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Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) is a policy tool for creating environmentally and socially 
responsible policies, plans and programs.  This unconventional policy development tool presents 
challenges to governing bodies accustomed to traditional EIA-based processes of policy creation.  
Obstacles to the implementation of SEA-type policy frameworks at the level of municipalities in the 
province of Ontario, Canada are examined through analysis of two case studies.  The Regional 
Municipality of York’s experiences with implementing SEA are used to present a generally positive 
example of policy development and implementation, while the City of Ottawa’s concurrent efforts in 
creating a sustainability-based policy environment serve to illustrate the pitfalls of developing 
unconventional policy using conventional methods.  A forward-thinking and open-minded municipal 
government, such as is found in the York Region case, is found to be essential to the implementation of 
progressive policy measures such as SEA.  It is also found that, in the Ottawa case study, failure to fully 
integrate the principles of SEA into all tiers of the City’s governance structure may have contributed to 
policy failure.   Finally, the York Region case demonstrates the vital role played by both internal 
government figures and external players in driving policy implementation and ensuring the success of 
SEA-type policy.    
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Introduction 

Driven by a growing scientific awareness of the complexities and interdependencies of 

the natural systems upon which human life depends, the protection and management of natural 

resources, ecosystems and human health has become increasingly important to governing bodies 

in the province of Ontario, Canada.  With this has come a growing awareness of the harms to 

environmental and human health that can result from plans, programmes and policies (PPPs) 

developed without proper consideration of environmental impacts by Ontario’s municipal 

governments (Partidario, 1996).  Several decades of municipal experience with infrastructure 

development utilizing conventional environmental impact assessment (EIA) procedures have 

revealed to EIA practitioners certain limitations regarding the ability of project-level EIA to 

protect environmental health and human well-being (Noble, 2010 p21).  A need has been 

identified for a tool which can assist municipalities in developing strategic policies and plans 

designed to bring about the creation of programmes and to inform individual projects that can 

accomplish both the short and long-term goals of the governing body while maintaining 

sustainability as a core value (Partidario, 1996 p.35). 

Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) is one such tool emerging as a means by 

which governments can revise policy regimes to avoid the negative environmental and social 

impacts of short-sighted PPPs (Noble, 2010).  SEA is a multi-faceted policy instrument.  It 

brings the processes of EIA from the project level to the upper tiers of a policy structure, 

allowing for assessment of the potential impacts of PPPs much earlier in the decision-making 

process than conventional project-based EIA (Noble, 2010).  It is also a valuable 

communications tool, encouraging the incorporation of diverse perspectives into any decision-
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making procedure (Partidario and Vicente, 2006).  While the promise and potential of SEA as an 

effective tool in municipal governance has been widely stated in the planning and policy 

development literature, there are currently very few studies examining the implementation of 

SEA-based policy in a municipal setting within North America.   

This paper contributes to the body of knowledge surrounding the implementation of 

SEA-based policy structures by examining the challenges to successfully incorporating the 

principles of SEA into municipal policy in Ontario, Canada.  Two case studies will be discussed 

in this paper.  The City of Ottawa, formed in 2001 by the amalgamation of the former Regional 

Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, engaged in a policy development process upon the 

establishment of its new government structure which resulted in the creation of a policy 

framework incorporating many of the essential elements of SEA (Ottawa, 2003a).  The City has 

since been faced with an infrastructure-based crisis that has exposed critical weaknesses in that 

policy framework and the manner in which it was implemented.  The second case study is based 

on research conducted by an interdisciplinary team of academics and a representative of a major 

regional environmental NGO regarding the implementation of an SEA-type policy framework in 

the Regional Municipality of York.  This municipal government also experienced an 

infrastructure crisis exposing failures in policy and procedure.  In response to this crisis, the 

Region embraced SEA in the re-development of its policy framework (McCarthy et al, 2010). 

This paper looks to York Region for a generally positive example of how to successfully 

implement a program of SEA-based policy development.  The balance of the paper consists of an 

analysis of the Ottawa case study with the aim of determining where the City may have 

succeeded in implementing an SEA-based policy framework and where it has fallen short.  A 

thorough examination of this case study reveals the importance of an open process which 
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encourages innovation and the development of strategic partnerships as well as the necessity of 

fully integrating strategic vision into all levels of municipal policy and planning.  These lessons 

can be used by SEA practitioners and governing bodies to aid in the creation and implementation 

of their own SEA-based policy frameworks. 

 The paper is structured as follows; a description of the research methodology; a review of 

the relevant academic literature on key concepts and theories; background on the York Region 

case study leading to an examination of the factors which helped or hindered the Region in 

implementing an SEA-based policy framework; detailed analysis of the Ottawa case study with 

an emphasis on its pre-crisis policy development process, the infrastructure crisis itself, as well 

as the City’s responses to the policy questions raised by this crisis; and conclusions offering 

several observations regarding the key factors which hindered the City of Ottawa’s development 

of an SEA-type policy framework. 

Research Methods 

 The research for this paper was conducted by reviewing primary and secondary-sourced 

documents, including academic literature, municipal publications and media archives.  

Information regarding the York Region case study was primarily derived from a review of 

several academic articles published since 2010.  Likewise, the majority of the material presented 

in the literature review was gathered through keyword searches of academic journal databases 

and library holdings.  Research for the Ottawa case study, as well as supplementary research for 

the York Region case study, was conducted chiefly by reviewing documents published by the 

municipalities or other local organisations, including official planning and policy documents, 

internal municipal reports, memorandums to municipal Councils and official correspondence 
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from personnel within relevant organisations. The majority of these documents were retrieved 

from the official online archives of the municipalities.  These documents were examined utilizing 

a content analysis methodology, wherein both the content of the documents and the context of its 

creation is analyzed to develop a clearer image of the document’s relevance than could be 

gleaned from analysis of the text alone (Krippendorff, 2004).     

Review of Relevant Literature 

Strategic Environmental Assessment - Origins of SEA  

The origins of strategic environmental assessment as a policy creation tool can be traced 

back to the earliest days of legislated environmental impact assessment.  EIA originated in the 

United States as a product of a technical-rational model of decision making that was prominent 

in the 1960’s and 70’s (Jay et al., 2007).  This ideology held that the objective assessment by 

policy makers of all relevant data would lead to inherently better policy decisions (Owens et al. 

2004).   In 1969, as an effort to ensure that policy makers had access to the information needed 

to make environmentally responsible decisions, the National Environmental Policy Act of the 

United States Government introduced the concept of legislatively mandated environmental 

impact assessments, requiring all federal agencies to: 

... include in every recommendation or report on proposals for legislation 

and other major federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the 

human environment, a detailed statement by the responsible official 

covering, infer alia, the environmental impact of the proposed action and of 

alternatives to it  (NEPA, 1969, s.102(c)). 

The methodology for preparing the detailed environmental impact statements required by the 

NEPA in 1969 formed the basis for what would become a widespread policy development tool.  
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While the methodology for preparing an EIA has evolved in the four decades since the 

ratification of NEPA, the purpose and essence of EIA remains unchanged.  At its core, EIA is: 

 a process by which an action, that requires the approval of a public 

authority and which may give rise to significant environmental side effects, 

is submitted to a systematic environmental evaluation, the results of which 

are then taken into account by the public authority in deciding whether or 

not to approve it (Lee, 1983, 5).  

While the practice of EIA has undoubtedly resulted in direct benefits for environmental and 

human health, as well as indirect benefits, such as increasing education and awareness in policy 

makers of the environmental impacts of human actions, the overall impact of EIA at preventing 

environmental degradation has been limited (Jay et al. 2007; Bina, 2007; Noble, 2000). 

 Over four decades of practicing EIA in multiple countries and jurisdictions has revealed 

several fundamental conceptual and theoretical weaknesses which undermine its effectiveness.  

An extensive body of literature addressing the theory and practice of EIA recognizes a number of 

factors as detracting from the usefulness of EIA.  EIAs, as they have come to be practised in 

most jurisdictions, are conducted at or near the completion of the project planning process (Lee, 

1983), or as a final step, isolated from the planning systems (Jay et al., 2007).  Typically, 

utilizing a conventional approach to EIA, a project is designed and planned before an EIA is 

conducted to determine the potential environmental impacts of the project and to suggest 

alternatives to minimize these impacts.  By conducting the EIA at the end of the planning 

process, the plan or project may be presented to the assessors as fait accompli.  A great deal of 

time, effort and expense may be invested in the creation of a plan or project before an EIA is 

conducted.  In these cases, suggestions of extensive revisions to lessen environmental impacts 

may be opposed.  As a result, EIAs more often focus on the mitigation of environmental impacts 

rather than on their prevention (Lee, 1983; Jay et al, 2007).   Further, while the technical-rational 
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model of decision-making prominent at the time of NEPA purports that access to information on 

the potential environmental impacts of decisions will lead to a lessening of those impacts, in 

practice the data collected through EIAs are but one factor influencing the planning process.  

History has shown that non-rational factors, such as politics, personal values or other underlying 

interests often play an equal or greater role in decision-making processes than does factual 

information, including data derived from EIAs (Jay et al, 2007).  Thus, EIA has become in 

practice as much of an art as a science, with values influencing the scope and types of 

assessment carried out (Beanlands and Duinker, 1983). 

 Throughout the history of EIA, methodological issues including appropriate levels of 

scoping and public participation have been identified.  The practice of EIA has evolved over 

time into its current form, and will continue to evolve to reflect the values of the population 

which it serves.  However, there is one fundamental limitation to EIA that has been impossible to 

address within the existing framework.   EIA, as it has come to be practiced, primarily operates 

at the project level.  The EIA process does not function effectively at higher levels of decision-

making.  As a result, most of the decisions in the long process which leads to the development of 

a project are made without properly assessing potential environmental and social impacts (Bina, 

2007).  This significantly reduces the value of EIAs by limiting the ability of the impact 

assessment to influence project development at the earliest stages, before the planning processes 

can gain momentum.  Thought attempts have been made to improve the functionality of EIA at 

strategic levels (see Kirchhoff et al., 2011), often EIAs can only consider and recommend 

“option alternatives, as opposed to alternative options” (Noble, 2000, p207), as the direction and 

form of the project being assessed has been previously determined.  This relegates EIA to a 

mitigation role, proposing slight adjustments to plans already made in order to minimize 
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environmental or social impacts which may have been avoided had EIA influenced the decision-

making process from the earliest stages.   

Strategic Environmental Assessment - Evolution of SEA 

Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) has emerged as a prominent tool to address 

several of the weaknesses of EIA.  In its simplest forms, SEA extends EIA higher up the 

decision-making ladder.  In fact, the term ‘strategic environmental assessment’ was first used by 

Wood and Djeddour in 1989 to describe “environmental assessments appropriate to policies, 

plans and programmes” (in Noble, 2010).  But SEA is not simply EIA applied to a policy level.  

SEA is ideally more anticipatory than reactionary.  While EIAs are employed to explore the 

potentially harmful impacts of projects, SEA is intended to aid in developing policies, plans and 

programmes (PPPs) that will foster the development of PPPs and projects with fewer negative 

impacts (Bina, 2007).  SEA may be defined as: 

“the proactive assessment of alternatives to proposed or existing PPPs, in 

the context of a broader vision, set of goals, or objectives to assess the 

likely outcomes of various means to select the best alternative(s) to reach 

desired ends” (Noble, 2000, p215).   

To meet this purpose, SEA integrates environmental, social and economic concerns into the 

highest levels of decision-making, (Bina, 2007; Noble, 2000) and provides a mechanism by 

which to “raise questions at critical moments in the process” (Bina, 2007, p593).  SEA requires 

that policy makers have a vision for the future of their jurisdiction and a plan to build a 

framework of PPPs to enable that vision to come to fruition.  This is the essential difference 

between SEA and EIA.  Where EIAs are concerned with ‘what are’ and ‘what will be’ the state 

of the environment, SEA asks, ‘what should be the state of the environment?’   
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 While this definition of SEA is representative of the generally accepted notions of what 

SEA is in theory and concept, there remains a great deal of confusion regarding exactly what 

constitutes SEA in practice.  Identifying examples of SEA require examining the behaviour of 

institutional bureaucracies, searching for evidence that the principles underlying SEA have 

informed the creation of policies, plans and programmes.  Box 1 presents six categories of 

criteria developed by the International Association for Impact Assessment by which examples of 

SEA can be identified and evaluated.   

