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Abstract 

An effective Environmental Assessment (EA) process in British Columbia (BC) is 

desirable for many reasons, though perhaps most importantly it can help ensure industrial 

development is conducted in an environmentally sustainable manner. A key component of the 

BC EA process is collaboration between stakeholders, though current opinion indicates that this 

is not always conducted effectively. The focus of this research was to understand stakeholder 

perceptions of the effectiveness of collaboration and identify opportunities for improvement. The 

study included a review of EA documentation followed by the survey and interview of 

stakeholders involved in the EA process for one or more of nine recently certified BC mining 

projects. The results showed that collaboration is somewhat successful in the current BC EA 

process though opportunities exist for improvement. These include measures which should be 

implemented by proponents, consultants, the EAO and other stakeholders. 

Keywords: environmental assessment, collaboration, stakeholder, First Nation, 

engagement, proponent, working group 
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Key Definitions 

This thesis contains several terms or phrases that may not be clear to the reader. Table 1 

provides my working definitions of these key terms and phrases.  

Table 1 

Key Terms and Phrases Utilized throughout the Research Process 

Key Term or Phrase Definition 

Stakeholder 

Any individual, group, or organization which 

has an interest in or could be affected by the 

development of a proposed mining project 

(either positive or negative effects). Examples 

include members of the public, Indigenous 

peoples, recreational land users, proponents, 

municipalities, non-governmental 

organizations and regulatory agencies 

First Nation 

A member and/or representative of an 

Indigenous community. For the purposes of 

this thesis, First Nations are part of the 

stakeholder category, though it is 

acknowledged that Indigenous peoples also 

consider themselves more than solely 

stakeholders as they possess unique 

Aboriginal rights and title 

Proponent 

The company proposing the mining project 

which is subject to an environmental 

assessment. 

Collaborate 

To jointly and synchronously work with EA 

stakeholders in an effort to understand and 

resolve issues 

Consultation 

The activity of providing information to 

stakeholders and requesting input. 

Consultation may be part of a collaborative 

activity, but consultation on its own is not 

collaboration 
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Key Term or Phrase Definition 

BC EA Process 

The timeline from a proponent’s initial 

project development activities through to 

receipt of a final Environmental Assessment 

Certificate. Includes both regulatory and non-

regulatory process activities 

BC EA Regulatory Process 

The timeline from the start of a British 

Columbia Environmental Assessment Office 

regulatory process through to receipt of a final 

Environmental Assessment Certificate. The 

BC EA Regulatory Process fits within the BC 

EA process. Includes both regulatory and 

non-regulatory process activities 

Working Group  

A technical advisory group generally 

comprised of provincial and federal 

regulators, local government, and First 

Nations and their representatives whose goal 

is to advise the EAO on technical issues for a 

proposed project undergoing an EA 

Working Group Meeting 

A meeting of all working group members to 

discuss and investigate overall project 

benefits, issues, or concerns 

Working Group Sub-Committee Meeting 

A meeting of a subset of the working group, 

usually to perform a deeper investigation on a 

specific subject-matter issue. For example, a 

wildlife sub-committee 

BC: British Columbia 

EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 
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List of Acronyms 

The following list represents a list of acronyms used in this thesis. Acronyms used in this 

document are defined where first used.   

AIR Application Information Requirements 

BC British Columbia 

BCEAA British Columbia Environmental Assessment Act 

COI Community of Interest 

CPD Certified Project Description 

EA Environmental Assessment 

EAC Environmental Assessment Certificate 

EAO Environmental Assessment Office 

EIA Environmental Impact Assessment 

EPIC EAO Project Information and Collaboration 

IBA Impacts Benefits Agreement 

MMPO Major Mine Permitting Office 

NGO Non-Governmental Organization 

TK Traditional Knowledge  

TU Traditional Use 

TOR Terms of Reference 

USA United States of America 

VC Valued Component 

WG Working Group 
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Introduction 

The rise of environmental assessment (EA) as a major component of environmental 

management over the past several decades has corresponded with society’s recognition of the 

increased negative impacts resulting from human activity (Holling, 1978; Morgan, 2012).The 

types of environmental impacts seen today are not qualitatively unique from those experienced 

throughout human history; however, in earlier years, these impacts were often local and could be 

managed by people moving elsewhere (Holling, 1978). As the human global footprint has 

increased over the millennia, impacts have expanded both geographically and in scale; therefore, 

the options to ‘move elsewhere’ have been drastically reduced (Holling, 1978). This has resulted 

in a recognition that environmental management, including the use of knowledge and 

technology, is a necessary mechanism to help preserve the world’s natural resources (Holling, 

1978). Within the environmental management toolkit, EA can be seen as a valuable tool 

designed to help support sustainable development (Glasson & Therivel, 2013; Glasson, Therivel, 

& Chadwick, 1994; Morgan, 1998). However, in practice this has not always worked as well as 

anticipated (Cashmore, Gwilliam, Morgan, Cobb, & Bond, 2004). 

In an effort to promote sustainable development in British Columbia (BC), the provincial 

government has instituted EA as a requirement for any major proposed project (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, 2018a). Major projects require an EA to ensure that 

“potential environmental, economic, social, heritage and health effects that may occur during the 

lifetime of a major project are thoroughly assessed” (British Columbia Environmental 

Assessment Office, 2018a, Environmental Assessments in British Columbia section). In other 

words, a BC EA is an important tool to help ensure major projects are conducted in a manner 

that maintains environmental, economic and social integrity (British Columbia Environmental 
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Assessment Office, 2017b). The compilation of these three aspects can also be referred to as 

sustainable development. The EA process in BC is conducted by the Environmental Assessment 

Office (EAO), which is granted its legislative authority under British Columbia’s Environmental 

Assessment Act (BCEAA).  

A key part of the BC EA process is collaboration between stakeholders. The BC EAO has 

implemented a collaborative approach in BC to help ensure the EA process is open, inclusive and 

balanced (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2017a). Ideally, the EAO feels a 

collaborative method will promote finding suitable solutions for complex issues (British 

Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2017a). This view is shared by many EA 

researchers such as Bass, Dalal-Clayton, and Pretty (1995), Gibson, Doelle, and Sinclair (2016), 

Hartley and Wood (2005) and Udofia, Noble, and Poelzer (2015), and represents a strong 

personal belief. 

The use of a collaborative approach to resolve issues is a topic with which I have been 

intrigued since I started working in the environmental, social and regulatory management field 

for the natural resources sector, a period of over 20 years. Early in my career, I regularly 

witnessed industry colleagues use an adversarial, or ‘win-lose’ approach when working with 

stakeholders. This often resulted in resentment and poor corporate reputation merely for the 

purpose of ‘cutting corners’ or saving a few dollars. I felt it was far more important to look at the 

bigger picture – a picture where everyone had an opportunity to benefit. Therefore, I always 

believed it was better to operate from a foundation of cooperation and respect. I regularly 

witnessed benefits from practicing this approach, including improved relationships between 

company and stakeholder. When I transitioned into a career as an EA professional in 2005, the 

benefits of this approach were even more apparent. My first EA project occurred in a community 
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which had been heavily fractured as a result of a previously failed EA for a mining project. Our 

project team recognized the harm caused by this predecessor and wanted to implement a more 

proactive project development practice. By using a respectful, collaborative approach with all 

stakeholders and taking time to build trust with community members, we witnessed several 

individuals transition their behaviour from an unwillingness to speak to mining companies to 

ultimately endorsing the project. During the progression to achieve this endorsement, we also 

uncovered and implemented multiple measures to improve environmental outcomes, which 

likely would not have occurred without multi-stakeholder collaboration. While executing this 

multi-stakeholder collaborative approach was neither easy nor without conflict, the result was 

extremely rewarding for many involved.  

Despite the success I witnessed during my first BC EA process and the continued efforts 

of the EAO to conduct a more collaborative approach, I feel that the execution of many recent 

EA processes has generally been underwhelming, and improvements are necessary. This opinion 

is also shared by many EA researchers such as Booth and Skelton (2011b), Doelle and Sinclair 

(2006) and Udofia et al., (2015). I believe the likely reasons for this imperfect execution include 

a combination of increased BC EA process complexity and sub-optimal effectiveness of 

collaborative efforts. The gradual societal recognition of human impacts on the environment has 

facilitated a political shift where economic development is not viewed as the only major factor 

when authorizing natural resource development projects (British Columbia Environmental 

Assessment Office, personal communication, 2018); environmental and social sustainability are 

given significant consideration (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b). As 

development has increased across the landscape, the impacts of cumulative effects require more 

examination (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b). Requirements to 
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consult and accommodate First Nations have intensified as Aboriginal rights and title have been 

clarified through provincial and federal court precedent (British Columbia Environmental 

Assessment Office, 2018b; Government of Canada, 2011; Haddock, 2008; Province of British 

Columbia, 2014). The provincial government has recognized that socioeconomic and public 

health concerns must be better addressed (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 

2018b). I also believe that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) now have more influence in 

the EA process than in previous years. It is reasonable to believe that collaboration between 

stakeholders must operate optimally in order to help achieve the goal of effective EA processes. 

Therefore, I believe it is important to better understand the dynamics of collaboration between all 

parties involved in a BC EA process.  

In consideration of my personal experience in mining EAs combined with the facts and 

opinions listed above, I wanted to focus my research project on the topic of collaboration for 

mining projects within the BC EA process. My primary goal was to identify opportunities to 

optimize and improve collaborative efforts. To help achieve the primary goal, I designed the 

study to understand stakeholder perceptions on the effectiveness of collaboration for mining 

projects which have recently received an environmental assessment certificate (EAC) from the 

EAO. This included assessing multiple aspects of the EA process as well as evaluating the 

collaborative efforts of multiple EA stakeholder groups. This approach provided a snapshot of 

the current state of collaboration within the scope of the EA process and identified areas which 

have operated effectively, require improvement, or were absent altogether. It also facilitated the 

discovery of some intriguing concepts which could improve collaboration in future mining EA 

processes. These findings are discussed in greater detail later in this thesis. 
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Defining Collaboration, Engagement and Participation 

As the terms ‘collaboration’, ‘engagement’ and ‘participation’ are used throughout this 

thesis, I feel it is critical to clarify my working definitions of these terms as well as their relation 

to one another.  

In its basic form, collaboration can be considered to be when “more than one person 

works on a single task” (Roschelle & Teasley, 1995, p. 70). However, I believe this definition 

oversimplifies the activities that occur in the BC EA process. The goal of the BC EAO is to 

conduct objective EAs through fair consideration of all stakeholder interests (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, 2009). This is completed through a process that includes 

multiple opportunities for stakeholder involvement during the timeframe when project designs 

are created, assessments of effects are evaluated, project mitigations are proposed, and final 

decisions are made as to whether projects are approved or rejected. Therefore, to better reflect 

the BC EA process and align with a more comprehensive definition of collaboration by 

Roschelle & Teasley (1995), a suitable definition of collaboration for this research is ‘a shared, 

coordinated and synchronous activity that is conducted to understand and resolve a challenge’. 

This definition also aligns with the themes from other studies discussing EA collaboration such 

as Armitage (2004) and Noble (2016).  

The practices of engagement and participation are commonly discussed in EA literature 

(Armitage, 2004; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Glucker et al., 2013; Sinclair & Diduck, 2008; Udofia 

et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017). Participation commonly refers to the practice of involving 

stakeholders in EA-related activities (Armitage, 2004; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Glucker et al., 

2013), though is occasionally represented similarly to collaboration (Udofia et al., 2017). 

Engagement is a somewhat synonymous with participation, and is often used in a verb tense (i.e., 
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‘engage’) to describe the act of seeking participation from stakeholders (Armitage, 2004; Sinclair 

& Diduck, 2008; Udofia et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017). 

Ultimately, the practices of collaboration, participation and engagement are closely 

related. Participation and engagement are required for collaboration to occur; however, neither 

participation nor engagement represent collaboration by themselves. This is because 

participation and engagement do not always involve working together in a synchronous manner 

to resolve an issue. For example, stakeholders could be engaged and participating in cooperative 

undertakings where they are responsible for part of a task but not actually collaborating towards 

resolving the entire issue. 

Research Questions 

The research project included a primary and secondary questions. The primary research 

question was ‘how effective do EA stakeholders feel collaboration efforts have been executed in 

BC mining environmental assessments and what opportunities do they identify which could 

improve collaboration?’. To help answer this primary question, a series of secondary questions 

were explored. These questions are shown in the bulleted list below. 

• Do stakeholders feel appropriate and sufficient collaboration occurred within the BC EA 

process by proponents, the EAO and other parties? 

• Do stakeholders feel they had a suitable opportunity to collaborate in the BC EA process? 

• What measures do stakeholders believe would improve collaboration in the BC EA 

process? 

Literature Review 

While not always specific to the BC EA process, a significant amount of literature 

describing collaboration in broader EA and public processes was available. This literature helped 
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frame the research scope as it provided the status of and insight into recent practice as well as 

ideas and themes for further exploration. Key categories identified in the literature review 

included the importance of collaboration in the EA process, BC’s approach to collaboration in 

the EA regulatory process, challenges and potential barriers to collaboration in EA processes, 

and aspects of effective collaborative processes. The literature review also affirmed the 

importance of conducting further research.  

The Importance of Using Collaborative Aspects in the Environmental Assessment Process  

It is a recurring theme within EA literature that stakeholder engagement is essential for an 

effective process (Brewer, 2009; Gibson et al., 2016; Hartley & Wood, (2005); Udofia et al., 

2015). “Engaging stakeholders and the public in environmental assessment and decision making 

offers clear benefits to all, if done well” (Brewer, 2009, p.223). It can build capacity for 

participants, increase trust, and can result in improvements to environmental sustainability and 

social objectives (Brewer, 2009; Sinclair, Diduck, & Fitzpatrick, 2008). An effective 

collaborative process can also result in both collective and individual learning for all EA 

stakeholders (Sinclair et al., 2008). As research shows that achieving a beneficial collaborative 

result promotes others, these learnings can promote subsequent higher quality EAs (Brewer, 

2009).  

Ultimately, a multidisciplinary approach, including comprehensive representation of all 

stakeholder interests, will likely result in more sustainable project development (Bass et al., 

1995; Hage, Leroy, & Peterson, 2010). This is in part due to the fact public and stakeholder input 

into an EA can increase the quality of decisions by including local knowledge on environmental 

and social factors as well as testing the robustness of scientific assumptions (Glucker, Driessen, 

Kolhoff, & Runhaar, 2013). Another factor may be that effective collaboration brings openness, 
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trust and accountability into the EA process (Armitage, 2004). Examples of sustainable 

development success was seen in research conducted by Scott (2015) who found evidence in 

watershed group case studies that collaborative governance promoted beneficial ecological 

outcomes for every research metric, and Sultana and Abeyasekera (as cited in Reed, 2008) who 

found public participation led to a greater adoption of conservation measures.  

In both Canada and the United States of America (USA), there is increasing public 

demand to have more involvement in the decision-making process for mining projects in order to 

ensure mineral development is conducted responsibly (Booth & Halseth, 2011; Brewer, 2009; 

Prno & Slocombe, 2014; Udofia et al., 2015). This would allow people who may be impacted by 

a project to influence decisions associated with that project (Glucker et al., 2013). To not do so 

could even be considered unethical (O’Faircheallaigh, 2010). Many individuals believe that 

public participation processes, like the EA process, should include stakeholder input across all 

key stages (Bryson, Quick, Slotterback, & Crosby, 2013).  

While a collaborative EA decision-making process is the preferred approach to help 

achieve environmental, economic and social sustainability, there is also evidence that poorly 

executed collaborative EA processes can be detrimental (Brewer, 2009; Reed, 2008). Often, it is 

assumed that an EA process will include properly facilitated collaboration between multiple 

stakeholders who will actively participate; however, this assumption has proven to be unrealistic 

in practice at a potential cost of not achieving more sustainable solutions (Doelle & Sinclair, 

2006; Morgan, 2012). Inadequate EA process management may also cause other adverse effects. 

For example, it is conceivable that focussing too strongly on social aspects raised by some 

stakeholders may have adverse effects on the environment, and vice-versa (Koontz & Thomas, 

2006).  
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While the recognition exists that poorly executed collaborative EA processes can actually 

hinder sustainable development, the general sentiment asserts that the potential benefits 

associated with these processes outweighs the concerns. Significant literature exists citing the 

benefits of stakeholder involvement in collaborative processes; therefore, it is unlikely that these 

processes lack value (Doelle & Sinclair, 2006). There is also evidence that stakeholder 

participation in collaborative processes can result in conclusions that lead to more sustainable 

development, but only if a high-quality process is conducted to reach those conclusions (Reed, 

2008). Ultimately, collaborative EAs represent a valuable tool that can assist governments 

worldwide in their pursuit of environmental, economic and social sustainability (Haddock, 

2008). Therefore, a key to achieving environmental, economic and social sustainability through 

an EA is to ensure that its process is running effectively and efficiently through better 

collaboration between all stakeholders (Udofia et al., 2015). 

Collaboration in the British Columbia Environmental Assessment Regulatory Process 

The BC provincial government has recognized the importance of stakeholder 

collaboration in its development of its EA process. A guiding principle of the BC EA regulatory 

process stipulates that the EAO “will undertake objective environmental assessments and will 

give full and fair consideration to all interests” (British Columbia Environmental Assessment 

Office, 2009, p. 9). In other words, each environmental assessment should contain the 

collaborative input of multiple stakeholders including industry proponents, regulatory agencies, 

First Nations, municipalities, NGOs, other interest groups, and members of the public. 

Regulations, codes and guidance documents have also been implemented to help support the 

collaborative model. The Public Consultation Policy Regulation requires proponents to provide 

public access to information and adequate notice to respond, create and conduct a public 
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consultation program, and work within public consultation timelines (Public Consultation Policy 

Regulation, 2002). The EAO user guide provides the list of regulations applicable to the EA 

process and articulates the requirements of the pre-application and application review stages of 

an EA (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b). The EAO Fairness and 

Service Code discusses the manner in which public and First Nation consultation should be 

conducted and how the information derived from this consultation is considered in the EA 

process (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2009). In addition to provincial 

statutes, regulations and procedures, common law precedent with respect to First Nation 

consultation requirements also represents a key component of EA governance (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b). These precedents are very complex and set out the 

duty to consult and/or accommodate First Nations when a project undergoing an EA has the 

potential to affect established Aboriginal interests, title or treaty rights (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b).  

Collaboration Challenges within the Environmental Assessment Processes 

Challenges which limit the effectiveness of collaboration in the EA process can be 

numerous. Several of these challenges are associated with the adequacy of the EA process. As 

Haddock (2008) notes, “[t]he adequacy of the public participation process is a key concern of EA 

participants and stakeholders” (p. 233). While governments understand the importance of public 

participation in EAs, they often do not have the appropriate knowledge or experience to design 

an effective process (Bryson et al., 2013). For example, the legislated 180-day timeline for the 

application review phase of the BC EA process may limit the ability to address complex issues 

(Haddock, 2008). Lack of clarity in best practices for EA processes also hinder the ability to 

work effectively (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). For example, Booth and Skelton (2011b) feel the EA 
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process is not well-designed to measure factors like impacts to social, cultural or spiritual 

impacts. First Nations, a key stakeholder with constitutionally-protected Aboriginal rights and 

title, commonly feel there can often be a lack of procedural fairness within the EA process 

(Booth & Skelton, 2011a). This has led to circumstances where industry has believed that First 

Nations have stopped participating in the EA process when they did not agree with the level of 

progress that was occurring (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). The public also frequently believes the 

EA process is not fair (Haddock, 2008). Proponents have issues with the cost of consultation in 

the EA process, especially with little certainty in outcomes (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). The result 

of all of these factors is that regulators, industry, and stakeholders often find it difficult to 

meaningfully collaborate in the EA process while also ensuring it remains timely and efficient 

(Udofia et al., 2015). This can result in widespread frustration accompanied with general 

dissociation from the process. 

