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What are eprs?

OECD Environmental Performance Reviews (EPRs) provide 

evidence-based analysis and assessment of countries’ 

progress towards their environmental policy objectives.

They promote peer learning, enhance government 

accountability and provide targeted recommendations 

to help countries improve their environmental 

performance. They are supported by a broad range 

of economic and environmental data. Each EPR cycle 

covers all OECD member countries and selected 

partner countries.

All reports, and more information, are available on the 

EPR website: http://oe.cd/epr.

the third epr of canada

Canada was among the twenty founding members 

of the OECD, in 1960. The previous Environmental 

Performance Reviews of Canada were published in 

1995 and 2004. The report reviews the country’s 

environmental performance since 2000. The process 

involved a constructive and mutually beneficial 

policy dialogue between Canada and the countries 

participating in the OECD Working Party on 

Environmental Performance (WPEP). The OECD is 

grateful to the two examining countries: Australia 

and the United States. 

The report provides 46 recommendations, approved 

by the Working Party on 28 June 2017. They aim 

to help Canada green its economy and improve 

its environmental governance and management. 

Particular emphasis is on climate change mitigation 

and urban wastewater management. 

http://oe.cd/epr
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Overview

A resource-rich and export-oriented economy, Canada 

benefited a great deal from the commodity boom in the 

2000s. With its economy growing faster than the OECD 

average, Canada decoupled economic growth from air 

pollution, energy consumption and greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions. However, the country remains one of the most 

energy- and emissions-intensive economies in the OECD. 

Canada needs to accelerate the transition to a green,  

low-carbon economy.

opportunities

 z abundance of natural assets: land, water, forests,  
minerals and fossil fuels

 z a clean electricity mix, and vast potential to green it further

 z ongoing efforts to improve federal-provincial-territorial 
collaboration

 z a priority on enhancing the engagement of indigenous  
peoples into environmental decision-making

 z a new pan-canadian framework to grow the economy, reduce 
ghg emissions and build resilience to climate change

 z revived leadership on the international environmental stage. 

challenges

 z an energy- and carbon-intensive economy,  
reliant on fossil fuels

 z dramatic increase in ghg emissions from oil sands 
development and transport

 z environmental federalism that requires effective federal-
provincial-territorial collaboration

 z little use of economic instruments to limit water use, waste 
generation, or air and water pollution

 z Unsatisfactory access to essential environmental services and 
infrastructure in some indigenous communities

 z local pressures on water resources and preponderance of 
landfilling.

canada 2016

population 
36.1 million

gdp/capita
(current purchasing power parities) 
USD 44 000 
(OECD average is 41 900)

total area 
998 470 km2

population density
4 inhabitants/km² 
(OECD average is 35)

currency
Canadian Dollar (CAD)  
In 2016, USD 1 = CAD 1.33
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Electricity generation by sourceTotal primary energy supply by source

In 2000

In 2015

Mtoe TwH

In 2000

In 2015
RenewablesNuclearGasOilCoal

32 87 74 19 45

19 96 86 27 50

117 15 33 73 367

54 7 52 104 414
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canada is the world’s second largest country, a vast territory that hosts a great 
diversity of ecosystems and large tracts of undisturbed wilderness. it is also one 
of the world’s biggest energy producers and a major producer and exporter of 
agricultural products. however, urbanisation and agriculture are putting pressure 
on the natural asset base. the country faces challenges with high energy use and 
associated pollution. it is the second most carbon-intensive economy in the oecd.

oecd EnvIrOnMEntAl pErfOrMAnCE rEvIEw Of CAnADA

environmental performance | key trends
 

figure 1. canada is an energy-, carbon- and resource-intensive country.

energy and climate change

 z Energy use increased by 5% over 2000-14, far less than 
GDP (32%). Still, Canada remains the second most 
energy intense economy in the OECD. This reflects 
the country’s large heavy industry, particularly the 
extraction and processing of minerals and fossil fuels 
for export. 

 z Canada’s electricity mix is among the least carbon-
intensive in the OECD. Non-emitting sources generate 
82% of its electricity (60% hydro and 17% nuclear). 

 z GHG emissions have fallen back only marginally 
since 2000. Emissions fell in most sectors, but kept 
rising in the two largest: transport and the oil sands 
industry (see page 12).