 

Box 1: SEA Performance Criteria (IAIA, 2002) 
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However, SEA is designed and implemented differently in different jurisdictions and for 

different purposes.  There is no standard form or method for conducting SEAs.  Therefore, an 

effective and comprehensive SEA may not meet all of the criteria presented in Box 1.  These 

‘SEA-type’ assessments of PPPs “reflect SEA principles and methodologies but do not meet the 

basic, formal definition of SEA” (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 2005, in Noble 2009).   

Strategic Environmental Assessment - Formal vs. Informal SEA 

 SEA, as described above, is both a formal decision-making tool designed to evaluate the 

possible impacts of proposed PPP’s and an informal mechanism to promote a fair, participative 

and effective decision-making process.  As a formal, report-producing tool, SEA can improve the 

EA process by incorporating an evaluation of alternative options beyond the scope of a 

traditional project-level EA (Kirchoff et al., 2011).  Conducting a formal SEA may identify 

weaknesses in existing and proposed PPP’s which may lead to undesirable projects or outcomes 

and suggest solutions above the project level.  The principles of SEA may also be more broadly 

and informally applied to develop the decision-making process, as a mechanism to improve 

communications and incorporate a wider range of perspectives into the development of solutions 

(Kirchoff et al., 2011) or through the establishment of procedural checks at each level of the 

decision-making process (Partidario, 2000).  It can be argued that the ultimate goal of SEA is the 

integration of the principles of EIA into decision-making processes, thereby promoting truly 

sustainable development (Partidario, 1996).  To achieve this goal will require both the intense 

scrutiny of PPPs provided by the formal SEA process as well as application of the broader 

informal mechanisms of SEA to shift decision-making paradigms.   
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Policy Windows 

In the study of policy change, the concept of a policy window is helpful in understanding 

why policies are created or amended when they are.  Policy windows have been defined as 

“temporary opportunities where the likelihood of developing new [...] policies is greater than 

usual (Michaels and Solecki, 1994 p 587).  According to Kingdon (2003), policy windows open 

when problems, policy solutions and the political will to implement the solutions come together.  

These three “streams” - problem, policy and political – normally flow separately.  Problems may 

exist without policy solutions, or policy solutions may lack the political support necessary for 

implementation.  However, if a significant “focussing event” occurs, it may bring these three 

streams together, opening a policy window.  During these windows, advocates of specific 

policies addressing the causal problem are presented with an opportunity to push their policy 

solutions on policy-makers who may be more receptive than is usual.   

Policy windows are created by and centred on a focusing event.  As previously described, 

a policy window is created when the problem, policy and political streams come together.  While 

these streams normally flow separately they can be brought together by a focusing event, 

opening a window for policy change.  A focusing event has been defined as:  

“an event that is sudden, relatively rare, can be reasonably defined as harmful 

or revealing the possibility of greater potential future harms, inflicts harms or 

suggests potential harms that are or could be concentrated on a definable 

geographical or community of interest, and is known to policymakers and the 

public virtually simultaneously” (Birkland, 1997). 

Michaels and Solecki (1994) identify four types of focusing events, arising from either the 

political or problem streams (p588).  The first type of focusing event arises from a change in the 

political environment, such as a regime change or a substantial shift in the administrative body, 
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such as might result from the amalgamation of a two-tiered regional government structure into a 

single-tiered municipality.  Other focussing events are based in the problem stream and include 

the identification of a new problem, the worsening of an existing problem or some form of 

disaster or catastrophe.  These focusing events can expose weaknesses in existing policies and 

encourage policy entrepreneurs and interest groups to take action (Birkland, 2004 p984).  

However, focusing events do not in themselves create policy change, they simply open policy 

windows, during which time existing policy proposals are more likely to be considered.  

Additionally, opening a policy window may require multiple focusing events.   

Opening a policy window requires a convergence of all three of Kingdon’s streams, 

problem, policy and political.  The absence of any one of the streams can prevent a window from 

opening.  In his 1977 paper, Walker discovers that while the mid-air collision of two aircraft in 

1967 clearly demonstrated the existence of a problem, and created the political will to act, a 

policy window did not open at that time, as there were no policy solutions available to 

implement (p438).  That event, while failing to result in significant policy change, did bring 

attention to the issue, such that policy solutions were created that were available for 

implementation following a subsequent focusing event. 

Policy windows are agenda-setting tools.  In discussions of public policy, an agenda is “a 

collection of the elements of public problems to which at least some of the public and 

governmental officials are actively attentive” (Birkland, 2004 p180).  When a policy window is 

opened, advocates of a policy or solution, known as policy entrepreneurs or champions, may be 

able to elevate the status of their issue on the public agenda, thus making it more likely that a 

governing body will take action.  However, policy windows do not remain open indefinitely.  As 

policy windows are created only with the convergence of the three streams, they can remain open 
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only as long as the streams remain together.  Changes in the nature, severity or perception of the 

problem, as well as changes in government priorities or the lack of a viable policy solution can 

each cause a policy window to close without resolving the underlying problem (Kingdon, 2003).  

Just as a focusing event does not always result in a policy window opening, a policy window is 

not a guarantee of policy change. 

 

Policy Champions 

 Policy changes frequently require reorganization of governmental structures to 

accommodate new methods or directions.  Such reorganizations may impact individuals or 

departments within the government, resulting in loss of employment or shifting the balance of 

bureaucratic power.  Policy changes may also entail financial costs to the governing body.  As a 

consequence of these potential impacts, proposed policy changes may meet with resistance from 

many sources (Giacchino and Kakabadse, 2003).  It is therefore necessary to build support for 

new policies, both within the public at large an in the governmental arena. 

 Building a constituency to support and defend the development of a new policy typically 

requires a policy entrepreneur or policy champion (Crosby, 1996; Mintrom and Vergari, 1996).  

A policy entrepreneur or champion is an individual, group or organization dedicated to ensuring 

the adoption of a particular policy or set of policies, possessing “credibility, political resources 

and the willingness to risk that political capital in support of the policy” (Crosby, 1996).  

Champions serve several important roles.  Firstly, they raise awareness of the proposed policy 

change and promote that the policy change is “necessary, vital and must be accepted” despite the 

potential costs, financial or otherwise (Crosby, 1996).  It has been demonstrated that increasing 

the visibility and prominence of a proposed policy results in an improved likelihood of the 
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implementation of that policy (Giacchino and Kakabadse, 2003).  Beyond creating an awareness 

of the proposed policy, champions may make use of their political resources to network and 

establish coalitions to support the policy (Mintrom and Vergari, 1996).  These advocacy 

coalitions, comprised of key stakeholders from all relevant sectors, share a view of the 

importance of the proposed policy and seek to translate that common viewpoint into positive 

action in support of the policy (Mintrom and Vergari, 1996).   

 While building awareness of the proposed policy change and creating advocacy 

coalitions to support it, effective policy champions also move to ensure that the eventual 

implementers of the policy are included in the development process.  Governmental 

organizations are often highly complex and policy changes may impact a wide array of branches 

and departments.  Effective policy champions push to include the eventual implementers of a 

proposed policy in the development of said policy, as implementers excluded from the 

development process will have little sense of ownership of the policy and may actually lack the 

resources or authority to carry out the policy (Crosby, 1996).  Including the implementers of 

policy in the development process aids in identifying such issues early in the process and allows 

for solutions to be advanced.  Effective policy champions are essential in the development of 

effective and efficient policies, plans and programmes. 
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Case Study #1 - York Region: 

 The Regional Municipality of York (York Region; see Figure 1) is an upper tier 

municipality located immediately North of Toronto, forming part of the Greater Toronto Area 

and extending north to Lake Simcoe.  York Region consists of of nine lower-tier municipalities 

encompassing 1761 km
2
 of land area (Statistics Canada, 2007).  The municipalities include the 

Towns of Markham, Aurora, East Gwillimbury, Georgina, Newmarket, Whitchurch-Stouffville, 

Richmond Hill, the Township of King and the City of Vaughan (York Region, 2010).  Within a 

regional government structure, these lower-tier municipalities are largely responsible for local 

governance, while matters of regional scale or scope are referred to the upper-tier Regional 

Municipality (AMO, n.d.).  The southern reaches of the Region, adjacent to the City of Toronto, 

are more heavily developed, while the remainder of the Region’s land area comprises a mixture 

of smaller urban centres and farmland.  Urban developments within the Region exhibit a 

relatively low density, with single detached homes representing over 68% of private dwellings in 

the Region in 2006 while apartments in multi-unit structures represent only 15% of all private 

dwellings (Statistics Canada, 2007).  The Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM), a provincially significant 

landform, runs through the Region.  The ORM serves as a watershed recharge/discharge area, 

providing drinking water for over 250,000 individuals in southern Ontario and sustaining over 65 

watercourses which originate within the ORM (STORM, 2007a).    
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Figure 1: Regional Municipality of York (YRAEH, 2008) 
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The population of York Region, estimated to be 1,062,000 at the end of 2010 (York 

Region, 2011a), is expected to increase to 1.5 million by 2031, with much of this increase 

occurring in the southern municipalities of Vaughan, Markham and Richmond Hill (York 

Region, 2011b).  Growth of this magnitude places high demands on existing wastewater 

collection infrastructure and the low density development common in York Region requires the 

installation of a great deal of new infrastructure to accommodate future growth.  Much of York 

Region is served by the York Durham Sewage System (YDSS), which extends into neighbouring 

Durham Region (YDSS OVERVIEW, 2007).  First constructed in 1970 to divert sewage waste 

from the Don and Rouge Rivers, the YDSS collects wastewater from York and Durham Regions 

for transport to the Duffin Creek Water Pollution Control Plant, which is jointly operated by 

York and Durham Regions (York Region, 2007).  The Duffin Creek facility discharges treated 

wastewater effluent into Lake Ontario.   

To address capacity shortfalls within the YDSS resulting from the past population growth 

and to provide additional capacity to service expected future growth, York Region developed a 

YDSS Master Plan in 1997.  The master plan was later updated in 2002.  The aim of the YDSS 

Master Plan is to increase the capacity of the piped infrastructure by twinning portions of the 

existing network and adding new infrastructure to service future growth.  The master plan calls 

for a number of large infrastructure projects to be completed to expand the capacity of the YDSS 

(York Region, 2007a). 

During the implementation of the YDSS Master Plan the Region experienced an event 

which led to fundamental changes to both the existing Regional policy regime and the manner in 

which municipal policy is developed in York Region.  This case study, which presents an 

overview of the incident at the root of the policy changes and the Region’s responses to the 
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events, serves to illustrate the purpose and role of SEA in municipal policy-making within the 

Province of Ontario as well as highlighting some of the challenges involved in implementing an 

SEA-type policy framework and serving as a generally positive example of how to implement 

SEA at the municipal level.  The majority of the research presented herein regarding this case 

study was retrieved from papers by Kirchoff et al. (2010 and 2011) and McCarthy et al. (2010), 

with additional background information taken largely from official Regional documents.  These 

authors closely observed many of the events described below, supplementing their observations 

through interviews with key personnel from several of the parties involved.   

The 16th Avenue Incident: 

  The 16
th

 Avenue Trunk Sewer – Phase I was one of the projects originating from the 

YDSS Master Plan.  The 16
th

 Avenue project required the installation of 6.7km of sewer pipe 

with a 2.6m diameter, to add increased flow capacity to the YDSS (York Region, 2006).  The 

pipe was installed using a deep tunnelling method to minimize disruptions to existing 

underground and transportation infrastructure systems.  To safely operate the tunnelling 

equipment used for this project, it was necessary to lower the level of the local aquifer, thereby 

dewatering and stabilizing the soil.  Water was pumped from the aquifer to draw down the water 

table under a provincially issued permit to take water (York Region, 2007b).  The water 

withdrawn from the aquifer was discharged into local streams, up to their capacity to absorb the 

inflow, with the residual flow discharged into the YDSS infrastructure.  An environmental 

impact assessment was completed on all aspects of the 16
th

 Avenue project prior to 

commencement of work.  However, during construction it was determined that more extensive 

dewatering than had been anticipated in the initial EIA was required to safely complete the 
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tunnelling project.  This additional dewatering caused private wells in the project area to go dry, 

leaving residents without water for drinking or sanitary uses (York Region, 2006).  