Challenges can also exist in EA execution. EA processes have been challenged by many 

stakeholders to become more open, comprehensive, participatory and transparent (Armitage, 

2004; Udofia et al., 2015). For example, First Nations, a key community stakeholder, often feel 

as though they are not afforded a legitimate opportunity to provide meaningful input (Booth & 

Skelton, 2011b). In addition, members of industry and regulatory agencies often suggest that 

meeting the requirements of a collaborative EA is becoming increasingly cumbersome (Booth & 

Skelton, 2011b; Olsen & Hansen, 2014). Also, there are many examples of poor facilitation and 

complicated process requirements resulting in stakeholder fatigue (Reed, 2008; Udofia et al., 

2015). These types of issues have resulted in the disappointment and disillusionment of multiple 

groups including industry, regulators, public and other stakeholders (Reed, 2008). 
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Many of these challenges can be caused by barriers which limit the effectiveness of 

collaboration. One common barrier is not recognizing the importance of early and ongoing 

engagement with stakeholders in an EA process (Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Udofia et al., 2015). 

This can create other barriers such as an unwillingness of proponents to reconsider project design 

after stakeholder input has been received (Doelle & Sinclair, 2006), poor knowledge of issues 

important to stakeholders, and delayed dissemination of project information to the public 

(Hartley & Wood, 2005). It may also create a circumstance where parties to collaboration are 

disrespectful to one another and threaten legal action (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). These barriers 

can increase stakeholder frustration as they see a poorly executed process which limits their 

inability to influence decisions (Hartley & Wood, 2005). Another barrier can be the timeline 

allocated to review EA applications. Many stakeholders feel this timeline is too brief (Booth & 

Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Haddock, 2008); EA documentation is often a 

longwinded and highly technical culmination of extensive scientific analysis over thousands of 

pages. Perhaps the most concerning barrier is that several communities lack adequate capacity to 

meaningfully participate in the EA process (Udofia et al., 2015). This is especially frequent in 

First Nations communities which often do not have access to suitable funding or resources 

(Booth & Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Brewer, 2009; Carrier Sekani Tribal 

Council, 2007; Haddock, 2008; Plate, Foy, & Krehbiel , 2009; Sinclair & Diduck, 2017; Udofia 

et al., 2015; Udofia, Noble, & Poelzer, 2017). This severely hampers the ability for First Nations 

to effectively examine how a project may impact their Aboriginal or Treaty rights.  

In addition to the barriers already discussed, several other barriers exist which 

specifically limit First Nations’ abilities to collaborate effectively. First Nations feel that their 

traditional knowledge (TK) should be strongly considered in the EA process; however, 
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governments and industry have not historically acknowledged the legitimacy of TK (Udofia, et 

al., 2017). In recent years, the increase in proposed natural development projects on Aboriginal 

lands or traditional territory combined with intensified consultation requirements has resulted in 

unrealistically high volumes of referral materials for First Nations to review (Carrier Sekani 

Tribal Council, 2007; Udofia et al., 2017). Plate et al (2009) report that common concerns to FN 

communities include lack of influence on decision-making and an unwillingness of government 

or proponents to recognize values important to First Nations. Regarding the former, First Nations 

often have a fundamental issue with the EA regulatory process as they believe they should have 

input into process design and joint decision-making authority rather than being considered solely 

a stakeholder (Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007). Similarly, the working group format 

implemented by the EAO for reviewing potential issues and concerns can be ineffective if 

Aboriginal rights and title have not been properly accommodated (Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 

2007). Even where proponents recognize the importance of considering First Nations’ values and 

interests, they often do not have sufficient knowledge of how their projects may influence these 

values or interests (Udofia et al., 2017). Each of these barriers can create First Nations’ lack of 

trust of the EA system or their unwillingness or inability to participate meaningfully in the EA 

process.   

Aspects of Effective Collaborative Processes 

 In an ideal world, scholars believe that collaborative processes need to be inclusive of all 

stakeholders and conducted in good faith. There are three common themes within this 

overarching theme: collaborative process factors; recommended methods for implementation; 

and important behavioural aspects for EA stakeholders. 
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Common factors in effective collaborative processes.         

At its core, effective EA processes require effective collaboration with stakeholders 

(Udofia et al., 2015). One way to help achieve this goal is to ensure the EA process includes 

anyone who is either interested in or could be affected by a project (Glucker et al., 2013). This 

stakeholder inclusion should occur early and be ongoing throughout the EA process (Gibson et 

al., 2016; Reed, 2008; Sinclair & Diduck, 2017). Gibson et al (2016) even argue that the goal of 

sustainable development requires the next generation of EA to facilitate this stakeholder 

inclusion beyond the end of the regulatory process all the way through to the end of potential 

effects. However, the ability for many stakeholders to collaborate meaningfully can be a 

challenge. As the time and effort to participate in collaborative processes can be significant, an 

EA process which builds capacity and provides funding is necessary in order to allow the 

interests of all stakeholders to be represented (Booth & Halseth, 2011; Sinclair & Diduck, 2017).  

Key characteristics of meaningful collaboration include a process which contains 

integrity, accountability, realistic timelines, adequate stakeholder representation, high quality and 

accessible information, and early engagement (Sinclair et al., 2008). Many of these aspects are 

echoed by Brewer (2009) who feels that successful collaborative processes should also be 

transparent, inclusive of all stakeholders and conducted in good faith. Successful collaborative 

processes should also promote “equity, trust and learning.” (Reed, 2008, p. 2422). Productive 

collaboration also requires effective facilitation in order to ensure there is active participation by 

stakeholders (Gibson et al., 2016). Additional collaborative features should include clarity of 

purpose, commitment to the process by all parties, and appropriate timelines (Brewer, 2009). 

Finally, Booth and Halseth (2011) found during their study on the public’s perceptions of the 
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Land and Resource Management Process in BC that participants felt trust, valuing public input, 

and implementing reasonable timelines are key components of an effective collaborative process. 

Suggested approaches to achieve a successful collaborative process. 

The incorporation of a few key practices could greatly aid the improvement of 

collaboration in EA processes. According to Hartley and Wood (2005), one way to ensure 

effective collaboration would be to implement the principles of the Aarhus Convention which 

include the following: early participation; enabling access to information; conducting meaningful 

discussions with stakeholders; and considering stakeholder input in the decision-making process. 

Conducting these activities would likely capture the intent of most of the themes illustrated in the 

previous section. However, additional factors should also be considered to make sure these 

principles can be performed effectively. As “[h]ighly skilled facilitation is essential” to a 

collaborative process (Reed, 2008, p. 2425), the BC EAO should ensure their Project Assessment 

Officers and Directors are highly trained in this skillset. To help allow for meaningful 

discussions and stakeholder input in the decision-making process, the EA process should include 

both local and scientific knowledge in its assessment of project effects (Reed, 2008). The 

combination of the two could provide a more complete picture of potential impacts and 

mitigation solutions (Reed, 2008). For example, TK should be used to ensure impact assessments 

are more complete (Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007). Also, as each evaluation of potential 

impacts nears a conclusion, the designation of significance determinations should be 

collaborative to ensure that the potentially affected stakeholders have input regarding issues they 

feel are important (Beckwith, as cited in Lawrence, 2007). To help resolve capacity issues, it is 

recommended that both the EAO and industry proponents provide reliable and ongoing funding 

to communities to enable them to collaborate in EA processes (Gibson et al., 2016; Udofia et al., 
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2015). Overall, implementation of these approaches could also help build trust, which is key to 

managing conflicts (Bryson et al., 2013). My experience has shown that once conflicts are 

managed, truly innovative solutions to complex EA problems can be achieved.   

There is evidence that these collaboration-friendly characteristics can produce positive 

results. For example, it has been noted that where collaboration processes in Canadian resource 

development projects have been perceived to be successful, there appears to be a higher level of 

honesty, openness and transparency (Booth & Halseth, 2011).  

Key features of individuals in successful collaborative processes. 

In addition to overarching paradigms and methods, behaviour and personalities can also 

influence the success of collaborative processes. In their review of land resource management 

plans case studies across BC, Booth and Halseth (2011) noted that a successful process requires 

participants who are open-minded, cooperative, respectful of others’ opinions and willing to 

admit their mistakes (Booth & Halseth, 2011). Also, as EA processes are often complicated with 

many differing viewpoints, successful collaboration in an EA process requires disagreements to 

be problem-focussed and not made personal between parties (Bryson et al., 2013). My personal 

experience has indicated that undertaking a genuine approach with stakeholders and making 

efforts to understand their wishes also promotes collaboration. However, it is important to note 

that the overall effectiveness of this approach is decreased if not all parties are implementing this 

practice. 

Importance of Further Research into the Environmental Assessment Process 

A key gap that is likely restricting the evolution of collaboration in the EA process is the 

lack of available research investigating ways to make collaborative processes more meaningful, 

effective and efficient (Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Brewer, 2009; Udofia et al., 2017). Where 
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studies have been conducted, very little effort has been expended towards acquiring the 

viewpoints of many stakeholders who participated in these processes, such as industry (Booth & 

Halseth, 2011). This is despite the fact that understanding industry viewpoints could result in 

constructive improvements to the EA process (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). Also, limited research 

focussing on advancing meaningful Indigenous participation in the EA process has been 

conducted (Udofia et al., 2017). The role of personalities during collaboration processes does not 

appear often in research literature and should likely be studied to better understand its impacts 

and potential mitigations (Booth & Halseth, 2011). Investigating these concepts and other 

aspects of collaboration in the EA process could be extremely beneficial as additional research 

could provide solutions to strengthen the collaborative process within EA practice (Udofia et al., 

2015). This research should be conducted by EA scholars working in partnership with key 

stakeholders; these include industry, regulators, and communities (Udofia et al., 2015). The goal 

of this effort should be to explore how the interests of government, industry and the public may 

be met through meaningful engagement (Udofia et al., 2015).  

Environmental Assessment Process in British Columbia: Definitions 

This thesis uses two very similar terms which are intended to have different meanings. 

These terms are ‘British Columbia environmental assessment process’ (BC EA process) and 

‘British Columbia environmental assessment regulatory process’ (BC EA regulatory process). 

For the purposes of this thesis, the ‘BC EA process’ represents all events that occur during the 

timeline from a proponent’s initial project development activities through receipt of a final EAC 

issued by the EAO. This differs slightly from the ‘BC EA regulatory process’, which includes a 

subset of the activities found in the BC EA process. The BC EA regulatory process represents all 

events that occur during the timeline from the EAO’s initiation of the formal regulatory process 
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through issuance of a Section 10 Order through to receipt of a final EAC issued by the EAO.1 In 

other words, the BC EA process includes collaborative activities that occur before the initiation 

of the EAO’s formal regulatory process whereas the BC EA regulatory process does not. 

I chose to establish the scope of the research on the ‘BC EA process’ rather than the ‘BC 

EA regulatory process’ for two important reasons. First, many collaborative activities occur prior 

to the initiation of the BC EA regulatory process. In modern mine project development, there can 

be several exploration events, engineering studies, and mine designs which trigger the need for 

First Nation and public consultation activities prior to the issuance of a section 10 Order by the 

EAO. The second reason is that the discussion of collaborative processes in EA literature 

regularly blends activities that generally occur both inside and outside of the BC EA regulatory 

process. For example, early engagement as a solution to incorporating stakeholder input into 

mining project design and subsequently improving collaboration in the EA process (Gibson et 

al., 2016; Reed, 2008; Sinclair & Diduck, 2017). As several aspects of a mining project have 

already undertaken significant design considerations by the start of the BC EA regulatory 

process, engagement after this point would not necessarily be considered ‘early’. Therefore, it 

was also logical to scope my research project through the ‘BC EA process’ timeline as it is 

consistent with topics discussed in EA literature. 

Research Methods 

My research project used a qualitative approach with a pragmatic flexible design, 

including the investigation of emergent themes, to perform exploratory research. In using 

pragmatism, “researchers emphasize the research problem and use all approaches available to 

understand the problem” (Creswell, 2003, p. 10). Also, emergent themes can be valuable as some 

                                                 
1 A Section 10 Order requires a project to undergo an environmental assessment prior to construction and operation  
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researchers believe they may be used to derive generalizable theories regarding human society 

(Given, 2008). Specifically, the following research methods were used: document review, 

qualitative survey and semi-structured interviews. Data analysis was conducted for each method. 

This approach is directly comparable to a similar study where Bird (2002) used the same 

methods during his research into discovering ways for governments to incorporate TK into the 

EA process; TK is now often sought in EAs through collaborative processes. Overall, the use of 

multiple qualitative methods while observing and exploring emergent themes resulted in a 

detailed investigation that provided fulsome information to address the proposed research 

question. 

Research Context 

The following section provides important context for a thorough understanding of the 

research purpose and process.  

Research purpose. 

The purpose of the research was to understand stakeholder perceptions on the 

effectiveness of collaboration for recent BC mining projects in the BC EA process. The 

assessment of effectiveness generally focussed on the procedural aspects of collaboration, though 

substantive components were discussed when raised by research participants (Cashmore et al., 

2004). In other words, both the collaborative process and outcomes from collaboration were 

considered in the research, where applicable (Sadler, 1996). Achieving the research purpose was 

performed by studying recent EA activities to evaluate the status of existing collaborative 

practice as well as working with research participants to identify potential opportunities for 

improvement.  
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Scoping the research process. 

In order to accomplish the research purpose, I established some parameters to help keep 

the study focussed and appropriate. This included verifying a list of qualified projects for the 

study and establishing criteria for suitable research participants.  

Project qualifying process. 

Ultimately, the project qualification process resulted in a focus on proposed mines which 

were located in BC and received an EAC between 2012 and 2017. Five important factors were 

considered when establishing these criteria. First, I used the premise that recent EAs contain the 

most current collaborative requirements. I deemed this a practical approach as the EAO has 

previously stated that regulatory requirements for collaboration are regularly amended as lessons 

are learned and precedents are set through the completion of new EAs (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, personal communication, 2014; British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, personal communication, 2018). Second, as research 

participants are more likely to more accurately recall recent information (Sue & Ritter, 2007; 

Fowler & Cosenza, 2009), it is likely that focussing on recently completed EAs will better 

facilitate the receipt of more accurate data. Third, the criteria allowed for the selection of enough 

projects that data could be collected from multiple stakeholder demographics throughout the 

province. This was important as I felt it was critical to provide the opportunity for several 

Indigenous communities, industry representatives, local or regional governments, regulators, 

NGOs, proponents and members of the public to be a part of the research project. Also, as my 

personal experience in the EA profession has taught me that the availability of stakeholders can 

be very limited, I wanted to make sure the potential research participant pool would not be too 

narrow in representation. Fourth, I felt it was necessary to only include certified projects. 
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Certified projects will have executed all major forms of collaboration during the EA process. 

Non-certified projects may have only undertaken a partial completion of collaborative processes 

which can make it difficult to obtain fulsome opinions from stakeholders. Another advantage of 

studying certified projects is it avoids the inclusion of projects whose objectives may not be 

consistent with the intent of an EA process. For example, an occasional industry practice is to 

initiate an EA process in an effort to increase a proponent’s share price and attract potential 

investors – there is not necessarily an intent to complete the EA process. Therefore, the capacity 

expended to exercise thorough collaboration is likely suboptimum. In my opinion, these types of 

projects had the potential to insert bias into the research results. Fifth, I believe conducting a 

review of a diverse EAs from a broad geographic region better allows the research results to be 

generalized across the province whereas the results from a case study for a single project would 

have been far more constrained. 

These selection criteria resulted in a total of nine mining projects from four key 

geographic areas across the province qualifying for the research. The locations of these projects 

are shown in Figure 1 with further details provided in Table 2.   
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Figure 1 

Mining Project Locations

 

Source: https://www.worldatlas.com  

 

 

  

https://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/namerica/province/printpage/bczoutline.htm
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Table 2 

Mining Projects subject to the Research Project 

Project Name Proponent 

Environmental 

Assessment 

Certificate Date 

Geographic 

Region 

Baldy Ridge 

Extension 
Teck Coal Limited September 18, 2016 Kootenay 

Brucejack Gold Mine Pretium Resources Inc March 25, 2015 Skeena 

Fording River 

Operations Swift 
Teck Coal Limited September 9, 2015 Kootenay 

Kemess Underground  AuRico Metals Incorporated March 12, 2017 Omineca 

Kisault Mine  
Avanti Kitsault Mine 

Limited 
March 17, 2013 Skeena 

KSM Seabridge Gold Incorporated July 28, 2014 Skeena 

Line Creek Operations 

Phase II 
Teck Coal Limited September 24, 2013 Kootenay 

Murray River Coal 
HD Mining International 

Limited 
September 30, 2015 Peace 

Roman Coal Mine 
Peace River Coal 

Incorporated 
December 13, 2012 Peace 

 

Research participant criteria. 

A major goal of the research process was to provide an opportunity for a diverse group of 

individuals to participate while also ensuring the data collected would be representative of 

collaborative events conducted during the BC EA process for one or more of the nine previously 

described projects. Therefore, a simple set of criteria was established to meet both of these 

standards. The first criterion was to include participation from all types of demographics 

involved in the EA process. Invitations to participate were submitted to First Nations, members 

of the public, NGOs, industry, EA professionals, local and regional governments and regulators. 

I believe this provided an opportunity for all interests to participate, including groups or 

individuals who may have had limited exposure to or were potentially marginalised through 

these EA processes. The second criterion was to ensure participants had played a collaborative 

role within the mining EAs subject to the scope of the study. This required a minimum of at least 
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one form of two-way communication during the EA process. For example, a working group 

meeting, comment submission process, or public comment correspondence were considered 

collaboration, whereas limited one-way participation, such as submitting a comment without any 

additional follow-up, fell outside the scope of the research. 

In total, 55 groups or individuals were invited, with 25 individuals agreeing to participate. 

Ultimately, 18 individuals participated in at least one part of the research. These participants 

identified themselves as proponents, provincial regulators, First Nations, First Nation 

Consultants, regional government and local government. Unfortunately, no members of the 

public or NGOs agreed to participate in the research. A further breakdown of participants and 

their involvement in the research is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Participant Categories and Level of Involvement in Research 

Participant Category 
Total Number 

of Participants 

Number of Participants 

who Completed the 

Qualitative Survey 

Number Participated 

in Semi-structured 

Interview 

Industry Proponent 7 6 3 

Provincial Regulators 6 4 2 

Identified as First 

Nations 
2 2 2 

Members of First 

Nations 
2 1 0 

First Nation 

Consultants  
2 2 1 

Regional Government  1 1 1 

Local Government 1 1 1 

EA Practitioner 4 1 0 

Total 25 18 10 
EA: Environmental Assessment 

Data Collection 

Data collection methods included reviewing existing EA documentation, executing a 

qualitative survey, and conducting semi-structured interviews. These methods enabled increased 
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research rigour through triangulation. Triangulation is a valuable tool as it can utilize evidence 

from alternative sources to confirm the same set of facts or findings (Rowley, 2002). It can also 

provide a deeper understanding of research results by “playing each method off against the 

other” (Denzin, as cited in Flick, 2007, pp. 9-10). 

Document review.  

Document review can enhance the quality of research through several means. Documents 

can shed light on a range of materials relative to case studies which helps provide both historical 

context and insight into potential issues to be studied (Bowen, 2009; Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 

2010). This can result in the identification of potential questions to be investigated during the 

research process (Bowen, 2009; Mills et al., 2010). Document review can also provide secondary 

data relevant to a research project as well as an initial list of individuals who may be willing to 

participate in the research. When used in combination with other qualitative methods, document 

analysis can strengthen research through triangulation (Bowen, 2009). During analysis, 

documents can be used to offer new interpretations of primary data (Mills et al., 2010) or verify 

research findings (Bowen, 2009).  

While document reviews can provide many benefits, researchers should approach the use 

of information received by documents in a precautionary manner. The purpose, level of 

precision, context and accuracy of documents may not align with the requirements of a research 

project (Bowen, 2009). Therefore, documents should be based on their potential usefulness and 

relevance to the research study (Mills et al., 2010). 