To generate USD 1000 of GDP, 
Canada:

emits

consumes

uses

369 
kg of CO2

180
ktoe of energy

256
kg of CO2

OECD average

Canada is the OECD’s 
second most carbon-intensive economy 
(after Estonia). 

Canada is the OECD’s 
second most energy-intensive economy
(after Iceland).  

Canada is the OECD’s 
second most resource-intensive economy.
(after Chile).  

111
ktoe of energy

1830 kg 
of materials

416 kg 
of materials416

Source: OECD (2017), OECD Environment Statistics (database).

Source: IEA (2016), IEA World Energy Statistics and Balances (database)

figure 2. fossil fuels supply 74% of energy, but electricity generation is low-carbon.
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Figure 3. Air quality is worse in urban centres
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 z Nearly 20% of monitored water sites register 
marginal or poor water quality, due to nutrient 
pollution from agricultural and urban wastewater 
sources, persistent toxic substances and chemicals 
(see page 14).

 z About 10% of terrestrial and 1% of marine and coastal 
areas is protected, significantly below the Aichi 2020 
targets of 17% and 10% (see page 7). For some 
ecosystems, a very small share of land is protected. 
Canada has not signed the Nagoya Protocol on Access 
to Genetic Resources and Benefit Sharing and lacks a 
comprehensive system to implement it. 

 z Fertiliser use has increased more than twice as fast 
as agricultural production since 2000. This affects 
water quality in the Great Lakes, Lake Winnipeg and 
the St. Lawrence River basin among others. 

environmental quality of life

 z Air quality is generally good, compared with many 
other OECD countries. Canada strengthened 
outdoor air quality and established emission 
standards, although not for all heavily polluting 
sectors. Still, about 30% of Canadians live in areas 
where outdoor levels of fine particulate matter 
(PM2.5) and/or ozone exceed national air quality 
standards, mostly in cities of Ontario and Québec. 
Outdoor air pollution was estimated to cause 
7 800 deaths per year in 2015. 

 z Household waste has increased by 30% since 
2002, faster than population and GDP. Overall, 
nearly three-quarters of waste still end up in 
landfills, with wide variations across provinces: 
Nova Scotia recycles or composts 40% of its 
waste, but Saskatchewan treats only 14% of its 
waste in this way. The 2009 Canada-wide Action 
Plan for Extended Producer Responsibility was a 
major step forward for harmonisation of recovery 
schemes. Canada will need to collect more data, 
and make sure it is comparable, to better monitor 
and track progress.

 z Significant investment helped improve water 
systems for some First Nations reserves. However, 
in rural and remote communities, particularly 
in First Nations reserves, access to safe drinking 
water remains a serious challenge.

forest, water and biodiversity

 z Canada has the third-largest forest area in the 
world (after Russia and Brazil). More than 80% of 
forest available for timber harvesting is certified 
as sustainably managed. 

 z Develop air emission standards for all heavily 
polluting sectors and activities. 

 z Accelerate efforts and collaboration across 
jurisdictions to achieve the Aichi 2020 targets 
and enhance ecosystem representativeness.

 z Continue to develop extended producer 
responsibility schemes, encouraging waste 
prevention and recovery of materials not covered 
under such schemes (e.g. for organic waste).

next steps | biodiversity, waste, air

Source: OECD (2017), OECD Environment Statistics (database).
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compared to 2004, canada has improved the effectiveness of multi-level governance 
and enhanced the engagement of indigenous peoples in environmental decision 
making. it is re-evaluating its environmental policies and regulations in light of the 
more ambitious goals of the current federal government. however, it could do more 
to adopt good international practices in environmental assessment and permitting.

institutions and governance

 z The triennial Federal Sustainable Development 
Strategy helped improve co-ordination at the federal 
level by setting measurable targets across multiple 
departments. 

 z Several mechanisms ensure effective collaboration 
between federal, provincial and territorial 
environmental authorities. Still, overlapping powers 
between government levels lead to occasional 
tensions, such as in the areas of water and 
biodiversity protection. 

 z Getting comparable and timely data is a challenge. 
Standardised data collection and methodologies, 
and enhanced exchange of information between 
jurisdictions, would better support environmental 
decision-making.

regulatory requirements

 z Canada has strengthened its federal requirements for 
strategic environmental assessment (SEA), yet only 
few federal departments use this instrument well. 
There are no SEA requirements at the provincial level. 
Municipalities lack institutional capacity for land-use 
planning. As a consequence, regional and local land 
use plans do not systematically take environmental 
aspects into account. 