 This episode focussed attention on York Region’s Master Planning process, procedures 

for environmental impact assessment and the tendering of design/build contracts.  Public 

concerns following the dewatering incident centered on a lack of transparency and 

communication in Regional operations and on the effectiveness of existing EIA procedures.  A 

negative media campaign spearheaded by effected residents and environmental NGOs attracted 

the attention of the Ministry of the Environment, which, following its own review sent a Letter of 

Order to York Region requiring improvements to the efficacy of the Region’s EIA processes 

(Kirchhoff et al. 2010).  The negative public and official attention garnered by the 16
th

 Avenue 

incident became the impetus for York Region to conduct a review of their planning and 

assessment procedures. 

York Region Seeks Outside Help 

 Following the 16
th

 Avenue project incident, the Region embarked on a similar 

infrastructure project at 19
th

 Avenue.  With the 16
th

 Avenue scandal fresh in the minds of policy-

makers it was determined that the EIA for the 19
th

 Avenue project should be conducted in a more 

thoroughly participative manner.  An advisory committee was form to solicit contributions from 

the public as well as environmental organizations, such as the Save the Oak Ridges Moraine 

Coalition (STORM), an environmental movement organization (EMO) with experience working 

with various levels of government regarding issues of planning and sustainability related to the 

ORM (McCarthy et al., 2010).  This committee assisted the Region in conducting the EIA for the 

19
th

 Avenue sewer project (McCarthy, et al. 2010). 
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In the internal review of their EIA and project approval processes following the 

completion of the 19
th

 Avenue EIA, it became apparent to Regional managers that the issues of a 

lack of transparency and communications were not yet entirely resolved (McCarthy et al., 2010).  

Public and NGO participation in the development of higher-level plans and policies was often 

seen to be restricted or superficial in nature.  The bureaucratic culture at the Region was found to 

be focussed on speed and efficiency of project implementation over protection of residents and 

natural systems from projects’ environmental impacts.  In this decision-making environment, the 

significant investments of time and resources needed to conduct comprehensive EIAs may have, 

on occasion, been seen as impediments to the completion of projects on time and on budget 

(Kirchhoff et al. 2010).  Additionally, a thorough review of York Region’s Master Plans found 

that these plans were restricting the options available for completing municipal infrastructure 

objectives by encouraging large-scale engineering projects to the exclusion of smaller-scale 

options which may have caused fewer environmental or social impacts (Kirchhoff et al 2010).    

A Policy Window Is Opened In York Region 

In the case of York Region, a focusing event occurred in 2002-2003 as households within 

the Region experienced dry wells as a result of an ongoing sewer construction project.   The 

dewatering associated with the project also negatively impacted the aquatic ecosystem of a 

nearby stream which received significant flows of drainage water from the dewatering process 

(Kirchoff et al, 2010 p344).  This incident satisfies Birkland’s (1997) criteria for a focusing 

event.  The event occurred suddenly, inflicted harm upon a specific community and revealed the 

potential for future harms.  The existence of the problems caused by the dewatering operation 

was also discovered virtually simultaneously by the public and the Regional government.   
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 As a focusing event, the lowering of the local water table did, in fact, cause a policy 

window to be opened by bringing Kingdon’s three separate streams temporarily together.  While 

the loss of a potable water supply in an area of York Region and the impacts on a fragile 

ecosystem were certainly problems in their own right, they also revealed a larger problem within 

the Region’s policy regime.  The ultimate cause of the dewatering incident and its resultant 

impacts was found to lie in the structure of the Regional government’s planning, environmental 

assessment and contract tendering policies (Kirchoff et al, 2010 pp344-345).  The problem 

stream was therefore pushed to the forefront of the Regional government’s agenda, as this new or 

now more serious problem was identified.  However, without a solution and the political will to 

implement it, the identification of a problem is not in itself sufficient to cause a policy window to 

open. 

 Following the identification of a planning and policy failure as the root cause of the 16
th

 

Avenue dewatering incident, the Region initiated a search for alternative policies with which to 

address the problem.  The successful collaboration between the Region and STORM during the 

19
th

 Avenue EA led to continued discussions between the two parties regarding possible 

mechanisms by which to improve the Regional EA process and policy environment.  Shortly 

after the completion of the 19
th

 Avenue EA a formal collaborative agreement between York 

Region and the STORM Coalition was created, with STORM agreeing to assist the Region in 

their search. Consultation within the government as well as with outside experts and the wider 

public revealed a potential policy solution in the principles of SEA-based planning.   

 With an identified problem stream and a potential policy solution in hand, what was 

needed was the political will to implement the solution.  This political will was generated from 

two primary sources.  Firstly, the Region received a formal letter of instruction from the MOE, 
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which effectively motivated the Region to address environmental assessment policies and 

procedures.  Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, the extensive negative attention which the 

Regional government received from the public and the media over the 16
th

 Avenue incident 

pushed this topic to the top of the agenda for Regional politicians and caused some within the 

bureaucracy to realize that there was “no other choice but to do things differently” (Kirchoff et 

al, 2010 p346).  With this, all three streams had come together, and a window was opened for 

significant policy change. 

York Region’s SEA-based Policy Response to the 16th Ave Incident  

 While the opening of a policy window is not a guarantee of policy change, in this 

particular case, York Region seized the opportunity to attend to shortfalls in their existing 

policies and plans.  York Region responded to the 16
th

 Avenue sewer incident by addressing 

many of the concerns raised by the public and NGOs.  To manage the immediate problems 

created by the 16
th

 Avenue dewatering, York Region created a proactive mitigation program to 

provide potable water to residents affected by dewatering operations.  This program has 

continued to operate throughout the ongoing upgrades to the YDSS (York Region, 2007b).  In an 

effort to prevent similar incidents from occurring in subsequent YDSS projects, York Region 

established the Interceptor Sewer Advisory Committee (ISAC).  This committee solicits input 

from the public and NGOs such as the STORM Coalition to incorporate a wider range of views 

into the planning process.  The committee also has funding to seek advice from independent 

experts on the development of sewer infrastructure projects (McCarthy et al 2010).  The ISAC 

represents a fundamental shift in the Region’s approach to infrastructure planning and 

development.  What had been an almost entirely top-down process has been transformed into one 

that, at the project level at least, is more participatory and accountable to the Region’s residents. 
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 In the definition of SEA presented in this paper, vision and goals are important 

components of a policy creation process involving the principles of SEA.  York Region has 

demonstrated a commitment to some of the essential principles of SEA with the creation in 2002 

of Vision 2026: Towards a Sustainable Region.  This document, which was developed with 

extensive public and NGO consultation, outlines the Region’s vision for sustainable governance 

into the future (York Region, 2002).  Vision 2026 establishes goals for maintaining and 

improving upon environmental, social and economic conditions within the Region.  This 

visioning document forms the basis of the York Region Sustainability Strategy (YRSS) released 

in 2007.  The YRSS combines the principles and goals defined in Vision 2026 with the lessons 

learned from the 16
th

 Avenue incident and works “to provide a long-term framework for making 

smarter decisions about growth management and municipal responsibilities that better integrate 

the economy, environment and community” (York Region, 2007c).  The guiding principles for 

future planning and development identified in the YRSS (see Box 2) clearly show the influence 

of SEA.    

 

Box 2: York Region Sustainability Strategy – Guiding Principles (York Region, 2007c) 
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These nine principles, presented in Box 2, correlate very well with the performance 

criteria for SEA identified in Box 1 above.  The first two principles clearly demonstrate a 

commitment by the Region to develop projects which are sustainability-led.  By creating a 

“culture of continuous improvement,” the Region has laid the foundations for an iterative 

decision-making process prioritizing sustainability and innovation.  A focus on achieving 

improvements in sustainability and accountability are demonstrated by principles 4 and 5 

respectively, while the final three guiding principles of the YRSS make it clear that open 

participation in the decision-making process is a high priority for the Region. 

York Region also began working to address the issues of transparency, accountability and 

sustainability at higher policy-making levels by incorporating additional elements of SEA.  

Through the development of Vision 2026 and the YRSS, the Region, in cooperation with 

representatives from the NGO and academic communities, developed high level statements of 

intent regarding the incorporation of principles of sustainability into all levels of policy and plan 

development, including Master Plans and project-level EIAs (McCarthy et al 2010).  Following 

this administrative direction, the Water and Wastewater Master Plan was re-written to be less 

restrictive in the range of implementation options to be considered.  Re-development of this 

master plan occurred simultaneously with the revision of the Transportation Master Plan.  This 

joint re-development was undertaken in an effort to more effectively coordinate planning 

initiatives between departments and to help in eliminating the bureaucratic separation or ‘silos’ 

common in large municipal organizations.  McCarthy et al. (2010) identify this policy 

redevelopment as an example of ‘tiering.’ Tiering involves the creation of policies, plans and 

programmes at different bureaucratic levels and across departments which serve to “create 

essential links between the different levels in the policy and planning hierarchy” (Sheate et al., 
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2001).  These links are vital to improving communications within the bureaucracy, enabling 

effective pursuit of goals and objectives established at the policy level as well as allowing 

feedback from lower tiers to flow upwards, passing on experiential knowledge of the efficacy of 

existing policies and plans (McCarthy et al., 2010).  Tiering in York Region’s post-16
th

 Avenue 

policy redevelopment can be found in the linkages between provincial planning legislation (such 

as the ORM Conservation Plan and the Greenbelt Act) the YRSS, infrastructure Master Plans 

and project level EAs.  Each successive layer in the policy regime is informed by the principles 

of the preceding policy (McCarthy et al., 2010), creating a cohesive policy package which 

should aid in the implementation of SEA-based policies, plans and projects.  The re-creation of 

these two important master plans and the development of the YRSS reflected a change towards 

strategic, long-term planning which included a strong environmental component (McCarthy et 

al., 2010). 

Planning and development policies developed in York Region following the 16
th

 Avenue 

incident, including Transportation and Wastewater Master Plans, were developed utilizing SEA-

type processes and incorporated elements of SEA, such as integration, accountability, wider 

participation in decision-making processes and a focus on long-term sustainability.  York Region 

continues to operate in a manner which encourages sustainable and strategic initiatives from the 

highest levels through to project level EIAs.  This vertical integration or tiering allows for the 

effects of SEA to flow down through the Regional bureaucracy, ideally resulting in the eventual 

creation of policies, plans and projects that meet the sustainability goals established by the 

Region. 
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York Region was presented with a great challenge to their planning and policy 

development regime.  This challenge came to be seen as an opportunity for change and 

improvement in these systems.  Because of their response to the underlying causes of the 16
th

 

Avenue incident and the resulting public discontent, York Region has been recognized as having 

taken significant steps towards a more sustainable and equitable policy regime through the 

incorporation of SEA and SEA-type policy instruments (Kirchhoff et al, 2010).    

Case Study #2 – City of Ottawa 

The City of Ottawa, the Capital City of Canada and an urban centre with a population of 

approximately 900,000 in 2008 (Ottawa, 2008), is located on the southern bank of the Ottawa 

River at the northern end of the Rideau waterway (see Figure 2).  The City was formed in 2001 

as the amalgamation of the previous Regional Municipality of Ottawa Carleton (RMOC).  Since 

amalgamation, the City has operated with a single City Council and Mayor, with the former 

lower-tier municipalities reduced in status to that of administrative wards within the City.  The 

City has a land area of 3,273 km
2
, much of which is rural, agricultural or undeveloped land 

(Statistics Canada, 2007).  Urban developments in the City exhibit a greater density than is found 

in York Region, with single detached houses representing just 44.7% of dwellings and 

apartments in multi-unit structures accounting for over 30% of dwellings in the City (Statistics 

Canada, 2007).  The population of the City of Ottawa is projected to increase to between 1.05 

and 1.25 million individuals by 2031 (Ottawa, 2006a).  Information technology and the federal 

government are two of the City’s largest sectors of employment.  The failure of several large IT 

firms in the recent past has significantly slowed the projected rate of growth in the City (Ottawa, 

2006a). 
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                                                  Figure 2: City of Ottawa: Ward Boundaries (Ottawa, 2006b) 
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 The history of sewage is an often overlooked aspect of the development of a modern 

city. Yet the proper collection and disposal of wastewater and stormwater is crucial to the health 

and safety of the city’s residents.  In Ottawa, the first underground sewers were installed as early 

as 1876.  These first sewers were combined sewers, collecting both sanitary wastewater and 

stormwater runoff within a single pipe.  Combined sewers continued to be installed throughout 

Ottawa’s urban areas well into the 1950’s (Ottawa, 2010a).  Much of the City of Ottawa’s 

growth during this period occurred in what is today the central urban area.  Therefore the 

majority of neighbourhoods constructed in central Ottawa prior to the 1960’s are serviced by 

combined sewers.  In 1961, the City (then the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton) 

commissioned the construction of a sewage treatment facility at what was then the Eastern edge 

of the urban area of the Region.  Until the construction of the central sewage treatment plant 

(ROPEC) all sewage collected by the city’s network of combined and separated sewers was 

discharged, untreated, directly into the Ottawa and Rideau Rivers.  Concurrent with the 

construction of the sewage treatment plant, Regional by-laws were amended, requiring all new 

sewer installations to comprise separate sanitary and storm sewers (Ottawa, 2010a).  In a 

separated sewer system, sanitary wastewater is piped to the central treatment plant, while 

stormwater is discharged to the nearest body of water, with or without treatment (Maxted and 

Shaver, 1998 p7).   