Documents were reviewed for the nine mining EAs described earlier in this thesis. Where 

available, these documents included First Nations and public consultation reports, public, 

regulatory and First Nation comments tracking tables, EA assessment reports, table of conditions 
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and First Nations Interests sections of the EA applications. Project information was available 

through the EAO website at https://projects.eao.gov.bc.ca/.  

The document review information was only used in ways applicable to the research. The 

documents provided insight into the types of collaborative measures undertaken by both 

proponents and the EAO during the EA process. The review also identified both 

accomplishments and potential concerns with collaborative aspects of the EA process, possible 

candidates for participation in the survey and interview phases of the research, and other general 

collaborative themes. This information provided initial topics for exploration during the survey 

and interview phases. Use of the documents for data was limited as much the information did not 

contain an adequate level of context or detail necessary for direct comparison to survey and 

interview data.  

Document reviews are common in qualitative studies of similar thesis topics. When 

evaluating First Nations perspectives on participation in EA processes, Booth and Skelton 

(2011b) used the information found in four recent EAs to identify potential interviewees. 

Armitage (2004) also used documents to synthesize relevant EA information when examining 

the organizational, socio-political and institutional circumstances that promoted EA collaboration 

in the Northwest Territories. Specific information derived from the document review is described 

in the results section. 

Qualitative survey. 

A qualitative survey “is one of the most commonly used methodologies in the social 

sciences” and is customary in research that uses more than one method to collect data (Given, 

2008, p. 846). Consistent with qualitative methodology literature, the goals of the survey in my 

research project were to achieve a preliminary understanding of the issue being explored (Wolf, 

https://projects.eao.gov.bc.ca/
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Joye, Smith, & Fu, 2016), produce data which would help identify an initial set of questions for 

the semi-structured interviews, and identify EA stakeholders who would be willing to participate 

in an interview process (Given, 2008). This is similar to an approach used by Bird (2002) whose 

interviews were informed by information discovered from surveys. 

I used a purposive sampling methodology (Given, 2008). I noted individuals or groups 

who appeared regularly in the document review and then followed-up to ensure they met the 

research criteria. I also contacted known individuals through previous networking in the EA 

community. Finally, I utilized the snowball sampling technique by asking the individuals 

identified in the first two methods if they were aware of other potentially qualified participants. 

The snowball sampling technique can be quite effective in identifying suitable participants where 

strict research eligibility requirements exist (Given, 2008).  

The survey was conducted online with email invitations being sent to research 

participants. The email format was convenient for all parties, allowed me to track responses to 

each respective participant, and can feel safer to many research participants, resulting is more 

honest responses to survey questions (Sue & Ritter, 2007). This format also helped reduce 

potential bias that could have been introduced by using myself as an interviewer (Cooper, 2004). 

One potential concern with the online surveys was that it may not have been ideal for 

respondents who are not be technologically savvy (Cooper, 2004; Sue & Ritter, 2007). 

Therefore, I communicated with each survey participant to ensure that they were comfortable 

completing the online survey.  

The survey included a welcome screen which provided clear instructions (Holyk, 2008; 

Sue & Ritter, 2007). These instructions also included precise definitions for key terms which 

could have been perceived as either vague or ambiguous (Fowler & Cosenza, 2009; Holyk, 2008; 
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Sue & Ritter, 2007). When respondents abandon surveys, it usually occurs early prior to 

significant effort being expended (Sue & Ritter, 2007); therefore, the first question was simple 

and only required a few seconds of a respondent’s time (Sue & Ritter, 2007). This question was 

followed by six closed-ended questions which required a lower degree of effort from respondents 

and likely built up their commitment to the survey (Sue & Ritter, 2007). Open-ended questions 

were selectively mixed into the survey in order to obtain response depth without making the 

survey too challenging (Sue & Ritter, 2007).  

Best attempts were made to ensure survey questions were brief, clear and meaningful 

while avoiding the use of complicated technical terms or unnecessary jargon (Fowler & Cosenza, 

2009; Given, 2008; Holyk, 2008). In addition, distinctive cues relative to survey questions were 

included to help improve a respondent’s memory recall of EA events (Holyk, 2008). These cues 

were constructed in a way to avoid bias (Holyk, 2008). These combined efforts were important 

to ensure questions were consistently understood between respondents (Fowler & Cosenza, 

2009; Holyk, 2008). Where closed-ended questions were used, the available responses were 

“always mutually exclusive and exhaustive” (Fowler & Cosenza, 2009, p. 390). Open-ended 

questions were provided for topics where responses needed to go beyond options considered by 

myself (Given, 2008; Sue & Ritter, 2007).  

A pretest was completed to confirm that the survey was clear and easy to understand for 

respondents (Fowler & Cosenza, 2009; Sue & Ritter, 2007). This pretest was conducted in 

advance of survey distribution through a comparable sample group to the ultimate survey 

audience (Fowler & Cosenza, 2009; Sue & Ritter, 2007). This small group included EA 

practitioners who were not eligible to act as research participants. Feedback was received and 
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edits made prior to release of the survey to research participants. Findings from the qualitative 

survey are discussed in the results section. 

Semi-structured interviews. 

Interviews are an extensively used method in social science studies (Kvale, 2007) and can 

be defined as a purposeful, guided dialogue between the interviewer and the respondent 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Rubin & Rubin, 2005) in order to “understand the meaning of 

respondents’ experiences” (Warren, 2001, p. 83). Interviews can be useful when trying to 

understand a phenomenon including what happened, why something happened and what it 

means in the broader sense (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, Warren, 2001). Through the process of asking 

people to speak about their past memories and experiences, interviews can generate large 

amounts of critical data for social research projects (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). 

As I have relevant experience with the EA process, including collaborating with multiple 

stakeholder groups, the interviews were conducted as guided conversations. A key characteristic 

of these types of interviews is that they are extensions of regular conversations where the 

respondents are partners in the discussion rather than test subjects (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). In 

other words, constructing an entire story during an interview may require that both the 

interviewer and respondent are active in the meaning-making process (Holstein & Gubrium, 

1995, Kvale, 2007). In this sense, social context is seen as acceptable in interviews as it can be 

viewed as data rather than an aspect that should be controlled or eliminated (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995; Warren, 2001). This active approach to interviewing was applicable to this 

research project as a research goal was to obtain subjective interpretations from respondents. 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995).  
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Interviews followed a semi-structured format. This allowed me to start with a set of 

prepared questions yet maintained flexibility to modify the approach to follow-up on any facts or 

themes that emerged from the interviewee’s story (Kvale, 2007; Sarantakos, 1994; Warren, 

2001). The semi-structured format also promoted a better account of a respondent’s experiences 

through the use of his or her own words (Kvale, 2007). Ultimately, this allowed me to obtain an 

improved understanding of the meaning behind the respondents’ statements (Warren, 2001). This 

was especially important as a primary goal of the research was to understand the experiences of 

EA stakeholders. Semi-structured interviews have been common in other comparable studies 

investigating participation and collaboration in the EA process, including Booth and Skelton 

(2011a; 2011b) and Udofia et al (2017). 

I attempted to create well-constructed questions which would allow a respondent to 

explore deeply into issues that may be highly important (Brown, Isaacs, Vogt, & Margulies, 

2002). “Clear, bold, and penetrating questions tend to open up the context for new learning and 

discovery” (Brown et al., 2002, p. 2). Questions focussed on topics of interest and key themes 

derived from the document review and survey data. Interview data was reviewed regularly to 

determine if questions were providing unique information (Brown et al., 2002). If the question 

seemed confusing to an interviewee or was not resulting in clear responses, I then made changes 

to how I expressed the question to the next interviewee. A second technique was to facilitate 

comfort for respondents. Each interview was initiated with casual discussion independent of the 

research. This exercise was important to build and demonstrate an understanding of the 

interviewee’s worldview (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). When required, I regularly reassured 

participants that the main purpose of the interview was to understand their opinions and 

experience and that there was no wrong answer (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Each interview was 
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recorded through a digital device. In order to eliminate possible apprehension, I assured each 

participant that the recorder was to ensure their input was accurately captured and that all 

information would remain confidential (Warren, 2001).  

I deliberatively demonstrated knowledge or familiarity of the questions being asked to the 

respondents to assure participants that I understood the EA process which helped avoid 

superficial responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

In addition to recording the interviews I took notes to observe interpretive ideas including 

identification of non-verbal cues (O’Leary, 2014). This was most effective for in-person 

interviews though was still valuable for the Skype and phone interviews.  

During interviews I used a combination of “main questions, follow-up questions, and 

probes” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 129). The main questions were broad in scope and formed the 

skeleton of the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Follow-up questions were derived from the 

respondent’s answers to these main questions and allowed me to dig deeper into the topics 

presented in the main questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Lastly, probes were used where 

necessary to find parts of stories that appeared to be missing or clarify any unclear responses 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). My experience with the EA process was effective in determining the 

timing and details of probes. 

I completed word-for-word transcriptions as soon as possible following interviews. This 

helped me recall items specific to the interview such as tone or unclear language that could have 

been missed at a later date (Rubin & Rubin, 2005), and improved the efficiency of including 

interpersonal aspects in alignment with applicable portions of the respondents’ statements 

(Given, 2008). This early phase of analysis also allowed me to better understand findings, 

determine what information was still required, and identify emerging themes which required 
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further exploration in subsequent interviews (Babbie, 2008; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). To help this 

process, I created a summary after each transcription that included the main points and themes 

that surfaced during the interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Any themes that emerged were 

brought forward into subsequent interviews. This approach was repeated in an iterative manner 

until the research yielded negligible new topics, showing that saturation was likely achieved 

(Given, 2008).   

A total of 10 interviews were conducted in a manner that best suited the participant. 

Seven interviews were conducted over a phone or online conference call, two occurred in-

person, and one was completed over Skype. Interview times ranged in time from 52 to 83 

minutes, with eight of the 10 interviews lasting longer than one hour. Findings derived from the 

semi-structured interviews are discussed in the results section. 

Data Analysis 

Document review. 

Data from the document review was incorporated into a spreadsheet (Appendix 1). This 

contains overview tab and a tab for each project. Each project tab contains four columns. The 

first column describes the EA process phase. The second column contains the EA process 

collaborative components illustrated in the documents, relative to the appropriate process phase. 

The third column describes the collaborative activity types, concerns, issues, solutions, or other 

elements present for each collaborative component. The fourth column summarizes the 

information into potential themes, insights, or questions deemed to be worth considering further. 

The themes, insights and questions for each project are amalgamated into the overview tab. 
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Qualitative survey. 

The qualitative survey analysis was conducted in a two-phase approach. The first phase 

focussed on the responses to the closed-ended questions. I cross-referenced each survey question 

to the number of response types provided. This showed the trends for each question, which 

allowed myself to ascertain interim assumptions for collaborative topics. This information is 

shown in Table 5. The second phase concentrated on responses to the open-ended questions. 

Each respondent’s comments were summarized and then sorted into four categories: 

effectiveness of proponent collaboration; summary of overall EA process collaborative 

performance; suggestions for improved collaboration; and additional comments. The information 

for each category is shown in Tables 6 through 9. This information was then summarized further 

into topics to be explored during the semi-structured interview phase. 

A spreadsheet (Appendix 2) was created showing the anonymous survey responses for 

each respondent.  

Semi-structured interviews. 

The semi-structured interviews produced the majority of research data for analysis.  

Transcription of semi-structured interviews. 

To start the analysis of the semi-structured interviews, I started by transcribing the 

recordings word-for-word in order to avoid misinterpretation that could result from the use of 

software or other external resources (Given, 2008). Where noteworthy, the manner in which 

things were said were included within each transcription (Gibson & Brown, 2009). For example, 

I created text or punctuation codes that would indicate emphasis or a delay while the interviewee 

considered his or her response (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Given, 2008; Hepburn & Bolden, 2017), 

and added notes if the interviewee’s message was unclear to ensure the theme was properly 
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captured (Gibson & Brown, 2009). My experience with the EA process helped clarify the 

meaning behind certain statements. Where I was unable to interpret the meaning, I subsequently 

asked the interviewee to clarify his or her statement. I also listened to most sections of recorded 

interviews multiple times to help ensure I was properly capturing the interviewees’ connotations 

(Gibson & Brown, 2009).  

Coding and sorting data. 

Once the semi-structured interview transcriptions were complete, I reviewed each 

document to extract and categorize key pieces of raw data (i.e., interviewee statements) relative 

to the research questions. These pieces of data were given codes which represented appropriate 

themes relative to the research. Data-driven, or open coding was the primary process used as 

codes were generally derived from the data itself rather than preconceived notions (Thorpe & 

Holt, 2008). However, some aspects of concept-driven coding were incorporated as certain EA 

themes were personally well-known as a result of my experience in the EA process. This type of 

process is common in research analysis as these two methods are often not mutually exclusive 

(Thorpe & Holt, 2008). After this process was complete for all interview transcripts, a review of 

information contained within each code was conducted to ensure data was properly 

characterized. This resulted in some refinement of both codes and data categorization.  

Following completion of the coding process, data sorting was conducted to better allow 

interviewee themes to become clearer. This was completed through the use of data matrices 

(Thorpe & Holt, 2008). I created a spreadsheet which captured major themes on worksheet tabs 

(Appendix 3). Four columns were created for each code. The first column contained research 

participant identifiers. The second column placed all raw data (i.e., transcribed text) associated 

with each participant identifier. The third column summarized the information for each 
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participant. Finally, the fourth column amalgamated and summarized the code findings for all 

interviewees.  

Results 

The following sections present the results of the document review, qualitative survey and 

semi-structured interview research phases. 

Document Review 

The document review provided useful information regarding the types of collaborative 

approaches conducted by both industry proponents and the EAO during the EA processes subject 

to this research project. Some of these approaches were common across all nine EA processes 

where others varied in inclusion from single to multiple projects. Each collaborative approach 

was considered when selecting the key topics for the online survey and semi-structured 

interviews.  

The document review also provided additional valuable information such as examples of 

successful mitigation or avoidance measures resulting from the use of collaborative methods. In 

addition, the documents provided the identity of several key individuals or groups who 

contributed to the EA processes. 

The following sections describe some of the facts and themes found during the review of 

EA documentation. While this information was useful to better understand the dynamics of 

collaboration in the BC EA process and derive topics worth exploring in subsequent phases of 

the research, it represents neither a fulsome description nor an evaluation of the quality of 

collaborative activities undertaken for the nine mining BC EA processes. Rather, it is simply a 

reiteration of key aspects presented in the EA documents, which were largely drafted by either 

the proponent or the EAO.  
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Collaborative approaches common to all environmental assessments. 

The collaborative approaches common to all nine mining projects appear to have formed 

the backbone of the EA processes. These approaches are defined by the British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office (2018b) and include the following: the working group 

process; consultation and/or collaboration with First Nations; and, public comment periods.   

Working group. 

The EA working group (WG) seemed to be the most dominant component for each of the 

EA regulatory processes. In other words, it appears as though most of the intended collaborative 

effort expended during the EA regulatory process was through WG activities. WGs acted as 

project advisory groups that were made up of both provincial and federal regulators as well as 

First Nations and their representatives (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 

2018b). Each WG membership was designed to provide technical advice regarding the potential 

direct and indirect impacts of a project to people or the environment (British Columbia 

Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b). This advice was in the form of scientific, traditional 

or local knowledge.  

WGs reviewed and provided comments on several key documents created by either the 

proponents or EAO. These included Valued Components (VC), draft Application Information 

Requirements (AIR), and all sections of the EA applications, assessment reports, and tables of 

conditions. All comments provided by the WG appear to have received a comment from the 

proponents, EAO, or both. Several of these comments resulted in changes to aspects of project 

design or commitment to implement mitigation measures. 

WGs participated in EA process-specific meetings on critical issues. These were in the 

form of meetings containing the entire WG membership or sub-committee meetings made up of 
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WG members with specific knowledge on the issue being discussed. The WG and WG sub-

committee meetings served as a venue to dive deeper into important issues in an effort to ensure 

potential negative impacts were minimized. 

Consultation and collaboration with First Nations. 

Perhaps the greatest amount of collaborative effort expended during the EA process was 

consulting or collaborating with First Nations. Common law precedent has deemed the 

government has a “duty to consult and where appropriate accommodate First Nations when a 

decision or activity could impact treaty rights or asserted or established Aboriginal rights and 

title” (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b, p. 7). While the duty to 

consult for a BC EA process is the responsibility of the crown, the EAO often delegates some of 

this responsibility to proponents (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 2018b; 

Province of British Columbia, 2014). This practice was evident as the document review revealed 

several proponent consultation or collaboration activities. The most common events included 

face-to-face meetings, site visits, conference calls, emails and letters. While there was some 

variability between proponents, most of the activities were initiated prior to the commencement 

of the EA regulatory process (as much as 6 years) and continued until receipt of an EAC.  

It appears that all nine proponents conducted some form of engagement with First 

Nations prior to the initiation of the BC EA regulatory process. First Nations raised several 

questions, comments, or concerns on multiple topics related to the projects, with several 

occurring both within and outside the WG process. All comments raised by First Nations appear 

to have received a response from the respective proponent, and in many circumstances, multiple 

iterations of a comment/response process were completed in an attempt to resolve issues. 

Consultation and collaboration activities with First Nations were also conducted by the EAO. 
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The most prominent EAO activities included facilitation of the WG process and independent 

meetings with First Nations. Overall, the document review suggests that the majority of 

collaboration between the proponents, EAO and First Nations was led by the proponents. My 

experience in EA practice has shown me that this approach is often common in mining EA 

processes as the proponent is driving the development of the project and has generally has the 

greatest number of resources available. Also, as most of the reviewed documents were drafted by 

the proponents, there is more information available on proponent activities.  

Public engagement. 

Two public comment periods were conducted for each EA process, though their 

collaborative value seems limited compared to other processes. Overall, the public comment 

process was much shorter and yielded few comments compared to the WG or First Nation 

consultation and collaboration processes. The first public comment period occurred during the 

pre-EA application process where the EAO sought input on one of the following: Terms of 

Reference (TOR); draft AIR; or, VC Document (note: the historic TOR requirement of the EA 

process eventually became into the AIR process; only one project contained a TOR whereas all 

others used the AIR). The second public comment period occurred during the application review 

phase of the EA process where the EAO sought input on the EA application. Public comment 

periods varied in length from 30 and 45 days and included at least one open house for each of the 

pre-application and application review processes. These open houses were open to members of 

the public and were hosted by the EAO with active participation by the proponents. During the 

public comment processes, members of the public submitted written comments to the EAO; 

verbal comments are not considered (British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office, 

2018b). All comments received during the public comment periods were reviewed and 
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responded to by the respective proponent. Both the comments and responses were posted to the 

BC EAO project website, EPIC (EAO Project Information and Collaboration). 

First Nations capacity assistance. 

Capacity assistance was provided to potentially-affected First Nations by both proponents 

and the EAO. Most proponents and First Nations collaborated to find ways to build capacity 

within the communities. Some of the approaches focussed on providing funding to hire 

consultants and/or internal resources for the First Nations organizations (e.g., Kemess 

Underground project). Other proponents engaged on training, employment and business 

opportunities (e.g., Roman Coal project). In one case, a proponent conducted a social, economic, 

resource use and cultural survey to determine what local First Nation members felt was most 

critical to promote economic opportunities. This information was then incorporated into the 

proponent’s proposed recruitment, training and employment plan. The EAO also provided 

capacity assistance to First Nations in the form of funding. Depending on the project, this 

funding was provided for during the pre-application or application review phases of the EA 

regulatory process, or both. Despite these capacity-building measures, the document review 

revealed that at least one First Nation still struggled to keep pace with a proponent’s highly 

intensive EA-related workload. 

Other supplementary collaborative approaches. 

In addition to the collaborative approaches which were common to all EAs, the document 

review identified other measures that were performed for one or more projects, but not all. These 

approaches primarily fall under two categories: public collaboration; and, First Nation 

collaboration. The following sections describe some of the unique consultation approaches that 
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go beyond what may be considered to be standard notification practices (e.g., radio or newspaper 

advertising, web pages). 

Supplementary public collaboration approaches. 

