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Policy Specialist. vgoodday@wcs.org 

Introduction 
We write on behalf of Wildlife Conservation Society Canada (www.wcscanada.org) in response 

to the Government of Canada’s public comment period on the proposed Schedule 1 “Project of 

National Interest” listing of the West Coast Oil Pipeline (WCOP; the Project) under the Building 

Canada Act (BCA). Our comments reflect our more than four decades of combined experience 

in conservation science, environmental policy and impact assessment in Canada, together with 

the experience of WCS Canada colleagues conducting field research and conservation work in 

and around parts of the proposed WCOP corridor and on species, ecosystems and cumulative 

effects issues directly relevant to the Project.   

Schedule 1 “national interest” designation is consequential: it would provide upfront federal 

approval and the Government of Canada’s own characterization of the designation is to shift 

subsequent review from “whether a project should proceed to how it should proceed” 

(Government of Canada 2025).  

While environmental protection is part of the BCA’s purpose, ecological risk is not explicitly 

included among the national-interest designation factors in section 5(6), despite being highly 

relevant to whether a project can proceed. Regulatory streamlining can reduce procedural 

delay, but it cannot resolve underlying ecological constraints; where those constraints remain 

unresolved, acceleration may simply move execution risk downstream, to be resolved by 

whatever comes next  -- subsequent permitting, conditions, litigation, or renegotiation -- after 

the options to avoid the impact in the first place have already narrowed. 

The WCOP case represents the first application of the national-interest designation process 

prescribed under the BCA and, as such, will set expectations for future application of the 

process. To be legitimate, the national-interest determination at this stage must consider both 

known ecological risks and material uncertainties about those risks. 
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For these reasons, we felt compelled to weigh-in and to focus our comments on how the 

ecological risk considerations associated with the Project should play into the national-interest 

designation.  

Comment on insufficient available information  
 
The only detailed description of the WCOP project available to the public at this time is found 
in the proponent-led proposal, the West coast oil pipeline project : submission by the 
Government of Alberta to the Major Projects Office for listing under the Building Canada 
Act (the proposal). This information is insufficient for a meaningful assessment of whether 
the project is “in the national interest”. In particular, though the WCOP proposal identifies a 
number of potentially significant ecological issues, it does not yet provide sufficient 
information to determine how they affect several of the national-interest designation factors. 
 
The proposal’s discussion of the unresolved WCOP route west of Hope, BC, illustrates the 
problem. At Hope, the proposed corridor departs from the existing Trans Mountain 
alignment and two substantially different route options remain under consideration, each 
with major differences in environmental and land-use implications by the proposal's own 
description. Because of the major differences in potential impacts and risk profiles between 
the two routing options, the choice between them could materially change the extent to 
which the Project delivers the positive outcomes claimed under several section 5(6) factors. 
Yet very limited information is provided to assess the risk profile of either option. Without an 
accounting of the potential risks, the Project benefits claimed across the factors cannot be 
weighed against the ecological risks and costs that may counteract them. 
 
This information gap is meaningful: at an estimated 150 to 200 km of entirely new right-of-
way, the length of this west of Hope section alone exceeds by a wide margin the 75 km 
threshold that, until interprovincial pipelines were removed from the project list in early 
September, automatically triggered federal impact assessment under the Impact Assessment 
Act. In effect, a component whose scale alone used to trigger major-project review is going 
virtually undescribed, even though the Project as a whole is being considered for one of the 
most consequential designations available under federal law. 

Applying the national-interest factors through an ecological risk lens 
As outlined in section 5(6) of the Act, the Governor-in-Council's national-interest determination 

is not based merely on whether the project addresses the five prescribed national-interest 

factors, but Governor-in-Council must consider the extent to which the project addresses each 

of these five factors. A reasoned determination of the extent to which a project satisfies 

section 5(6) requires weighing both sides of the ledger: positive and negative contributions to 

each factor.  

https://open.alberta.ca/publications/west-coast-oil-pipeline-project
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/west-coast-oil-pipeline-project
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/west-coast-oil-pipeline-project
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Ecological risk is fundamentally relevant to all five section 5(6) factors, despite not being 

explicit in the statutory language. However, the proposal (which constitutes the only 

established national-interest case for the Project), emphasizes the WCOP’s anticipated positive 

contributions across the factors without a corresponding account of the ecological risks and 

constraints that bear on those same factors and could materially hinder the achievement of 

planned outcomes. 1  

In the following sections, we identify ecological risk considerations that bear on the extent to 

which the WCOP addresses each national-interest factor, and the relevant information needed 

before a legitimate national-interest determination can be made. 

Factor (a) Strengthen Canada's autonomy, resilience and security 

Application of factor (a) should consider the reciprocal relationship between infrastructure 

and ecological resilience. By this we mean not only whether a project can withstand 

environmental hazards, but how it would compromise the resilience and security of natural 

systems on which communities and economic activities depend. 

The proposal makes a case for the resilience of the infrastructure itself, including its ability to 

withstand floods, wildfires and other hazards. It does not provide a corresponding discussion of 

how the project could affect the resilience of the ecosystems through which it would pass. This 

is a major gap, considering the fact that this pipeline would extend approximately 1,200 km and 

cross multiple major watersheds and ecologically sensitive areas.  