In many established neighbourhoods within the central area of the city, it was deemed to 

be too costly to replace existing combined sewers with separated lines (Ottawa, 2010a).  Instead, 

large collector sewers were installed to intercept the flow of the combined sewers prior to their 

discharge into the rivers, re-directing the flow to the central sewage treatment plant.  However, 

the nature of combined sewers is such that they experience significant fluctuations in flow 
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volume during rainfall and snowmelt events.  As the flow of the combined sewers exceeds the 

capacity of the collector sewers during a high-flow events, wastewater can back up into the 

combined sewer pipes, possibly entering basements or overflowing into the streets of the city.  

To prevent this scenario, combined sewer overflow outlets were installed to divert excess 

wastewater out of the collector sewers during periods of high flow volume (Ottawa, 2010a).  

Excess wastewater can be diverted into these overflow pipes either passively, using a weir set at 

the appropriate height, or mechanically, utilizing a diversion gate activated via a mechanical 

float or electronic sensors.  These combined sewer overflows (CSO’s) discharge excess volumes 

of sanitary wastewater diluted with stormwater directly into the Ottawa or Rideau River until the 

combined sewer flow subsides to within the capacity of the collector sewers.  

 Wastewater collection in the areas of Ottawa serviced by combined sewers has operated 

in this fashion since the 1960’s without serious, sustained opposition by any party.  The City’s 

network of wastewater infrastructure has expanded greatly to the East, South and West, largely 

without significant opposition or operational difficulties.  This began to change in November of 

2006, when local residents began to complain of excessive combined sewer discharges into Fleet 

Creek, located near LeBreton Flats, west of the Parliament buildings (Rupert, 2006).  Fleet Creek 

is recognized as a fish spawning habitat and is thus protected from discharges of ‘deleterious 

substances’ under the federal Fisheries Act (Rupert, 2006; R.S.C. 1985, c. F-14).  The Creek is 

also frequently utilized by white-water kayakers, hosting summer camps for children and used as 

a training site for members of Canada’s national kayaking teams (Ottawa River Runners, 2010).  

Increased urban development in the area has contributed to increased volumes of sanitary 

wastewater as well as larger runoff loadings during rainfall events.  The complaints voiced by 

local residents, recreational users and a local City Councillor concerned offensive odours, 
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floating sanitary waste and fears related to the health of the natural ecosystem of the Creek 

(Rupert, 2006).  While this episode initially received modest attention from the press, it faded 

quite quickly from the media and the consciousness of the average citizen of Ottawa, as Fleet 

Creek is not extensively used by the wider public.  However, a CSO incident uncovered less than 

two years later brought Ottawa’s combined sewer policies to the front page once again. 

The Keefer St. Regulator Incident  

Beginning on July 31 and continuing through to August 2, 2006, the City of Ottawa 

experienced a weather system which deposited 62.8mm of precipitation, as measured at 

MacDonald-Cartier International Airport (OAG, 2008).  This precipitation caused the volume of 

wastewater in the City’s combined sewer systems to exceed the capacity of the collector sewers.  

CSO events occurred across the City from July 31 to August 3, 2006, as is to be anticipated 

given the amount of precipitation received.  According to this paper’s primary source of 

information on this incident, an internal audit conducted in 2008 by the City’s Office of the 

Auditor General (OAG), on August 15, 2006 a technician employed by the City noted that an 

automated flow-monitoring device placed in the John St. CSO was indicating a significant flow 

through the CSO despite dry weather conditions (Office of the Auditor General, 2008).  Visual 

inspection of the CSO site by the technician confirmed that the CSO was in fact flowing when 

weather conditions dictated that it should not be active.  The Sewer Maintenance and Operations 

branch was notified of the problem and crews were dispatched to investigate.  The gate on the 

CSO regulator located nearby at Keefer St. was found to be jammed shut, diverting sewage 

waste into the Ottawa River through the John St. CSO.  The crews were able to open the gate 

manually and clear accumulated debris using high pressure water.  The flow-monitoring device 

in the John St. CSO recorded zero flow in the CSO after 3:40pm, August 15, 2006 (OAG, 2008).  
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Undiluted sanitary wastewater had been discharged into the Ottawa River for approximately two 

weeks.  This incident was never reported to City managers, the public or media. 

The Extended Incident – A Scandal in the Making  

In March of 2007, a Water Resources Engineer with the City’s Infrastructure Services 

Division noted the unusual flow records from August, 2006 at the John St. CSO while preparing 

an annual report on CSO events for the Ontario Ministry of the Environment (MOE). The 

engineer contacted Sewer Maintenance and Operations and was informed of the 2006 Keefer St. 

regulator incident, which is estimated to have resulted in the discharge of 960 million litres of 

sewage over the period of August 3-15.  This translated to approximately 80 million litres of 

untreated sewage per day or 18% of the volume of wastewater normally received at ROPEC each 

day over this period (OAG, 2008).  There were no records indicating that the City had reported 

the spill to the MOE at the time of the incident, as is required by the Ontario Water Resources 

Act (R.S.O. 1990, C.0.40, s.30 (2)).  The engineer informed the MOE of the spill via telephone 

on April 23, 2007 and notified senior staff in the infrastructure branches of the City of his 

actions.  The MOE requested that the City prepare a report on the details of the incident.  A letter 

outlining the spill was prepared by the Water Resources Engineer, the Program Manager, 

Wastewater Collection and the Manager, Wastewater & Drainage Services and sent to the MOE 

on May 16, 2007 (OAG, 2008). 

 Since August of 2006, Ottawa Public Health (OPH), a municipal body tasked with 

monitoring water quality at the City’s four public beaches, had been investigating the cause of 

elevated levels of E.coli bacteria detected at the Petrie Island beaches during the two weeks the 

Keefer St. CSO was flowing in August of 2006.  These elevated readings had caused the closure 

of the beaches for several weeks.  Environment Canada was also contracted by the City to 
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conduct a parallel study into possible causes of the bacterial contamination.  In the early months 

of 2008 the Water Resources Engineer responsible for reporting the 2006 spill to the MOE 

concluded, after studying the evidence, that there was likely a link between the August, 2006 

sewage spill and the E.coli problems at Petrie Island.  This information was passed to the 

engineer’s superiors on February 15, 2008.  On April 2, 2008, following the release on March 

11, 2008 of a memo to Council from the Medical Officer of Health informing Council that 

OPH’s investigation remained inconclusive (Salisbury, 2008), the same engineer informed a 

representative of OPH of his findings.  At that time, OPH had not yet been made aware of the 

2006 spill.  Also on April 2, 2008, the City’s Director of Water and Wastewater Services 

requested a formal report on the 2006 spill (OAG, 2008). 

 On April 3, 2008 Ottawa’s Community and Protective Services Committee met to review 

the findings of the Environment Canada study into the cause of the Petrie Island bacterial 

contamination of August 2006.  The study could not find the cause of the high E.coli levels.  The 

Director of Water and Wastewater Services was present at this meeting, but did not inform the 

committee of the 2006 spill, or its possible connection to the elevated E.coli levels at the beach 

(OAG, 2008). 

 On May 7, 2008 Councillor Bob Monette of Orleans and a group from the community 

organization Friends of Petrie Island were taking part in a tour of the ROPEC sewage treatment 

facilities when they were unofficially informed of the 2006 spill and the possible connection to 

Petrie Island by the Manager, Wastewater and Drainage Services.  The Councillor proceeded to 

inquire about the reasons behind the City’s failure in communicating the spill to Council, or to 

the parties investigating the 2006 beach closures.  The Deputy City Manager, Public Works and 

Services was officially informed of the 2006 spill on May 13, 2008.  One week later, on May 20 
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the same Deputy City Manager presented a memorandum to council  “to provide information 

related to a recently identified correlation between a 2006 prolonged overflow event from the 

City’s combined sewer area and coincident Petrie Island Beach closures” (OAG, 2008 p7).  The 

memorandum also states that City staff had reported the spill to the MOE immediately after it 

was discovered, as the law requires.  The MOE began a formal investigation into the August 

2006 sewage spill on the same day of this memorandum to council.   

 The possibility of a discrepancy in the reporting of the incident was discovered by the 

Deputy City Manager shortly after the release of the memorandum to council.  In the ensuing 

internal investigation, the individual responsible for reporting sewage spills, the Supervisor, 

Sewer Maintenance and Operations, stated “that he probably informed the MOE the same day or 

the next day” (OAG, 2008 p7).  With this confirmation, the Deputy City Manager released 

another memorandum to council stating that the spill had been reported immediately to the 

MOE.  This prompted a review of the MOE’s files, which found no evidence of any report from 

the City before April 23, 2007, when the incident was reported by the Water Resources Engineer.  

On May 27, 2008 the Deputy City Manager informed the City Council that the spill had not been 

reported at the time of the spill.  The following day the Supervisor, Sewer Maintenance and 

Operations was dismissed for cause.    

 On July 31, 2008 the MOE charged the City of Ottawa under the Ontario Water 

Resources Act with discharging sewage contrary to s.30(1) and with failing to report the spill as 

required by s.30(2) (MOE, 2008).  The City was fined a total of $562,500 for these offences in a 

decision handed down on October 10, 2008.  The City had pled guilty to both offences, for which 

the maximum possible fine was approximately $78 million (CBC News, 2008).  
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Media and Public Response to 2006 CSO Incident 

This incident created a stir outside the City’s bureaucracy as well.  Prior to the 

‘discovery’ of the 2006 CSO incident in May of 2008, speculation had abounded regarding the 

cause of the extended closure of the Petrie Island beaches.  Some had begun to question the 

viability of the public beaches on Petrie Island.  They had so frequently been closed due to low 

water quality that enthusiasm over swimming at the beaches had begun to fade (Ottawa Citizen, 

2006).  When news of the 2006 CSO spill was first published by the Orleans Star on May 15
th

 

(Fouchard, 2008) and later picked up by larger media outlets on May 20
th

, reactions by the public 

and media were animated.  In the days immediately following the May 20
th

 memorandum to 

council, which officially informed City Council of the 2006 spill, the story was headline news 

for the majority of the media organisations in the city.  This media attention ensured that a 

government response to the problems of the spill and the delayed reporting was swift and highly 

visible.  Within two weeks of the May 20
th

 memorandum to council, no less than four official 

investigations were underway or announced.  The City’s Auditor General Alain Lalonde and the 

Ontario MOE had each begun an investigation into the incident.  Additionally, the Mayor of 

Ottawa, Larry O’Brien and Federal Environment Minister John Baird had both promised to 

launch their own investigations, using “an independent investigator” (Rupert, 2008a) and “all 

resources and authorities of the federal government” respectively (Rupert, 2008b).   

 Fanning the flames of public and media outrage, three more CSO spills were reported to 

council before mid-June.  These smaller spills occurred following heavy rains on May 26
th

 and 

31
st
 and June 15

th 
2008.  They were followed by yet another jammed CSO regulator gate on July 

19
th

 2007, which was detected, repaired and reported within a matter of hours (Dare, 2008a).  