For most proponents, it appears that their methods of collaboration with the public 

followed a public consultation plan. This consultation plan has now become a BC EA regulatory 

process requirement. While the plans varied slightly between proponents, they usually provided 

details on how communities of interest (COIs) would be identified, project information would be 

disseminated, public interests and input would be acquired, and feedback incorporated into 

project development and the EA process. 

The most common forms of public collaboration were consultation meetings and 

interviews with key stakeholders. These stakeholders included members of local municipalities, 

regional districts, local businesses, training institutions and environmental groups as well as 

recreational users, politicians, land tenure holders and students. Where trans-boundary impacts 

potentially existed proponents met with various interest groups from the USA, including 

regulators or environmental groups. The general purpose of these meetings was to provide 

project overviews, gather socioeconomic baseline information, and to better understand how the 

projects may affect local stakeholders. However, in certain situations, meetings would be open to 

a diverse group with a focus on a specific project factor such as end land use reclamation 

objectives. In one circumstance, a COI advisory committee was created to meet occasionally to 

discuss the influence of the proponent’s projects on local stakeholders. Eight of the nine 

proponents engaged with some or most of these groups or individuals. The ninth proponent did 

not make this information available. 
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Three proponents opened up local community offices. In one of these circumstances, the 

proponent’s office was available for input on three of its EAs being conducted in the region. The 

proponents ensured that staff in these offices were available to meet with the public and acquire 

important input on their projects.  

Proponents also undertook other measures to disseminate information to the public. For 

each project, hard copies of the BC EA application were available for viewing at a location 

accessible by the public. Certain proponents distributed copies in multiple locations within a 

community or across several communities in a region. One proponent donated laptops to local 

communities which contained an electronic version of the application for viewing. In 

circumstances where the use of electric or paper media was not sufficient to convey a message, 

certain proponents offered and performed site tours for select stakeholders.    

While the majority of supplemental collaboration with the public appears to have been 

conducted by proponents through both project and BC EA application development, the EAO 

also conducted collaborative exercises outside the standard activities common for all EAs. These 

primarily included meetings with local governments or US authorities where trans-boundary 

effects could be realized.  

Supplementary First Nation collaboration approaches. 

Most of the supplemental collaboration approaches were conducted with Indigenous 

communities. This collaboration appeared to occur throughout the BC EA process from its early 

stages through to the issuance of an EAC. While many of these approaches appear to have been 

led by the proponents or EAO, it should be noted that First Nations expended significant time 

and effort collaborating with these two groups. 
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First Nations consultation plans and reports. 

Similar to the approach with the public, most proponents’ collaboration methods 

followed a First Nations consultation plan. These plans articulated the general approach to First 

Nation engagement and described several consultative or collaborative measures such as 

conducting meaningful and early engagement, incorporation of Indigenous values and 

knowledge, and establishment of collaborative working protocols. 

Engagement principles and collaborative agreements. 

The documents showed that some proponents and First Nations followed core 

engagement principles in their approach to collaboration. General themes included but were not 

limited to: building strong relationships and trust; understanding cultural differences; 

incorporating Indigenous values and knowledge; and conducting meaningful and early 

engagement. These principles often led proponents and First Nations to execute collaboration 

agreements. Examples include working protocol agreements and memoranda of understanding. 

With respect to regulator and First Nation collaboration for one project, local First Nations, the 

Major Mine Permitting Office (MMPO) and EAO were all parties to a collaborative agreement 

to help facilitate decision-making. 

Efforts to acquire Traditional Knowledge and First Nations land use. 

Some proponents engaged First Nations at varying levels to better understand TK and the 

current land use surrounding the proposed project areas. Part of this approach was to ensure First 

Nations representatives had an opportunity to complete site tours to facilitate better 

understanding of the projects. For some projects, TK and traditional use (TU) studies were 

completed. Some of these studies were desktop only while others included more substantial 

research methods such as member interviews. Some studies were available for inclusion into 
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environmental impact assessments (EIAs) while others were either not yet completed or 

contained confidential information which was not incorporated in the final EA application. 

Efforts to optimize project designs. 

Different forms of collaboration between proponents and First Nations occurred in an 

attempt to improve project designs. A key method to achieve this goal was to strive to achieve 

robust assessments of potential project effects. In an effort to ensure these effects were 

accurately identified and addressed, TK and First Nations input helped influence VC selection 

and the scope of the EIAs. TK was also used in a few circumstances when identifying mitigation 

measures and developing management plans. Another collaborative technique used for one 

project was the execution of an EA scoping study designed to better understand community 

questions, comments, or concerns that would be addressed in the application. The documents 

also revealed that certain proponents met with First Nations to discuss assessment methods to be 

used during the EA process. These collaborative approaches had a level of influence on proposed 

mining project designs such as location of tailings storage facilities, mitigation measures such as 

changes to construction and operating methods, and management planning such as fisheries 

offset plans. 

Development and review of EA application and approval documentation. 

Another key collaborative theme identified in the EA process was mechanisms for 

developing and/or reviewing sections of the EA application. In some circumstances, consultation 

and collaboration between First Nations and the proponent occurred during the development 

phase of EA documentation. For example, First Nations were either consulted or collaborated 

with on the development of the VC and AIR documents for several projects subject to the 

research. This included the addition of First Nations’ VCs and assessment criteria contained 
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within the AIR. Also, the First Nation and the proponent co-authored the Part C of the EA 

application (a section which describes how a project may potentially affect First Nations’ rights, 

title and interests) for three projects. While some level of engagement occurred during the 

development of EA documentation, the more common collaborative and/or consultative 

approach between First Nations and either the proponent or EAO was to acquire input on project 

documents after the initial drafts were complete. Between proponents and First Nations, the 

following represent the types of documents that were provided for review and comment: social 

and environmental baseline reports; First Nations consultation plans and reports; all EA 

application chapters; pre-feasibility report or pre-feasibility design information; and certified 

project description (CPD). As proponent approaches varied, not all of these documents were 

reviewed for each project. There were also a few circumstances where an independent third-party 

review of the application was conducted on behalf of the First Nation. Between the EAO and 

First Nations, the tables of EA conditions and assessment reports were provided to First Nations 

for comment prior to completion and submission to the Minister of Environment.  

Examples of collaborative influence on project components. 

Collaborative efforts between the proponent, EAO, First Nations, public and other 

regulators led to opportunities to improve projects or provide other beneficial social or 

environmental benefits. Some of these improvements and benefits are listed in Table 4. It is 

important to note that these items should only be viewed as examples and not an overall measure 

of the success of collaboration. 
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Table 4 

Examples of Project Design Improvements Derived from Collaboration 

Project Design Improvement or other Benefit Project 

Project was designed to avoid effects to Amazay Lake due to its 

known cultural importance 
Kemess Underground 

Traditional Knowledge was used to enhance mitigation measures 

and management plans 
Brucejack Gold Mine 

Fisheries mitigation proposed by First Nations was considered 

and included in the offset plan  
Kitsault Mine 

Tailings facility location finalized through collaboration with 

First Nations and provincial/federal regulators  
KSM 

Collaboration with First Nations resulted in mitigation measures 

for air quality, economics and vegetation  
Roman Coal Mine 

Environmental assessments contributed to implementation of 

cumulative effects, aquatic effects and biodiversity management 

plan frameworks  

Line Creek Operations 

Phase II, Fording River 

Operations Swift, Baldy 

Ridge Extension 

 

Qualitative Survey 

The qualitative survey was offered to all 25 stakeholders who agreed to participate in the 

research project. Of the 25 surveys issued, 18 were returned. Of these 18, 17 were fully 

completed and one was partially completed.  

The survey contained a total of 18 collaboration-specific questions, 13 of which were 

closed-ended using consistent response options in a Likert scale format. These 13 questions were 

designed to obtain participant opinions regarding the effectiveness of proponent and EAO 

collaborative activities. Seven of the questions were focussed on proponent activities, five were 

more applicable to EA regulatory process activities, and one asked for an overall opinion on the 
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effectiveness of collaboration in the EA process. The survey questions and associated responses 

are shown in Table 5.2  

Table 5 

Comparison of Qualitative Survey Responses for Closed-Ended Questions  

Question Number of Responses 

 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 
N/A 

The proponent included all stakeholders who 

could be potentially affected by the project 
0 1 2 8 7 0 

The proponent approached stakeholders early 

in the project development process 
0 1 1 10 6 0 

When the proponent met or presented to 

stakeholders, the information provided 

allowed for a clear understanding of the 

project 

0 0 2 11 4 1 

Wherever possible, the proponent considered 

stakeholder input when forming the mining 

project design 

1 2 4 8 3 0 

The proponent considered stakeholder input 

when designing ways to lessen potential 

negative project effects 

0 1 2 13 2 0 

The proponent considered stakeholder input 

when creating ways to increase potential 

positive project effects 

0 2 4 11 1 0 

Project documents created by the proponent 

could be easily understood 
0 3 1 14 0 0 

The working group meetings provided an 

effective way for stakeholders to collaborate 

on the project 

0 6 0 11 0 0 

The public comment periods provided an 

effective way for stakeholders to collaborate 

during the EA process 

3 5 2 7 0 0 

When reviewing documents, the process of 

stakeholders submitting written/electronic 

comments to the EAO for proponent response 

was an effective way for stakeholders to 

collaborate during the EA process 

2 4 2 6 2 1 

The EAO provided an appropriate opportunity 

for all potential stakeholders to participate in 

the EA process 

0 3 3 8 3 0 

The EAO adequately considered all 

stakeholder input during the EA process 
1 3 1 9 3 0 

Overall, the EA process allows for good 

collaboration between multiple stakeholder 

groups 

1 5 3 7 1 0 

EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 

                                                 
2 Respondent answers reflect experiences with one project only. Specific projects varied between respondents. 



COLLABORATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT                                              62 

In general, the responses to these survey questions show moderate support for the 

proponents’ approach to collaboration. The majority of respondents either agreed or strongly 

agreed that the proponents’ collaborative activities were effective, ranging between 61% and 

89% of responses. However, this does not necessarily suggest that concerns did not exist. For 

example, 39% of respondents did not feel proponents necessarily included stakeholder input in 

project design and 33% did not feel proponents used stakeholder input to promote the 

maximization of potential positive effects. I also noted that proponents comprised 33% of the 

response pool and 82% of the less supportive responses (strongly disagree or disagree) were 

provided by stakeholders from historically marginalised groups. Therefore, topics related to 

proponent collaboration were selected for further evaluation in the semi-structured interview 

process. 

Responses to the EA regulatory process subject matter questions were more wide-

ranging. Respondents who agreed or strongly agreed to the effectiveness of EA regulatory 

collaborative processes ranged from 41% and 71%, with only three of the five being at or above 

50%. 47% of respondents felt that the public comment was ineffective versus 35% who felt it 

was effective, and 35% of respondents felt that the WG meetings and document review processes 

were ineffective while 65% and 35% respectively felt these processes were effective. This range 

of responses shows that there is variable opinion on the success of the EA regulatory 

collaborative processes, which warranted further investigation during the semi-structured 

interviews.  

The final closed-ended question asked whether the overall EA process allowed for 

effective collaboration between all stakeholders. The response was highly mixed, as 47% of 

respondents believed or strongly believed that the process was effective, 35% believed or 
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strongly believed it was ineffective, and 18% felt it was neither effective nor ineffective. I 

believe the variability in responses to this question helps reinforce the importance of the 

research, especially with respect to identifying opportunities to improve collaboration in the EA 

process. 

Four of the remaining five survey questions were open ended and explored the 

effectiveness of proponent and overall EA process collaboration, suggestions for improved 

collaboration, and any additional comments the survey participant may wish to provide. 

Response summaries are provided in Table 6 through Table 9.  

Table 6 

Effectiveness of Proponent Collaboration 

Participant 

Group 

Response Summary 

EA 

Practitioner 
• The proponent spent significant time collaborating with First Nations  

First Nation • The proponent eventually considered stakeholder input though it required excessive effort to 

achieve this milestone 

First Nation • The proponent was far more interested in collaborating than the EAO, though unclear how 

much consideration the proponent gave to stakeholder input 

First Nation 

Consultant 
• The proponent emphasized stakeholder communications 

Proponent • The proponent conducted significant efforts to promote collaboration 

Provincial 

Government 
• Often, proponent feedback to the working group felt targeted or unfair, leaving members 

feeling there was little interest in collaboration 

• Proponent should have been open to ideas 
EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 

Similar to the Likert scale responses describing the effectiveness of proponent 

collaborative activities, these more descriptive responses show that the majority of respondent 

sentiments was that the proponents’ approach to collaboration was moderately successful, though 

some concerns existed. This is perfectly summarized by one First Nation representative’s 

comment which affirmed “the proponent eventually considered stakeholder input into project 

design, mitigation and positive impacts. However, it took years of negotiations and a lot of 
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pushing before considerations were made”. The proponents also appear to have expended a 

significant amount of time and effort engaging with stakeholders and seemed to understand the 

importance of collaboration. One EA practitioner felt that “the proponent went to great lengths to 

keep the key First Nations stakeholders informed and engaged through the Project Development 

process”. However, there were also circumstances where proponents were either closed-minded 

and even disrespectful to WG members on certain issues. As a provincial regulator noted, 

Table 7 

Overall EA Collaboration Effectiveness 

Participant 

Group 

Response Summary 

Regional 

Government 
• The EA process is currently unbalanced as there is too much focus on the negative such as 

adverse effects 

EA 

Practitioner 
• Working group sub-committee meetings were effective collaborative forums as they allowed 

for more meaningful conversation. The main meetings were less effective at exploring issues 

• The EAO ensured all potential interests were explored 

First Nation • Co-authoring the part C of the EA application and the ability to include stakeholder-

recommended mitigations were the most successful collaborative parts of the EA process.  

• Felt that some comments were not addressed, just acknowledged – this does not seem to be 

suitable in a collaborative process 

First Nation • The EA regulatory process was a ‘check off the boxes’ procedure that eventually led to an 

approval – this did not necessarily feel collaborative  

• The EAO made decisions contrary to working group input, leaving stakeholders feeling that 

they were complicit in a process that was a waste of time 

First Nation 

Consultant 
• The working group did not meet its collaborative purpose  

First Nation 

Consultant 
• The face-to-face meetings were the most effective part of the process 

Proponent • The most collaborative part of the EA process was identifying and mitigating issues that arose 

Proponent • The working group meetings were very effective 

Local 

Government 
• Listening to other regulators in the working group meetings and receiving support for 

concerns was the most effective part of the EA process 

• Did not feel the EAO properly considered one of their major concerns 

Provincial 

Government 
• Current EA process is effective 

Provincial 

Government 
• The working group sub-committee meetings were the most effective collaborative forum as 

they focussed on specific issues  

Provincial 

Government 
• One-on-one discussion between agencies over specific technical items was the most effective 

part of the EA process 

Provincial 

Government 
• The working group written comment submission process was effective 

EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 
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“Often, in response to working group comments, the proponent would question the 

skill/competence/cooperativeness of certain working group members”. 

Stakeholder written responses to the survey questions requesting opinions on the 

effectiveness of collaboration in the overall EA process showed a wide array of responses, 

similar to those from the closed-ended questions. Many of the comments focussed on aspects of 

the WG and WG meetings. Six respondents provided comments supporting the collaborative 

effort conducted through the WG. Five of these were positive comments regarding the WG 

meetings (two specifically identifying WG sub-committee meetings) and one was supportive of 

the written comment submission process. With respect to the WG meetings, a local government 

respondent suggested that “hearing input from other agencies and receiving their support for our 

concerns” was an example of effective collaboration, while a provincial regulator felt “open 

dialogue at the working group meetings” helped facilitate collaboration. One industry proponent 

believed that the “working group meetings were very effective”. In contrast, three respondents 

had specific criticism of the WG or WG meetings. One First Nation consultant felt that “the 

working groups are intended to be collaborative, but they do not function this way” while a First 

Nation representative noted that “when the EAO makes a decision that is contrary to the 

recommendations of the Working Group…that does not give participants a strong feeling that 

they have been listened to”. With respect to WG meetings, an EA practitioner stated that 

“running a full Working Group meeting limits the topics and depth of conversations that can be 

had in such forums as such the utility of these are limited”. When discussing experiences with 

the overall EA process, a regional government representative believed that “the EA process is 

not designed to encourage collaboration between stakeholders and industry”. Two others 

believed that the EAO did not fully address their concerns, which seems to contradict the 
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collaborative paradigm. This was articulated by one First Nation representative who felt that “the 

process certainly felt in a lot of ways like a lot of wasted time, to 'tick off boxes' toward an 

approval, and left 'stakeholders' feeling complicit in the process”. On the supportive side, one 

provincial regulator acknowledged that the overall EA process was “a very good process” and 

two others appreciated how the process allowed individuals or groups to work through technical 

issues. Finally, one First Nation representative felt that the collaborative authoring of Part C of 

the EA application between the First Nation and the proponent was an example of collaborative 

success. This individual followed up by stating “it does not seem appropriate for a proponent, or 

their contractors, to define how the project would impact an Indigenous people”. 

Survey respondents had several suggestions regarding ways to improve collaboration in 

the EA process (see Tables 8 and 9). The most notable theme was recognizing the need for both 

proponents and EAO to improve stakeholder engagement, especially the former. Specifically, 

four respondents felt that earlier engagement is necessary and two others believed the proponent 

should attempt to build relationships with stakeholders, be open to ideas, and spend more time 

with stakeholders outside of the WG format. The WG was another popular subject with the 

survey respondents, who suggested improvements such as convening the WG earlier in the 

process, timing meetings to align with milestones, providing technical information in advance of 

meetings, and ensuring the ability to include more face-to-face interaction. It was also 

recommended that the EAO properly inform stakeholders on how issues will be addressed during 

the EA regulatory process as well as acquire more access to subject matter experts to help 

resolve difficult or contentious issues. A regional government representative suggested that the 

EA regulatory process should use methods “where both positives and negatives of a project are 

considered”, and that its review timeline should reflect the complexity of the project. Finally, a 



COLLABORATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT                                              67 

Table 8 

Stakeholder Suggestions for Improved Collaboration 

Participant 

Group 

Response Summary 

Regional 

Government  
• Proponents should listen more, focus on building relationships, and spend more time 

collaborating with stakeholders outside the working group 

• EA process should focus on both positives and negatives of a project 

• Funding should be more equal amongst stakeholders 

• EA timelines should reflect the complexity of the project 

EA 

Practitioner 
• The EAO process should allow for project-specific collaborative approaches 

First Nation • Proponents should approach stakeholders early and be willing to do more than the minimum 

EA requirements  

• Earlier access to highly technical information would improve working group collaboration 

• Working group meetings should always be face-to-face  

First Nation • Proponents should be more open to communicating issues received from other parties so there 

can be an overall understanding of concerns 

First Nation 

Consultant 
• The working group would be more effective if structured better and started earlier 

• The EA process needs to implement a better collaborative theory to drive its process 

Proponent  • More meetings should be held outside working group meetings 

• Working group meetings should be held when required 

• Suitable capacity funding or resources should be provided to allow stakeholders to effectively 

participate 

Proponent • Proponents need to engage with stakeholders before the start of the EA regulatory process 

• Better methods are required for collaboration with non-working group stakeholders – the open 

house method does not properly reach people 

Proponent • The EA regulatory process requires a better forum to acquire public input 

Proponent • In order to avoid misunderstanding and subsequent negative atmosphere in the working 

group, the EAO should acquire better access to technical reviewers  

• The EAO should communicate to stakeholders that while all potential issues will be assessed, 

the majority of time will be spent collaborating on solutions those deemed most significant 

Local 

Government 
• Subject matter experts should be brought in to review unresolved issues  

Provincial 

Government 
• Earlier stakeholder collaboration should occur, prior to the start of the EA regulatory process 

Provincial 

Government 
• Earlier engagement with stakeholders by proponents would improve the EA process 

EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 

couple other participants suggested methods to improve overall collaboration in the EA process 

would be to ensure that stakeholders have suitable resources or funding to participate and to find 

more effective ways to include the input of stakeholders who are not invited to the WG. 

