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NO LONGER IN A 
CLASS BY ITSELF
Integrating the Municipal Class  
EA and Planning Processes 
It can take two to three years to construct many major infrastructure projects. Not surprising given the enormous 

amount of effort that goes into building a new road or installing a major water line. But that can pale in comparison with 

the time it takes to get the project approved in the first place. 

According to a study by the Residential and Civil Construction Alliance of Ontario, Ontario’s Municipal Class Environmental 

Assessment system adds $232 million in extra project costs and holds back 10,000 jobs through delays.

To help speed up the approval process and to eliminate some of the duplication between the Planning Act and the Class 

EA process, the Ministry of the Environment recently approved amendments to the Municipal Class Environmental 

Assessment process. 

The changes, says the MOE, “will allow for a more expeditious review of municipal infrastructure projects while maintain-

ing a detailed review of environmental effects and ensuring that a consistent provincial EA process is followed.” 

InSight
Amendments to the Municipal Class Environmental 

Assessment

Objective: 

Class EA process

Timing: 

Infrastructure projects included:

Key Provisions:

processes 

The new streetcar line along St. Clair Avenue in Toronto was 

one of the city’s biggest transit projects in years. Toronto’s 

Official Plan, passed by City Council in November 2002, 

identified St. Clair Avenue West as an avenue for future 

growth and that installing 6.8 kilometres of dedicated streetcar 

tracks along one of the city’s busiest east-west routes was a 

major transit priority. In February 2003, city council approved 

an environmental assessment of the project. Two and a half 

years later, the Ministry of the Environment approved the 

project but work was halted almost immediately when some of 

the project’s opponents filed appeals in the courts. The transit 

line finally opened in 2010 at a cost of more than $100 

million. 

It was, says Andy Manahan, the executive director of the 

Residential and Civil Construction Alliance of Ontario, a prime 

example of how duplication between planning and environ-

mental processes can delay projects and add to the cost. 

Planning and Assessment

The Planning Act, administered by the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs and Housing, requires municipalities to issue an 

Official Plan every 10 years and to review and update the plan 

at least every five years. 

The Official Plan sets out the municipality’s general planning 

goals and policies for future land use. It addresses issues such 

as where new housing, industry, offices and shops will go; 

what services like roads, water mains, sewers, parks and 
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schools will be needed; where growth is expected; and the 

measures needed to protect agricultural, mineral and environ-

mental resources. Municipalities must hold at least one public 

hearing before the Official Plan is released.

The Municipal Class Environmental Assessment system, on the 

other hand, is a self-assessment process, produced and 

promoted by and Municipal Engineers Association with the 

approval of the Ontario Ministry of the Environment. The 

Class EA process ensures that municipal infrastructure projects 

comply with the provisions of the Environmental Assessment 

Act and proceed in an efficient and timely manner. 

The process, which typically takes at least six months but can 

take several years to complete, is used to evaluate the environ-

mental effects of a project and propose alternative methods of 

carrying out a project. Class EA projects include road and 

bridge construction, installation of sewers and watermains, 

and flood control and water quality control facility projects. 

Public consultation is mandatory. 

Land use planning has become a much more sophisticated 

process in the last 20 years. Originally municipalities used the 

planning process to guide land use, determine infrastructure 

requirements, protect agricultural land and prevent develop-

ment in flood prone areas. 

By the 1980s, however, planning had started to embrace a 

much broader range of environmental and resource protection 

issues. Watershed-based planning, conservation of environ-

mentally sensitive lands, and planning for linked natural 

heritage systems became part of a much more comprehensive, 

much more detailed and much more expensive process. 

Municipalities also became much more sophisticated and 

much more pro-active in engaging the community in the 

process. Since land use planning is generally well ahead of 

specific infrastructure projects, by the time an Environmental 

Assessment begins, many significant issues have already 

undergone a thorough and intensive review and resolved 

through discussion, engagement and consensus with other 

stakeholders. Nevertheless, regardless of the work that has 

preceded it, once a Class EA starts for a given project, the 

entire process starts anew.

“There is a lot of duplication between the Official Planning 

process and the environmental process,” observes Manahan. 

“Many major infrastructure projects have already gone 

through an extensive review process as part of a municipali-

ty’s Official Plan. The municipality has done its due diligence, 

looked at the impacts and considered the alternatives. Hiring 

consultants and holding public hearings for environmental 

hearings is just rehashing issues that have already been 

considered and resolved. All you are doing is delaying the 

project and adding to the cost.”
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Asking For Change

In March 2010, the Residential and Civil Construction Alliance 

of Ontario issued a report called: “Are Ontario’s Municipal 

Class Environmental Assessments Worth the Time and Costs?” 

According to the RCCAO study, which looked at 99 infrastruc-

ture construction projects with a combined value of $1.1 

billion, Ontario’s Municipal Class EA system adds $232 

million in extra project costs and holds back 10,000 jobs 

through delays.