However, tempers flared within City council once again when, on July 23
rd

, they were informed 
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that an estimated 10,000 m
3
 of sewage was spilled when the CSO regulator on Kent St. was 

found to be inoperable on June 14
th

, bringing into question the effectiveness of the changes to 

reporting policies implemented in response to the discovery of the Keefer St CSO incident 

(Cummings, 2008a).   

 The City’s legal and public relations challenges were amplified by a legal action brought 

against the City by former kickboxing national champion Jamie Sabourin of Orleans.  In August 

of 2006, Sabourin was making use of the Petrie Island beaches when he lacerated his toe.  The 

cut became infected by E.coli bacteria, requiring several surgeries and months of treatment, and 

he was rendered unable to compete in kickboxing.  Sabourin sued the City for failing to take the 

necessary measures to inform residents of the potential hazards of the using the beaches (CBC 

News, 2006).  Following the public disclosure of the 2006 CSO spill, Sabourin adjusted his 

claim for punitive damages to a new, much higher total of $1.75 million, citing incompetence on 

the part of the City (Jackson, 2008).   At the same time, The Ottawa Citizen published an article 

linking the City’s practice of CSO discharges to health issues, including rashes, boils and skin 

lesions suffered by individuals who regularly bathe in or consume improperly treated water from 

the Ottawa River (Rogers, 2008).    

 Non-governmental organisations also took part in the debate, most prominently the 

Ottawa Riverkeeper.  The Ottawa Riverkeeper is a non-governmental organisation “dedicated to 

protecting, promoting and improving the ecological health and future of the Ottawa River” 

(ORK, 2007).  At their annual general meeting on June 17
th

, 2008 the organisation released a 

statement calling for improved water and wastewater governance on the part of the municipal, 

provincial and federal governments (ORK, 2008).  These statements were repeated by Meredith 
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Brown, head of the Ottawa Riverkeeper organisation, in an article in the Ottawa Citizen on July 

22, 2008 (Brown, 2008).   

 The sustained media attention – over 180 articles and stories in print and online news 

outlets from May to October, 2008  on the subject of the 2006 CSO spill and the state of sewage 

infrastructure within the city provided a strong incentive for the City’s government and 

bureaucracy to make a strong statement regarding their commitment to accountability.  Auditor 

General Alain Lalonde released the preliminary findings of the investigation conducted by his 

office to the City Manager in the first week of September, 2008.  This investigation confirmed 

that the Manager, Wastewater and a Program Manager in the Public Works department were 

each made aware of the 2006 spill in May of 2007, yet neglected to inform their superiors or City 

Council.  These two individuals were dismissed for cause on the same week the results of the 

investigation were made available to the city manager (Rupert and Dare, 2008).  At the same 

time, another senior staff member in public works was suspended without pay for 20 days, and a 

fourth City staffer was formally reprimanded for their role in the 2006 incident.   

Municipal Planning Policy in Ottawa – A Policy Window Opens 

 In 1968, the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton (RMOC) was created by merging 

the City of Ottawa and the old Carleton County.  This new municipal government comprised the 

Cities of Ottawa, Cumberland, Gloucester, Kanata, Nepean, Orleans, Rockcliffe Park and Vanier 

as well as the Townships of Goulbourn, Osgoode, Rideau and West Carleton.  In this two-tiered 

governance structure, the upper-tier Regional government had the primary responsibility for 

providing and maintaining municipal infrastructure across the region, including water and 

wastewater infrastructure.  In 2001, the Provincial government amalgamated the RMOC into a 

single tier municipality to be called simply the City of Ottawa.  The new City is governed by a 
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single mayor presiding over a City Council with representatives from each of the former Cities 

and Townships (Ottawa, 2011a).   

 The amalgamation and creation of the new City served to open a policy window in 

Ottawa by bringing Kingdon’s three streams together.  The unification of the City in 2001 

created a need for new strategic policies designed for the new governance structure.  The City 

identified this as a problem to be addressed, and found a solution in the principles of Smart 

Growth-based policy, which will be discussed in detail below.  The political will to implement 

changes came from the change in government and a desire on the part of the new City’s officials 

to make a statement by refreshing aging policies.   

Municipal Planning Policy in Ottawa – Ottawa 20/20 

With the opening of this policy window the City moved to develop a long-term strategy 

document to provide direction for the formulation of planning and policy documents.  This 

strategy, entitled Ottawa 20/20, was created by City staff with public input taken from surveys, 

online questionnaires and public meetings.  This strategy document was intended to be “a 

framework for managing growth over the next 20 years in ways that will reinforce the qualities 

most valued by the city’s residents” (Ottawa, 2003a p3).  With this document, the City identified 

7 principles to guide long-term planning and growth management.  These principles are 

presented in Box 3. 

Box 3: Planning Principles Informing Ottawa 20/20 (Ottawa, 2003a) 
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Under the strategic direction of the Ottawa 20/20 document, five major planning 

documents were released in 2003.  The Official Plan (OP; Ottawa, 2003b) and Environmental 

Strategy (ES; Ottawa, 2003c), along with the Human Services Plan, Arts and Heritage Plan and 

the Economic Strategy were created to further the ideals and goals of the 20/20 strategy.  Each of 

these five major growth management plans was linked to several supporting plans.  The subject 

area of this paper ties in most closely with the Official Plan, the Environmental Strategy and 

their supporting documents, the Infrastructure Master Plan (IMP; Ottawa, 2003d), which further 

operationalizes the Official Plan and the Water Environment Strategy, which was promised 

under the Environmental Strategy in 2003 (ES; Ottawa, 2003c), but had not yet been completed 

at the publication of this paper. 

 This collection of planning and strategy documents was intended to manage population 

growth to 2020 by utilizing the principles of Smart Growth (Ottawa, 2003a p3).  As growth in 

population is inevitable, and indeed desirable, the City’s planning regime was designed to foster 

“development that enhances the quality of life in communities, complements ecosystem 

functioning, and uses tax revenues wisely” (Ottawa, 2003a pp3-4).  As a high-level strategic 

document, Ottawa 20/20 contains limited information regarding actual or intended policies or 

projects, including those relating to the management of water quality or water and wastewater 

infrastructure.  The document does recognise the importance of water resources and watershed 

planning.  It also confirms continued support of the existing Water Environment Protection 

Program as well as the creation of a Water Environment Model, both intended to provide 

effective monitoring of water quality within the City (Ottawa, 2003a p14).  The 20/20 document 

also provides for an ongoing monitoring of the City’s success in achieving the goals set out in 

the document.  A list of indicators of progress is provided.  While groundwater quality and 
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stream-bank health are among the proposed indicators, surface water quality is not.  In fact, the 

Ottawa and Rideau Rivers are only referred to within the 20/20 document in the context of 

natural heritage landscapes, with no mention of environmental or human health concerns 

(Ottawa, 2003a p13).   

 The City’s primary growth management and planning document is the Official Plan.  

Supported by the Infrastructure, Transportation and Greenspace Master Plans, the Official plan 

sets out many of the City’s policies for directing growth to 2020 in accordance with the 

principles and priorities identified in the 20/20 document.  In addition to its focus on growth 

management, the OP contains commitments to manage existing urban infrastructure to address 

current challenges, including water quality within the urban boundaries (Ottawa, 2003b s1 p1).  

The OP is constructed around two principles, sustainable development and integration.  Adopting 

the Brundtland definition of sustainable development, as “development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(UN, 1987), the OP and its supporting plans are intended to provide “a better quality of life for 

everyone, now and for generations to come” (Ottawa, 2003b, s1 p3).  To achieve this objective, 

the City’s planning regime focuses on integrating social, economic and environmental 

management into one planning and policy structure (Ottawa, 2003b, s1 p3).   

 As a high-level planning document, the OP establishes in a general fashion the manner in 

which policies, plans and projects initiated under the aegis of the OP will meet the principles and 

priorities set out in the strategic plan.  Of particular interest to this paper are several policy 

statements regarding environmental and physical infrastructure concerns.  The OP states that in 

order to respond to the ‘Green and Environmentally-Sensitive City’ principle of the 20/20 

strategy, it supports “planning on the basis of natural systems to protect and enhance natural 
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processes and ecological functions... [including] groundwater and surface water protection” 

(Ottawa, 2003b s1 p9).  Other significant policies within the OP include commitments to ensure 

that development occurs in accordance with the capacity of existing drainage systems (Ottawa, 

2003b s2 p21),  and that the City will prepare and enforce watershed and sub-watershed plans to 

ensure the integrity of natural systems (Ottawa, 2003b s2 p24).  Finally, the OP states; “The City 

will protect surface and groundwater resources, including recharge and headwater or discharge 

areas” (Ottawa, 2003b s2 p23). 

 The second of the major planning documents that is important to this paper is the City’s 

Environmental Strategy.  The purpose of the ES is to declare the broad policy and planning 

initiatives that will “demonstrate environmental leadership locally, nationally and globally” 

(Ottawa, 2003c p14).  The focus of the ES is the implementation of best management practices in 

several environmentally relevant sectors.  The ES itself is comprised of four major components 

which outline the City’s commitments to incorporating environmental best management 

practices in the areas of ‘Setting Goals and Corporate Commitments’, ‘Strategic and Project 

Planning’, Corporate Environmental Action Planning’ and ‘Target Setting and Monitoring’ 

(Ottawa, 2003c p17).  The strategic direction established in the ES includes commitments to 

“incorporate environmental factors and costs into the City’s decision-making on policies, 

programs and initiatives,” “demonstrate and promote leadership in environmental stewardship 

through application of innovative methods and practices,” “take an ecosystem management 

approach in the protection of our natural resource features” and to “measure, assess, and report 

on progress of the City on these commitments, using a meaningful, simple and consultative 

process” (Ottawa, 2003c pp21-22).  Furthermore, the City committed to preparing plans and 

strategies to address groundwater, green spaces, forests, waste management, air quality and 
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climate change under the ES (Ottawa, 2003c p23).  Significantly, the ES contains a commitment 

to develop a Water Environment Strategy within two years (Ottawa, 2003c p33).  While this 

commitment was made with the release of the ES in 2003, development of the Water 

Environment Strategy was not initiated until 2010 and is yet to be completed.  As the ES is a 

high level strategy document, much of the discussion of methods of implementation is reserved 

for the supporting plans.  However, the ES does establish the requirements for a Corporate 

Environmental Action Plan.  This plan, which is to be reviewed and updated at least every five 

years, sets out the projects and plans to be undertaken by the City to achieve the commitments 

discussed above (Ottawa, 2003c p34).   The first such action plan was created in 2004 and 

consisted largely of commitments to accurately inventory City personnel and equipment and to   

establish environmental benchmarks for future planning exercises.  Many of these programs 

were ongoing in 2008, when the action plan was updated, while some new projects had been 

initiated based on the data collected, such as the City’s GHG reduction projects (Ottawa, 2004). 

 The City’s Infrastructure Master Plan, as a supporting document of the OP, 

operationalizes the commitments made in both the OP and 20/20 strategy documents.  Protecting 

the integrity and health of local water resources is identified as a priority of infrastructure 

management, as “planning of infrastructure must put foremost the long term sustainability of 

local water resources” (Ottawa, 2003d p44).  When the IMP was released in 2003 the Provincial 

government was in the process of establishing legislation governing the protection of drinking 

water sources.  Within the IMP, the City commits to taking a “leading role in source water 

protection,” with effective infrastructure management as an important component of that 

commitment (Ottawa, 2003d p54).  As in the OP, integration is the cornerstone of the IMP.  The 

IMP establishes the City’s commitment to integrate planning of water, wastewater and 
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stormwater projects, as well as integrating growth planning with rehabilitation of existing 

infrastructure (Ottawa, 2003d p43).  Policies in the IMP move beyond physical infrastructure, 

emphasizing the importance of natural, human and fiscal asset management to the sustainable 

development of the City (Ottawa, 2003d p14).  Significantly, in the context of the 2006 CSO and 

subsequent events, the 2003 IMP recognizes the value of effective communications, both within 

the City corporate environment and with external agencies (Ottawa, 2003d p14).  Furthermore, 

the IMP states; “it is important that each player understands his or her own role and understands 

and respects the roles of others” (Ottawa, 2003d p64).  The City makes several commitments in 

the IMP to establish and maintain effective lines of communication both within its own 

bureaucracy and with external agencies (Ottawa, 2003d p65).    

