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Canada’s Environment –  
The Amazing Untold Success Story 
 

        EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The purpose of this paper is to report the facts about the trends in environmental quality in 
Canada and about the standards with which that quality can and should be measured. It is 
to shine the light on the truth, in the hope that this will improve the quality of the public 
policy discussion. 
 
As long as people are prone to think and talk about “the environment” as though it were 
one big, integrated subject that concerns “protecting Mother Nature”, they will fail to 
understand the detailed issues and the differences between areas in which there are 
genuine problems and those where there are not. Generalizing about “the environment” 
has become a rhetorical tool to avoid increasingly important distinctions. 
 

 
 

Air Quality 
 
Ozone is a key component of urban smog, which in high concentrations can affect visibility 
and impair lung function. Ambient concentrations of ground-level ozone have trended 
downwards since 2000, and in 2015 were 27% below 1979 levels. Concentrations above 
the air-quality standard declined from 70% in the 1970s to 16% by 2015. 
 
Fine particulates in high concentrations can also affect one’s lungs. Concentrations of fine 
particulate matter in Canada have only been measured since 2000, and ambient levels have 
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consistently remained below the new air-quality standards., even though no specific trend 
has been detected. 
 
Sulphur dioxide was once a large cause of acid rain. In the last four decades, concentrations 
of sulphur dioxide have fallen dramatically across Canada and since 1999 have met the 
strictest annual air-quality standard. In 2015, ambient levels of sulphur dioxide in Canada 
were 92.3% lower than in 1974. 
 
Ambient concentrations of nitrogen dioxide, which contributes to smog, decreased 74.4% 
from 1974 to 2015. The levels have been consistently below the strictest air-quality 
standard since 1985.  
 
Carbon monoxide concentrations fell 90.4% in Canada from 1974 to 2015 and have 
conformed to the strictest air-quality standard since 1985. 
 

Water Quality 
 
Canada has the third largest supply of renewable fresh water in the world. Canadians 
consume only about 1% of the water supply that is annually available. According to 
Statistics Canada1, total water use in Canada was 12% lower in 2017 compared with six 
years earlier, despite increased population and economic activity.  
 
For the 2014-2016 period, water quality ratings for rivers in southern Canada indicated 
that 40% of the sites rated were good (63 sites) or excellent (nine sites), 42% were rated 
fair (74 sites), 16% were rated marginal (28 sites) and only 2% were rated poor (four 
sites). Based on Environment Canada surveys over the period 2002 to 2016, 81% of the 
sites showed no change, 10% were improving, and 9% were deteriorating.  
 
Municipal wastewater and sewage systems are some of the largest sources of pollution to 
surface water in Canada. Over the period 2013 to 2017, the proportion of the population 
served by municipal wastewater systems remained stable at 86%.  
 

Land Management 
 
The federal and provincial governments have made the establishment and “conserving” of 
large land areas one of the key instruments in policies to “safeguard biodiversity for 
present and future generations by reducing stresses from human activities”. Canada’s land 
territory is 9,984, 670 square kilometres. The federal government’s policy aims to 
“conserve” 25% of the land by 2025 and 30% by 2030. This is up from 10.5% in 2015.    
 
Generally, municipalities have two main alternatives to manage Municipal Solid Waste 
(MSW): disposal and diversion. Waste disposal refers to sending the waste to landfills or 

 
1 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190611/dq190611b-eng.htm  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190611/dq190611b-eng.htm
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incinerating it in waste-to-energy facilities. Solid waste diversion, in contrast, refers to 
preparing MSW for recycling, composting, and re-using activities. 

Today, landfill sites are engineered, operated, and monitored under strict technical 
standards to ensure compliance with federal regulations and to protect the environment 
from noxious waste. Between 2002 and 2018, Canadian MSW increased by 16%, from 30.7 
million tonnes to 35.5 million tonnes. When we account for population and economic 
activity, however, Canadians are generating less waste over time – 2% less on a per capita 
basis and 23% less per unit of GDP in 2018 compared to 2002. At the same time, waste 
diversion has steadily increased. In 2018, about 28% of MSW was diverted – mainly paper 
fibres and organics- compared to about 22 % in 2002. 