Survey participant responses yielded additional comments which warranted 

consideration. For one, there was acknowledgement of the importance of the WG process to 
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Table 9 

Additional Stakeholder Comments 

Participant 

Group 

Response Summary 

Proponent • Not all stakeholders want to participate  

• Visual tools and videos could assist in collaboration 

Proponent • Identifying and discussing key project issues through the working group is very important 

Proponent • The working group is useful but does not include non-governmental organization 

representation 

• Public collaboration is more effective when you go to areas where people conduct daily 

activities rather than hosting an open house  

Local 

Government 
• Having a better visual representation of the project, as requested, would have been preferred 

Provincial 

Government 
• First Nations should have stronger consultants as resources 

 

work through issues collaboratively. Also, there was a recognition that certain groups may either 

have little desire to, or not be able to adequately participate in the EA process. Being more 

proactive to approach these individuals may be helpful. Some groups may only have resources 

who are less familiar or experienced in the EA process, which can result in a collaborative 

limitation. Finally, the use of technological tools, such as visual aides, may assist in a 

collaborative process. 

The last survey question asked respondents for their opinion on whether a sufficient 

number of WG meetings were conducted during the EA process. 15 of the 17, or 88% of the 

respondents who answered this question suggested that the EAO held just the right amount of 

WG meetings and nobody suggesting there were far too many or far too few. As the responses 

were fairly consistent, this topic was not specifically discussed during the semi-structured 

interviews unless brought forward by the research participant.  
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Semi-structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 interviewees representing each 

stakeholder type in the research project except the EA professional group. No one invited to 

participate from this group consented to an interview. 

The semi-structured interviews provided significant information regarding the 

effectiveness of collaboration during the EA processes for projects subject to the research, and 

offered ideas for future improvement. A more detailed analysis of the semi-structured results is 

provided in the remainder of the thesis results section. 

Proponents and their influence on collaboration in the EA process. 

Proponents’ approaches to collaboration had a major influence on the effectiveness of 

collaboration in the EA process. These items are summarized in Table 10 and presented in 

further detail in the following sections. 

Table 10 

Proponent Collaborative Characteristics in the EA Process 

Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Proponents’ 

overall 

approach to 

collaboration 

• There is a wide variety proponents’ approaches to collaboration ranging 

from good to poor 

• Characteristics of high-quality approaches included early, innovative and 

fulsome engagement and a dedication to achieve social licence through 

consultation and collaboration 

• Characteristics of inadequate approaches included conducting only the 

minimum regulatory requirements, lack of early engagement, poor 

provision of critical information, and not following through on promises  

Proponent 

principles 
• Proponent principles which are moral and noble tend to result in more 

effective collaboration 

• Proponents who strive to be good corporate citizens are more collaborative 

than those who focus solely on meeting minimum regulatory requirements 

• For optimum success, strong principles must be present throughout the 

organization 
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Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Proponent 

timing of 

engagement 

• Timing of proponent engagement should occur early, though the exact 

timing may vary by stakeholder 

• Proponent engagement was generally initiated early, though some 

exceptions applied 

• Early engagement is important as it can allow for timely identification and 

resolution of issues 

Past 

proponent 

collaborative 

approaches 

with 

stakeholders 

• The mannerisms used to collaborate with stakeholders are very important  

• Overall effectiveness of proponent collaboration with non-First Nation 

stakeholders is mediocre 

• To work with stakeholders effectively, a corporate approach to 

collaboration is necessary 

• Overall proponent collaborative effectiveness between proponents and 

First Nations is mixed; however, the trend seems to be improving 

• Capacity building and proactive proponent principles have resulted in 

collaborative success 

• Late engagement, resistance to incorporate First Nation recommendations, 

and late inclusion of Traditional Knowledge limited collaboration 

• Early engagement, open mindedness, implementing protocol agreements, 

incorporation of First Nation input, face-to-face meetings, and capacity 

funding/building promoted more effective collaboration 

Proponent 

agreements 

with 

stakeholders 

• Engagement and communication protocol agreements with stakeholders, 

primarily First Nations, should be in place early in the EA process 

• Collaboration appears to have been more successful for projects with 

engagement and communication protocol agreements in place 

Collaboration 

and project 

design 

• It is important for proponents to collaborate with stakeholders prior to 

project design decisions being made 

• Variable willingness by proponents to include stakeholder input on project 

design  

• It is difficult to collaborate on highly technical aspects of project design 
EA: Environmental assessment 

Proponents’ overall approach to collaboration. 

All 10 interviewees commented on proponents’ approach to collaboration, with seven 

interviewees indicating they have experienced a wide variety in collaboration methods, effort, or 

both. As one provincial regulator stated, “some proponents do what I think is a good job, but 

others are terrible”. Two interviewees felt the proponent performed a good collaborative effort, 

and likely went beyond what was required by the EAO. One First Nation representative noted, 

“for the most part I think they, they felt an obligation…driven by the realization that to work in 
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the [geographic region] they need to work hard to establish a social licence to continue”. One 

provincial government representative believed that most proponents do some form of early 

engagement, but their primary focus is getting through the process rather than collaboration. This 

person also recognized that other stakeholders would likely have differing opinions of a same 

proponent's collaboration efforts. 

Characteristics of effective proponent collaboration included a multi-pronged approach of 

early, meaningful and fulsome engagement and a dedication to achieve social licence through 

consultation and collaboration. Where suboptimal collaboration occurred, features included 

focussing on performing minimum regulatory requirements, lack of early engagement, poor 

provision of critical information, and not following through on promises to address issues. 

Proponent principles. 

Three interviewees commented on the relationship between a proponent’s principles and 

its collaborative approach. A regional government representative believed that a proponent’s 

principles strongly dictate their approach and willingness to collaborate. Less effective 

proponents focus on meeting minimum regulatory requirements while the more proactive 

companies implement a culture of ‘being a good corporate citizen’. This theme was echoed by a 

proponent representative who also believed “consistent, company-wide engagement” was largely 

responsible for project success. One First Nation participant noted that while high-quality 

corporate mandates and policy were important, proponent representatives needed to be aligned to 

ensure these policies were properly implemented. This individual believed that it was important 

that the proponent “establish[ed] that culture of respect and credibility and integrity and 

commitment”, and wanted to be a part of the community for the long-term. 
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Proponent timing of engagement. 

Nine interviewees discussed the timing of proponent engagement, with seven raising the 

importance of early engagement; however, there were subtle differences expressed on the timing 

or stage when engagement should occur, depending on the stakeholder group. There was a 

general consensus that proponent engagement with First Nations should occur potentially as 

early as the exploration stage but certainly no later than initial project and environmental 

baseline program design. Both a provincial government and proponent representative felt that 

getting information out to First Nations as soon as possible is critical, though the methods used 

to disseminate this information can vary. With respect to major regulatory agencies responsible 

for issuing major approvals, one provincial regulator suggested that collaboration should ideally 

happen at the exploration phase, but due to limited regulator capacity, the preferred approach is 

to engage with regulators once proponents have a general idea of the project scope. One 

proponent suggested that it is important for companies to have some information available prior 

to engaging stakeholders as “no one wants to have their time wasted”. A regional government 

representative suggested that engagement should ideally occur during AIR development so that 

input can form part of the EA application content.  

Four interviewees representing a First Nation, local government, and two proponents felt 

engagement was initiated early enough in the EA process. Conversely, two representatives 

representing a provincial and regional government believed engagement started too late. As the 

regional government representative noted, “we found out about the project halfway through the 

environmental assessment”.  

A provincial government and First Nation representative suggested that timely 

engagement can allow for identification and collaboration on major project issues, resulting in 
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increased efficiency as the EA process progresses. Another provincial government representative 

felt that in an ideal world, engagement and collaboration should occur over a continuum from 

exploration through closure.  

Proponent collaborative approaches with stakeholders. 

Eight interviewees spoke about proponents’ collaborative approaches with stakeholders. 

Some of these comments applied to overall approaches while others were specific to engagement 

with First Nations 

General comments on proponent collaboration with stakeholders. 

Two interviewees representing provincial and regional government felt some proponents 

ask for stakeholder thoughts and input while others tend to lecture. As a regional government 

representative noted, stating "we're going to build a mine" comes across as abrasive. However, 

saying "so, we're thinking of building a mine, what do you think we need to consider", is 

received far better by stakeholders. 

Two interviewees representing a provincial and local government felt the proponent did a 

mediocre job collaborating with non-First Nation stakeholders. The former felt perhaps the 

proponent was “making it [the collaborative process] a little more difficult than it needed to be”. 

The local government representative also noted that the proponent was unwilling to provide 

simple information on an important topic, and their socioeconomic study “was a really, really 

light brush of review”. However, this person acknowledged that the proponent implemented 

local government recommendations on reaching out to citizens.  

Two proponent interviewees described measures they believed resulted in successful 

collaboration with stakeholders. One felt that the corporate company-wide approach to 

collaboration was a fundamental requirement. The other representative felt that opening a local 
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community office helped proponent staff to provide project information and listen to local 

comments and concerns. 

Proponent collaboration with First Nations. 

The five interviewees who spoke to proponent collaborative approaches with First 

Nations generally experienced mixed results. One First Nation representative identified that 

some proponents only perform the basic requirements while others are more proactive and open-

minded. Another First Nation representative acknowledged that some significant benefits have 

been derived through collaboration with proponents; however, the results didn’t always occur 

quickly or easily. “There were some growing pains at the beginning…but I think the 

relationships have built and become pretty well-established.” A provincial government 

representative noted that the proponent and First Nation worked hard over time to develop a 

positive, ongoing relationship, and a First Nation consultant believes that proponents are slowly 

getting better at collaborating with First Nations. 

Interviewees identified factors that both improved and limited collaboration. Features 

which contributed to higher quality collaboration included proponent First Nations capacity 

building assistance, collaborative development of communications and engagement protocols, 

and proactive company-wide principles. Conversely, features that limited collaboration included 

late engagement and incorporation of TK into the EA process, lack of face-to-face 

communication, and resistance to incorporate First Nation suggestions into EA application 

development. 

Interviewees also provided recommendations to improve collaboration between 

proponents and First Nations. These recommendations were generally consistent and include the 

following: early engagement; proactive approach; establish engagement protocol agreements; 
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acknowledgement of the importance of TK; regular face-to-face meetings; and unconditional 

provision of capacity funding or resources. These exercises should help facilitate a better EA 

process as “when you’re in in a 180-day review period, there would be no need to stop the clock 

because the issues have been addressed” (First Nation representative). 

Proponent agreements with stakeholders. 

Interviewees who discussed this topic felt that some form of agreement between 

proponents and FN was critical to a collaborative process. A provincial government interviewee 

felt that negotiation of an impacts benefits agreement (IBA) had a significant positive influence 

on collaboration between the proponent and First Nation. The other three interviewees (two 

proponents and one First Nation representative) believed that engagement and communication 

protocols should be implemented prior to IBAs. As the First Nation interviewee suggested, “that 

can really help with the clarity for proponents and for Indigenous Nations on how we are 

working together”. One proponent representative indicated that implementing agreements in 

alignment with appropriate project development phases was successful, while another suggested 

that expanding communication protocols beyond First Nations and proponents to include 

regulators would also be beneficial.  

Collaboration and project design. 

Five interviewees discussed the effectiveness of implementing stakeholder input into 

project design. Three of these interviewees were proponent representatives who indicated that 

their practice was to acquire input for consideration in project design. However, one noted that 

there are some highly technical aspects of mining projects where collaborating is likely not 

practical. For example, “while the community might be best placed to suggest a different 

alignment for a road, there’s not typically anyone in the community can suggest a different PAG 
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[potentially acid generating material] management approach”. Two other proponent 

representatives believed the ability to incorporate stakeholder input into project design helped 

with relationship-building and moved the project forward. One First Nation representative 

articulated the importance of collaborating early to avoid potential impacts to environmentally or 

culturally sensitive areas. A regional government representative discussed circumstances where 

proponents had already made key design decisions without any stakeholder input as well as those 

where proponents were seeking input with almost no project design information to provide to 

stakeholders. This individual felt proponents should approach stakeholders once they have some 

potential design concepts for consideration but have not yet made any final decisions.   

Consultants and their effects on collaboration in the EA process. 

One theme that surfaced during the interviews was the role consultants played in the 

effectiveness of collaboration in the EA process, especially those contracted by the proponent. 

Eight interviewees provided input on various aspects of this overarching theme. A summary of 

consultant activities and their perceived effects on collaboration are summarized in Table 11, and 

are described in further detail in subsequent paragraphs in this section. 

Interviewees generally agreed that consultants had a massive influence on collaboration 

in the EA process. As one provincial government representative noted, “[the] one thing I’ve 

noticed over the past few years is the influence that consulting firms have on the approaches that 

mining companies choose to take”. The majority of interviewees also indicated that it is common 

to see a proponent’s consultant drive the process rather than proponent. As one First Nation 

consultant noted, the EA process is “too driven by consultant firms”.  

Many interviewees indicated that they have seen mixed collaborative efforts by 

consultants, with the general tone leaning towards the negative. As one provincial government   
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Table 11 

Influence of Consultants on Collaboration in the EA Process 

Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Consultants’ influence 

on the EA process 
• Consultants have a significant influence on the effectiveness of 

collaboration in the EA process 

• Consultants can often drive the EA process and highly affect the 

approaches taken by proponents 

Consultant quality and 

collaborative practice 
• Mixed results regarding consultant quality and collaborative 

practice; more negative than positive experiences 

• Consultants are often too conventional in their approach, stifling 

collaboration 

• Consultant approaches often limit collaborative effectiveness 

Examples of 

consultants limiting 

collaborative 

effectiveness 

• Poor inclusion of stakeholder input 

• Focussed on limiting proponent cost and EA commitments 

rather than seeking collaborative input 

• Do not always respect other stakeholders as equal experts 

• Tend to have a ‘one size fits all’ approach which may not align 

with the needs of unique communities and industrial sectors 

Example of consultants 

positively influencing 

collaborative 

effectiveness 

• Where a proactive proponent drove the process, consultant 

collaboration was improved 

 

EA: Environmental assessment 

representative noted, “there’s the good, the bad, and the ugly”. Similarly, local government and 

First Nations representatives mentioned that they have seen significantly different consultant 

approaches where some worked closer with stakeholders while others were more focussed on 

protecting the client. One First Nation representative indicated that the consultant was more 

focussed on checking off boxes than collaborating, resulting in a failure to provide sound advice 

to the proponent. This led to significant effort at a later date to address issues. “The last thing 

I’ve ever wanted to do was say ‘I told you so’, and I found myself saying that a lot.” One 

proponent representative commented that consultants often do not have the vested interest of 

other stakeholders, though another indicated that they were very fortunate to have a good 

consultant group. Finally, a general sentiment is that consultant approaches are often are too 
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conventional and lack the necessary outlook required for a truly collaborative approach. As one 

regional government representative noted, “it is a bit of a game….[and] only the things they want 

to address is included in the AIR and they will fight hard to…not include certain things”. 

Interviewees provided examples on how consultant approaches limited collaboration in 

the EA process. One provincial government representative felt that consultants regularly 

presented themselves as mining EA process experts which was not necessarily true; this created 

resentment amongst stakeholders. Similarly, two First Nations representatives felt consultants 

often used a conventional approach to EA when they should have adapted better to stakeholder 

and environmental needs. As one of these representatives noted, “[consultants] close their minds 

sometimes to… local and specific information and relationships”. These representatives also 

believed that consultants often dismissed stakeholder input. This was especially problematic 

when determining the significance of potential project effects. Finally, a First Nation consultant 

felt that consultants’ goals are often to steer the proponent through the EA process with the least 

amount of cost or commitments. 

Interviewees provided two examples of consultant activities which helped facilitate 

collaboration. One First Nation representative noted that they worked with a consultant that was 

willing to collaborate, resulting in a far more efficient EA process. On another project, a 

proponent representative described a successful circumstance where the consultant adopted 

proponent collaborative principles. 

Interviewees felt that proponents need to properly manage their consulting agencies, 

including the provision of guidance regarding the importance of a collaborative approach. Also, 

consultants need to build trust and more meaningful relationships with stakeholders. 
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Collaborative efforts by other stakeholders. 

While many EA process collaborative activities included participation by proponents, 

EAO, or First Nations, interviewees also commented on the collaborative characteristics of other 

stakeholders. Successful collaborative practice conducted by provincial line ministries, regional 

governments, and municipalities were identified. However, interviewees did not unanimously 

believe that collaboration was always effective. Two proponent representatives indicated there 

were times when certain stakeholders acted in a vindictive manner towards project 

representatives. One also felt that these participants occasionally participated unwillingly and not 

always collaboratively. A local government representative noted that some of these EA process 

participants were “just filling a seat” and others seemed unable to fully provide their perspectives 

as they were limited by the scope of their ministry.   

Current EA regulatory process. 

The current EA regulatory process can have a major influence on the effectiveness of 

collaboration in the EA process. Input received from interviewees is summarized in Table 12 and 

presented in further detail in the following sections. 

Nine interviewees provided both positive and negative comments regarding their overall 

experience with collaboration in the EA regulatory process, with concerns slightly outweighing 

the praise.  