 As an operational document, the IMP presents a list of capital projects prioritised for 

completion in one of three time frames.  For the 2003 IMP, this list was adapted from a similar 

list created by the RMOC in 1997 under the Regional Water and Wastewater Master Plans.  The 

list of capital projects contains a number of water, sewer and stormwater infrastructure projects 

to be completed on schedules ranging from the near term (3-4 years) to the long term (2011-

2021).  Of interest to this paper, the City identified the need for effective flow and physical 

condition monitoring programs to “facilitate maximization of the use of available infrastructure 

system capacity and deferring to the extent possible costly rehabilitation projects” (Ottawa, 

2003d p19).  The time frame identified for this commitment was the ‘mid-long-term’ (2007-

2021).  As discussed previously, the CSO event of August 2006 could have been largely 

prevented had such effective monitoring programs been in place.  The extent of the City’s 

commitment to monitoring system performance within the 2003 IMP is limited to a pledge that 
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“the City will, over time, maintain sufficient permanent real time monitoring devices to provide 

the level of detail required to predict and plan for systems performance” (Ottawa, 2003d p31).  

 Within the IMP, emphasis is placed on demand management as a means to reduce the 

flow of wastewater, thus extending the operational life of urban infrastructure.  In combined 

sewer systems, effective demand management resulting in decreased flows of sanitary waste can 

result in an increase in available system capacity during wet weather events, reducing the volume 

of flow to be diverted from the system.  The City recognizes this reality in the IMP, stating that 

“demand planning can reduce the impacts of land use and infrastructure on the environment and 

help to preserve natural resources” (Ottawa, 2003d p25).  The City also identifies the creation of 

a wet weather strategy, addressing the removal of peak flow sources during wet weather events, 

as a priority in managing peak flows through sanitary and combined sewers (Ottawa, 2003d 

p28).   

 Regarding the inspection, maintenance and replacement of physical infrastructure, the 

IMP acknowledges the importance of having the most accurate and relevant data upon which to 

base planning decisions.  IMP policies on infrastructure monitoring and inspection are directed to 

ensure that “asset decisions (whether for renewal or new emplacement) are consistently made 

with the appropriate knowledge and consequence information representative of the total expected 

life or use of the asset” (Ottawa, 2003d p39).  To obtain such knowledge and information, the 

City pledges to, over time “maintain comprehensive inventories of all assets, including 

deterioration characteristics inventoried with a frequency to ensure effective asset management” 

(Ottawa, 2003d p60).   
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 Post-Spill Policy Change 

Following the guidelines for internal review set out in the Ottawa 20/20 document, the 

City released updated versions of the major planning documents in 2009.  Changes relevant to 

this paper were made to the Official Plan and the Infrastructure Master Plan and an updated 

Environmental Strategy is set to be released in 2012.  Additionally, preparation of the Water 

Environment Strategy promised under the 2003 Environmental Strategy commenced in early 

2010.  These most recent planning and policy documents are largely updated and modified 

versions of the original documents.  As such, they are based on the same guiding principles 

identified in the development of the 20/20 strategy, though the scandal surrounding the 2006 

sewage spill may have resulted in a shift of certain priorities, to be discussed below.   

 Following the 2009 update, the Official Plan remains largely unchanged in regard to 

policies governing sewers, CSOs and communications.  However, in addition to its continued 

focus on encouraging and directing growth, the 2009 OP is more explicitly concerned with 

managing and minimizing the impacts of growth on existing infrastructure.  As an example, the 

2009 OP contains a commitment to develop a capacity management system for piped 

infrastructure, including water and wastewater, to better integrate system capacity concerns into 

the growth planning process (Ottawa, 2009a s2 p25).  Additionally, the updated OP makes more 

frequent reference to the potential impacts of wet weather events on wastewater system 

performance, including provisions to account for more extreme weather events in planning for 

infrastructure development and retrofit planning (Ottawa, 2009a, s2 p19;35) and requiring 

stormwater management plans for areas previously developed without dedicated stormwater 

infrastructure (Ottawa, 2009a s2 p32).   
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 Receiving a more significant overhaul in 2009 was the Infrastructure Master Plan.  

Firstly, the rhetoric regarding protection of the environment and natural systems has been 

increased.  Sections 1 and 2 of the new IMP make repeated references to “protection of the 

natural environment,” “the health of the Ottawa River” and source water protection (Ottawa, 

2009b pp7-13).  The 2009 IMP also confirms the City’s commitment to comply with and support 

provincial regulations governing water quality, including the Clean Water Act, the Safe Drinking 

Water Act and procedure F5-5 of the Ministry of the Environment, which regulates sewage 

discharges (Ottawa, 2009b pp12-15).  The impact of events such as the CSO controversy of 2008 

can be seen in the changes made to the IMP in 2009;  “Failures in our infrastructure systems, 

however infrequent, provide us with reminders of the importance of infrastructure in our daily 

personal and business lives and on their importance in protecting the quality of our environment” 

(Ottawa, 2009b p14).  Such statements were simply not found in the original IMP document, 

released prior to the 2008 CSO incidents. 

 The new IMP contains more than rhetoric.  Changes to infrastructure policies also reflect 

the rising importance of maintaining existing systems to the City’s policy-makers.  The 

commitment to Real-Time-Controls (RTC), a monitoring procedure mentioned in the previous 

IMP, is re-affirmed and expanded in the 2009 document (Ottawa, 2009b p33).  Source water 

protection, which was in its infancy in 2003, has a more prominent position in the 2009 IMP.  

The IMP recognizes the important role played by the Ottawa River in providing a source of 

drinking water as well as a depository for wastewater (Ottawa, 2009b pp55-56) and 

acknowledges that the infrastructure systems within the City can negatively impact natural 

systems and human settlements downstream (Ottawa, 2009b p60).  Despite these 

acknowledgements, the IMP merely pledges future cooperation with source-protection 
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authorities and other bodies with the goal of preserving the health of the Ottawa River (Ottawa, 

2009b pp55-60).   

 Regarding the challenges associated with intensifying urban development, the new IMP 

plainly sets out that Ottawa’s aging sewer infrastructure is an important factor in planning new 

development.  Improvement in the assessment and inspection of the sewer infrastructure is 

highlighted as a critical need, and is to be conducted alongside the RTC programs (Ottawa, 

2009b pp61-62).  In order to ensure that sufficient sewage infrastructure is provided to areas of 

redevelopment or intensification, the IMP outlines a program of capacity monitoring.  Under this 

program, which gives “special attention to collectors such as the West Nepean and Ottawa 

Outfall-Interceptor System that serve combined sewer areas,” the capacity of piped infrastructure 

is to be assessed during both dry and wet weather to determine both the capacity of the systems 

to support expanded development and to target rehabilitation and upgrade efforts where they are 

most necessary (Ottawa, 2009b p71).  As in the 2003 IMP, the most recent version of the 

document contains a revised list of capital projects for both the near and long terms.  While many 

of these projects will be discussed in greater detail below, it is significant that flow monitoring 

programs have been granted an increased level of funding over the previous capital projects list 

in both the near and long terms (Ottawa, 2009b p119). 

Project-Based Responses: ORWQA and ORAP  

In June of 2009, Ottawa City Council received the Ottawa River Water Quality 

Assessment.  This assessment was initiated as a response to the CSO incidents of 2008.  The 

primary deliverable of the assessment was a detailed computer model of flow patterns in the 

Ottawa River adjacent to the City.  Using this model, City staff determined that CSOs and 

stormwater runoff were both significant causes of elevated bacterial counts in the Ottawa River 
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(Ottawa, 2009c p1).  Additionally, by manipulating the model, the effectiveness of various 

planning scenarios in response to the issue of CSO discharges could be tested.  Based on the 

results of this modelling exercise, several projects were recommended for consideration.   

 Upon receipt of the Water Quality Assessment Report, City Council approved the 

development of the Ottawa River Action Plan (ORAP).  The ORAP contains a list of priority 

projects and programs to address the issue of CSO discharges.  City staff prepared three possible 

scenarios for ameliorating the CSO concern.  These scenarios presented three different end 

points, ranging from a significant reduction in CSO events, likely bringing the City into 

compliance with Provincial regulations, to the complete elimination of combined sewers within 

the City (Ottawa, 2010b p17).  These scenarios ranged in cost and time-scale from $40 million 

over 5 years to approximately $2 billion over more than 30 years (Ottawa, 2010b p17).  A 

questionnaire explaining each of the scenarios was prepared and presented to the public.  Over 

70 percent of respondents selected option B, which would reduce the frequency of CSO events to 

one in an average year (with weather equivalent to that of 1980) at a cost of between $95-140 

million over 5 years (Ottawa, 2010b p18).  Option B relies on constructing extensive 

underground storage facilities to contain excess flows of combined sewage during wet weather 

events, releasing the contained sewage as peak flows subside (Ottawa, 2010b pp17-18).  This 

option does not require the separation of existing combined sewers within the older areas of the 

City, an area referred to as the Ultimate Combined Sewer Area (UCSA).   

 With the choice of scenario B by members of the public, as well as local environmental 

organizations, the ORAP was finalized and presented to Council in February of 2010.  The 

ORAP is a short term action plan, containing a list of 17 priority projects to be commenced 

within 5 years.  These projects include Real-Time Controls, CSO and stream monitoring, 
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construction of underground storage tanks within the UCSA, separation of combined sewers 

outside of the UCSA, as well as the development of stormwater management plans and public 

education programs (Ottawa, 2010b).  The total cost to fund these projects is estimated at over 

$250 million dollars over 5 years.  Successful completion of all ORAP projects should, 

according to the model created in the Ottawa River Water Quality Assessment, significantly 

reduce bacterial loading in the Ottawa River from CSO events (Ottawa, 2009c p2).  To address 

the health of the City’s aquatic ecosystems into the future, the ORAP contains funding for the 

development of a long term Water Environment Strategy (WES).  Development of this document 

has commenced, yet no schedule for its release has been set.  According to preliminary 

information, the WES is to be based upon a watershed planning approach, utilizing the existing 

Stormwater Management Plan and the Lower Rideau Watershed Strategy as starting points 

(Ottawa 2011b pp19-20).   

SEA in Ottawa: Pre-Spill and Ottawa 20/20 

 The policy documents created under the Ottawa 20/20 initiative and updated in 2009 

contain elements characteristic of SEA and SEA-type practices.  However, there is no evidence 

of intent on the part of the City to implement components of SEA into these policies.  Instead, 

the 20/20 initiative was inspired by the principles of Smart Growth.   

 Smart Growth is a set of planning principles intended to ensure that urban growth and 

development occurs in a manner that improves residents’ quality of life.  While Smart Growth is 

focussed on urban growth policy and SEA is more widely applicable, both are tools for 

developing policies that encourage projects with fewer negative environmental, social and 

economic impacts.  There are several practical similarities and crossovers between Smart Growth 

and SEA.  Smart Growth is based on 10 guiding principles, including community and 
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stakeholder participation in development decisions, accountability and transparency in 

development processes and the preservation of natural spaces (Smart Growth Network, 2011).  

These, and the other principles of Smart Growth, after being filtered through the 20/20 process, 

resulted in the inclusion of SEA-type initiatives in the City’s policies.   

 The policy framework of the new City of Ottawa was developed during the Ottawa 20/20 

planning initiative.  As previously described in this paper, the 20/20 process was a collaborative 

and participative effort to incorporate the needs and desires of the City’s residents into the 

policies that would guide the City’s development into the future.  At this stage in the policy 

development process, characteristics of SEA-type initiatives are prominent.  This paper has 

suggested that a defining characteristic of SEA is that it is built on the principle of deterministic, 

cause and effect policy creation.  Under an SEA influenced regime, the policy making body 

determines the desired effect or outcome, and designs policies that are most likely to lead to the 

desired end.  The 20/20 process represents the first stage towards developing a SEA-led policy 

framework; the identification of desired outcomes.  Through consultation and cooperation with 

private citizens, interest groups and other local authoritative bodies, the City defined a vision for 

the future and established goals that would enable the creation of a policy framework designed to 

guide the City towards this vision. 

