” is especially uncertain, the use of 
scenarios to identify a range of possible outcomes could well be the best one can do (provide the 
best information to decision makers) and is recommended as a best practice.  Including only 
individual projects that are proposed or approved at the time of the assessment is not an adequate 
approach to future cumulative effects wherever it is clear that there will be future development 
beyond these specific projects. 

VC vs Ecosystem vs Activity centred methods  

Section 1.3 provides four alternative approaches for setting temporal boundaries. The guidance 
could be simplified by combining these into a single approach. The temporal boundaries should 
be determined by the VC, having regard for the fact that cumulative effects require both an effect 
of the designated project and effects of other past present or future physical activities (and that 
project effects can persist long after project activities end). The ecosystem is always relevant, in 
some cases the VC of interest may be an entire ecosystem, and every VC is influenced by the 
ecosystem it belongs to, so these do not need to be separate approaches. In all cases key events 
over time including anthropogenic activities should be noted. The combination of impacts and 
effects over time will provide the context to make a determination on temporal boundaries.  

                                                           
6 CEAA. 2018. P. 27. 



Benchmark or reference condition 

The TAC recommends additional discussion on what point of comparison is appropriate under 
which conditions. The current guidance is not explicit about this. In some places it appears to 
suggest that the baseline (i.e., current condition) would be the point of comparison and in other 
places reference is made to an “acceptable target”.  

 

4. Establishing Spatial Boundaries in Project Cumulative Effects Assessments 

A recent review of examples of CEAs provided by the agency to the TAC members suggests 
that, in their current practice, proponents tend to favor an activity-centred method for spatial 
boundaries determination (Methodologies #3)7. Although it is mentioned in this section that such 
an approach is not recommended, it is not surprising that proponents tend to use it. Most 
proponents have difficulty understanding that CEAs are VC-centred and not project-centred.  
Furthermore, they feel that anything happening beyond the zone of influence of their project is 
not necessary for them to assess, especially when data collection is difficult.   This section of the 
guide should be clear about the disadvantages of determining the boundaries solely using a 
project-centred approach based on the overlap of various projects zones of influence in contrast 
to the advantages of determining boundaries based on a VC-centred approach.  

About the VC-centred and Ecosystem-centred methods (Methodologies #1 and #2) 8, it may not 
be necessary to make a formal difference between the two approaches.  In fact, as mentioned in 
the text, the practitioner struggles between various available data limitations to establish the 
boundaries pertinent to a good VC assessment. Whatever the limitations, the practitioner should 
use ecosystem considerations, for a biological component, in the justification of the boundaries.  
Because the assessment is trying to characterize the relative importance of the project impact on 
a VC in addition to all other impact sources, this involves an understanding of the ecology of the 
VC (habitat needs in particular) and its vulnerability to various stresses. 

About data inputs (4. Considering the availability and quality of spatial data)9 it should be 
mentioned that the proponent must be open to using all relevant sources of information.  Data 
with various levels of precision may be necessary when dealing with large scale study zones. The 
use of Indigenous knowledge should be strongly encouraged in that respect. 

In the same section, it is stated that “The study of multiple VCs at once may be particularly useful 
if the spatial distribution of the VCs under investigation is linked” 10. The difficulty with this is 
that the different VCs may well be (and are likely to be) affected by different other physical 
activities. The fact that VCs may be linked does not suggest assessing the cumulative effects 
together; it suggests that each of the VCs needs to be assessed including an understanding of the 
full set of influences on it, including pathways that involve other VCs. 

                                                           
7 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, P. 15. 
8 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, PP. 14-15. 
9 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, P. 17. 
10 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, P. 17. 



It is mentioned that an iterative approach should be favored in establishing boundaries (1. 
Considering geographic scale as the EA progresses) 11.  Methodologically it is true that if the 
practitioner discovers significant outcomes during the study, this should be met by some 
flexibility.  At the same time, it should be noted in the text that the scoping exercise should be 
given a fair effort prior to starting the study, and that choices of VCs and boundaries should be 
agreed with the Agency at the beginning of the study.  The needed flexibility to change 
parameters during the course of the study should not be an encouragement to skip a thorough 
scoping exercise. 

About the activities to be examined in CEAs (3. Considering the influence of other physical 
activities) 12 it should be mentioned that not only physical activities have to be included, but also 
other relevant (non-physical) activities, such as laws and regulations on hunting, fishing, 
wetlands and forest protection, species at risk, etc. These activities may significantly affect 
biophysical VCs abundance and condition. 

Finally, for health and social VCs, it should be clarified that cumulative effects spatial 
boundaries criteria are to be developed.  The above observations apply mostly to biophysical 
CEAs.  Especially for health impacts, one must accept more iterative scoping until lessons are 
learned from practice. 