Canadian federal and provincial Ministers of the Environment set a non-binding 
“aspirational” goal of reducing per-capita solid waste disposal form 700 kilograms (kg) in 
2018 to 490 kg By 2030 and 350 kg by 2050.  

Climate 
 
Canadian GHG emissions actually rose slightly from 2005 to 2019, but declined due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the adverse effect of government restrictions on the economy in 
2020. Canadian GHG emissions per capita, however, have decreased significantly since 
2005 when they were 22.7 tonnes CO2 equivalent per person. In 2017, emissions per 
capita were 19.6 tonnes per capita, the lowest level recorded since records began in 1990. 
GHG emissions per dollar of Gross Domestic Product actually fell by 40% from 1990 to 
2020. 
 
With the measures planned by the federal government, emissions are projected to decline 
to 588 million tonnes in 2030, still 77 million tonnes above the target of 511 million tonnes. 
The government plans more measures to make up the difference. 
 

Other Environmental Factors 
 
Agricultural activities can have several negative environmental impacts, including loss of 
habitat, degradation of soil and fertility, and deterioration of water and air.2 Among the 
main concerns bout the effects of agriculture are excessive use of fertilizers (nitrogen and 
Phosphorous) and intensive use of pesticides.  
 
Out of 31 high-income OECD countries compared by the Fraser Institute, Canada’s 
nitrogen-balance ranked fourth, averaging 26.58 kg/ha, with only Iceland, Australia and 
Estonia performing better.  
 
Average use of pesticides is measured in terms of kilograms of pesticide per hectare 
(kg/ha). With average use of 1.9 kg/ha of pesticides, Canada ranks 11th out of 33 countries 
and is well below the OECD average of 4.14 kg/ha. 

 
2 https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/environmental-ranking-for-canada-and-the-oecd-2nd-edition  

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/environmental-ranking-for-canada-and-the-oecd-2nd-edition
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Generally and with few exceptions, Canada’s environmental performance is very good. This 
is especially the case with respect to the progress that has been made in reducing air 
contaminants and in the availability and quality of water. Where performance to date has 
not been significantly improving, policies and measures are in most cases already 
underway to make them better. In some cases, as in municipal waste water treatment, the 
issue is one of cost. It is time to celebrate our environmental performance. 
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CANADA’S ENVIRONMENT – THE AMAZING UNTOLD SUCCESS STORY 
 
 
Canadians generally accept the claims that environmental quality is poor and getting worse 
– indeed, that we are facing an environmental crisis. Whether it be the quality of our air, 
water or land, they are convinced by a seemingly never-ending series of media stories and 
alarming publicity from environmental organizations that pollution is high and rising, and 
that governments are not doing enough or spending enough to make things better. Even 
when confronted with new proposals for extraordinarily expensive or intrusive 
government measures to “improve’ the environment, Canadians feel compelled to first 
endorse the virtue of promoting the environment before they dare to risk censure by 
objecting to the cost. This has profound effects on our ability to engage in constructive 
dialogue about energy, the economy and environment. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to report the facts about the trends in environmental quality in 
Canada and about the standards with which that quality can and should be measured. It is 
to shine the light on the truth, in the hope that this will improve the quality of the public 
policy discussion. 
 
This paper owes much in terms of its inspiration and content to the work that has been 
done by Professor Ross McKitrick of the University of Guelph. Over at least the past two 
decades, he and others who have collaborated with him in his research and publications 
have worked to provide the public with empirical data about the actual state of the 
environment in Canada and to refute claims that we are in a state of crisis.  
 

Defining the Issues 
 
As long as people are prone to think and talk about “the environment” as though it were 
one big, integrated subject that concerns “protecting Mother Nature”, they will fail to 
understand the detailed issues and the differences between areas in which there are 
genuine problems and those where there are not. Generalizing about “the environment” 
has become a rhetorical tool to avoid increasingly important distinctions. 
 