 The participative phase of the Ottawa 20/20 planning initiative resulted in the creation of 

a vision statement and several supporting plans, each with associated sub-plans and programs.  

As the ideological source of the City’s planning documents, the vision statement contains several 

examples of elements of SEA couched in Smart Growth rhetoric.  The International Association 

for Impact Assessment (2002) identifies an emphasis on the “interrelationships of [the] 

biophysical, social and economic” as one of the characteristics of SEA-type policy development.  
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The same organization also points to sustainability, accountability and wide participation as 

further criteria for SEA.  The 20/20 vision statement and the growth management strategy which 

resulted from it contain several examples of these characteristics.  Within the 20/20 vision 

statement, the City commits to a holistic and participative approach to governance and planning; 

integrating environmental, economic and social concerns in the development of plans and 

policies and ensuring that sustainability plays a prominent role in future planning exercises.  

These commitments demonstrate that the City has recognized the importance of these 

characteristic aspects of both Smart Growth and SEA in maintaining a healthy and functional 

city.  Appearing as they do in visioning documents, these examples of SEA-type thinking are 

largely rhetorical, with actual implementation left to subsequent plans and policies.  

Nevertheless, these rhetorical examples represent clear evidence that SEA-type considerations 

were indeed appearing in the development process of the City’s first full policy regime.   

 As parts of the uppermost tier of policy documents governing the everyday actions of the 

City, the Official Plan and Environmental Strategy of 2003 were the primary routes of translating 

theoretical visions and strategies into working policy.  The City’s original 2003 Official Plan 

provides a “framework for managing growth in ways that reinforce the qualities of the City that 

are most valued by its residents” (Ottawa, 2003b s1 p1).  The OP contains policies intended to 

address the challenges of anticipated growth, as well as existing problems and concerns within 

the City, such as water pollution and traffic congestion (Ottawa, 2003b s1 p1).  With the 

principal of sustainable development as a guide, the OP provides policy support for integrating 

social, economic and environmental management.  The OP’s focus on sustainable development 

and integrative planning demonstrate that urban development policies consistent with some of 

the characteristics of SEA have resulted from the City’s planning initiatives.  Additionally, 
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policies of participatory and collaborative planning appear repeatedly in the OP.  These policies 

are most often linked with the development of community design plans.  These plans are seen as 

key tools in achieving the goals of the 20/20 vision and emphasize the importance to the City of 

participation and accountability in municipal governance.   

 Created under the aegis of the OP, the Infrastructure Master Plan further refines the 

strategic directions of the OP as they relate to infrastructure planning and maintenance.  While 

definitions of SEA abound in the literature, determining the presence of SEA in practice is a 

difficult and subjective task.  Sitting as it does three steps removed from the strategic visions 

outlined in the 20/20 strategy, elements of SEA within the IMP tend to be distorted by the 

conventional practicalities of real-world policy implementation.  It is difficult to point to specific 

policies within the IMP and identify the influence of SEA.  However, the IMP does contain 

recurring themes that bring to mind the characteristics of SEA.  Throughout the IMP, the 

importance of integration of multiple perspectives in planning and decision-making processes is 

stressed, as is a strong focus on sustainability of both infrastructure and natural systems.  The 

IMP also creates a strong monitoring and information-gathering requirement to aid in making 

appropriate planning decisions. 

 Operating on the same tier as the OP is the City’s Environmental Strategy.  The ES is the 

primary source of policies related to the City’s vision for the state of the urban and natural 

environment of the Ottawa area.  Based on goals developed in consultation with residents during 

the 20/20 process, the ES incorporates more elements of SEA than any of the other planning 

documents released by the City in 2003.  The ES explicitly identifies integration of social, 

environmental and economic concerns as both a significant challenge and a potential source of 

exponential growth in the benefits of well designed policy.  The common thread within the 20/20 
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derived policies of stakeholder consultation and participatory planning continues in the ES, as 

does an emphasis on creating plans and policies which foster sustainable development.  In 

addition to the policies contained within it, the ES provides for the development and 

implementation of a series of supporting plans.  These plans contain policies and programs to 

allow the City to gather information, implement policy solutions and monitor the status of 

several environmental areas, including; groundwater, green spaces, forests, solid waste 

management, air quality and climate change, surface waters and biodiversity.  The collection of 

reliable and usable information to guide development decisions is an important characteristic of 

SEA (IAIA, 2002).  The ES also presents a requirement for all proposed subdivisions and major 

site or zoning plans to undergo an integrated environmental review intended to identify and 

address the interconnections between different environmental and social concerns.  Essentially, 

the integrated review requires that all potential impacts of proposed development projects be 

examined and, if needed, the projects must be re-designed to better meet the policies of the ES 

and OP (Ottawa, 2003c).  These policies within the 2003 ES represent several examples of SEA-

type initiatives.  SEA is integrative, focused on sustainability, participative and accountable 

(IAIA, 2002).  Elements of these characteristics can be found in the Master Plans and other 

supporting policy documents as well as the City’s high level policy documents prior to the 2006 

sewage spill.  However, these elements exist independent of a larger, integrated SEA-based 

framework, suggesting a lack of intent on the part of the City to fully incorporate the principles 

of SEA or Smart Growth into the entirety of its planning and policy regime.   

SEA in Post-Spill Policy Changes 

 The 20/20 strategy and its supporting policies was due for its first five-year review in 

2008.  The sewage spill scandal occurred coincidentally with this review process and likely 



 

52 

 

influenced its results.  The revised policy documents, released in 2009, contain numerous small 

changes to specific policies, but few large-scale revisions.  The strategies developed in the 20/20 

initiative were left unchanged by the review process, leaving most of the elements of SEA 

previously discussed in place.  Changes to planning policies occurred largely within the more 

operational and less strategic areas of policy.  Of the upper-tier planning documents of concern 

to this paper, the Official Plan received the most numerous updates, though these were mostly 

modest ‘tweaks’ to existing policies with little relevance to this paper.  However, one recurring 

theme of the updates to the OP and the IMP was an increased commitment to monitoring and 

data gathering across all areas of development and infrastructure planning (Ottawa, 2009a; 

Ottawa, 2009b).  This newfound thirst for information to aid in decision-making is also revealed 

in the Ottawa River Action Plan, a sub-plan of the Environmental Strategy closely integrated 

with the IMP.  While the ORAP itself is almost entirely a simple list of projects to be completed, 

several of the projects and programs listed contain a strong monitoring commitment (Ottawa, 

2010b).  The 2009 revisions to the City’s planning policies demonstrate a commitment to the 

strategy developed during the 20/20 initiative and the Smart Growth principles that informed it.  

Since the strategy guiding the development of policy in Ottawa was not altered following the 

2006 sewage spill, the policy changes following the incident do not significantly alter the role or 

prominence of SEA in the City’s planning policy.  

SEA in Project Responses (ORAP)  

 Although the City’s policies were not expressly created to incorporate elements of SEA, 

the SEA-type policy structures which emerged from the Smart Growth themed policy 

development process influenced the manner in which the City reacted to the 2006 CSO incident.  

To date, the City’s most prominent response to the CSO issue has been the release of the Ottawa 
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River Action Plan (ORAP).  As previously described, the development of the ORAP was 

initiated by the commissioning of an assessment of water quality in the Ottawa River.  The 

primary product of the Ottawa River Water Quality Assessment report was a computer model of 

pollution flow patterns in the Ottawa River.  This model was used to predict the impacts of 

various projects to reduce CSO events.   

 Armed with the pollution flow data acquired from the Water Quality Assessment, the 

City developed the ORAP, a list of projects and programs designed to reduce CSO events to 

meet or exceed Provincial guidelines.  The centerpiece of the ORAP is a series of infrastructure 

projects to prevent wet weather runoff from causing CSO events.  Three scenarios reflecting 

varying project costs and degrees of combined sewage diversion were developed and presented 

to the public in a series of open meetings and consultations as well as using online methods to 

gather comments and build consensus regarding the most appropriate response to the CSO issue 

(Ottawa, 2010b).  In addition to this large-scale infrastructure project, the ORAP contains several 

short and long-term projects intended to compliment the combined sewage storage project 

chosen as the primary response to prevent CSO events.  Importantly, the ORAP also provides a 

mandate and funding for long-term monitoring of CSOs and related water quality issues into the 

future (Ottawa, 2010b).  This demonstrates the City’s intent to treat the CSO issue as an ongoing 

concern and not merely a structural problem to be fixed by a capital project. 

 The development and form of the ORAP may be seen as demonstrative of the 

effectiveness of the SEA-type policy elements incorporated into the City’s policy framework by 

the 20/20 process.  SEA has been defined as being integrated, sustainability-led, focused, 

accountable, participatory and iterative (IAIA, 2002).  These characteristics of SEA can be 

identified in the ORAP and the process leading to its creation.  The development of the ORAP 



 

54 

 

displays a dedication to the principle of integration in planning put forward in the 20/20 vision 

statement.  The planning process for the ORAP, particularly the centerpiece underground 

wastewater storage project, exhibited a focus on achieving a balance of environmental, social 

and economic concerns and ensured that data regarding the potential impacts of ORAP projects 

was available early in the process in order to ensure an informed decision-making process.  The 

ORAP is also sustainability oriented.  The ORAP is designed as a long-term plan to improve the 

health of the Ottawa River, and the projects and programs initiated under the plan support this 

goal.  The International Association for Impact Assessment states that SEA is focused; providing 

“sufficient, reliable and useable information for development planning and decision-making,” 

and operating in a time and cost-effective manner (IAIA, 2002).  The Ottawa River Water 

Quality Assessment report, which informed the creation of the ORAP, was commissioned by the 

City to gather reliable data on which to base policy decisions (Ottawa, 2009c).  By acting to 

ensure a full understanding of the environment in which they were operating as well as 

maintaining a schedule which allowed for full consultation but kept costs and duration under 

control, the City’s SEA-type planning structures benefitted the development of the ORAP.  The 

ORAP is also an accountable and participatory governance initiative.  The City accepted the 

responsibility for the CSO problem and developed a solution utilizing an open and participatory 

process that allowed for a variety of concerns to be identified and addressed.  Finally, the ORAP 

presents an iterative approach to environmental and infrastructure management.  The initial 

Water Quality Assessment report provided valuable environmental information early in the 

decision-making process, and the monitoring programs created within the ORAP ensure that the 

collection of such data will continue into the future, providing a means of assessing the efficacy 

of the ORAP projects and, if needed, developing a second iteration of the plan.   
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Discussion and Conclusions 

 Strategic Environmental Assessment has been defined as a tool to foster the development 

of policies, plans and projects representative of a strategic, long-term planning vision.  In each of 

the case studies presented in this paper, the governing municipality has developed a strategic 

vision for their jurisdiction in cooperation and consultation with community stakeholders.  Each 

of these visions was based on the ideals that the communities be safe, livable and 

environmentally friendly.  Both municipalities recognized the need for the development of a fair, 

effective and conscientious policy framework to guide them towards their desired ends.  The 

Regional Municipality of York identified SEA as the policy development tool most likely to lead 

to successful implementation of their strategic vision.  The City of Ottawa chose to develop their 

policy framework under the banner of Smart Growth, an ideology consistent with  many 

characteristics of SEA – e.g. higher level PPP development that is tiered to lower level policy 

down to ground level implementation.   

 In York Region, the impetus for policy change came from the 16
th

 Avenue dewatering 

incident, which exposed deficiencies within the Regional planning and environmental 

assessment policies.  In response to this incident the Region undertook to recreate the regional 

policy framework to promote the development of policies, plans and projects which reflect the 

Region’s commitments to fairness, equity and environmental protection.  Long-term strategic 

policies typifying these ideals were woven throughout Regional plans from the Water and 

Wastewater Master Plan to the York Region Sustainability Strategy.  York Region has received 

praise from both academic and practicing planning professionals for the scope and scale of their 

commitment to the principles of SEA.  While in many respects it remains too early to judge the 
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effectiveness of the Region’s SEA-based policy redevelopment, the future of planning and 

environmental assessment in York Region appears in many respects to be bright.   

 The City of Ottawa has also engaged in a major re-design of its framework guiding 

policy development.  Completed in 2003, the policy re-design process was based on the 

principles of Smart Growth and resulted in the inclusion of many SEA-type policy measures.  