To illustrate, likely resilience impacts would include increased risk of wildfire spread due to 

altered vegetation and landscape conditions and reduced slope stability and increased erosion 

and sedimentation caused by construction in steep and erosion-prone terrain. These are not 

simply external hazards against which the pipeline must be engineered; the Project itself would 

alter the natural systems that influence those hazards.  

Water security is similarly absent from the resilience analysis, despite being squarely within the 

scope of this factor. The proposed corridor crosses major river systems, including the Fraser, 

Thompson, North Thompson, Coquihalla and Nicola rivers, yet the consequences for water 

quality, aquatic ecosystems and downstream uses – for the Fraser, Thompson, North 

Thompson, Coquihalla and Nicola rivers – have not been considered. This gap is notable given 

that the Government of Canada is concurrently developing its first National Water Security 

Strategy to protect freshwater ecosystems and secure water for communities and the 

economy. A project of this scale, crossing this many watersheds, should be expected to 

 
1 Importantly, “close proximity” (within 300 m) of TMEP Line 2 ranges from just 50% of the route under the 
Optimized corridor to 77% under the Original corridor, meaning the extent to which the project can rely on the 
information and impact predictions associated with TMEP Line 2 should not be overstated. 
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demonstrate how it accords with the water security objectives the government is in the process 

of defining. 

The marine component creates an additional ecological-security consideration. Increased vessel 

traffic associated with a new marine terminal can introduce and spread aquatic invasive 

species. This is a recognized ecological risk associated with marine shipping, but it is not 

considered in the proposal's assessment of security and resilience. 

Factor (b) Provide economic or other benefits to Canada 

Factor (b) should consider the Project's net economic and other benefits, including material 

ecological costs and risks that could undermine those benefits, rather than treating 

environmental effects as external to the benefits analysis.  

The proposal provides extensive estimates of economic benefits, including employment, 

government revenues and increased market access. The ecological costs, by contrast, are 

addressed largely through weak references to future avoidance, mitigation, restoration and 

offsetting activities. This provides an incomplete basis for assessing net benefits. Ecological 

impacts can impose real economic and other costs directly on fisheries, water, carbon storage, 

flood regulation, recreation, tourism, agriculture and other ecosystem services. The proposal 

itself identifies potential permanent habitat loss and mitigation or offsetting requirements 

associated with protected areas, species at risk and other ecological values, but fails to 

meaningfully account for these losses and associated costs.  

Although the proposal emphasizes use of existing disturbance, the route west of Hope remains 

unresolved and, as noted above, leaving a segment of this scale left undecided with no detail on 

risk profiles associated with either option represents a significant gap in the ledger. Until the 

risks associated with that segment of the WCOP are better understood, the ecological costs 

associated with the Project cannot be meaningfully estimated alongside its projected economic 

benefits. The extent to which the Project provides economic and other benefits cannot be 

assessed credibly without accounting for material ecological costs and constraints that may 

counteract those benefits. 

Factor (c) Have a high likelihood of successful execution 

An evaluation of “a high likelihood of successful execution” should require evidence that 

major ecological constraints – including those associated with unresolved routing – have been 

identified early enough for there to be viable options to address them, rather than assuming 

they can be resolved through subsequent regulatory processes.  

Strict and early application of the mitigation hierarchy will be important for supporting 

successful execution of the WCOP. Ample experience has demonstrated that proper mitigation 
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hierarchy sequencing can reduce late-stage conflict by informing project siting, design, 

alternatives, and conditions before project pathways are locked in. Measured against the 

mitigation hierarchy sequence, however, the Project as described in the proposal fails. The 

proposal alludes to every step of the hierarchy but doesn't apply the steps as a connected 

whole. Planned avoidance by route selection is worth acknowledging: the corridor deliberately 

follows existing disturbed infrastructure where feasible, and specific deviations are made to 

avoid the Kamloops airport and to avoid material expansion into undisturbed areas of Jasper 

National Park. But for most of the ecological conflicts identified in the proposal (boreal caribou 

critical habitat, aquatic species-at-risk habitat, grizzly bear habitat, protected areas, and the 

still-undecided route segment west of Hope), the mitigation hierarchy steps appear as a menu 

of independent options, not as a sequence where each step responds to what's left after the 

one before it.  

Without that sequencing, an "offset" isn't sized against a known, measured residual effect. 

Instead, it's one entry on a list of things that might happen. Mitigation and offsetting claims 

presented this way can't yet be evaluated for adequacy, because the thing they're supposed to 

answer for hasn't been established.  This sequencing failure limits the likelihood of successful 

execution: an out-of-sequence mitigation obligation is unresolved risk.   

As noted above, routing west of Hope remains unresolved. For factor (c), the significance is that 

different routing choices may carry different ecological constraints, mitigation requirements, 

costs, schedules and regulatory implications, all of which are key uncertainties that form part of 

execution risk and should be reflected in any evaluation of whether the Project has a high 

likelihood of successful execution. 