In this paper, I will try within a relatively short space to comment specifically on five 
topics: 
 

• Air quality 
• Water quality 
• Land management 
• Climate 
• Other environmental factors 
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Air Quality 
 
To understand air quality in Canada, one must first understand how it is measured. Since 
the 1970’s, the state of air quality has been measured and assessed against increasingly 
stringent standards established by Canadian government policy. In most respects, the 
standards are more demanding than those in the United States and certainly in most other 
countries. Using monitoring data from Environment Canada’s National Air Pollution 
Surveillance network, we have accurate and generally up-to-date information on the status 
of five major air pollutants. These include ground-level ozone, fine particulate matter, 
sulphur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, and carbon monoxide. Two techniques are used to 
measure air quality over time: ambient concentrations (i.e. how much pollution is in the 
atmosphere at specific places and times) and emissions estimates (which can vary 
considerably over time). The measurements reflect both human and natural sources of air 
pollutants. Ambient concentrations are reported usually in terms of parts per billion (ppb) 
or micrograms per cubic metre. The data is collected from stations located across Canada. 
It is important to note that the number of stations was very small many years ago and that, 
even today, it counts in the hundreds. In other words, there are large parts of Canada 
(mainly in the North) where the data is very limited.  
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Source: https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program/stations-map.html 

 

Ground-level Ozone 
 
Ozone is a key component of urban smog, which in high concentrations can affect visibility 
and impair lung function. Ambient concentrations of ground-level ozone have trended 
downwards since 2000, and in 2015 were 27% below 1979 levels. Concentrations 
above the air-quality standard declined from 70% in the 1970s to 16% by 2015. 
 

Fine Particulate Matter 
 
Fine particulates in high concentrations can also 
affect one’s lungs. Concentrations of fine 
particulate matter in Canada have only been 
measured since 2000, and ambient levels have 
consistently remained below the new air-quality 
standards., even though no specific trend has 
been detected. 
 
 
 
 

 
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-
pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-
program.html  

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program/stations-map.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html
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Sulphur Dioxide 
 
Sulphur dioxide was once a large cause of acid rain. 
In the last four decades, concentrations of sulphur 
dioxide have fallen dramatically across Canada and 
since 1999 have met the strictest annual air-quality 
standard. In 2015, ambient levels of sulphur 
dioxide in Canada were 92.3% lower than in 
1974. 
 
 
 

 

Nitrogen Dioxide 
 
Ambient concentrations of nitrogen dioxide, which contributes to smog, decreased 
74.4% from 1974 to 2015. The levels have been consistently below the strictest air-
quality standard since 1985.  
 

Carbon Monoxide 
 
Carbon monoxide concentrations fell 90.4% in Canada from 1974 to 2015 and have 
conformed to the strictest air-quality standard since 1985. 
 

World Comparisons 
 
IQAir is an organization that compiles and publishes information about air quality in most 
of the countries of the world. It assesses this on the basis of a single, somewhat limited 
standard, which is levels of fine particulates. The World Health Organization (WHO) has 
prescribed a guideline for desirable air quality of between 0 and 5 micrograms of fine 
particulates per cubic metre. Countries are ranked based on the average of the fine 
particulate levels in the major cities. The stringency of the WHO guideline is evident from 
the fact that only three jurisdictions in the world attain it (New Caledonia, the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, and Puerto Rico). The countries of the world are categorized in terms of how many 
times they exceed the WHO guideline. Table 1 provides some examples of where countries 
fit within these categories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-
pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html  

  

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/monitoring-networks-data/national-air-pollution-program.html


 10 

 
Table 1 

2021 World Air Quality Framework 
 

Category PM2.5 Range Country Examples PM2.5 Level 
Exceeds Standard 1-2X 5.0-10.0 Finland  5.5 

  New Zealand 6.8 
  Canada 8.5 
  Japan 9.1 

Exceeds Standard 2-3X 10.0-15.0 USA 10.3 
  France 11.4 
  Brazil 13.6 

Exceeds Standard 3-5X 15.0-25.0 Italy 15.2 
  Israel 18.7 
  South Africa                22.7 

Exceeds Standard 5-7X 25.0-35.0 Lebanon 25.7 
  Iran    30.3 
  Nigeria 34.0 

Exceeds Standard 7-10X 35.0-50.0 Afghanistan 37.5 
  Iraq 49.7 

Exceeds Standard over 10X 50+ India 58.1 
  Bangladesh 76.9 

Source: IQAir 
 

As is indicated by the table, Canada has one of the highest air quality levels in the 
world. 
 