For aspects of the current EA regulatory process which helped promote collaboration, 

one provincial government representative believes its structure provides a good level of 

flexibility which allows those participating “to be as collaborative as they want to be”. Three 

representatives felt BC has a strong, robust EA regulatory process. As one of the proponents  
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Table 12 

The Current EA Regulatory Process and its Influence on Collaboration 

Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Overall 

collaboration 

in the EA 

regulatory 

process 

• Both positive and negative aspects of the EA regulatory process exist; 

however, the negative are more common than positive 

• Positive aspects of the EA regulatory process include the following 

o The BC EA regulatory process is strong, flexible and robust, and 

does not require major change 

o The process considers so many aspects in one place that 

collaboration has to occur 

o People who feel the process is weak or non-collaborative likely do 

not have a proper understanding of its structure and execution 

• Negative aspects of the EA regulatory process include the following 

o Process is overly complicated, stressful and adversarial 

o Rules are not clear 

o Working group does not function optimally 

o Onus on proponent developing application can result in biased 

effects significance ratings 

o EAO leadership can be poor 

o Process predominantly focuses on the negative rather than an 

objective review of all aspects of a project  

o Process does not properly integrate qualitative and quantitative 

sciences 

o Political agendas can dissuade stakeholders from trusting the 

system as impartial 

• Suggestions to improve the EA regulatory process include the following 

o Improve EAO leadership 

o Increased open-mindedness, especially from proponents 

o EAO project lead should have suitable qualifications  

o Whenever possible, collaboration should occur between 

stakeholders  

EA 

regulatory 

process 

facilitation 

• Effective facilitation is essential to successful collaboration 

• Opinion regarding EA regulatory process facilitation quality is mixed 

• The role of facilitating the EA regulatory process is extremely challenging 

• Project lead position should only be performed by those who possess good 

facilitation/communication skills, knowledge, technical competency, and 

fairness 
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Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Working 

group 
• Both positive and negative aspects of the working group exist, though 

there are more concerns than praise 

• Majority of interviewees noted negative aspects of the working group 

o Process was often ineffective 

o Many distractions surface which limit collaboration on major 

issues 

o Collaboration does not seem to be part of the mandate 

o Process is more transactional than collaborative 

o Proponents commonly ignore member input 

• Positive aspects of working group meetings include the following 

o Sub-committee meetings allowed deeper collaboration into key 

issues 

o Main working group meetings allowed an opportunity to take 

perspective of the scope of issues 

o Group dialogue in meetings was helpful and allowed collaboration 

with peers 

o Meetings were facilitated reasonably well 

• Negative aspects of working group meetings include the following 

o Meetings did not feel collaborative 

▪ Adversarial approach  

▪ Occasional disrespect for proponents or patronizing attitude 

from proponents/consultants to stakeholders 

▪ Consultants regularly under fire from working group 

members 

▪ Working group members either spoke beyond their 

capabilities or not providing their full opinion 

o Working group meetings felt unproductive  

o General lack of preparedness by working group members 

o Poor proponent dissemination of information in advance of 

meetings 

o Government members often unable to collaborate as their role is to 

represent their ministry, not solve problems 

• Interviewee recommendations to improve the working group process 

include the following 

o Where practical, implement a workshop format for working group 

meetings 

o Provide information to working group members in advance of 

meetings 

o Ensure working group members are well balanced in terms of 

skillsets and personalities 

o Arrange meetings at times which align with the flow of 

information  

o Working group members need to be open with communication and 

willing to participate 
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Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Stakeholder 

knowledge of 

the EA 

regulatory 

process 

• Just over half the interviewees felt that the EAO does not adequately 

educate stakeholders on EA regulatory process rules and procedures 

• Those who believed the EAO was effective in this role observed the 

following 

o The EAO was patient and responsive to questions  

o The EAO spent extra time with stakeholders who had no prior EA 

regulatory process experience 

• Those who witnessed concerns with the EAO approach felt the following 

o The EAO does not do enough to explain the process 

o It can be very difficult to reach the broad public 

• Interviewees suggested ways to improve stakeholder knowledge of the EA 

regulatory process 

o Conduct education programs through professional associations  

o Implement a more detailed and structured approach to education 

o The EAO should educate people in advance of projects entering the 

EA regulatory process 

o Advise stakeholders that the EA is only the first step in a detailed 

project regulatory approval process 

Engagement 

and the 

public 

• The public are not generally engaged  

• Acquiring public input can be challenging 

• Supporters often won’t engage in the process but objectors will be loud – 

does not accurately show public opinion for projects 

• Suggestions to improve public engagement include the following 

o Create more flexible options to submit comments to the EAO 

o Employ communication specialists to convert complex parts of 

applications into plain language 

o Use social media mechanisms to reach larger audiences 
BC: British Columbia 

EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 

 

stated, “I don’t think the EA legislation needs to be changed. I think the legislation is flexible, I 

think it’s a great piece of legislation”. Another provincial government representative felt that 

collaboration occurs in the EA regulatory process as it “wrestles so many issues and brings them 

into one place”. One proponent representative suggested that many people who suggest major 

fault in the EA regulatory process simply do not understand its requirements or how it is 

executed. 
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The complicated nature of the EA regulatory process is a major issue. As a provincial 

government representative noted, “EAs are so [emphasis added] complicated now. There is so 

[emphasis added] much at stake, especially in BC”. In addition, the rules are “absolutely not 

[emphasis added]” clear. This was echoed by an industry representative who also expressed little 

desire to enter the process anytime soon. Many interviewees expressed concerns regarding the 

WG process, which is discussed further in a subsequent section. Both First Nations 

representatives suggested that the overall process is difficult for First Nations to support as its 

design puts the onus on the proponent to determine potential project effects rather than requiring 

these to be determined collaboratively. In addition, they felt that EAO leadership was often 

substandard. Regional government and First Nations representatives felt the EA timelines are too 

short to adequately meet the needs of a collaborative process. The regional government 

representative does not feel the EA regulatory process mandate was to promote collaboration. A 

First Nations consultant believes that the system is not properly set up to include qualitative 

research into assessments, which limits the ability to include meaningful contributions from 

Indigenous people. “They’ve [the EAO] never come up with a policy or framework to guide the 

integration of traditional or local knowledge” (First Nation Consultant). Finally, two 

interviewees noted that larger political objectives can undermine the collaborative efforts. 

A series of recommendations were provided to improve the EA regulatory process. 

Several interviewees suggested that the EAO needs to develop their leadership, though there was 

some acknowledgement that this is improving. “They’re behind the curve and playing catch-up is 

always a lousy place to be” (First Nation representative). A provincial government participant 

believed that adversarial aspects of the EA regulatory process can be greatly reduced if a 

proponent wants to collaborate. Finally, another provincial government representative indicated 
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that collaboration between all stakeholders should occur whenever practical. “I absolutely 

believe it should be collaborative with Indigenous groups and with proponents and depending on 

the phase you are in the EA, with the regulatory agencies”. 

EA regulatory process facilitation. 

Eight interviewees offered opinions regarding EA regulatory process facilitation, with all 

believing that effective facilitation is necessary for achieving successful collaboration. With 

respect to facilitation, two were pleased, two were displeased, and two were relatively 

indifferent. A local government representative felt that the EAO facilitated well and was quite 

helpful with groups with less EA regulatory process experience. Conversely, an industry 

representative felt that the EAO acted more like a messenger than facilitator in the EA regulatory 

process, and a First Nation representative believed that shortcomings were due to insufficient 

EAO staff experience. Those that were indifferent to the quality of facilitation seemed to feel that 

improvements should be made, but that the EAO did a reasonably good job. 

The general interviewee consensus was that EA regulatory process facilitation is 

extremely demanding, and that the EAO project lead is primarily responsible for facilitation 

quality in the EA regulatory process. As one provincial government representative stated, “it is a 

monster [emphasis added] process. It is huge, it is big, and it rests on the shoulders on one person 

leading it”.  

As the EAO project lead role was deemed critical to facilitation success, interviewees 

suggested that ensuring strength in this position would help improve the effectiveness of 

collaboration. The EAO project lead should be neutral, flexible, knowledgeable, and instinctual 

as well as possess good facilitation and communication skills, be inclusive of all stakeholders, 
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and have a suitable level of technical expertise. It is also important that this individual allocates a 

suitable amount of time to get through key issues and not let distractions detract the process. 

Working group. 

All 10 interviewees provided input on the effectiveness of the WG process, with negative 

feedback being more prominent than positive feedback.  

One proponent felt the WG process was an effective way to work through significant 

amounts of information, issues and concerns: “was a good way for active dialogue to happen”. A 

regional government representative felt that WG members were very knowledgeable and 

contributed well in their area of expertise. 

Many interviewees felt the WG process seemed more transactional than collaborative, 

with four individuals believing the WG was not executed well. As a First Nation interviewee 

noted, “I think there was a high level of enthusiasm and anticipation that they [working groups] 

would be fairly collaborative. But at the end of the day…the working groups were kind of a 

waste of time”. A proponent also believed that there was a lot of noise in the WG process, which 

took focus away from collaborating on important issues. A regional government representative 

felt that collaboration really didn’t seem to be part of the WG’s purpose. One provincial 

government representative felt there were multiple circumstances where proponents did not 

listen to the WG’s advice. 

Four interviewees were supportive of collaborative efforts in WG meetings. Two 

proponents and one provincial government representative found that the WG sub-committee 

meetings were effective as they facilitated key collaborative technical work. One of the 

proponent representatives praised the main WG meetings as good forums to “take perspective” 

of major issues. This individual also felt that the WG meetings were reasonably well facilitated. 
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In addition, a local government representative found the group dialogue in the WG meetings to 

be very helpful as it allowed an opportunity to collaborate with other ministry representatives. 

Six interviewees felt that the WG meetings were not collaborative, primarily due to their 

adversarial nature. Most of the interviewees spoke of an ‘us versus them’ approach between the 

proponents, their consultants, and the rest of the WG members, including references to ‘dueling 

experts’, disrespect for proponents, and consultants "up there and they’re, you know, taking heat" 

(provincial government representative). A First Nations representative also noted that the 

proponent’s or EAO’s approach towards stakeholders would be patronizing at times. Lack of 

preparedness by many WG members was identified, though a First Nation representative noted 

the difficulty to effectively prepare when information is rarely available in advance. Some 

interviewees noted that hours of listening to highly technical PowerPoint presentations was not 

collaborative. As a First Nation consultant noted, “you always leave these things with this feeling 

that you haven’t really learned very much, or nothing has been resolved”. Some interviewees felt 

that several WG members would speak beyond their level of expertise while others would hold 

back information. Conflicting personalities also limited collaboration. Finally, a provincial 

government representative noted that collaboration can be difficult for provincial regulators at 

WG meetings as their mandate is to represent their ministry's point of view rather than work to 

solve issues. 

Improvements in the WG meetings would likely provide more interaction, sharing of 

ideas, and reduction of participants habituating entrenched positions. One recommendation for 

improvement was to set up the WG meetings to follow more of a workshop format; this would 

require effective facilitation. Interviewees emphasized the importance of disseminating important 

information in advance of when feedback is expected as “otherwise, you’re just getting reactions, 
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you’re not getting thoughtful responses” (provincial government representative). Consequently, 

meeting times should align with the flow of information. Interviewees also suggested that WG 

membership includes a better balance of skillsets and personalities as this could facilitate better 

communication, increased trust, respect and integrity.  

Stakeholder knowledge of the EA process. 

Opinion was split fairly evenly between seven interviewees as to whether or not the EAO 

appropriately educates stakeholders on EA process rules and procedures. Three interviewees felt 

that suitable efforts were made to educate stakeholders while the other four believed that 

stakeholders did not generally have a good knowledge of the EA process. 

A regional government representative felt that the EAO was very patient when explaining 

the process, including the provision of background information and offline discussions. A local 

government representative did not believe an initial explanation of the process occurred, but 

indicated the EAO was very responsive to questions. This included travelling to the local 

government offices to review the EA process in more detail. One industry member felt that the 

EAO did a good job of educating people about the EA process, especially for individuals with no 

prior experience. 

A provincial government representative felt that the EAO "tend[s] to rely on the 

standard...half an hour showing slides of the EA process, and it's totally meaningless….you can’t 

understand a process, a complicated process, in a short slide show". This participant felt that a 

better method would be to explain the process in a detailed, structured manner. A second 

provincial government representative acknowledged the difficulty of reaching out to people on 

an individual basis and suggested that it may be better to hold workshops with stakeholder 

organizations such as professional associations. One proponent participant believes that the EAO 
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needs to dedicate more resources to educating the public by putting more "boots on the ground", 

and that these efforts should occur across the province in advance of EA projects. A second 

proponent participant suggested that efforts should be undertaken to educate the public on the 

difference between EA and permitting processes. “Environmental assessment is essentially just 

an approval in principle, but then after that there’s the permitting process…which is much more 

detailed”.  

Engagement with the public. 

Six of the interviewees commented on the effectiveness of engagement with the public, 

with five of them acknowledging that the public are often not well represented during the EA 

process. One First Nation representative felt that this lack of representation is a disservice, and a 

First Nation consultant representative believed that the public should have a much larger voice in 

the EA process.  

Interviewees acknowledged the difficulty in acquiring fulsome public input. One First 

Nation was recorded as saying “community engagement is so difficult regardless of what you are 

talking about”, and that this is further complicated by the intricacy of EA process. Both 

proponent representatives noted that it is very difficult to get people who support projects to 

provide input through the public comment period; however, dissenters are often “raising their 

hands in opposition” (proponent representative). A local government representative was 

concerned that so few members of the public actively participated on a local project.  

Interviewees provided ideas on how public engagement could potentially be improved, 

though none felt that these concepts would resolve the entire issue. One provincial government 

representative was hopeful that recently increased flexibility for public comment submission 

methods could be beneficial. A First Nations representative suggested that hiring 
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communications specialists who could put complex aspects of EA applications into plain 

language may represent an opportunity. A local government representative suggested the 

importance to go to places where the public are present (e.g., shopping mall) and offered the idea 

of using social media to engage the public. As this individual cleverly stated, "nobody gets their 

nose out of their phone". 

Additional influential collaborative aspects within the EA process. 

The following sections describe additional collaborative barriers and recommendations 

for improvement not presented in detail elsewhere in this thesis. Key points raised by 

interviewees are presented in Table 13 and are discussed further in the following sections. 

Additional barriers to collaboration. 

In addition to barriers to collaboration provided elsewhere in this thesis, interviewees 

provided additional examples of barriers experienced during the EA process. These are discussed 

in the following sections. 

Resource capacity. 

Lack of resource capacity to effectively participate in the EA process was the most 

commonly identified barrier by interviewees. Many groups, including many First Nations, do not 

have the time, money, or expertise to collaborate effectively. “It all boils down to time and 

resources, time and money….they just don’t have the capacity or expertise” (provincial 

government representative). In addition, increasing EA process complexity combined with 

intensifying levels of natural resource development have strained existing capacity. One 

proponent representative also noted that poorly financed companies may not have adequate funds 

to provide capacity assistance to First Nations.  
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Table 13 

Additional Influential Collaborative Aspects within the EA Process 

Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Additional 

barriers to 

collaboration 

• Resource capacity constraints can limit stakeholder ability to participate 

• Stakeholders poor faith collaborative practices 

o Bargaining 

o Underhanded tactics 

o Delayed proponent responses to the working group  

o Unethical proponent capacity offers 

o Leveraging the EA process to address unrelated issues 

• Highly technical and difficult to understand EA applications 

• Ineffective communication between stakeholders 

The 

importance of 

trust and 

relationships 

in effective 

collaboration 

• Having trust and strong relationships are cornerstone requirements for 

successful collaboration 

• The proponent has the primary responsibility to build trust and 

relationships, though everyone needs to be willing to develop these aspects 

• Proponent paradigms regarding the importance of trust and relationships 

must be consistent across the corporation 

• The following limit the ability to build trust and relationships 

o Poor proponent engagement practices 

o Adversarial EA process structure 

o EAO not striving to build trust or relationships with stakeholders 

o Perceived or real unwillingness to collaborate 

• The presence of trust and relationships can help collaboration 

o When trust is in place, it is easier to work through difficult issues  

o Trust and relationships can help reduce tension  

o The presence of trust and good relationships will help create a 

more effective and efficient EA process 

• Suggestions to promote trust and relationships include the following 

o Be honest, forthright, reliable and transparent 

o Avoid being adversarial or closed-minded 

o Take the time to understand each other’s interests 

o Everyone needs to be part of the relationship-building process 

o Proponents should provide information to stakeholders early and 

be willing to accept and incorporate feedback 
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Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Other 

suggestions 

to improve 

collaboration 

in the EA 

process 

• All stakeholders need to work harder to facilitate better collaboration 

• Increased resource capacity is required, not only for First Nations but also 

for all forms of government 

• Improved communication is necessary 

o Everyone should be able to communicate freely and effectively 

o Have interest-based conversations  

o Walk the talk 

o Collaboratively define how meaningful communication should be 

performed 

o Ensure information can be clearly understood by stakeholders 

• Improve mutual understanding  

o Become open-minded and seek to understand 

o Be willing to give and take 

• Employ a methodical approach to work through major issues 

o Identify big issues early 

o Do not leave major issues resolution to the last minute 

o Be less judgemental and more supportive 

• EA regulatory process structure recommendations 

o Allow flexibility  

o Implement assessment approaches that can work with both 

quantitative and qualitative science 

o Allow stakeholder input on EA regulatory process design 

o Establish regulatory timelines relative to project complexity 

o Conduct a more balanced approach that focuses on both positive 

and negative project aspects 

o Establish a regulatory continuum 

• EA regulatory process execution improvement recommendations 

o Spend time to address issues during the pre-application process 

o Have regular process effectiveness ‘check-ins’ 

o Reduce process formality 

o Utilize an independent review process for difficult issues 
EA: Environmental assessment 

EAO: Environmental Assessment Office 

Poor faith collaboration practices. 

A common observation was stakeholders who bargain rather than collaborate. This has 

occurred when individuals became entrenched in positions or waited until the last minute before 

implementing concessions on important issues. Another factor was underhanded practices 

applied by groups such as NGOs who preached ‘doom and gloom’ scenarios. As a First Nation 

representative suggested, “sometimes they [the messages] can be constructive but sometimes 



COLLABORATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT                                              92 

they’re more destructive and less helpful than anything else”. One regional government 

representative felt proponents would strategically delay responding to WG requests to limit the 

ability to address issues with EA process deadlines fast-approaching. It was also noted by a First 

Nation representative that capacity assistance from proponents can’t always be accepted as it is 

not presented unconditionally; there is an expectation of project support. One proponent has seen 

examples where First Nations or government ministries use the leverage of the EA process to 

resolve larger, unrelated issues such as reconciliation between those parties. 

EA application structure. 

EA applications are often extremely complicated. Many sections are written in highly 

technical language that is not likely to be well understood by a layperson. This can limit 

collaboration with stakeholders. 

Poor communication or unwillingness to collaborate. 

While many stakeholders are highly intelligent and skilled, they regularly failed in their 

communication with one another. As a First Nation representative noted, “there’s some really 

good engineers and good biologists and foresters and a lot of times they’re not very good at 

communicating with other professionals”. A regional government representative felt that 

sometimes communication is too legal in nature, which limits willingness to collaborate. Lack of 

face-to-face communication during the EA process was also identified as problematic. 

Stakeholder unwillingness to engage meaningfully also represented a barrier. For example, in 

situations where stakeholders may have had nothing to gain by a project, it was difficult to 

convince these parties to collaborate. 
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The importance of trust and relationships in effective collaboration. 

The role of trust and relationships in effective collaboration was a key factor raised by 

most of the interviewees. Each individual believed that building trust and relationships is critical 

to collaborative success. As one provincial government representative noted, “I mean, that’s 

[trust and relationships] the foundation of all meaningful communication”. A First Nation 

consultant representative had a similar perspective, saying “I think they’re [relationships] super 

important. They absolutely should be important”.  

Many interviewees felt that the trust and relationship building processes should be 

initiated by the proponent, but that it was important for all stakeholders to proactively participate. 

One proponent representative believed that relationship-building initiatives should have support 

from the entire corporation. “Everybody has to be on the same page in order for it to happen, and 

it becomes a win-win-win”. 

Trust and relationships were not always present during the EA processes. The adversarial 

‘us versus them’ dynamic that is common within working group meetings made it difficult for 

many WG members to trust proponents and their consultants, and vice-versa. Lack of or late 

proponent engagement with stakeholders also restricted the development of trust and 

relationships. A proponent representative suggested that the EAO did not put forth a suitable 

effort to build trust and relationships with the local community, limiting the latter’s desire to 

collaborate. Also, one First Nation representative identified that lack of relationships has led to 

perceptions that various stakeholders are being unreasonable.  

An Indigenous Nation might put up a wall right away and say ‘well, industry never 

listens to us’. And then industry will always put up a wall saying ‘well, Indigenous 

Nations ask for the sun and the moon and we cannot deliver it’ (First Nation 
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representative). 

Interviewees also provided opinions regarding how good trust and relationships could 

help improve collaboration within the EA process. When trust is in place, it can be easier to work 

through sensitive issues, reduce conflicts, or disseminate bad news. This type of trust and 

relationships would also facilitate better collaborative work, resolve many collaborative issues, 

limit adversarial presence, and help make problems disappear.  

In order to build trust and relationships, it is essential to be honest, forthright, reliable and 

transparent in all forms of collaboration as well as avoid adversarial behaviours such as closed-

mindedness or becoming entrenched in positions. “Do what you say you are going to do” 

(provincial government representative). Trust and relationship building also require time and 

effort to understand each other’s interests. “The more you understand each other, the more 

you’re able to get to…common goals” (regional government representative). Consultants should 

become a part of this relationship-building process. Specific to proponents, it is important to 

conduct early and meaningful engagement, including the provision of information to 

stakeholders. Proponents should also spend time with stakeholders in the communities to better 

understand local dynamics, interests and concerns.  

Other suggestions to improve collaboration in the EA process. 

All 10 interviewees provided suggestions on measures which should be implemented to 

allow more successful collaboration.  

Overall approach. 

One First Nation representative felt strongly that we all need to work harder to improve 

collaboration during the EA process. “It’s raising the bar and bringing up the expectations across 
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the board, not just for [the proponent], but for the consultants and for the province and for First 

Nations”.  This sentiment was common amongst all interviewees. 

Resource capacity assistance. 

Increased resource capacity in the form of funding, additional resources, or both, is 

required for multiple groups. Every interviewee indicated that First Nations required capacity 

assistance, especially for communities which lack member, staff, or consultant availability. Some 

also felt that the provincial, regional and local governments all should be provided funding 

and/or resources. Interviewees believe that both proponents and EAO should be responsible for 

providing capacity assistance. Suggestions for capacity funding responsibility included the 

majority provided by the proponent, an even amount by both parties, or an allocation based on 

royalties collected from the proponent by the provincial government. 