Despite a wide-spread policy re-alignment similar in many respects to the changes brought forth 

in York Region, the City of Ottawa experienced an environmental incident similar in scale to the 

16
th

 Avenue incident.  Three years after the new policy regime was put into place, a breakdown 

in sewage infrastructure caused by failures in operational plans and procedures led to an illegal 

discharge of untreated sewage waste into the Ottawa River totaling approximately 1 million 

cubic metres.   This event identified previously unseen flaws in the implementation of the City`s 

policy framework and highlights the challenges of both successfully incorporating progressive 

elements into municipal policies and of taking effective action when presented with policy crises.  

Post-Spill Policy Window in Ottawa 

While the case may certainly be made that a policy window was opened in Ottawa following the 

CSO scandal of May, 2008, the circumstances surrounding this window are less clear than those 

leading to the 2001 policy window in Ottawa.  The CSO scandal certainly provided the political 

will to make changes, as public outrage over the City’s handling of the CSO infrastructure 

peaked over the summer of 2008.  Many problems were also identified by the City.  

Communications and incident reporting directives, personnel qualifications and maintenance 

procedures were all found to be faulty.  Solutions to these problems were identified and 

implemented by the City.  Thus, it could be argued that a policy window did open in 2008, 

leading to changes in lower-tier municipal policy and the approval of new infrastructure projects.  



 

57 

 

However, this paper is concerned more with upper-tier and strategic policy than operational 

directives and projects.  From that perspective it is unclear at the time of this publication if the 

City has identified any problems in their upper-tier policies or made efforts to implement 

solutions.  As stated above, the amendments made to many of the higher-tier policy documents 

in 2009 were made at that time simply as part of the 5-year review process.  While the precise 

nature of the amendments may certainly have been influenced by the events surrounding the 

2008 CSO scandal, they likely do not reflect the significant policy change that could be expected 

if the City had identified major problems with the policies.  At the time of this publication, the 

ES is being reviewed and possibly updated.  This review is occurring outside of the 5-year cycle, 

potentially suggesting that the series of events initiated by the 2008 CSO scandal have opened a 

policy window three years later.  Without access to the revised ES and the forthcoming WES, it 

is difficult to say with confidence that a policy window was indeed opened by the 2008 CSO 

scandal. 

Conclusion #1: Tiering as crucial in achieving strategic goals 

 Tiering is a vital aspect of SEA and SEA derived policy frameworks.  Under SEA, the 

principles and ideals that inform the strategic vision of the policy-making body should flow  

downwards from the highest tiers of policy to the lowest, influencing the development of 

policies, plans and projects at each level.  Popular organizational theory holds that such tiering 

should occur naturally, as the values informing the upper tiers ‘trickle down’ through the 

organization (Gunn and Noble, 2011).  In York Region, tiering was identified early in the policy 

redevelopment process as essential to long-term success in fulfilling the goals of an SEA-based 

policy regime.  This is evident in both the simultaneous revisions to the Infrastructure and 

Transportation Master Plans and the incorporation of existing provincial policy into the new 



 

58 

 

municipal PPPs.  Such tiering helps to ensure that municipal directives at all levels work in 

concert to achieve the goals identified by the municipality to promote sustainability.   

However, in Ottawa it is found that this ‘trickle down’ effect did not occur following the 

implementation of the City`s 2003 policy framework.  Although the policy regime developed 

through the Ottawa 20/20 initiative had been in place and active for three years, the departments 

within the City responsible for implementing City directives regarding wastewater were 

operating from policies and procedures created under the Regional Municipality of Ottawa 

Carleton that were not representative of the vision and principles of the new City.  This 

represents a failure on the part of the City to embed the principles informing the 20/20 policy 

development into its operational directives, possibly due to a lack of long-term commitment to 

the principles derived from the 20/20 process or an excessive faith in the effectiveness of the 

‘trickle-down’ effect.  Whether a greater effort to ensure the proper tiering of the SEA-type 

policies created in 2003 would have prevented the 2006 CSO discharge is unknown, as the 

infrastructure was at the end of its designed operational life, and may have failed even with 

improvements in maintenance and monitoring procedures.  What is certain is that the City of 

Ottawa was made to endure the embarrassment and costs of a major environmental and public 

health incident as a result of failing to adequately entrench within the bureaucracy the principles 

which informed the creation of the City’s strategic vision. 

Conclusion #2: A progressive and open-minded government is required to 

advance SEA 

 Performing the same action and expecting different results is a common, if not quite 

precise definition of insanity.  Responsible and effective governing bodies must occasionally 

recognize that current methods are producing unsatisfactory results and that a change is required.  
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Both York Region and the City of Ottawa were presented with opportunities to enact change.  

Their reactions to those opportunities may have been indicative of their relative willingness to 

think ‘outside-the-box’ when presented with a challenge to the status quo methods of municipal 

governance. 

 York Region was presented with evidence of a project EA and approvals process which 

was performing in an unsatisfactory manner, failing to adequately protect environmental and 

human well-being within the Region.  Rather than attempting to salvage existing policies and 

procedures, the Regional government chose to explore alternative options.  Understanding that 

new ideas sometimes require a fresh perspective, the regional government contacted other 

stakeholders in the York Region to gain a better understanding of the faults and limitations of 

existing policy.  Consultations with NGOs such as STORM resulted in the establishment of 

working groups, both formal and informal, devoted to rectifying the shortcomings of EA and 

project approval policy.  While such contacts proved useful in setting an agenda for change and 

in establishing a general vision of what future policy should be, York Region recognized that an 

unconventional methodology was likely to be required to realize that vision.  The regional 

government thus reached out to the academic community, which both suggested SEA as a 

suitable tool for creating the desired change and assisted in its implementation.  By looking 

outside of the organization and being open to new ideas, York Region was able to develop a 

policy regime which is likely to bring about the type of institutional and procedural changes 

envisioned in the consultations following the 16
th

 Avenue incident. 

 In contrast, and as has already been discussed, the City of Ottawa’s initial response to the 

CSO scandal of 2008 was simply the dismissal of several employees for failure to perform the 

duties of their positions.  While the structure of the City’s bureaucracy was called into question 
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in the post-spill investigation, little action was initially taken to repair any organizational deficits 

outside of addressing the key communications breakdowns identified in the Auditor’s report 

(OAG, 2008).  It appears that the efficacy of existing PPPs to protect environmental and human 

health was not called into question at the time of the investigation into the 2006 CSO incident.  

Instead, the City responded to the incident by first addressing several personnel and procedural 

issues associated with the operation and maintenance of the CSO infrastructure, followed by the 

creation of the ORAP.  The upgrades to physical infrastructure contained within the ORAP were 

in all likelihood necessary to maintain and improve the function of aging sewage infrastructure.  

However, the reactionary nature of the ORAP and the speed with which it was produced may 

have pre-empted a more productive discussion regarding any underlying policy failures at the 

root of the CSO issue.  Public announcement of the ORAP in 2010 soothed some public outrage 

over the ongoing pollution of the Ottawa River, while the hefty price tag of the plan caused some 

to question the effectiveness of City environmental and infrastructure policy.   

 Following the conclusion of the ORAP development process in 2010, bureaucrats within 

the City turned their attention to the redevelopment and improvement of the Environmental 

Strategy to address any potential shortcomings which may have been partially responsible for the 

2006 CSO incident.  This was ahead of the planned 5-year review cycle for the ES.  The 

subsequent decision to create the Water Environment Strategy which had been promised in 2003 

suggests that the ES alone was found to be insufficient to adequately protect the City’s water 

bodies.  While the revisions to the ES and the new Water Environment Strategy remain 

incomplete at the time of this publication, there may be cause to believe that these strategic 

documents will be improvements over existing policies.  Initial statements from the City imply 

that development of the WES will merge elements of existing Official and Master Plans, the 
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ORAP as well as give consideration to the Rideau Valley Conservation Authority’s Lower 

Rideau Watershed Strategy and “various on-going works of other stakeholders across the City” 

(Ottawa, 2011b).  This suggests a degree of consultation, inclusiveness and potentially tiering 

absent from previous policy development exercises.  However, this cannot be confirmed until the 

eventual release of the documents, already significantly behind the projected schedule at the time 

of this publication.   

 In the two years immediately following the 2008 discovery of the 2006 CSO event, the 

City responded in a manner which was largely reactionary and failed to consider unconventional 

solutions, or indeed to consider that a deeper policy problem existed.  The ongoing creation of a 

Water Environment Strategy and the revision of the ES in advance of the 5year review cycle 

suggest that a promising change in the City’s perspective may be in progress.  While initial 

statements from the City indicate a shift towards a more progressive, SEA-type policy structure 

for the ES at this time, any changes would be confined to the ES, limiting the scope of any short-

term impacts this policy redevelopment might produce.  The City has not, to this point, shown 

the same willingness to seek out innovation from outside sources that has served York Region in 

their policy shift.  Thus far, this has resulted in reactionary and largely conventional strategic 

responses where innovation and progressive actions may have been appropriate.    

Conclusion #3: Policy champions are required for policy success 

 This paper has argued for the importance of forward-thinking individuals within a 

municipal government in creating innovative and effective policy.  The importance of fully 

integrating strategic directives though proper tiering has also been demonstrated; however, it 

may take months or years for a municipal bureaucracy to complete the process of developing 
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new PPPs.  It is during this time that policy champions, both within and outside of the municipal 

government play a vitally important role.   

 By opening the policy redevelopment process to outside perspectives, including the 

public, NGOs and academia, York Region increased the number of individuals and organizations 

able to act as policy champions by using their political capital to advance the Region’s SEA-

based agenda.  An open and transparent process, such as that utilized in the Region may also 

serve to apply greater pressure on the government to reach their stated goals and to fully 

implement the resulting PPPs.   

 In contrast to the process seen in York Region following the 16
th

 Avenue incident, policy 

development in the City of Ottawa appears to be relatively exclusive of outside input.  This paper 

has identified two major past incidents of policy failure or shortfalls in the policy development 

process.  The first was the failure of the City to fully embed the strategic directives that emerged 

from the 20/20 process into the lower planning and operations tiers.  This may have resulted 

from a lack of an effective policy champion for the 20/20 directives.  Research for this paper has 

found that, while the 20/20 process did include input from the public as well as from selected 

experts from various sectors, there is little evidence of any strong champion for the policies. As 

an example; the Ottawa Riverkeeper, as perhaps the most influential local environmental 

organization in the City, appears to have had very little involvement with the 20/20 policies 

outside of the City’s public consultations despite the strong environmental flavour of the 20/20 

principles.  This apparent lack of effective policy champions, combined with a relatively closed 

process of policy development, may have contributed to the failure of the City to follow through 

on its commitments by fully embedding the 20/20 directives as discussed above, or indeed to its 

failure to create a Water Environment Plan as promised in the 2003 ES.   
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 The second failure identified in this paper is the apparent failure of the City to react to the 

policy window opened in 2008 with an innovative policy response.  The reactionary and largely 

conventional project-based response by the City to the CSO crisis could be seen as evidence 

suggesting weak or absent policy champions, unable to push the City towards an examination of 

the effectiveness of their existing policies prior to the creation of new, major infrastructure 

projects based on those polices. The evidence presented in this paper illustrates the importance of 

effective policy champions, both to promote or stand behind proposed changes and to push 

governments to follow through on the processes of policy creation and implementation. 

 Integration of the principle of sustainability into municipal planning and policy through 

tools such as strategic environmental assessment is being recognized as essential to the 

protection of human and environmental health over both the short and long terms.  

Municipalities such as the Regional Municipality of York and to a lesser degree the City of 

Ottawa are leading the way into a future where sustainability figures prominently into the 

decisions of policy-makers.  As leaders in this field, these municipalities will demonstrate the 

value of sustainability-oriented policy tools in achieving desirable outcomes.  In many respects 

these municipalities are charting a new course, one that others will surely follow.  It is essential 

that the steps taken by these municipalities and the results of their actions are studied, 

consequences analysed and mistakes illuminated so that those who follow may avoid the same 

pitfalls.  Analysis of the implementation of SEA-type policy instruments within the policy 

framework of the City of Ottawa reveals the importance of embedding the principles which 

inform the larger strategy into the entirety of the municipal bureaucracy, the necessity for a 

forward-thinking and open-minded government and the need for effective policy champions to 

push for change.   
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