“The province is going to be in a deficit situation for a number 

of years and it recognizes the critical nature of infrastructure 

to economy,” concludes Manahan. “It is going to be transfer-

ring significant dollars to municipalities for infrastructure 

projects. It needs the money to be spent wisely. It also needs 

the money to be spent fairly expeditiously. Anything to 

improve the efficiency of the approval process should be 

encouraged.”

It is not just municipalities that have been concerned about 

the duplication inherent in the two processes. In 2009, the 

Building Industry and Land Development Association asked 

the Ministry of the Environment for a private sector exemption 

from the Environmental Assessment Act requirements for new 

collector and arterial roads that are part of an approved 

secondary plan.

No Longer in a Class By Itself 

Responding to BILD’s concerns, the Ministries of the 

Environment and Municipal Affairs and Housing started 

working with the Municipal Engineers Association (the 

custodian of the Municipal Class EA process) to recognize 

work completed under planning processes and avoid potential 

duplications between the Planning Act and the Class EA 

process.

After an extensive consultation process that included munici-

palities, government agencies, industry representatives, and 

members of the public, the Municipal Engineers Association 

submitted a number of EA process amendments to the Ministry 

of the Environment. 

The amendments were approved on August 17, by the then 

Minister of Environment, John Wilkinson.

Bringing Clarity to the Process

According to Eugene Macchione, a supervisor with the 

Environmental Approvals Branch of the Ministry of the 

Environment, the approved amendments do not include any 

new requirements, new burdens or rescheduling of integrated 

projects.

The amendments to the Class EA process are intended to bring 

clarity to the integration provisions and show:
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Environmental Assessment Act when carrying out an 

integrated planning process. 

the public sector, and public-private partnerships) 

planning process

and Planning Act processes 

levels of review) 

In addition to the amendments to the integration provisions of 

the MEA Class EA, the Ministry of the Environment also 

approved some other minor amendments, which include:

localized impacts and require other follow-up approvals. 

thresholds, which are used to categorize road activity 

projects to be adjusted on an annual basis. 

heritage value for bridge structures that are more than 40 

years old. 

With the approved amendments now in place, the Ministries 

of the Environment and Municipal Affairs and Housing are 

working with MEA to develop an education and outreach 

strategy to promote the revised MEA Class EA. 

MEA will develop an on-line training module to provide envi-

ronmental assessment practitioners with a broad overview of 

the integration provisions and how they can be used and it 

will provide the basis for training MOE’s Regional EA 

Co-ordinators. MEA’s consultant, Delcan Consulting, will be 

hosting a series of webinars, expected to start before the end 

of the year. 

“MOE is encouraging the integrated process,” concludes Andy 

Manahan. “It is an important initiative that will save munici-

palities time and money and help get projects off the ground 

quickly with out compromising environmental oversight.”

Part II Orders – Still To Be Resolved 

A few years ago Oakville issued a new Transportation Master 

Plan. The plan, developed after extensive consultation with 

the public and other stakeholders, addressed a number of 

complex issues such as protecting natural and cultural features 

and the impact of the proposed transportation network on 

community amenities and property. The city also completed a 

Class Environmental Assessment for an individual segment of 

road that was consistent with the previously developed 

Transportation Master Plan. 

Under the Environmental Assessment Act an interested person 

can ask for a higher level of assessment for a class environ-

mental assessment project (known as a Part II Order) if they 

feel there is outstanding potential for significant environmen-

tal effects. When Oakville issued its Notice of Completion, one 

resident (who incidentally did not live near the project) 

demanded an individual environmental assessment , because 

the resident felt that the new road would adversely affect air 

quality in the region. 

It is an example of how the entire process can be hijacked by 

a matter of broader public policy not necessarily related to the 

specific project, says Manahan. 

RCCAO and BILD have asked the new Minister of Environment, 

Jim Bradley to clarify the Environmental Assessment Act so 

that any pre-approved activity under the Class EA would not 

be subject to a Part II Order, or alternatively delegate to MOE 

staff the authority to review and dispose of Part II Order appli-

cations.

“If a municipality does a master transportation plan, it meets 

the requirements of a class EA,” says Manahan. “This final 

clarification would help close a loophole in the 

process and prevent unnecessary delays at the end of the EA 

process.”  

Outdoor Solutions

Introducing LED solutions for every outdoor space!

New energy-saving LED offering sets benchmark 

for optical performance and versatility.

Featuring Cooper Lighting’s patent pending modular LightBAR™ 

technology and patented AccuLED Optics™ offered in 17 unique 

optical distributions, the LED luminaires feature a unique application-

specific design that allows lumen and energy output to be customized 

to fulfill the exact needs of the outdoor space—eliminating wasted 

energy, obtrusive spill light and over lighting of spaces. Producing 

even, uniform illumination, the new offering provides a benchmark 

warm white light of 4000K correlated color temperature (CCT) - 

standard across all products—with no sacrifice in lumen output.

For more information visit our website www.cooperlighting.com 