One should not leave this part of the analysis without addressing the role that automotive 
emissions have played. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, the idea was firmly planted in the minds 
of almost all people living in North America that the car was the enemy of clean air. 
Incredibly stringent and costly regulations were imposed on automobiles (including the 
required use of catalytic converters) and on fuel composition (notably, the severe 
reduction in lead, sulphur, and other compounds in gasoline and diesel fuel). From 1966 to 
2007, the allowable grams per mile of motor vehicle emissions declined by 99.3% in 
the case of volatile organic compounds, 98.3% in the case of nitrogen oxides, and 
98.1% in the case of carbon monoxide. Expressed in other terms, the average 2007 
model car emitted less than 1% of what the average 1966 model did, or less at a speed of 
100 km per hour than a 1966 model did while parked and idling. Yet, the image of the car 
as a major polluter persists. 
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Water Quality 
 
As is the case with air quality, the issues of potential concern regarding water need to be 
divided into different parts. There are at least three central issues: 
 

• Are the volumes of water used by Canadians annually sustainable compared to the 
quantity of water supply that is annually available through natural replacement by 
precipitation and water in-flows? 

• What is the quality of water in Canada’s rivers and lakes compared to the standards 
set by governments? 

• Are the pollutants entering our waterways as a result of human activities harmful 
and are they increasing or decreasing? 

 
Information about water quality in Canada is widely dispersed and difficult to obtain.3 
 

Quantity of Water Available 
 
Canadians are sometimes led to believe that fresh water is in short supply, and that we 
dare not sell even small amounts of water in bottles to other countries. In fact, Canada has 
the third largest supply of renewable fresh water in the world. Canadians consume only 
about 1% of the water supply that is annually available. In addition, according to 
Environment Canada’s analysis of water flows across Canada, in 2015 most Canadian rivers 
(65%) had a normal water quantity  and only 10% had lower-than-normal water quantity. 

 
3 Ross McKitrick et al Evaluating the State of Fresh Water in Canada. Fraser Institute, 2018 
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According to Statistics Canada4, total water use in Canada was 12% lower in 2017 
compared with six years earlier, despite increased population and economic activity. 
Households accounted for half of the water used in Canada in 2017, most of which (88%) 
was drawn from a river or a lake.   
 
In short, water use in Canada is already well within sustainable limits and is recently 
declining. 
 

 
 

Water Quality 
 
Environment Canada uses the Water Quality Index (WQI) developed by the Canadian 
Council of Ministers of the Environment (CCME) to assess freshwater quality at monitoring 
stations across Canada.5 The index measures a number of chemicals and physical 
parameters in water and compares the parameters to water quality guidelines defined by 
the province or the federal government. The guidelines use thresholds to indicate when a 
pollutant level may become harmful to animals and plants. The index ranks water bodies as 
excellent, good, fair, marginal, or poor. The parameters are not necessarily the same across 
regions, which means that country-wide comparisons and summaries may not be valid.  
 
For the 2014-2016 period, WQI ratings for rivers in southern Canada indicated that 
40% of the sites rated were good (63 sites) or excellent (nine sites), 42% were rated 
fair (74 sites), 16% were rated marginal (28 sites) and only 2% were rated poor 

 
4 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190611/dq190611b-eng.htm  
5 Ross McKitrick, ibid 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190611/dq190611b-eng.htm


 13 

(four sites). Based on Environment Canada surveys over the period 2002 to 2016, 81% of 
the sites showed no change, 10% were improving, and 9% were deteriorating.  
 
While these ratings are good overall, there remain areas where improvement is possible. 
To note two examples, while concentrations of polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) 
have decreased, they are still above prescribed levels in the Great Lakes, Pacific Coastal, 
and St. Lawrence River regions, and mercury concentrations in fish in Lake Erie have been 
increasing in recent years.  
 
In terms of international comparisons, Statista in 2021 ranked Canada number 1 in the 
world in terms of clean water scores, with a rating of 94 out of 100. 6 This far 
surpassed any other country in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development. 
 

