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Trends in emissions and ambient concentrations
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• Ambient concentrations of some pollutants (e.g., SO2, 

NO2) have decreased significantly while others (i.e., 

PM2.5, ozone) have not

• National trends are representative only of monitored 

communities since ambient air quality stations (i.e., 

NAPS) are often not in small, rural or remote areas

• Despite overall improvements, air quality varies widely 

across the country 

• Emissions of most key air pollutants have declined 

significantly since the mid-1990s

• Downward trends in emissions reflect the ongoing 

implementation of a wide range of regulatory and non-

regulatory instruments 

• PM2.5 and ammonia (NH3) emissions have remained 

relatively constant since 2006

Wildfire smoke 

influence



Canada experiences notable regional 

differences in air quality

• While overall air quality in Canada is considered good, approximately 
26% of the population lives in areas where air pollutant 
concentrations exceed one or more Canadian Ambient Air Quality 
Standards 

• Transboundary air pollution has a significant impact on air quality in 
certain parts of Canada, particularly in Southern Ontario, largely 
driven by ozone

• Exceedances of PM2.5 standards observed in western Canada, 
Ontario, and Québec were largely influenced by wildfire smoke in 
2023

• SO2 exceedances typically occur in areas of intense industrial activity

• Canada’s Arctic is particularly sensitive to domestic and long-range 
air pollution, particularly short-lived climate pollutants (e.g., black 
carbon), which can come from sources as far away as Asia
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Overview of authorities

The Canadian Environmental Protection Act, 1999, is the legislative basis to implement several regulations and 

risk management instruments related to waste, disposals at sea, pollutant emissions, as well as Canada’s 

obligations under numerous bilateral and international environmental agreements

Environment and Climate Change Canada 

(ECCC) develops and administers regulatory and 

non-regulatory measures to address air pollutant 

emissions from industry, vehicles, engines and fuels 

and consumer and commercial products
• Other federal departments, including Transport 

Canada, Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, and 

Natural Resources Canada also work to address 

outdoor air pollution under their respective mandates

Addressing outdoor air pollution is a shared responsibility among federal, provincial, and territorial governments

ECCC collaborates with provincial and territorial 

governments to implement Canada’s Air Quality 

Management System (AQMS)
• The management of regional or local air quality, 

including fugitive dust from the operation of 

industrial sites, is typically under the purview of 

provincial and/or regional authorities. This also 

includes issuing site specific approvals for 

industrial operations.



Non-regulatory instruments

Environmental Protection Agreements (EPAs)

• An EPA is a voluntary and non-statutory instrument that 

allows parties with common goals to address an issue

• They can be used to complement a regulation, a code of 

practice or a pollution prevention planning notice

o They may also be used provide opportunities for industry to take 

voluntary early action on environmental or health issues, 

strengthen industry capacity, or promote inter-jurisdictional 

cooperation

• Agreements can be used throughout the risk assessment and 

risk management cycle, depending on factors such as the 

performance history of companies

• A single or multiple companies, national or regional industry 

associations, can negotiate an agreement. Other government 

agencies and third parties can also participate in EPAs.

Pollution prevention plans (P2 plans)

• Part 4 of the CEPA gives the minister of ECCC the authority to 

require the preparation and implementation of P2 plans for: 

o substances specified on the list of toxic substances in Schedule 1 of 

CEPA or products that contain or may release such a substance into the 

environment, or

o substances that are Canadian sources of international air and 

international water pollution

• Companies can request a time extension for preparing or 

implementing a P2 plan

• All P2 planning notices specify “factors to consider” - Companies 

subject to a notice must take into account these factors when 

developing and implementing their P2 plans

o If considering a factor is unreasonable or impractical, companies can 

submit a request for the Minister to waive the requirement

Codes of practices (CoPs) and release guidelines

• Under Part 3 of CEPA, both the Minister of the Environment and the Minister of Health have the authority to publish codes of practice

• Release guidelines recommend limits for the release of substances / CoPs recommend procedures/practices or environmental controls

• CoPs and release guidelines are not enforceable - they are voluntary and offer government a lot of flexibility since they can target any 

substance or group of substances, including (but not limited to) substances on Schedule 1 of CEPA and can be used on their own or as 

part of a mix of instruments



Canada’s Air Quality Management System (AQMS)

• Launched in 2012, reflects shared federal, provincial, territorial 
(FPT) responsibility over the environment, for example:

o FPTs collaborate to establish, review, and amend CAAQS; federal 
government incorporates CAAQS as objectives under CEPA

o PTs establish local air zones within their boundaries; federal 
government provides technical support and develops guidance 
documents

o Regional airsheds to be established by federal government for 
coordinating action on transboundary air pollution

o Federal government establishes industrial emissions requirements 
in regulatory and non-regulatory measures