 

5. Using Regional Assessments in Project Cumulative effects Assessments 

The existing guidance fails to deal with the contribution that regional (and in some cases, 
depending on the precise role of strategic assessments under the IAA, also strategic) assessments 
under the IAA are expected to make to improving the effectiveness and efficiency of cumulative 
effects analysis at the project level.  Given that this was a clear rational for including a separate 
process for RAs in the IAA, we recommend that this be addressed in the cumulative effects 
guidance and elsewhere in relevant guidance (such as sustainability guidance, for example).   

An approach that takes full advantage of the role of RAs in ensuring the effectiveness of 
cumulative effects predictions would first seek to identify all aspects of project level cumulative 
effects analysis that would be enhanced by well-designed and executed RAs, and specify what 
would have to be done in a prior RA to maximize these benefits of tiered assessments.  Such 
benefits include the following: 

 Baseline & current conditions for cumulative effects prediction (pre-contact, more recent, 
and the implications of the choices made) 

 The consideration of potential future activities in the prediction of cumulative effects, in 
part through the use of development scenarios 

 The prediction of cumulative effects for non-biophysical effects (social, health, cultural, 
economic) 

                                                           
11 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, P. 16. 
12 CEAA. 2018. Section 1.2, PP. 16-17. 



 The prediction of cumulative effects at a community scale, particularly in indigenous 
communities 

 The prediction of cumulative effects at an ecosystem level. 
 

Based on this background work, the guidance should then clearly articulate how the effectiveness 
of cumulative effects predictions at the project level are to be maximized depending on whether 
the desired support from a prior RA is available.  In other words, the guidance should identify 
what needs to be done when the assistance of an effective prior RA is available, and what needs 
to be done when such a prior RA is not available.  This is critical as it will be some time (if ever) 
before the results of current and effective RAs are available for all project level assessments.   

It is important to understand the implications of the availability of effective RAs.  It will be 
important in the guidance to separate where the absence of an RA makes cumulative effects 
analysis at project level less effective from situations where the absence of an effective prior RA 
can be compensated for at the project level through additional efforts.  In the latter case the 
guidance should be clear that the problem needs to be fixed, and who needs to fix it.  For 
example, in the absence of a prior RA that identifies reasonable future development scenarios for 
the region, the guidance could point to a mechanism to develop such scenarios for purposes of 
the specific project assessment. 

 

 

6. Other Suggestions (including Health, Social and Economic VCs) 

Advice from the Consultant included the following ideas, most of which were recommended by 
impact assessment professionals interviewed during that research.  The Subcommittee believes 
these are good ideas and so supports them.  It should also be noted that assessing cumulative 
effects on Health, Social and Economic VCs is largely new to impact assessment in Canada.  
More work will be necessary before cumulative effects of Health, Social and Economic (HSE) 
values will be well understood, and good guidance can be meaningfully prepared.  In this 
respect, the final advice from the Health, Social and Economic Subcommittee to TAC contains 

ideas concerning content regarding the assessment of effects on Health, Social and Economic 

Subcommittee values (e.g., relevant social determinants of health, mental health)13.   The 

Technical Advisory Committee is also aware that a Health Impact Assessment document is 

being prepared by Health Canada.  It should also be used to better understand assessment of 

the HSE VCs. 

 

 

                                                           
13 Potential “formal advice” to the President. Health, Social and Economic Subcommittee to TAC. May 5, 2021. 



In the development of new CEA guidance, the following practices summarized from the contract 
report on CEA for HSE values would be beneficial, where the advice applies more broadly a 
footnote is included: 

 Guidance should not just be directed at CEA practitioners but at all stakeholders and 
rights holders including the affected public and communities, Indigenous Peoples, project 
proponents and government agencies and decision-makers14. 

 A focus of guidance should be on improving the inclusion and assessment of Health, 
Social and Economic (HSE) values. 

 Case study examples involving good practice where HSE values have been fully 
considered are essential15. 

 HSE practitioners, stakeholders and rights holders should be consulted in preparing 
guidance (such as through a workshop)16. 

 A greater use of scenario approaches for possible alternative futures regarding HSE 
values will lead to better CEAs17. 

 Training should be developed and offered for practitioners, proponents, stakeholders and 
rights holders for CEA practice on HSE values once the guidance is updated to 
incorporate HSE values.  It should be noted that this advice is directed at the Agency and 
suggests a means of following up through CEA training once the guidance is completed. 

 

 

                                                           
14 The Cumulative Effects Subcommittee notes that this advice applies both to Health, Social and Economic 
cumulative effects assessment and to biophysical cumulative effects assessment. 
15 The Cumulative Effects Subcommittee notes that this advice applies both to Health, Social and Economic 
cumulative effects assessment and to biophysical cumulative effects assessment. 
16 The Cumulative Effects Subcommittee notes that this advice applies both to Health, Social and Economic 
cumulative effects assessment and to biophysical cumulative effects assessment. 
17 The Cumulative Effects Subcommittee notes that this advice applies both to Health, Social and Economic 
cumulative effects assessment and to biophysical cumulative effects assessment. 