 z In 2012, following revision of the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Act, the number of 
projects subject to environmental assessment (EA) 
at the federal level decreased significantly. A review 
aims to enhance coherence and transparency of the 
process and restore public confidence in it.

 z Several provinces have introduced integrated 
environmental permitting, but the process is 
mostly procedural. It does not provide for holistic 
management of environmental impacts through 
application of best available techniques. Moreover, 
environmental permitting in many provinces is not 
well integrated with EA.

compliance assurance

 z Some, yet not all, jurisdictions have introduced good 
enforcement practices, such as risk-based planning 
of environmental inspections, administrative fines 
(instead of criminal penalties) for moderate non-
compliance, public disclosure of enforcement 
records, measurement of outcomes, etc. 

 z Strict liability with respect to past pollution is 
generally applied to contaminated land, but not 
to damage to water bodies and ecosystems. Some 
provinces, such as Ontario and Alberta, have created 
special funds to pay for the clean-up if a financially 
solvent responsible party cannot be identified. 

Buying green
the Government purchasing Agency and 
the Office of Climate Change and Energy 
Efficiency in the province of newfoundland and 
labrador developed a guide for purchasing 
environmentally preferable products. It contains 
fact sheets on 15 green product categories, as 
well as on greening procurement of buildings. 

while the guidelines are not mandatory, they do 
provide useful recommendations on integrating 
environmental considerations into public 
procurement. the guidelines are complemented 
by worksheets on selecting green issues for the 
tender, defining green procurement terms, using 
green labelling, reporting, etc.



British 
Columbia

Yukon

Saskatchewan Manitoba 

Ontario Quebec

Newfoundland 
and Labrador

Prince Edward IslandNew Brunswick

Nova Scotia
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Alberta

13%
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Figure 4. Canada needs to create more protected areas to achieve international commitments.  
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 z Increase transparency of the federal EA 
procedure, start it at the early project 
design phase, and improve  
the procedure for consultation with 
Indigenous communities.

 z Improve the implementation of SEA at 
the federal level and ensure it applies to 
regional and local land-use plans.

 z Adopt international best practices in 
environmental permitting (integrated 
permitting, use of best available 
techniques, simplified and standardised 
sector-specific requirements for facilities 
with low environmental risk).

 z Ensure the public receives high quality, timely 
information. Improve data management to 
better support decision making.

next steps | governance

Under the Un Convention for Biological Diversity, 
Canada committed to conserve at least 17% of 
terrestrial areas and inland water, and 10% of marine 
areas, by 2020. In 2015, 10.6% of terrestrial areas and 
0.9% of marine areas were protected. 

Sub-national jurisdictions manage more than half 
of the protected areas in Canada. the percentage 
of land under protection varies considerably across 
provinces. Only new Brunswick and Alberta have 

increased protected areas by more than 1% in recent 
years. Quebec and Ontario have committed to 
protecting half of their northern regions, but progress 
to date has been slow. nearly all protected areas 
report deficiencies in capacity and resources. 

Canada recently launched the federal-provincial-
territorial initiative “pathway to Canada target 1” to 
guide development of a terrestrial protected area 
network to meet the Aichi 2020 target. 

 z The federal and most provincial and territorial 
governments actively use public procurement to 
support green business practices. Governments 
could inspect less often or lower permit fees 
to encourage enterprises to adopt and certify 
environmental management systems (EMS), 
adherence to which has been declining.

environmental democracy

 z The public has a clear right of access to information 
and ample opportunities to take part in policy 
making, environmental assessment and permitting. 
The right to petition the government and to appeal 
its environmental decisions is broad. However, there 
are few mechanisms to reduce financial barriers for 
those seeking environmental justice.

 z In 2016, Canada officially declared that it intends to 
fully implement the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. However, Indigenous communities 
and organisations often lack capacity to participate 
meaningfully in consultations, which sometimes begin 
after important land-use decisions are made. 

Source: ECCC (2017), Canadian Environmental Sustainability Indicators
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state-of-the-art Waste facility 

the municipality of Edmonton, capital of Alberta, recently 
replaced its main landfill site with a comprehensive waste 
management plant that aims for maximum recycling. It 
includes a composting facility for sewage and other suitable 
waste, as well as a gasification plant that produces commercial 
methanol (soon to be upgraded to produce ethanol). 

