
climate test 
frequently asked questions

 What is the climate test?

The climate test is a scientifically rigorous test to be included in environmental assessments. 
It determines whether a proposed project makes climate change worse, and whether it would 
impact our ability to meet greenhouse gas emissions targets. 

Don’t environmental assessments already consider climate?

B.C. environmental assessments do not contain a climate test. 

The federal government recently announced changes to the way it reviews energy projects, such 
as pipelines and LNG terminals. Their new review will include a climate test; however, this climate 
test will not consider the full life cycle of carbon from the projects. Importantly, it will not look 
at the burning of fossil fuels in other jurisdictions. Because the “downstream” impacts of climate 
aren’t considered, the new climate test does not go far enough. 

Why do we need a climate test?

We are currently on a path to 3⁰C to 5⁰C of warming, which would see a total breakdown of 
human civilization as we know it. If we are to keep warming to within 1.5⁰C, we need a climate test. 

What are the flaws in our current environmental assessments in regard to climate?

Our current environmental assessments don’t consider the full climate impacts of a project, 
measuring greenhouse gas emissions from extraction (upstream) to transportation to eventual 
consumption (downstream). If emissions are considered at all, the analysis is confined to those 
associated with transportation, which is typically the smallest component of total emissions. For 
example, a full lifecycle test would consider the climate impacts of the extraction of methane 
(“natural gas”) in northeast B.C. (including so-called fugitive emissions, the methane that escapes 
into the atmosphere), transporting it by pipelines, liquefying it (which consumes huge amounts of 
energy), and burning it in target markets in Asia. Right now, our governments also don’t take into 
account how building projects will effect legislated emissions targets, or consider alternatives to 
the proposed project.

How will it work? 

An environmental review would be triggered for any given energy project if it is expected to 
exceed a specific emissions threshold. The review would take place as it currently does, only it 
would include a climate test. This would include emissions from the full lifecycle of the project. 
A climate test would also ensure that alternatives to the project are considered, including the 
choice of not building the project at all. 

What does it mean to look at emissions from a project’s full life cycle?

Although some environmental assessments consider a portion of a project’s greenhouse gas 
emissions, they are not consistent in how they do this, nor do they look at all the emissions that 
would result from the project. A robust climate test would assess all climate impacts, including 
those from extraction (upstream) and burning (downstream) of emissions. 

Are there other places that have a climate test?

Yes, there are many other national and sub-national jurisdictions that have something akin to a 
climate test in their environmental assessments. These include Washington State, Minnesota, 
New York, Australia, and the European Union. To read more about how these regions incorporate 
climate considerations into their environmental reviews, read the ELC report (link on next page).
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Why is a climate test so important for B.C. and Canada?

Canadians are already making changes in their lives to reduce emissions, but these efforts are 
overshadowed by the full carbon footprint of tarsands and other climate-damaging projects. 
When it comes to pipelines and LNG, most of their emissions are not considered when we 
measure progress towards provincial or national emissions targets, because the fuels are burned 
outside of Canada. A climate test is the most important thing we can do in Canada to ensure we 
keep carbon in the ground and shift to more climate-friendly alternatives, such as wind, solar, tidal 
and geothermal. A coherent climate test would help stabilize our climate and accelerate the shift 
to a post-carbon economy.  

How would it help fight climate change?

Although our governments have set legislated emissions targets, environmental assessments 
do not have to take them into consideration. A climate test would make it mandatory for a project 
adhere to emissions targets, thus helping to ensure we hit those targets.

Why should I sign the petition?

Petitions are an excellent way to show our elected representatives what the public wants. By 
publicly presenting this petition to government, we are able to show politicians, the public, and 
the media that there is broad-based support for the climate test. 

When/how would the climate test become a reality?

If we demonstrate enough public demand for a change in both provincial and federal 
environmental assessments, we hope legislators will make the changes as soon as possible. The 
federal government has promised reform of the National Energy Board review process. These 
changes are expected to happen very soon. 

Where can I find out more?

In September 2015, we commissioned a report on how B.C’s environmental assessments fail to 
consider climate. This report goes into great detail about the flaws in B.C.’s current assessment 
process, what a climate test would look like, how it would work, and information on other 
jurisdictions that use a climate test (link below).

What else can I do?

There are lots of other ways to get involved. You can volunteer with Sierra Club BC, print your 
own petition and collect names from friends and family, write letters to or email your elected 
representatives, or share the petition on social media. You can also submit your comments and 
include a call for a climate test to the B.C. Climate Leadership Team until the end of March 2016 
(link below).

Additional Resources:

UVic’s Environmental Law Centre report on the climate test: sierraclub.bc.ca/elc-report

Sign the climate test petition: sierraclub.bc.ca/climate-test-petition

Submit your input on the Climate Leadership Plan: sierraclub.bc.ca/clt-submission

http://sierraclub.bc.ca/elc-report
sierraclub.bc.ca/climate-test-petition
sierraclub.bc.ca/clt-submission