Management of Water Pollutants 
 
Municipal wastewater and sewage systems are some of the largest sources of pollution to 
surface water in Canada. Over the period 2013 to 2017, the proportion of the 
population served by municipal wastewater systems remained stable at 86%. Sixteen 
percent of the population either was not served by municipal wastewater systems or were 
served by systems that discharged untreated wastewater. Around 28%, 43% and 14% of 
the population had tertiary, secondary and primary treatments, respectively.7 The high 
costs of installing treatment systems relative to the size of the population in rural and 
remote areas accounts for these differences. 
 
The situation differs considerably by province. In Newfoundland and Labrador, over 30% 
of the population has no wastewater treatment and only about 10% has either secondary 
or tertiary treatment facilities. The populations of Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, 
Saskatchewan and Prince Edward Island are entirely served by secondary or tertiary 
wastewater treatment facilities. The portions of the population without treatment facilities 
or with only primary treatment is surprisingly high in Nova Scotia (40%), British Columbia 
(38%) and Quebec (35%).  
 
International comparisons are difficult because of the differences in population and 
incomes. It is estimated that 90% of the populations in developing countries have little or 
no wastewater treatment facilities. Several OECD countries have better records than 
Canada, but in the United States, only 76% of the population is served by wastewater 
facilities. 
 
Wastewater treatment in Canada is thus good by international standards, but the 
situation has been largely stable with little improvement for some time, and there 
are important regional differences.  
 

 
6 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1143413/clean-water-index-region-globally/  
7 https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-indicators/municipal-wastewater-treatment.html 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1143413/clean-water-index-region-globally/
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Land Management 
 
The topic of land management and the environment can be divided into at least two major 
issues, the conservation of land for parkland or limited development and the practices with 
respect to the disposal of wastes on land. 
 

“Conservation” of Land 
 
The federal and provincial governments have made the establishment and “conserving” of 
large land areas one of the key instruments in policies to “safeguard biodiversity for 
present and future generations by reducing stresses from human activities”. To quote the 
federal government’s website: 
 
“Conserved area include protected areas and other effective area-based conservation 
measures. Protected areas include national/provincial/territorial parks, indigenous protected 
areas, national wildlife areas, migratory bird sanctuaries and marine protected areas. Other 
effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) are areas that do not meet the formal 
definition of protected area but are managed in a way that preserved biodiversity over the 
long term.” 
 
The measures to conserve land should be viewed in the context of Canada’s rather unique 
system of land ownership. Canada’s land territory is 9,984, 670 square kilometres. Of 
that total, 8,886,356 square kilometres, or 89%, is Crown land, which may be federal 
(41%) or provincial (48%). Only 11% of the land is privately owned. This alone gives 
governments an extraordinarily high level of control over land uses, free from the 
pressures of the marketplace or the choices of private citizens. By comparison, the United 
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States federal government owns 29% of the landmass of the country, mostly in the western 
states and Alaska. 
 
The federal government’s policy aims to “conserve” 25% of the land by 2025 and 
30% by 2030. This is up from 10.5% in 2015. “Conserving” basically means removing the 
lands from all present or future economic development. I will not address here whether 
this is prudent public policy.   
 
The proportion of terrestrial area conserved varies by province and territory. It ranges 
from 4.5% in Prince Edward Island and 4.9% in New Brunswick to 19.1% in the Yukon and 
19.5% in British Columbia.  
 
Index Mundi8 publishes data concerning the percentage of each country’s total land area 
defined as “terrestrial protected areas”. The percentages range from almost zero in Libya to 
62% in the Seychelles. Table 2 shows the percentages in a representative set of OECD 
countries. 
 
                 Table 2 
 
   Terrestrial Protected Areas as a Percentage of Total Land Area 2021 
 

Country Value 
Poland 40 

Germany 37 
Greece 35 
Japan 30 

United Kingdom 29 
France 28 

Italy 21 
Australia 20 

Sweden 15 
United States 13 

Canada 12 
South Africa 9 

   Source: Index Mundi  

 

   
Index Mundi’s figures do not agree with those of the Canadian government, but the figures 
show that, depending on how “protected areas” are defined, Canada ranks near the 

 
8 https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/ER.LND.PTLD.ZS/rankings 

https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/ER.LND.PTLD.ZS/rankings
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middle of the pack globally but near the bottom of the OECD countries. By 2030, if the 
Canadian government’s objectives are met, Canada will be near the top of the list.  
 