Interestingly, neighbouring municipalities do not use spare 
capacity in this plant: even with marketable output such as 
metals recovery, compost and methanol, waste processing 
charges are too high compared with the landfill alternative.

carbon pricing in a high-emissions province

Alberta has higher, and faster growing, GHG emissions than 
any other province or territory, due to its oil and gas sector, 
and particularly the extraction of oil sands. And yet Alberta 
has become one of the first fossil-fuel based economies in the 
world to implement ambitious carbon pricing. Since 2007, 
large individual emitters have targets for intensity reduction. 
Since 2015, facilities that emit more than the benchmark 
have been paying a carbon levy. Under Alberta’s Carbon 
Competitiveness regulation, expected to be introduced in 
2018, this levy will be payable on all emissions. further, the 
benchmark would be sector-wide (not facility-specific). the 
carbon price encourages facilities to invest in reducing input 
fuels and fugitive losses and enhancing efficiency. facilities 
that perform above the benchmark actually benefit from 
the system. Climate policy is consistent with efficiency and 
competitiveness. 

first nations-led management 

On 1 April 2017, the Ahousaht first nation took over 
management of Maquinna provincial park near tofino, 
British Columbia, as part of an agreement with the provincial 
government. the management plan foresees creation of 15 
to 20 tourism-related jobs for the Ahousaht community at 
the hot springs in the park. 

the first nations chiefs in the area are interested in extending 
the approach to the entire Clayoquot Sound region. this 
would help diversify the economy, increase local employment 
and improve the connection of people to the land.

EdmontonMaquinna Marine 
provincial park
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parking regUlations in montreal

Montreal has adopted a city-wide parking policy inspired 
by the pioneering efforts of the borough of Saint-laurent. 
this policy seeks to free up land devoted to parking for 
other uses, such as public transit, walking and cycling. It 
promotes “pooling” of parking spots in a neighbourhood, 
rather than requiring each new building to have its own 
dedicated spots. It encourages the use of technology, 
such as electronic signage, to maximise access to 
existing parking spots. the policy calls for reforming 
the price of street parking to better reflect variations in 
demand by block and by hour of day. 

first nations partnership for Wind farms 

In northern Ontario, the Henvey Inlet first nation has 
partnered with a private developer on a 300-megawatt 
wind farm. the project (under federal and provincial 
review at the time of writing), is expected to earn 
around CAD 10 million per year for the 900-member 
community as a result of a 50% equity stake in the 
project. funding will be used for health, education and 
improved infrastructure, helping to improve quality of life 
in the small community. the project is also expected to 
provide 300 jobs during construction, as well as 20 direct 
permanent jobs during operation. 

provincial price incentives have played a key role in 
attracting private interest. these include Ontario’s 
feed-in-tariff for renewable energy and an “adder” 
for Indigenous participation that increases with the 
proportion of involvement.

pioneering carbon captUre and storage 

Canada is becoming a leader in carbon capture and 
storage, running one of the world’s first commercial 
carbon capture application to a coal-fired power plant. 
the Boundary Dam project, in Saskatchewan, retrofitted 
an existing coal-fired electricity generator with carbon 
capture. the captured CO2 is sold to a commercial 
company for enhanced oil recovery in older conventional 
oil fields: it is pumped down into declining oil fields, 
where it mixes with the remaining oil to make it easier to 
pump up to the surface. 
Canada is also running a carbon capture pilot in Alberta; 
this involves capturing CO2 emitted during the conversion 
of bitumen extracted from oil sands into higher grade oils 
and storing it into deep saline aquifers. Both projects 
should be used to gain knowledge on the economic 
costs and environmental results of carbon capture and 
storage, and assess its potential future role.