Factor (d) Advance the interests of Indigenous peoples 

The proposal emphasizes potential Indigenous equity ownership, economic participation and 

revenue opportunities. However, Indigenous “interests” are likely to also depend on the 

continued functioning of lands, waters, species and ecosystems that support the exercise of 

rights, harvesting, food security and cultural practices. Application of factor (d) should 

therefore consider the ecological conditions necessary to support Indigenous interests 

alongside economic participation, informed by sufficient ecological and Indigenous 

knowledge to understand the interests potentially affected. 

The marine terminal similarly warrants consideration in this context, as the ecological 

consequences of increased tanker traffic and cumulative pressures on marine species and 

resources on Roberts Bank will likely bear directly on Indigenous use and interests.  

These ecological dimensions should not be assessed separately from the question of whether 

the Project advances Indigenous interests. Equity ownership and revenue participation should 
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also be distinguished from compensation for project impacts. Under the mitigation hierarchy, 

compensation addresses residual impacts after avoidance and minimization have been 

pursued. Where the route and effects have not yet been established, the residual effects 

potentially requiring compensation cannot yet be known. 

Factor (e) Contribute to clean growth and meeting Canada's climate-change objectives 

Factor (e) should be assessed on the basis of the project's net climate implications, including 

operational, upstream and land-use effects that could undermine greenhouse gas emissions 

reductions, and should clearly distinguish project-specific mitigation measures from separate 

emissions reduction initiatives the Project cannot properly claim credit for. 

The proposal addresses the greenhouse gas emissions caused directly by construction and 

operation of the pipeline, but does not include consideration of the project’s climate mitigation 

impacts associated with land-use emissions and effects on ecosystem carbon services. Clearing 

and maintaining a corridor negatively impacts the carbon storage and sequestration services 

provided by ecosystems including peatlands and other wetlands. These are real emissions with 

real, global climate implications and they must be considered in determining whether the 

project contributes to “clean growth”. 

The Project's reliance on the Pathways Project also requires careful treatment. The proposal 

and the federal government both point to the Pathways carbon capture project as addressing 

the climate implications of increased oil sands production. To be clear, the Pathways Project is 

not an offset scoped or sized to the WCOP's specific impacts: the Oil Sands Alliance's 16 Mt 

CO2e/year target for 2045 is an industry-wide commitment, not one calculated against this 

project's incremental footprint. A credible, project-level offset must be additional to what 

would otherwise occur, measurable against the compensated impact, sufficiently durable, 

and ecologically connected to the compensated impact. Pathways does not meet that 

standard as an offset for the WCOP. It is unbuilt, untied to the WCOP’s footprint or throughput, 

and its funding and timeline remain unresolved on the public record.  

The WCOP proposal should distinguish clearly between emissions attributable to the Project, 

emissions reductions expected from other initiatives, and any reductions being relied upon 

specifically to establish the project's contribution to clean growth. Without that distinction, 

the Project's climate case rests on emissions reductions it cannot actually claim. 

Implications for national-interest designation 
The WCOP proposal contains substantial information about anticipated economic and strategic 

benefits, but considerably less information about the ecological risks and constraints relevant 

to evaluating the Project against the section 5(6) factors. Several consequential matters remain 
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unresolved, including potential impacts of the WCOP segment west of Hope and broader 

project effects on species, habitats, watersheds, ecosystem services, ecosystem carbon services 

and Indigenous interests. 

The section 5(6) BCA factors should be considered together, in an integrated fashion, and on 

the basis of sufficient evidence. Ecological risks can affect whether a project is resilient and 

secure, delivers net benefits, advances Indigenous interests, supports climate objectives, and 

has a high likelihood of successful execution. Where these risks could affect the extent to 

which a project satisfies the national-interest factors, they need to be sufficiently understood 

and transparently reflected in the  national-interest designation decision. 

These conclusions also have implications beyond the WCOP project. As an early test of the 

evidentiary standard that will govern future national-interest designations, and  consistent with 

positions WCS Canada has previously put forward in response to the broader proposed major 

project reforms, this case points to three requirements that should become standard practice 

in any future application of the BCA national-interest designation process: 

1) ecological risks and uncertainties should be assessed and disclosed alongside claimed 

benefits; 

2) the mitigation hierarchy should be applied early enough to influence siting, routing and 

design, with later mitigation and offsetting tied to identified residual effects; and 

3) choices related to major project components that could materially affect the section 

5(6) factors should be resolved before designation. Where designation proceeds while 

such choices remain unresolved, the Schedule 1 listing decision should explain why 

resolution was not required at that stage, how the resulting uncertainties were reflected 

in assessing “the extent to which” the project satisfies those factors, and an 

accountability mechanism implemented whereby if those major choices are not dealt 

with via the conditions document or after a specified period of time, the project is 

delisted from Schedule 1. 

For every candidate project proposed for national-interest designation, the Major Projects 

Office should provide a short, transparent synthesis showing how these three requirements 

have been addressed, including the evidence, major risks, uncertainties and unresolved 

questions relevant to the designation decision.  

 