 
 

Disposal of Wastes on Land 
 
The most recent national survey of Canadian municipal solid waste was completed in 2018, 
based on data for 2016.9 While most reports and data concerning the disposition of solid 
wastes are produced by governments under the heading of “sustainable development”, the 
Fraser Institute has produced a report based on both economic and environmental 
perspectives.10 
 
Generally, municipalities have two main alternatives to manage Municipal Solid Waste 
(MSW): disposal and diversion. Waste disposal refers to sending the waste to landfills or 
incinerating it in waste-to-energy facilities. Solid waste diversion, in contrast, refers to 
preparing MSW for recycling, composting, and re-using activities. 

The public discussion of MSW is heavily influenced by the perceptions that 1) all waste is 
bad; 2) all waste is avoidable at affordable cost; and 3) landfills are by their nature unsafe 
and bad for the environment. None of these things are true, but I will not seek to refute 
them here. I will simply note that modern landfills are subject to extremely demanding 
regulatory requirements. Today, landfill sites are engineered, operated, and monitored 

 
9 https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2020/eccc/en14/En14-405-2020-eng.pdf  
10 https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2020/eccc/en14/En14-405-2020-eng.pdf  

https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2020/eccc/en14/En14-405-2020-eng.pdf
https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2020/eccc/en14/En14-405-2020-eng.pdf
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under strict technical standards to ensure compliance with federal regulations and 
to protect the environment from noxious waste. Landfill development must meet a 
number of favorable characteristics. The proposed area must score high with regards to the 
zoning regulations, as well as the engineering and the geological specifications. 

Additionally, the proposed landfill location should be easily accessible by solid waste 
vehicles under all weather conditions and should not interfere with the environment of the 
existing community or destruct animal habitats. 

Between 2002 and 2018, Canadian MSW increased by 16%, from 30.7 million tonnes 
to 35.5 million tonnes. When we account for population and economic activity, 
however, Canadians are generating less waste over time – 2% less on a per capita 
basis and 23% less per unit of GDP in 2018 compared to 2002. At the same time, 
waste diversion has steadily increased. In 2018, about 28% of MSW was diverted – 
mainly paper fibres and organics- compared to about 22 % in 2002. 

MSW is primarily non-hazardous. It includes small quantities of hazardous materials that 
require specialized collection, treatment and disposal. 

As in many other environmental issues, governments have taken increasingly activist roles 
with respect to MSW. In November 2018, the Canadian federal and provincial Ministers 
of the Environment set a non-binding “aspirational” goal of reducing per-capita solid 
waste disposal form 700 kilograms (kg) in 2018 to 490 kg By 2030 and 350 kg by 
2050. As is usually the case with such aspirational goals, no benefit-cost or cost-
effectiveness studies were done to determine whether such goals are truly in the public 
interest. 
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Climate 
 
Measuring Canada’s environmental performance on climate is more complex than doing so 
with respect to air or water contaminants as the issue does not involve assessment of 
either a genuinely polluting substance or the effects of emissions on the national condition. 
Carbon dioxide is an odorless, colourless, non-toxic gas that is essential to life on earth. 
Contrary to the claims of many, there remains significant controversy about the 
relationship between carbon dioxide emissions or concentrations and the global climate, 
about the role played by human emissions, about the consequences of higher emissions 
now and in the future, and about what role, if any, emissions reductions in Canada could 
play in the global context. The question I will examine here is thus more about perceptions 
than actual environmental performance. Has Canada reduced its greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions compared to other countries and what plans are being implemented to reduce 
emissions in future? 
 
Canada has been an active participant in the work of the United Nations on this topic since 
1992, and has participated in the 26 conferences of the Parties to the convention that have 
been held to date. Literally hundreds of program measures, tax measures and expenditures 
have been made, but unfortunately there is no public reporting of the amounts that have 
been spent. They certainly run to the tens of billions of dollars, and that does not count the 
costs that have been imposed on Canadian consumers and businesses.  
 