Montreal

Henvey Inlet 
first nation reserve

Edmonton

Boundary Dam, Estevan, SK
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 z Canada relies on regulation to address air and water 

pollution. Some regions facing water scarcity have 

introduced water trading (e.g. southern Alberta); Ontario 

and Alberta have long used cap-and-trade systems to 

manage NOx and SOx emissions. However, for the most 

part, the use of economic instruments (such as water 

pricing, landfill fees or taxes on pollutants) 

to limit resource consumption and 

pollution remains insufficient.

 z Canada has reduced fossil 

fuel support by almost half 

since 2004. Still, a number of 

support measures remain, 

notably at the provincial level. 

greening investment

 z Canada needs large investments 

in infrastructure, particularly for public 

transit, building retrofits, roads and wastewater. More 

than half of Canada’s core public infrastructure is 

municipal, and 30% of it is in fair or poor condition. 

 z The federal government recently embarked on a 

major initiative to support provincial and municipal 

10

following a decade of slow progress, canada has strengthened its commitment to  

“clean growth” and begun to build a strong policy framework to deliver it. in 2016, 

canadian governments adopted the first-ever overarching plan to grow the economy, 

reduce emissions and build resilience. this plan will have to be implemented rigorously;  

a better use of environmental taxation would help. 

Green growth
 

figure 5. canada has one of the lowest environmental tax revenue across the oecd
Environmentally related tax revenue as percentage of GDp, OECD countries, 2014. 

Note: Data for Canada include federal and partial provincial data. Source: OECD (2017), OECD Environment Statistics (database).

oecd EnvIrOnMEntAl pErfOrMAnCE rEvIEw Of CAnADA

pan-canadian framework 

 z In December 2016, Canadian First Ministers adopted the 

Pan-Canadian Framework for Clean Growth and Climate 

Change (PCF). This framework was developed with the 

provinces and territories, with input from  Indigenous 

communities. It aims to introduce various measures to 

reduce Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions (including 

country-wide carbon pricing), build resilience to climate 

change, accelerate innovation, support clean technology 

and create jobs. Details on how this will be carried out 

are still being developed. 

greening taxes

 z Canada made significant progress in carbon pricing. 

The four most populous provinces have carbon taxes 

or cap-and-trade systems (see page 12). Nevertheless, 

environmentally related taxation is low in international 

comparison. Petrol and diesel taxes for road use are 

among the lowest in the OECD; fossil fuels used for 

electricity and heating are taxed at low rates, if at 

all, in most jurisdictions. The federal excise tax on 

fuel inefficient vehicles proved a poor incentive, as it 

essentially applies only to luxury passenger vehicles.

as of 2014,  

cad 3.6  
billion  

of fossil fuel subsidies 
remained in place. 
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figure 6. canada files far fewer environmental patents 
than leading oecd countries. Green patents on higher-value 
inventions per million residents, 2011-2013 average, top 15 OECD countries. 

 z Ensure the pCf rolls out effectively and on schedule 
and develop mechanisms for policy evaluation and 
adjustment.

 z review the taxation of energy use. In particular,  
reduce the petrol-diesel gap and reform the tax on  
fuel-inefficient vehicles to encourage the purchase  
of lower emission vehicles.

 z Ensure cost-benefit analysis of infrastructure projects 
consider environmental externalities, such as  
GHG emissions.

 z foster domestic demand for clean technology and 
eco-innovations through public procurement, fiscal 
incentives and information sharing.

 z Maintain Canada’s engagement in international 
environmental agreements.

next steps | green growth

north American relationship
the United States is Canada’s main trading 
partner, taking 76% of merchandise exports 
in 2015. trade dynamics have shaped 
environmental regulation and discussions 
on climate policies. the two countries have 
integrated markets in vehicles and transport 
services, leading to a co-ordination in regulations 
and fuel taxation. the 2015 air pollution emission 
standards for new cars and light trucks are 
aligned with those of the United States. the two 
federal governments have also implemented 
over 40 international agreements to manage and 
protect the environment in the border area. 

the United States’ decision not to implement 
the Canada-US commitment to reduce methane 
emissions from the oil and gas sector is a 
setback. However, Canada should press forward, 
pursuing the most cost-effective approaches 
possible along with measures to mitigate any 
concerns around competitiveness. 

investments in infrastructure, including for 

public transit and green infrastructure. This is an 

opportunity for a more strategic approach to project 

selection. Clearer guidance on approval and design 

criteria across all infrastructure projects could help 

ensure that all investments are climate-resilient. This, 

in turn, could contribute to Canada’s low-carbon and 

clean growth vision.

 z Canada does not systematically track public 

environmental expenditure across jurisdictions and 

ministries.

eco-innovation and green markets

 z Despite a generally strong innovation culture, Canada 

files far fewer environmental patents per capita than 

leading OECD countries. Its share of the global clean 

technology market has fallen since 2005. A relatively 

large share (8%) of public investment in research and 

development (R&D) targets the energy sector. Within this 

percentage, a large share supports the environmental 

performance of fossil fuel extraction and processing. 

