
A new agreement between the BC Environmental Assessment
Office (EAO) and the BC Oil and Gas Commission (OGC)
appears to remove any independence the EAO may have had in
dealing with oil and gas projects. An October 17, 2013
memorandum of understanding between the EAO and the OGC
commits the two organizations to work together in issuing
approvals for oil and gas projects. 

A November 8 provincial government press
release announcing the agreement says that it
will ‘streamline environmental assessments
and permitting for liquefied natural gas
projects by reducing duplication and
improving timeliness’.
‘Synchronous Permitting’
The Memorandum of
Understanding(MOU) requires the
Environmental Assessment Office to co-
ordinate its application, assessment, aboriginal
consultation, decision, certification, and
compliance/enforcement actions with the Oil and Gas
Commission—a process termed ‘synchronous permitting’. 

The process would apply to any project which would
normally require a review under the Environmental
Assessment Act, and which would also require a permit,
authorization, or approval from the Oil and Gas Commission
(OGC).

The level of co-operation required goes well beyond any
protocol for the exchange of information; it requires the
involvement of OGC staff in the work of the Environmental
Assessment Office (EAO), and EAO staff in the work of the
commission.

No Change In Legal Powers
The government emphasizes that the MOU ‘does not  determine
or affect the extent or exercise of legal authority by either party’,
but it does call for a degree of integration that requires tradeoffs
between the oil and gas industry and environmental concerns
should be carried out within the assessment process (and,
presumably, not in public). Clearly, it expects that permits from
the OGC, and certificates from the EAO, should reflect identical,
or at least compatible, recommendations and regulations.

It would be almost impossible, with the degree of co-
operation required by this MOU, for the EAO to develop
findings that would stand in the way of any project that met the
OGC’s criteria for approval.

As for the ‘obligation to consult’ aboriginal groups, whose
concerns about oil and gas development generally fall within the
terms of reference of the EAO, such consultation must now also

involve OGC staff. This would force First Nations to
become knowledgeable about the oil and gas industry
(some already are), but would also require that the
OGC consider First Nations concerns beyond the
economic.

A Provincial Priority
The MOU reflects the provincial government’s
single-minded priority of oil and gas
development, and particularly LNG. The EAO’s

independence enabled it to advocate for a wide
range of environmental concerns ranging from

threatened species and landscape to water supply,
fracking chemicals, tailings pond management, river and coastal
pollution, air quality, and greenhouse gas production. This
MOU would appear to silence that voice, without either public
or legislative discussion. 

Court Case Against 
BC Oil & Gas Commission

Meanwhile Sierra Club BC  announced on November 14, that it
is taking the Oil & Gas Commission to court over lack of
regulation of water use for fracking, in violation of the Water
Act. 

Sierra Club says that the BC government is allowing
companies like Encana to draw hundreds of millions of litres of
freshwater, sucking northern lakes and rivers dry, to feed
fracking and drilling operations. ‘We believe that this is unlawful
and we’re headed to court to stop it,’ staes Sierra Club. 0
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Environmental assessments to be ‘co-ordinated’ with Oil &
Gas Commission - Patrick Brown

‘It would be
almost impossible, with the

degree of co-operation
required by this MOU, for the
EAO to develop findings that
would stand in the way of any
project that met the OGC’s

criteria for approval.’