Canadian GHG emissions actually rose slightly from 2005 to 2019, but declined due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the adverse effect of government restrictions on the 
economy in 2020. Canadian GHG emissions per capita, however, have decreased 
significantly since 2005 when they were 22.7 tonnes CO2 equivalent per person. In 
2017, emissions per capita were 19.6 tonnes per capita, the lowest level recorded 
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since records began in 1990. GHG emissions per dollar of Gross Domestic Product 
actually fell by 40% from 1990 to 2020. 
 
Perhaps the best source of information concerning the Canadian government’s plans to 
reduce emissions and progress in doing so is contained in the government’s Fourth 
Biennial Report on Climate Change to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC).11 
 
Following the adoption of the Paris Agreement in December 2015, Canada developed the 
Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change. This framework is 
built on four pillars: pricing carbon dioxide emissions; “complementary” measures 
to reduce emissions across the 
economy; adaptation and climate 
resilience; and clean technology 
and innovation. The federal 
government in 2015 committed 
to reduce GHG levels by 30% 
from 2005 levels by 2030. In 
2020, the Trudeau government 
adopted the target of achieving 
“net-zero” emissions by 2050, a 
largely undefined term.  
 
Considerable uncertainty 
surrounds future emissions 
reductions as they will be 
determined not only by 
government policy statements but 
also by trends in the economy and 
the availability and affordability of 
new technologies. The Canadian 
government’s projections based on 
policy measures adopted to date 
can be seen in Figure 5.1 from the 
Fourth Biennial Report. 
 

 
Source: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/br4_final_en.pdf 

 
In summary, the government projects that, without the measures planned, GHG 
emissions would rise to 815 million tonnes per year by 2030. The largest emissions 
reductions are projected in the buildings sector (47 million tonnes), the oil and gas 
sector (43 million tonnes) and the electricity sector (40 million tonnes). With the 
measures planned, emissions are projected to decline to 588 million tonnes in 2030, 

 
11 https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/br4_final_en.pdf 

 

https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/br4_final_en.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/br4_final_en.pdf
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still 77 million tonnes above the target of 511 million tonnes. The government plans 
more measures to make up the difference. 
 
Comparing Canada’s performance in reducing emissions with that of other countries 
encounters the same challenges as comparing emissions in any single year. Emissions are 
driven primarily by energy consumption, and the drivers of energy consumption are 
economic activity, resource base, geographic size, population and climate. Canada has a 
high GDP, extremely large resource base, immense area (including long distances between 
major urban centres), a fast- growing population and a cold climate. The patterns of energy 
consumption were established over the past century during much of which time 
governments gladly promoted low energy prices as a means to stimulate economic 
development. It is not surprising that consumption behaviour and infrastructure will take 
longer to change here than in other countries.   
 
According to the BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2022, over the period 2011 to 
2021 Canada’s energy-related carbon dioxide-equivalent emissions declined by 4%. 
The OECD countries as a whole reduced emissions during that period by 13%.  
 
There  is no real contest in terms of countries’ comparative performance in meeting the 
emissions reduction targets to which they have committed at UN conferences. With very 
few exceptions involving a few European countries, no countries have ever met these 
political targets. Emissions continue to rise significantly in China, India and other Asian 
countries. 
 

 
 

Other Environmental Factors 
 
Since the United Nations Conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the UN and other 
international organizations have sought to place environmental issues at the top of national 
governments’ agendas.  The resulting public policies and extensive media coverage have 
raised the profile of dozens of environmental issues. There are far too many to describe in 
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one article. I will instead offer an example of Canada’s environmental performance in an 
area that is especially topical now – agriculture. 
 
Agricultural activities can have several negative environmental impacts, including loss of 
habitat, degradation of soil and fertility, and deterioration of water and air.12 Among the 
main concerns bout the effects of agriculture are excessive use of fertilizers (nitrogen and 
Phosphorous) and intensive use of pesticides.  
 