Only a small share of R&D supports renewable energy 

and energy efficiency. Canada is an early leader in 

carbon capture and storage (see page 9).

 z Limited domestic demand for cleaner products and 

environmental services is a major constraint to 

eco-innovation. Carbon pricing, green procurement, 

greening government operations and eco labelling 

initiatives can drive demand.

international leadership

 z Canada’s withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol in 2011 

and the UN Convention to Combat Desertification in 

2013 left it open to international criticism. However, the 

government elected in 2015 has injected new energy 

into international engagement on the environment.

Source: OECD (2017), OECD Environment Statistics (database).
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canada is the fourth largest emitter of greenhouse gases (ghgs) and the second most 

carbon-intensive economy in the oecd. the 2016 pan-canadian framework aims to 

put canada on track to achieve its 2030 ghg emission reduction target. to that end, 

canada needs to reduce drastically the carbon intensity of its energy production sector, 

particularly in the oil sands industry. 

oecd EnvIrOnMEntAl pErfOrMAnCE rEvIEw Of CAnADA

Meeting climate targets
 

Canada’s emissions decreased slowly over 2000-15 (by about 2%) 
compared to the whole OECD (about 5%). the target to reduce 
GHG emissions by 30% from 2005 levels by 2030 is demanding, 
even if not much more ambitious than previous targets. 

Canada issued its mid-century long-term climate strategy as a 
discussion document. It outlines an emissions pathway involving 
emissions 80% below the 2005 level by 2050. this implies a cut 
for 2030-50 nearly twice that planned for 2014-30. 

figure 9. emissions in each province reflect differences in natural resource endowments, electricity production and economy. 
the surge in emissions in Alberta, where 40% of Canada’s GHG is emitted, is largely due to the development of oil sands.

Source: ECCC (2017), national Inventory report 1990-2015; country submission.
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figure 7. meeting 2030 ghg emission targets will be challenging.

figure 8. the energy sector takes the lion’s share of national ghg emissions.

the oil and gas industry account for one-quarter of total emissions; adding in fuel combustion by power plants, industry and transport 
brings the energy sector to above 80%. the most dramatic increases occurred in the oil and gas sector and in transport. 
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 z Implement carbon pricing in all jurisdictions. 
Encourage linking between provincial pricing 
systems, possibly through an inter-jurisdiction 
offset scheme.

 z Align energy and climate change policies. 

 z tap into Canada’s vast renewable energy 
potential for electricity generation, while  
phasing out fossil fuels.

 z Encourage use of renewable fuels, electrification of 
transport, use of natural gas, and mode switching 
to reduce emissions from transport. 

next steps | climate

a pan-canadian carbon price

 z In the absence of an explicit nation-wide mitigation 

strategy, several provinces developed ambitious climate 

policies. British Columbia has a carbon tax, while 

Quebec has a joint cap-and-trade system with California 

that Ontario is planning to join in 2018. Alberta has a 

hybrid system that involves emission intensity targets 

with offset trading for major emitters, and a carbon levy 

for other sectors (see page 8). Several provinces also 

targeted specific activities and sectors.

 z The Pan-Canadian Framework for Clean Growth and 

Climate Change (PCF) builds on this progress. It sets a 

federal “benchmark” carbon price of CAD 10 per tonne 

of CO2 equivalent in 2018, which will rise to CAD 50 

by 2022. If provinces and territories do not meet the 

benchmark, the federal government will introduce a 

federal carbon pricing system. This approach, however 

flexible, will be challenging to implement. Linking or, 

eventually, converting different carbon pricing systems 

would help reduce costs, improve efficiency and address 

business concerns about competitiveness.

 z In addition to carbon pricing, the PCF envisages a wide 

range of complementary mitigation actions – many of 

which are yet to be implemented. It foresees phasing 

out coal-generated electricity, developing a federal clean 

fuel standard and regulating methane emissions from 

the oil and gas industry. 

electricity

 z Canada has one of the world’s least carbon-intensive 

power sectors. The share of electricity from coal and 

oil products dropped from 20% to 10% over 2000-15, 

owing largely to Ontario’s decision to reduce coal-fired 

capacity. Alberta, Nova Scotia and Saskatchewan still 

generate more than half of their electricity from coal. 