Improving communication. 

 A suggested step to promote effective communication is to collaborate with stakeholders 

to define the parameters of meaningful engagement. It is also critical to ensure an environment 

exists where people feel they can provide straightforward and honest input without the fear of 

criticism.  “Finding a way to allow everyone to communicate effectively and freely is where the 

best collaboration happens” (provincial government representative). Other suggestions included 

having interest-based conversations, finding anchor points of similar thinking or agreement, and 

collectively walk the talk rather than speak to be heard. It is also important to make sure 

proponents adapt as necessary to ensure stakeholders understand project information. “If you’re 

not adaptive, you’re just, you’re not likely going to be collaborative” (proponent representative). 
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Strive for mutual understanding. 

Interviewees believed a mutual understanding of everybody’s needs is a necessary step to 

improve collaboration in the EA process. As one provincial government representative noted, “if 

we had a better understanding of the importance of those things, we maybe could give it more 

respect”. Another provincial government representative said “principled negotiation, it’s about 

how everybody’s interests can be met”. In order to achieve mutual understanding, EA 

participants need to be more open-minded and seek to understand rather than clinging to one’s 

beliefs. This requires a willingness to give and take. As a First Nation representative noted, “at 

the grassroots level, if you can get those folks realizing they’re all working towards wanting the 

same things and they plan to be here for the long-term, then there’s a lot of common ground in 

there”. 

Collaborative approach to major issues resolution. 

Many interviewees suggested that every EA has a set of “big ticket issues” (First Nation 

representative), which essentially drive the process. As a provincial government representative 

suggested, “try to anticipate what the issues are going to be and try to address them early on in 

the process”. It is also important for EA participants to be willing to proactively work to resolve 

issues. “If you’re gonna come to the table, come with solutions not with problems” (First Nation 

representative). Acknowledging mistakes and looking for solutions should be undertaken rather 

than hiding errors or passing negative judgement on others. Urgency must also be in place to 

resolve major issues prior to late stages of the EA process. Otherwise, stakeholder fight-or-flight 

instincts will likely prevail. 
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EA regulatory process improvements. 

Four interviewees provided suggestions to improve EA regulatory process structure. One 

proponent representative suggested that the EA regulatory process should be legislatively strong 

while allowing flexibility to design collaborative approaches relative to the project needs. A First 

Nation consultant suggested that the EAO should implement assessment approaches which 

successfully combine qualitative and quantitative approaches. “True collaboration would be 

finding some way that quantitative and social sciences and all the social values and Aboriginal 

rights and practices would be incorporated into an assessment process from the beginning”. A 

regional government representative suggested that EA regulatory process timelines should reflect 

the complexity of a project; a small quarry and major mining project should not have the same 

process timelines. This individual also suggested that the EA regulatory process should be more 

balanced, focussing on both positive and negative aspects of a project. A provincial government 

representative recommended implementation of a “regulatory continuum” which would allow 

stakeholders to be involved from project inception through closure.  

Three interviewees provided suggestions regarding the EA regulatory process execution. 

One provincial government representative identified the importance of spending adequate time 

during the pre-application process to understand and resolve issues. “Time and energy spent on 

the front end saves in the back end” (provincial government representative). A regional 

government representative suggested that the EAO should investigate ways to make the process 

less formal. Two interviewees felt there should be more ‘check-ins’ with stakeholders during the 

process to understand their perceptions regarding collaborative effectiveness; process adaptation 

could then be applied if necessary. One First Nation representative suggested that the EAO 

secure independent expert reviewers to provide input when required. 
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Examples of collaboration success. 

My discussions with interviewees revealed examples of success that occurred through the 

EA process. These items are summarized in Table 14 and are described in the following sections. 

Table 14 

Examples of Collaborative Success in the EA Process 

Theme Interviewee Opinion 

Proponent 

and First 

Nations 

success 

• Creation of an employment and training program  

• Development of strong relationships between the proponent and First 

Nation  

• Use of First Nation input to inform baseline data collection programs  

• Increased open-mindedness and collaborative conversations  

• Proponent and First Nation co-authored First Nations Interests section of 

EA applications 

• Development of initiatives including biodiversity preservation and 

conservation land purchases 

• First Nation collaboration with the proponent's operations and research 

and development groups regarding best operation practices  

EA 

regulatory 

process 

success 

• Derived solutions to complex cumulative effects issues  

• Development of new scientific protocols which may promote improved 

planning decisions  

• Improvements in collaborative effectiveness through advancement of 

multiple EA processes 

• Changes in working group process to ensure project-related information is 

available in advance of meetings 

Proponent 

and public 

success 

• Establishment of meaningful relationships through a consistent and 

committed consultation approach  

• Creation of a community of interest advisory committee to advise the 

proponent on project-related issues 
EA: Environmental assessment 

Successful outcomes of proponent and First Nation collaboration. 

One proponent described three items that occurred as a result of this engagement. 

Collaboration resulted in First Nation input being used to inform baseline data collection 

programs. This observation was also shared by other interviewees. Collaboration also evolved 

relationships between parties to a point where First Nations and proponent representatives 
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attended private events together. In addition, EA process collaboration resulted in a training and 

employment program which facilitated local Indigenous member contracting and employment 

opportunities. This program also brought members back to the community who had previously 

left due to lack of economic opportunity. 

One First Nation representative reflected on lessons learned through the completion of 

multiple EA processes, noting that more open-minded and collaborative approaches have started 

to occur between the proponent and First Nation. This has resulted in improved relationships and 

an evolution in EA development where First Nation practices and interests are being considered. 

The First Nation has also worked with a proponent to collaboratively author the First Nation 

Interests section of the EA application. This was also acknowledged as a success by a second 

First Nation interviewee, and has resulted in a more accurate reflection of potential project 

effects on First Nations rights and title.  

A second First Nation representative was quite proud of the accomplishments that have 

been achieved by the First Nation and proponent through work during the EA process, though 

expressed mild disappointment in the length of time it had taken to get to this point. “They’ve 

[proponent] done a really good job and they’ve actually stepped up to the plate and provided the 

resources and funding to do some, some really good work”. Collaboration during the EA 

processes has also facilitated a milestone where the First Nation is engaging with the proponent’s 

operations and research and development departments to look for opportunities to improve 

operational practices. This interviewee noted that these types of conversations or collaborative 

efforts would not have occurred when the proponent first started operating in the geographic 

region. 
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Successful features derived from collaboration in the EA regulatory process. 

Successful features which resulted from EA regulatory process collaboration occurred in 

one geographic area where multiple EA processes were completed over approximately ten years. 

A provincial government representative noted that this collaboration has facilitated solutions to 

complex cumulative effects challenges. One First Nation representative felt that the overall 

collaborative approach has been advanced. “We’re less in a place where some of those 

workshops, meetings and things tend to feel like, did I just waste 7 hours banging my head 

against the wall?”. This individual also noted that local long-term collaboration with the 

government has resulted in some useful new scientific protocols which may promote better 

environmental management decisions. Another First Nation eluded to successes experienced 

from a newly-implemented collaborative practice to ensure information is available for WG 

members in advance of meetings.  

Successful features derived from proponent and public collaboration. 

Two proponent interviewees noted successful features which were a result of their 

engagement with the public. The first proponent indicated that a consistent, long-term 

consultation approach resulted in a better public understanding of both project and mining sector, 

and increased relationships between the proponent and public. A second proponent noted that 

collaboration resulted in the formation of a community of interest advisory committee which 

informed the proponent of public interests or concerns. For certain issues, this helped facilitate 

the transition of public input into project design. 

Results Summary 

The document review, qualitative survey and semi-structured interview phases of 

research provided a wealth of information regarding the current effectiveness of collaboration in 
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the BC EA process as well as the identification of potential ideas for improvement. This includes 

aspects of proponent, EAO, First Nation, consultant and other stakeholder activities, as well as 

overarching aspects of both the EA and EA regulatory processes. A refined assessment of this 

information, including the identifications of key themes, is presented in the discussion section. 

Discussion 

The following sections discuss the key themes identified through the research. These 

include findings which are consistent with previous EA research as well as themes which 

emerged through survey and interview responses from research participants.  

The Importance of Trust and Relationships 

A strong belief of the research participants is that trust and positive relationships between 

stakeholders are the foundation for all meaningful engagement. This is a view shared by others 

such as Armitage (2004), Booth and Halseth (2011), Booth and Skelton (2011b), Reed (2008), 

and Udofia et al. (2017). If these aspects are not present collaboration would likely prove 

ineffective regardless of other influences (Booth & Skelton, 2011b). Participants also believed 

that the benefits of positive relationships and trust include an increased ability to work through 

difficult issues, reduced tension between stakeholders, and the collaborative resolution of issues 

Bryson et al (2013) noted that successful collaborative processes can also be effective in 

managing conflicts. 

Research participants felt that proponents have the primary responsibility to develop trust 

and relationships, as also noted by Booth and Skelton, (2011b), and Plate et al. (2009). They also 

recognized the importance of other stakeholders being open-minded to allow trust and 

relationships to build, as noted by Booth and Skelton (2011a, 2011b) and Plate et al. (2009). 
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Unfortunately, trust and good relationships are not always present during EA processes 

due to poor proponent engagement practices, insufficient time to build trust, adversarial structure 

of the EA regulatory process (particularly the WG), government unwillingness or disinterest in 

building relationships, and belief that stakeholders were being unreasonable.  

The key factors research participants identified as requirements to improve trust and 

relationships include open-mindedness, honesty, reliability and transparency. Proponent early 

engagement and provision of information fit within these factors, as has been noted by Booth and 

Halseth (2011), Doelle and Sinclair (2006), Gibson et al. (2016) and Hartley and Wood (2005). 

Participants acknowledged the importance of spending adequate time to build trust and 

relationships through achieving a mutual understanding of each other’s interests, consistent with 

Booth and Skelton (2011a).  

Proponent-led Collaborative Activities 

Proponents have the most influence on the overall effectiveness of collaboration. Several 

EA researchers and scholars emphasize the importance of various proponent practices in an EA 

process (Armitage, 2004; Booth & Halseth, 2011; Booth & Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 

2011b; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Haddock, 2008; Lawrence, 2007; Plate et al., 2009; Reed, 2008; 

Sinclair & Diduck, 2017; Sinclair et al., 2008; Udofia et al., 2017). Proponents represent the 

party looking to ‘change’ aspects of the human and biophysical environment, resulting in a 

responsibility to advise stakeholders of the intentions of a proposed project (Public Consultation 

Policy Regulation, 2002). EA practice defined by multiple participants in this research study 

confirms that the EA process largely proponent-driven. Most information produced regarding a 

project is created by the proponent; therefore, limited activity can occur prior to dissemination of 
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this information. For these reasons, the research participants’ views to proponent approach to 

collaboration in the EA process represent an important piece of this thesis. 

Survey and interview results showed that proponent collaboration approaches were 

moderately successful, though not all proponent approaches were equal; certain shortcomings 

were present. Some proponents went beyond what was required while others were only focused 

on meeting minimum regulatory requirements. This overall summary of proponent approach is 

not commonly addressed as most research focuses on specific aspects of collaborative practice 

involving First Nations or public engagement (examples include Haddock (2008), Plate et al 

(2009) and Udofia et al (2017)). However, Booth and Skelton (2011b) did note that it is 

important for proponents to go beyond performing solely the minimal regulatory requirements. 

Factors which contributed to successful proponent collaborative practices included 

meaningful early and ongoing engagement, provision of capacity funding and/or resources 

(primarily to First Nations), execution of engagement and information sharing protocol 

agreements with First Nations, and honourable corporate engagement principles. Recognition of 

the importance of meaningful early and ongoing engagement is not surprising as this sentiment is 

well-established (Booth & Halseth, 2011; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; 

Gibson et al., 2016; Hartley & Wood, 2005; Plate et al., 2009; Reed, 2008; Sinclair et al., 2008; 

Udofia et al., 2017). It is also widely acknowledged that improving stakeholder abilities to 

collaborate requires increased capacity for several stakeholders, particularly First Nations (Booth 

& Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Brewer, 2009; Plate et al., 2009; Sinclair & Diduck, 

2017; Udofia et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017). Execution of protocol agreements between 

proponents and First Nations have been previously described as important as they can protect 

traditional knowledge (Plate et al., 2009). However, the interviewees in this research project also 
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identified additional benefits of these agreements including protecting confidential proponent 

information and building trust between the parties.  

Therefore, a potential finding is the importance of a principled respectful and 

collaborative proponent approach which is embedded in corporate policy with buy-in from all 

levels of company staff and representatives. 

Research participants who had concerns with the proponent approach to collaboration 

suggested that the reasons for limited success included late engagement of stakeholders and an 

unwillingness to include stakeholder input, including TK, in project and/or EA application 

design. The concern regarding late engagement as a collaborative barrier is consistent with 

findings made by several other EA scholars (Booth & Halseth, 2011; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; 

Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Gibson et al., 2016; Hartley & Wood, 2005; Plate et al., 2009; Reed, 

2008; Sinclair et al., 2008; Udofia et al., 2017). However, the majority of this discussion focuses 

on late engagement with First Nations. However, in my research, no major concerns were raised 

regarding late engagement with First Nations; rather, these concerns were with respect to non-

First Nation stakeholders. Therefore, it is possible that the pattern of tardy engagement by 

proponents with First Nations may be changing. However, the study showed that proponents still 

do need to engage earlier with non-First Nation stakeholders as it is imperative that these groups 

are not marginalised in the EA process (Luyet, Schlaepfer, Parlange, & Buttler, 2012).  

The lack of inclusion of stakeholder input (including local knowledge and First Nation 

TK) was noted to varying degrees within baseline data collection, assessment methods and 

outcomes, and project design exercises. The importance of inclusion of both TK and local 

knowledge in the EA process can commonly be found in EA literature (Carrier Sekani Tribal 

Council, 2007; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Haddock, 2008; Hartley & Wood, 2005; Lawrence, 
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2007; Plate et al., 2009; Reed, 2008; Udofia et al., 2017). Despite these concerns raised by 

certain research participants, the overall sentiment indicated that proponents conducted a 

reasonable effort to include stakeholder input. However, this practice often did not happen 

‘easily’ or in a ‘timely manner’. While these findings demonstrate that proponents still need to 

further advance their collaborative practices during the EA process, I believe the trend is 

improving over what has previously been described in historic practice (Booth & Halseth, 2011; 

Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Gibson et al., 2016; Hartley & Wood, 2005; 

Plate et al., 2009; Reed, 2008; Sinclair et al., 2008; Udofia et al., 2017). 

It is important for proponents to continue to ensure the implementation of quality 

engagement, contribute to capacity building, execute engagement protocol agreements, and 

follow proactive corporate engagement principles. Effective execution of these concepts is also 

critical. It is important to use a respectful approach – ask stakeholders how they would like to be 

engaged and conduct face-to-face meetings wherever possible. Booth and Skelton (2011b) 

confirmed this through their study of First Nation participation in the BC EA process. 

Proponents should employ a more collaborative approach when assessing project impacts and 

developing the EA application. This can avoid the real or perceived bias which can be common 

in applications (Booth & Halseth, 2011), and ensure that stakeholder input is included when 

determining the significance of potential environmental or social effects (Lawrence, 2007; Plate 

et al., 2009). 

Consultant Influence on EA Process Collaboration 

The influence of consultants in the EA process, especially proponents’ consultants, was 

identified during the survey process and investigated further during the semi-structured 

interviews. Other than Booth & Skelton (2011b), who sought consultant opinion on First Nation 
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participation in the EA process and identified there were some concerns regarding certain 

consultant qualifications, little to no research seems to have been completed regarding consultant 

influence on the EA process in Canada. However, Kågström (2016) has conducted research with 

EA consulting agencies in Sweden. 

Consultants have a major influence on how collaborative activities are conducted during 

the EA process. They conduct the majority of the effort associated with creating and defending 

EA applications, including background work such as baseline data collection, modelling, and 

assessing project effects as well as being prominent figures during in-person EA process 

meetings. 

While exceptions existed, consultants were perceived to limit the potential effectiveness 

of collaboration in the EA process. Approaches to collaboration were conventional and outdated, 

focusing on minimizing proponent costs and commitments rather than collaborating, 

inadequately considering stakeholder input, insufficiently recognizing other stakeholders as 

equal experts, and a performing rigid, closed-minded approaches to environmental assessment. 

These results were also seen in Kågström (2016), though her research also showed that 

consultants would occasionally implement better practices when supported by the proponent. As 

the majority of consultants are employed by proponents, this likely results in a tendency to 

prioritize proponent interests over other stakeholders. Also, as their participation will likely not 

extend throughout project life, consultants generally do not have the vested interests of other 

stakeholders. Consultants often regard themselves as EA experts and may not consider others to 

have the same level of knowledge or experience.  

One way to improve consultant activities during the EA process would be to ensure they 

become more vested in the outcomes of an EA process. For example, encourage consultants to 
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build relationships with other stakeholders. This would likely result in a more open-minded 

approach, and would provide a more fulsome understanding of interests, issues and concerns. A 

second technique could be for proponents to require their consultants to adopt more collaborative 

approaches to EA development. One proponent implemented this practice for a project in the 

research sample, and the results were deemed successful. 

Overall effectiveness of collaboration in past EA regulatory processes. 

The research produced both positive and negative aspects of the EA regulatory process 

which could affect the effectiveness of collaboration. EA regulatory process concerns have been 

identified in comparable research studies such as Booth & Skelton (2011b) and Udofia et al 

(2017). However, positive aspects of the process, while sometimes noted in reports such as 

Noble (2016), are mentioned far less often. 

Those who offered supportive comments on the EA regulatory process suggested that the 

current BCEAA is strong, ensures collaboration is performed, and allows flexibility to adapt 

where required. They also felt that regulatory process components were effectively structured 

and executed by the EAO and suggested that those who feel the process is weak likely do not 

completely understand its requirements. However, despite an overall level of EA regulatory 

process support, these participants also suggested that improvements could be made to improve 

the effectiveness of collaboration. 

While all participants suggested that at least some collaborative successes were achieved 

through the EA regulatory process, the majority felt limitations were more common. A general 

concern was that the process was stressful and overly complicated, as also noted by Booth and 

Skelton (2011b) and Udofia et al (2017). Other overall aspects raised by research participants 

were similar to findings in previous research such as an inability to properly address social and 
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spiritual issues in scientific assessment (Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 

2007), lack of public involvement (Haddock, 2008), unreasonable timelines (Haddock, 2008), 

and the presence of political agendas (Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007). Participants also 

raised other EA regulatory process collaborative concerns including the current proponent-

dominated approach, inadequately structured or executed regulatory process components, 

unbalanced assessment of potential project effects, inadequate regulatory leadership, and an 

overall adversarial rather than collaborative approach.  

One major recommendation is to implement assessment approaches that more effectively 

combine both western quantitative science and traditional or local qualitative science (Booth & 

Skelton, 2011b; Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007; Haddock, 2008; Plate et al., 2009), and to 

create legislative timelines relevant to project complexity (Booth & Skelton, 2011a; Booth & 

Skelton, 2011b; Haddock, 2008; Plate et al., 2009). The EA regulatory process should also 

remain flexible to evaluate both positive and adverse effects. Incorporating the EA regulatory 

process within a longer-term regulatory continuum would provide stakeholders an opportunity to 

participate throughout project development and execution. This could build more trust and create 

a more collaborative environment through a better understanding of projects. 

Consistent with Booth & Skelton (2011b), one participant suggested that independent 

reviewers could be used when difficulties arise in resolving complex issues. Another idea 

included incorporating collaborative effectiveness ‘check-ins’ during the process to measure 

performance versus targets. If collaborative goals are not being achieved, determine the 

problem(s), create solutions, and adapt the process as necessary. Where possible, finding and 

implementing measures to make the process less formal would likely increase collaboration. 

Also, identifying major issues early and spending more time during the pre-application process 
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to collaborate on major issues resolution should reduce challenges associated with examining 

these issues during legislated application review timelines. This finding aligns with the 

Government of Canada (2017). 