“One index used to measure environmental performance in agriculture is nitrogen-use 
balance, defined as the difference between the nitrogen inputs entering a farming system and 
the nitrogen outputs leaving the system (the uptake of nitrogen for crop and pasture 
production). While nitrogen inputs are necessary in farming systems to maintain and raise 
crops and increase productivity, nitrogen not taken up by crops is often lost to environment 
through nitrogen leaching, ammonia volatilization, and nitrous oxide emissions…The data on 
nitrogen-balance are expressed as kilograms of nitrogen surplus per hectare of agricultural 
land. The lower the nitrogen surplus, the better the management of nitrogen resource for 
agricultural production.”13 
 
Out of 31 high-income OECD countries compared by the Fraser Institute, Canada’s 
nitrogen-balance ranked fourth, averaging 26.58 kg/ha, with only Iceland, Australia 
and Estonia performing better. This high level of performance demonstrates the degree to 
which Canadian farms already carefully manage use of nitrogen-based fertilizers, and 
raises questions about the need for additional regulatory restrictions to mitigate carbon 
dioxide emissions. 
 
Average use or pesticides is measured in terms of kilograms of pesticide per hectare 
(kg/ha). With average use of 1.9 kg/ha of pesticides, Canada ranks 11th out of 33 
countries and is well below the OECD average of 4.14 kg/ha. 
 

Reflections 
 
I hope that the preceding analysis has illustrated how widely environmental problems 
vary. They vary in terms of: their causes; the degree to which they actually involve 
pollution, toxics or generally harmless substances; the geographic dispersion of the effects; 
the availability of effective and affordable technologies to remediate them; the availability 
of data; the public’s perception and understanding of them; and many other factors. 
Treating them all as though they were serious threats to human health and wellbeing or as 
though humans always and everywhere are causing the problems is wrong.  
 
I think the analysis shows that, generally and with few exceptions, Canada’s environmental 
performance is very good. This is especially the case with respect to the progress that has 
been made in reducing air contaminants and in the availability and quality of water. Where 
performance to date has not been significantly improving, policies and measures are in 

 
12 https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/environmental-ranking-for-canada-and-the-oecd-2nd-edition  
13 ibid 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/environmental-ranking-for-canada-and-the-oecd-2nd-edition
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most cases already underway to make them better. In some cases, as in municipal waste 
water treatment, the issue is one of cost.  
 
It is perhaps striking that we do not celebrate our successes. In most other areas of public 
policy and public administration, when a government department excels in achieving the  
outcomes assigned to it by mandate, it (and the politicians to whom it is accountable) 
gladly publicize it.  The environment, in contrast, seems to be the only area of public policy 
in which departments emphasize how terrible conditions are and how much 
“transformation” they have yet to accomplish. 
 
This is not to say that improvements in environmental performance are not possible and 
desirable, but in this respect there remain important principles of public policy and 
administration to be respected. It starts with the realization that reducing the collateral 
environmental effects of economic activity involves costs, and that those costs rise as the 
efforts to increase the percentage of “pollutants” removed or avoided increases. When, as 
in the case of internal combustion vehicles, regulations have forced the elimination of 99% 
of many pollutants, one has to judge carefully how much more society should be asked to 
pay to remove the last 1%. In this respect, the increasing tendency of governments to 
demand “zero” or “net-zero” emissions marks an extremely dangerous precedent. Such 
approaches rest fundamentally on the thesis that costs and benefits do not need to be 
balanced in seeking the public interest, because the value of the “environment” exceeds all 
other considerations, and especially those relating to cost. This is a deeply flawed public 
policy approach, based on environmentalist absolutism. If allowed to stand, it can be used 
to justify the most authoritarian actions. 
 

 
 
That, of course, brings us to climate change. As noted here, Canada has spent tens of billions 
of dollars on measures to reduce carbon dioxide equivalent emissions and has made 



 23 

impressive progress in reducing emissions intensity. The growth of the population and the 
economy has offset those changes to a large extent. The federal government is committed 
to take additional measures that go far beyond what it has done so far in terms of cost and 
other adverse economic effects. As Canada constitutes only 1.6% of global emissions in a 
world in which Asian emissions increasingly dominate, the effects of Canadian sacrifices on 
global emissions trends or temperatures can only be marginal; in fact, too small to 
measure. The question that Canadians must increasingly ponder, in these circumstances, is 
whether climate policy really has anything to do with “the environment” or instead is 
intended to serve an entirely different agenda. 
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