Many small remote communities in the North rely on 

local diesel generators.

 z Canada has vast potential to improve energy efficiency 

and develop renewables. Hydro power sites will require 

investments in transmission infrastructure; wind and 

solar will require storage or backup facilities, smart 

grids and demand management. 

transport

 z Long distances and historically low fuel prices make 

transport an important sector of the economy. It 

contributes to 24% of Canada’s GHG emissions. 

Transport-related CO2 emissions per capita are the 

third-highest in the OECD. 

 z Transport-related emissions rose by 14% over 2000-15. 

Federal GHG emission regulations for new cars, 

renewable fuel standards, and investments in public 

transit infrastructure helped slow the growth of 

emissions, particularly for passenger traffic. 

 z Some modes of transport are key to reducing emissions, 

including freight, where emissions are expected to 

continue increasing. Heavy trucks alone emit six times 

as much as all railway traffic. Pickup trucks (four of the 

ten top-selling vehicles in Canada) are currently exempt 

from the “green levy” on fuel-inefficient vehicles. 

oil production from oil sands emits roughly  
four times as much ghg per barrel  
as conventional crude produced in north america. 
GHG emissions from oil and gas extraction rose by 
nearly 20% over 2011-14, driven by the development of 
oil sands in Alberta.  projections indicate a 50% increase 
in Canadian oil production between now and 2040. new 
pipelines will stimulate production and export capacity.  
this increase in production may seriously risk the 
achievement of Canada’s climate mitigation targets.

Oil sands development, northern Alberta
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effluent from urban wastewater systems is one of the largest sources of pollution into 

canadian waters. the government developed a national strategy and the first-ever federal 

regulations on wastewater effluent quality to harmonise wastewater management across 

the country. relying more on pricing instruments would help finance infrastructure 

upgrades. some innovative approaches could be better encouraged.

Urban wastewater management
 

plentiful freshwater?

 z Canada has about 7% of the world’s renewable water 

supply. However, some regions face water scarcity, 

notably along the southern border and in densely 

populated areas. Urbanisation and agricultural activity 

put pressure on water quality. The impact of effluents 

on water quality and ecosystems is not well-known. 

New contaminants, such as pharmaceuticals and 

pesticides, are emerging as a concern.

 z Access to, and performance of, wastewater treatment 

is generally good. However, a relatively large share  

of the population still relies on primary (least advanced) 

wastewater treatment. Some facilities perform  

poorly, including in large metropolitan centres.  

Some data go back to 2009: without more recent data, 

analysis is limited. 

 z Indigenous and northern communities often rely on 

ecosystem services, such as lagoons, for wastewater 

treatment. Federal support helped improve access to 

modern systems. Still, more than half of wastewater 

systems in Indigenous communities are considered 

medium overall risk; 3% are considered high risk.

a national strategy

 z Canada has developed a national strategy and its 

first-ever national regulations on wastewater treatment. 

Marked discrepancies in policy objectives and services 

performance can be found across the country, however. 

Incentives could be used more systematically across 

levels of government.

 z The new standards require wastewater systems to 

reach a secondary (biological) level of treatment. Some 

jurisdictions have been slow to adopt the standards. 

The review of duplications and misalignments with 

provincial and territorial regulation is time-consuming 

and progressing slowly. The regulations do not apply to 

many areas in the far North and to smaller systems. 

 z Some municipalities embark in innovative urban 

design, such as plot-level collection systems, or green 

roofs or pervious surfaces to collect rainwater (see box). 

However, innovation depends on local initiatives and is 

not backed by federal policy. 

 z Adaptation of urban wastewater management to 

climate change is slow across the country. Only 16% of 

Canadian municipalities had formally factored climate 

change into wastewater management in 2016. 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
Latvia

Luxembourg
Slovak Republic

Italy
Israel

Canada (2009)
Turkey

Norway
Chile

Iceland
Primary (mechanical) 
wastewater treatment

Secondary (biological) 
treatment - removes most 
conventional pollutants

Tertiary (chemical) treatment 
- removes suspended solids, 
phosphorus, pesticides, metals, etc.

figure 10. a relatively large share of the population still relies on primary wastewater treatment. 
% of population connected to public wastewater treatment plants. ten countries with highest share of primary 
treatment, 2015 or latest available year. 