Collaborative aspects of specific EA regulatory process components. 

In addition to overall opinions raised on the EA regulatory process, research participants 

provided greater detail on how certain components impacted the effectiveness of collaboration. 

These are discussed in the following sections.  

Stakeholder knowledge of the EA regulatory process. 

The EAO is cooperative and helpful when responding to questions regarding the EA 

regulatory process. However, the overall opinion was that the majority of stakeholders do not 

have adequate knowledge of the EA process, which creates a barrier to collaboration. Research 

participants felt the primary reasons which contributed to this issue were an inability or 

insufficient attempts by the EAO to reach stakeholders, process complexity (Booth & Skelton, 

2011b; Udofia et al., 2015), and lack of clarity on EA regulatory process stakeholder roles and 

responsibilities (Udofia et al., 2017). 

To help overcome this collaborative barrier, the EAO should implement a thorough and 

structured stakeholder outreach approach. One method to complete this may be through the 

execution of higher-level strategic engagement with stakeholders in advance of project-specific 

EAs (Haddock, 2008; Udofia et al., 2017). Another suggested method would be to conduct 

education through stakeholder organizations such as professional associations. This technique 

would allow the EAO to optimize their resource efficiency by reaching large groups of people at 

once. 
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Public involvement in the EA regulatory process 

Research participants strongly suggested that the current effectiveness of public 

engagement during the EA regulatory process was substandard. This lack of representation was 

seen as a disservice. This finding has been common, with barriers to public collaboration 

including late engagement (Sinclair et al., 2008), short windows of opportunity to participate in 

the EA regulatory process (Haddock, 2008), participation fatigue (Udofia et al., 2015), and a 

general perception that public input is not seriously considered (Booth & Halseth, 2011). Similar 

to these themes, research participants suggested that public feedback is difficult to acquire as 

many individuals have little desire to submit comments through a formal public comment 

process or other forums offered by proponents such as open houses. Participation fatigue 

contributes to this problem. 

Early and effective public participation is a key factor to collaborative success (Haddock, 

2008; Sinclair et al., 2008). Along this paradigm, research participants felt that both the 

proponents and the EAO need to conduct better efforts to engage the public. Recommendations 

included dedicating more resources to engaging the public in the community, meeting with the 

public in their normal environment rather than hosting independent open houses, incorporate the 

use of social media, and hire communications specialists who can provide plain-language 

summaries of technically complex EA application content. These suggestions could be critically 

important as it is necessary to adapt the process if it is not meeting its intended goals (Bryson et 

al., 2013). 

EA regulatory process facilitation. 

Research participants felt that high-quality facilitation is an important precursor to 

successful collaboration, which aligns with findings in EA literature (Bryson et al., 2013; Doelle 
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& Sinclair, 2006; Reed, 2008). Historically, Doelle & Sinclair (2006) found that EA processes 

are often designed under the assumption that high-quality facilitation will occur; however, this 

has generally proved unrealistic. In comparison, participant opinion regarding EA regulatory 

process facilitation was evenly mixed, with the same number of individuals either supportive or 

critical of the EAO’s execution of the process. While these findings show further efforts may be 

required to ensure optimum facilitation, the positive factors identified by participants 

demonstrate that a measurable amount of improvement has been made. 

Research participants also recognized that the successful facilitation of the EA regulatory 

process generally rested on the shoulders of one person, the EA project lead, and acknowledged 

the difficulty associated with managing a multi-stakeholder process. This includes challenges 

associated with varying interests, concerns and personalities. Therefore, in alignment with EA 

literature (Bryson et al., 2013; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; Reed, 2008), participants suggested that 

the EAO should ensure that all regulatory processes are managed by suitable project leads. These 

individuals should be neutral, knowledgeable and instinctual while also possessing strong 

facilitation and communication skills. 

Working group. 

Current EA literature has not specifically focused on the WG process; therefore, I believe 

most of the following information represents unique research findings. 

The majority of research participants did not feel the WG effectively served its 

collaborative purpose. In terms of structure, there seemed to be a general level of support that the 

WG represents a suitable forum that could bring stakeholders together to discuss and evaluate 

key aspects of projects. This includes mechanisms to disseminate information, gain perspective 

for general stakeholder interests, and collaborate on difficult social or environmental issues. In 
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some cases, participants felt the WG operated as anticipated. However, more commonly 

participants felt the WGs were more transactional and adversarial rather than collaborative. This 

left many feeling like time had been wasted without true resolution to issues.  

Research participants identified the need to improve the effectiveness of collaboration in 

the WGs. As concerns were raised regarding lack of information availability at key WG stages, 

project details should be provided to WG members well in advance of required responses or 

meetings. WG meeting timing should also align with the flow of available information. There 

was a general acknowledgement of the difficulty associated with managing a multi-stakeholder 

WG, including challenges associated with varying interests, concerns and personalities. 

Therefore, effective facilitation that treats individuals with respect and adequately considers all 

stakeholder interests is essential. However, the onus should not only be on EAO to ensure 

optimum effectiveness; WG members need to collaborate more effectively. To help facilitate this 

objective, the WG should be comprised of people with a suitable balance of skillsets and 

personalities. This may also provide an opportunity for WG meetings to function more like 

workshops rather than interactive lectures. If these measures were implemented, participants felt 

the effectiveness of collaboration in the WG would be significantly increased. 

A Review of Collaboration for Specific Aspects of the EA Process 

The intent of this section is to discuss specific collaborative topics not previously 

described in detail in the discussion section. 

A need for resource capacity. 

Perhaps the largest barrier to collaboration for stakeholders other than the proponent, 

their consultants, and the EAO is a lack of resource capacity. Challenges include lack of funding, 

limited personnel, and/or limited expertise. This has been well-documented in literature, though 
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is more commonly described as a barrier to meaningful First Nation engagement (Booth & 

Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Brewer, 2009; Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007; 

Haddock, 2008; Plate et al., 2009; Udofia et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017). This lack of capacity 

can greatly hinder collaboration in the EA process (Brewer, 2009). 

Capacity building was recommended by every research participant. This is in alignment 

with the EA literature (Booth & Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Brewer, 2009; Carrier 

Sekani Tribal Council, 2007; Haddock, 2008; Plate et al., 2009; Sinclair & Diduck, 2017; Udofia 

et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017). Consistent with Sinclair and Diduck (2017), participants also 

suggested that both proponents and the EAO should be responsible to support stakeholder 

resource capacity needs to meaningfully participate in the EA process. 

A need for mutual understanding. 

Research participants felt that mutual understanding between stakeholders is a critical 

prerequisite to effective collaboration. In order to be able to achieve mutual understanding 

between stakeholders, individuals need to be open-minded, seek to understand, and find 

opportunities to walk in each other’s shoes. There is somewhat aligned with a recommendation 

from Booth and Skelton (2011b), which suggested the importance of having government and 

proponent representatives attend First Nation activities in an effort to better understand their 

culture. 

Improving collaborative practices. 

In addition to previously discussed collaborative practices, research participants 

identified other ‘poor faith’ tactics which have surfaced during the EA processes. These include 

bargaining, underhanded or deceitful schemes, rude behaviour, use of the EA process to resolve 

unrelated issues, strategically delaying information in an effort to avoid collaborative discussion, 
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and attempting the use of capacity leverage to get project support from First Nations. These 

findings are comparable to research conducted by Booth and Skelton (2011b), who found 

comparable issues such as unprofessionalism and gatekeeping of information. 

Research participants felt that these tactics only limited the effectiveness of collaboration 

and indicated the primary solution to this problem is to build relationships and trust, consistent 

with EA literature (Armitage, 2004; Booth & Halseth, 2011; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Reed, 

2008; Udofia et al., 2017). 

Improving communication. 

Ineffective communication between stakeholders was seen as a barrier which limited the 

effectiveness of collaboration. Conversations were too technical for mixed groups, individuals 

were hesitant to state their opinions, regular face-to-face communication was not conducted, 

hostile personalities prevented effective communication, and discussions regularly felt too ‘legal’ 

in nature. The latter two factors were also found in research conducted by Booth & Skelton 

(2011b). 

Research participants agreed that effective communication is necessary for successful 

collaboration. Collaboration should occur to define how meaningful communication should be 

executed, including defining how information should be presented to allow an adequate 

understanding by all stakeholders. Once this is established, it is critical to ensure everyone has 

the ability to communicate freely and effectively without the fear of being judged. Also, 

stakeholders should seek conduct interest-based conversations and only speak when they have 

valid points to make. 
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Collaborative Success Experienced through the EA Process 

The majority of collaborative successes identified through the research were derived from 

the collaborative efforts of First Nations and consultants, though there are also achievements that 

occurred through the EA regulatory process and proponent collaboration with the public. Perhaps 

the most notable aspects of the collaborative successes are they evolved over time and required 

the effective execution of key collaborative factors including developing relationships and trust, 

being open-minded, inclusive of all interests, and engaging early and meaningfully.  

Potential Research Limitations 

Stakeholder Representation 

A major goal of the research project was to ensure broad representation with respect to 

both stakeholder demographics and geographic location. This goal was largely met through 

representation by seven major stakeholder groups from four unique areas of the province. 

However, I was unable to acquire meaningful information from both NGOs and the general 

public. This absence may have resulted in the potential absence of historic collaborative opinions 

and proposed solutions for improvement. 

Research Generalizability  

The research produced several themes and recommendations that are consistent with 

findings in previous EA literature from several geographic locations in Canada. The research 

also produced some new concepts which could potentially improve EA process at a broad scale. 

However, I acknowledge the scope of the EA research was specific to recently approved mining 

projects in British Columbia. Therefore, while I believe many of the themes could apply to 

Canadian EA practice for multiple resource sectors, caution should be exercised before 

implementing recommendations from this thesis for circumstances outside of the study scope.  
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Potential Bias 

While I made conscious efforts to objectively collect data, produce results and provide 

recommendations, I acknowledge that my previous experience as an EA professional could 

potentially have introduced bias into the research.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Research Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to answer the following primary research question: how 

effective do EA stakeholders feel collaboration efforts have been executed in BC mining 

environmental assessments and what opportunities do they identify which could improve 

collaboration? Through a thorough review of documentation for recently certified mining 

projects, the execution of a qualitative survey requesting stakeholder opinion on collaborative 

aspects of the environmental assessment (EA) processes, and performing multiple semi-

structured interviews with key stakeholders to gain further perspective and depth, the necessary 

information was acquired to answer this question. The research showed that collaboration in the 

EA process was somewhat effective, and several ideas for improvement are provided. 

The first part of the research question was the most challenging to answer. Under most 

circumstances, EA process collaboration was comprised of numerous components over several 

years. These included activities conducted by proponents, the Environmental Assessment Office 

(EAO), and other stakeholders. In addition, the responses received from stakeholders were 

extremely variable. However, patterns existed which support my conclusion. There was neither a 

strong level of agreement nor disagreement that aspects of collaboration driven by proponents, 

consultants, the EAO, or the EA regulatory process were effective. In general, there was a 

general agreement that proponent-led activities were reasonably effective, EAO-led or EA 
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regulatory process activities were slightly more ineffective than effective, and consultant-led 

activities were not very effective. However, none of these groups lacked criticism or received 

full support for their approaches. Also, stakeholders did not unanimously agree or disagree that 

any of the key aspects of collaboration were effective. In general, aspects such as the proponent 

inclusiveness of stakeholders, timing of engagement with First Nations, and engagement 

protocol agreements between proponents and First Nations were seen as positively influencing 

collaboration while available resource capacity, consultant approaches to impact assessment, and 

public engagement execution were seen as limiting collaboration. Opinions on items such as EA 

regulatory process facilitation and proponent collaboration with First Nations were also mixed. 

Finally, specific examples of both collaborative success and impairment were provided by 

research participants.  

The second part of the question was much easier to answer as research participants 

provided numerous examples of opportunities to improve collaboration in the EA process. Major 

themes included building relationships and trust, conducting early and meaningful engagement, 

expanding the availability of resource capacity, increasing open-mindedness (both individually 

and structurally), improving communication, and implementing appropriate case-by-case 

assessment practices. These themes generated the research recommendations stated later in this 

section.  

In summary, the EA process isn’t broken but it requires improving to promote truly 

effective collaboration. All EA stakeholders have a role to play in this process, with each of us 

needing to work harder to collaborate. Collaboration in the process will not improve until we 

also improve.  
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Research Recommendations 

The following sections provide suggested recommendations which could potentially 

improve the effectiveness of collaboration in the EA process. In projects where recommended 

processes are already in place, a process of monitoring and adaptation would also be advised. 

Recommendations for all stakeholders. 

Trust and relationship-building were identified as critical components of effective 

collaboration; therefore, stakeholders should implement practises and behaviour which can 

improve these factors. First, stakeholders must enter the EA process with an open-minded 

approach and a willingness to collaborate. Within this paradigm, it is important seek to 

understand others’ interests and avoid ‘poor-faith’ collaboration tactics such as bargaining, 

leveraging, or being deceitful. Second, I recommend making deliberate efforts to improve 

communication. This includes producing information in language which can be understood by 

multiple stakeholder types as well as having interest-based rather than emotional discussions. 

Last, it is important to act professionally and respectfully at all times, avoiding practices such as 

judging or lecturing. 

Recommendations for proponents. 

Proponents should implement corporate principles, practices and procedures which align 

with effective collaboration principles, including going beyond performing minimum regulatory 

requirements and striving to achieve social licence. It is essential to meaningfully engage early 

with stakeholders and continue this engagement throughout project development. This includes 

both well-known and potentially marginalised stakeholders. As part of this engagement, be 

receptive to stakeholder input and include those suggestions wherever possible in baseline work 

programs, social and environmental impact assessments, and project design. Where thorough 
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collaboration with key stakeholders such as First Nations will be required, attempt to implement 

engagement protocol agreements which outline the methods for engagement and ensure 

confidentiality of information. These agreements may need to include provision for capacity 

funding or resource building to allow a suitable ability to collaborate. Finally, recognize the 

importance of the consultant role in a collaborative EA process and manage their scope to align 

with the proponent’s principles. 

Recommendations for consultants. 

Consultants need to work to become more vested in the EA process, similar to other 

stakeholders. This includes moving beyond conventional practice and recognizing the 

importance of collaborative approaches to project development. Consultants should conduct 

efforts to build relationships with EA stakeholders and ensure implementation of EA 

development approaches that are appropriate to the project type, stakeholder interests, and 

current social and environmental conditions.  

Recommendations for the EAO and/or EA regulatory process. 

The current EA regulatory process contains multiple structural and execution factors 

which promote collaboration, but collaboration could be implemented more effectively. I 

consider these recommendations to fall in two categories: outside the process, or independent of 

project assessment; and inside the process, or involving the assessment of projects. 

Recommendations outside the process:  

• Link regulatory process timelines to the complexity of the project review. As 

process certainty is a paramount factor to consider when conducting this 

deliberation, a possible solution may be to set timelines to certain project 
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thresholds. This would result in known requirements based on project parameters 

rather than a case-by-case evaluation.  

• Make the WG process more collaborative. For example, time meetings to align 

with the flow of information, ensure information is available well in advance of 

key WG milestones, and reduce the formality of WG meetings, including 

facilitating sessions in a workshop-type manner where practical (e.g., a specific 

issue being assessed in through a WG sub-committee meeting).  

• Decrease the negative tone of the EA regulatory process by also evaluating the 

significance of positive effects.  

• The EAO should investigate and ultimately implement broader strategies for 

educating the public on the dynamics of the EA regulatory process and the 

importance of participation.  

• Formalize a process with proponents to ensure suitable capacity funding and/or 

resources are available for all potentially marginalised stakeholders.  

• The EAO should select EA project leads who are fair, have significant facilitation 

experience, and good technical knowledge and communication skills. 

Recommendations inside the EA regulatory process: 

• Upon initiation of the EA regulatory process, initiate collaborative efforts on 

major issues resolution. Ideally, these issues should be identified through early 

proponent engagement activities. 

• Monitor collaborative performance on a regular basis during the EA regulatory 

process and adapt when necessary. This should not occur so often as to disrupt the 
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process but also occur regularly enough that a major issue isn’t created as a result 

of neglect.  

• Include the option of a professional independent review during the WG process 

for major issues where resolution does not appear to be achievable. This may 

facilitate alternatives that had not been previously considered by the WG. 

Recommendations for further research. 

While this study has produced some valuable insight into the effectiveness of 

collaboration in the EA process, I have three recommendations for further research.  

• Additional research should be conducted on other resource sectors or alternative 

EA jurisdictions. 

• Investigations should be conducted to evaluate ways to perform more fulsome 

assessments of project effects through the inclusion of spiritual and cultural 

considerations into the conventional quantitative science approach.  

• Due to the influence of the WG to collaboration in the EA regulatory process, I 

believe that a more focussed study on this topic would produce additional findings 

and recommendations which could further improve its collaborative effectiveness. 

Research Significance 

I believe my research provides valuable contributions to the existing EA scholarship 

knowledge base. Identifying research participants’ viewpoints on the effectiveness of 

collaboration in the BC EA process for recently certified BC mining projects presents further 

information to support existing EA literature focussing on either the effectiveness of the EA 

process (Booth & Skelton, 2011a; Booth & Skelton, 2011b; Carrier Sekani Tribal Council, 2007; 

Noble, 2016; Udofia et al., 2015; Udofia et al., 2017), or needs for successful engagement, 
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participation, or collaboration (Brewer, 2009; Bryson et al., 2013; Doelle & Sinclair, 2006; 

Gibson et al., 2016; Glucker et al., 2013; Morgan, 2012; Plate et al., 2009; Sinclair & Diduck, 

2017). This includes reinforcing the importance of building relationships and trust, conducting 

early and meaningful engagement, identifying and resolving key issues early, and ensuring all 

stakeholders have adequate capacity to participate in collaborative processes.  

I also feel the research is significant as its scope was somewhat distinct from other 

comparable research; this contributes certain unique insights into EA scholarship. The project 

included multiple stakeholder types, which provided for a broader understanding of perspectives 

than other projects which focussed primarily on one or two groups (e.g., Booth & Skelton, 

2011b; Udofia et al., 2017). It also produced certain recommendations which have not been 

commonly described in literature such as the importance of consultants becoming more vested in 

the EA process and conducting the WG process in a less formal manner with the timing of 

meetings aligned with the availability of critical project information. 

Personal Reflections 

As stated in the thesis introduction, I chose the topic of collaboration in the EA process 

due to my interest and experience with both collaboration with stakeholders and managing 

projects through the EA process. In many ways, I felt I already had a good understanding of the 

collaborative challenges and solutions to overcome those challenges. When all was said and 

done, there was some truth to my initial beliefs. However, I also learned more than I had ever 

imagined, and I am both thankful for and humbled by this experience. 

Perhaps my most interesting takeaway from this research project is the passion people 

carry for this particular topic. I found this to be consistent across all stakeholder groups. I work 

in the EA industry and understand the limited time stakeholders have available for participating 
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in projects such as this. However, not only did people participate, but almost everyone was eager 

to go the extra mile to provide input into the research. I was especially amazed by the interviews. 

Participants were incredibly open with their thoughts; visibly sharing information which carried 

both personal and emotional attachments. I could see that their desire was to do whatever was 

required to see collaborative improvements within the EA process. Many were very proud of the 

efforts they had already made in the past, even if at times they referred to ‘banging their head 

against a wall’. Nobody appeared to be participating to promote personal interests or vent 

criticism for past challenges. It seemed as though everyone understood the importance of the BC 

EA process to creating future sustainable development and wanted to be a part of finding 

opportunities for improvement.  

I believe the efforts expended by participants and the findings of this research project 

show the importance of effective collaboration in the BC EA process. I hope those who review 

this thesis also see the value in this topic and would be thrilled if this study triggered further 

objective and thorough research. At a time where ‘knee-jerk’ decisions based on limited 

knowledge are common, I believe we must be careful when evaluating the current BC EA 

process. Rushed amendments to existing practice could have significant adverse effects including 

irreparable damage to a good foundation and ultimately harming social, environmental, or 

economic sustainability goals. 
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