Source: OECD (2017), OECD Environment Statistics (database).



High-tech, low-tech
proven technologies can bring safer, cheaper ways 
to manage urban water, particularly when combined 
with non-technical innovation. water-sensitive urban 
design can enhance water security at minimal 
financial, social and environmental cost for the 
community: 

• Sustainable urban drainage systems disconnect 
storm-water drainage from the sewer system. 
they use the green infrastructure of the urban 
landscape to store, filter and evaporate the 
storm water within the local catchment area

• Alberta is drafting a reuse and Storm water 
Use policy. It will provide regulations, technical 
standards and guidelines to promote safe use of 
reclaimed wastewater, in particular for fracking. 

treatment train approach 
Ontario traditionally uses an efficient underground 
storm sewer network to convey urban run-off as 
quickly as possible to a nearby water body.  
In case of heavy rains and snow melts, peak flows 
can cause erosion or floods from river banks. In 
response, Ontario now focuses on flood control. 

It encourages a “treatment train approach”, 
incorporating source (e.g. disconnected 
downspouts, rain barrels, rain gardens), conveyance 
(e.g. swales, exfiltration systems) and end of 
pipe control (ponds, engineered wetlands) to 
manage storm water. It funded 16 projects under 
the Showcasing water Innovation programme to 
stimulate innovative research. lake Simcoe region 
Conservation Authority, for example, received a 
grant to retrofit existing storm-water ponds to 
include quality control.
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 z Increase tariffs to at least recover the cost of 
wastewater collection and treatment.

 z Ensure that conditions attached to provincial 
and federal infrastructure funds bring about the 
best value for money. projects should make 
best use of existing assets, bring long-term 
returns, co-ordinate with other investments, 
and be self-financing when possible. 

 z Encourage innovative approaches to urban 
water management, by ensuring that financial 
support and regulation do not recommend 
specific technologies, but help spread the 
word about solutions.

 z Systematically reflect the impacts of climate 
change on water availability and demand in all 
urban water management plans, infrastructure 
design and investment programmes.

next steps | wastewater

financing investment

 z Wastewater and rainwater infrastructure is in better 

shape than two decades ago. Still, urban wastewater 

management needs substantial and long term 

financing for upgrades. At current funding levels, 

it would take about 100  years to renew existing 

infrastructure.

 z Canada lacks a proven financial strategy to cover 

long-term needs. Investment depends on ad hoc 

budget transfers from federal and provincial/

territorial programmes, on a first-come first-served 

basis. They do not consider the relative benefit of 

individual projects across municipalities. Pricing 

instruments, such as tariffs for wastewater services, 

are widespread. However, they are often too low to 

recover costs.

Emery Creek Stormwater Management project, City of toronto



http://oe.cd/epr

MOrE InfOrMAtIOn

The report and all data are available on  

http://oe.cd/epr-canada

Environmental Performance Review programme 

http://oe.cd/epr

COntACt

 Head of division: Nathalie Girouard 

Nathalie.Girouard@oecd.org

Report co-ordinator: Britta Labuhn

Britta.Labuhn@oecd.org

Communications: Clara Tomasini 

Clara.Tomasini@oecd.org

Follow us on Twitter: @OECD_ENV

Icons. All icons are from TheNounProject.com, under Creative Commons 

licence. By Edward Boatman, RockIcon, Nikita Kozin, Thomas Uebe, 

Jan Vitasek, Waleed AlAlami, OCHA, Joe Pictos, Ghalib Mansoor, 

Gan Khoon Lay, Krisada, Lloyd Humphreys, Pauel Tepikin, Dan Hetteix. 

Photos. Cover: David Boutin/Shutterstock; p. 2-3: Don Laidlow/Shutterstock. 

Oil sands p.13 Chris Kolaczan/Shutterstock. Emery development p. 15: © City 

of Toronto. Maps. p. 7 and 12 FreeVectorMaps.com; p. 9-10 Esri, DigitalGlobe, 

GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AeroGRID, IGN, 

and the GIS User Community.  Disclaimers. This document and any map 

included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any 

territory, to the delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and 

to the name of any territory, city or area. The statistical data for Israel are 

supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. 

The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the 

Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under 

the terms of international law.

1 - October 2017

OECD Environmental 
Performance Reviews  

Canada 2017