• This division of roles and responsibilities is specific to AQMS

• AQMS is designed to allow the best-placed government to 
act on air quality improvement, allowing implementation of 
the System in a manner consistent with their specific 
management practices and circumstances
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Key principles include continuous improvement in air quality 

and keeping clean areas clean



Base-level industrial emission requirements (BLIERs) and the 

Multi-Sector Air Pollutants Regulations (MSAPR)

MSAPR put in place BLIERs for equipment used in several 

industrial sectors and the cement sector

• Part 1: Gaseous-fuel-fired boilers and heaters (NOx) 

• Part 2: Stationary Spark-ignition gaseous-fuel-fired engines (NOx)  

• Part 3: Grey cement manufacturing facilities (NOx and SO2) 

• Part 4: Cross-cutting requirements

BLIERs are a key element of AQMS and are intended to ensure 

that industrial emission sources meet a consistent, good base 

level of environmental performance, regardless of the air quality in 

the areas where facilities are located 

• The current BLIERs were developed through a consensus-based 

process that included federal, provincial, and territorial governments, 

Industry, and Environmental and Health NGOs

• The federal government establishes BLIERs under CEPA, using 

regulatory and non-regulatory measures

BLIERs sectors:

• aluminium and alumina 

• base metal smelting 

• cement 

• chemicals 

• electricity 

• fertilizers 

• iron ore pellets 

• iron, steel and ilmenite 

• oil sands 

• petroleum refining 

• pipelines 

• potash 

• pulp and paper 

• upstream oil and gas 

• hydrocarbon production and processing 

Classes of equipment:

• gaseous-fuel-fired boilers and heaters 

• stationary spark-ignition gaseous-fuel-fired engines 

• natural gas-fueled stationary combustion turbines 



Oil and gas

Regulations Respecting Reduction in the Release of 
Methane and Certain VOCs (Upstream Oil and Gas Sector)

Reduction of Carbon Dioxide Emissions from Coal-Fired 
Generation of Electricity Regulations (2012) (NOx, SO2, 

PM, mercury)

New Natural Gas-Fueled Stationary Combustion 
Turbines - Guidelines for NOx

Electricity generation

Reduction in the Release of VOC Regulations (Petroleum 
Sector)

Benzene in Gasoline Regulations

Off-Road Small Spark-Ignition Engine Emission 
Regulations (NOx, CO, HCs, VOCs*)

Off-Road Compression-Ignition (Mobile and 
Stationary) and Large-Spark-Ignition Engine 

Emission Regulations (NOx, PM, CO, HCs, VOCs)

Marine Spark-Ignition Engine, Vessel, and Off-
Road Recreational Vehicle Emission 
Regulations (NOx, CO, HCs, VOCs*)

Gasoline Regulations (lead, HCs, CO, PM, NOx)

Sulphur in Gasoline Regulations (SOx, NOx, 
HCs, PM, CO)

Gasoline Blend Dispensing Flow Rate 
Regulations (benzene, VOCs)

Sulphur in Diesel Fuel Regulations (SOx, NOx, 
PM)

Reduction in the Release of Volatile Organic Compounds 
(Storage and Loading of Volatile Petroleum Liquids) 

Regulations (benzene, VOCs)

Vehicles, engines, and fuels

Aluminium Sector – Code of 
Practice for PM2.5 and 

Performance Agreements for 
SO2, PAHs, PM2.5, TPM

Base Metals Smelting Sector – 
Five Company-Specific 

Performance Agreements for 
SO2, TPM and Code of Practice 

for As, Cd, Pb, Ni, Hg, PM2.5, SO2 
NOx O3, DF

Iron Ore Pellet Sector –
Performance Agreements for 

SO2, NOx, PM2.5

Iron, Steel, and Ilmenite Sectors 
– Code of Practice for TPM and 

VOCs & Pollution Prevention 
Notice for SO2, NOx, VOCs

Potash Sector – Code of Practice 
for PM2.5

Pulp and Paper Sector – Code of 
Practice for SO2, TPM

VOC Concentration Limits for 
Automotive Refinishing 

Products

VOC Concentration Limits 
in Certain Products 

Regulations

Indoor Air - Formaldehyde 
Emissions from Composite Wood 

Products Regulations

Other sectors

Code of Practice for reduction of 
VOC emissions from cutback and 

emulsified asphalt

VOC Concentration Limits for 
Architectural Coatings 

Regulations

Multi-Sector Air Pollutants 
Regulations {boilers and heaters 

& stationary spark-ignition 
engines (NOx); grey cement (NOx, 

SO2)}

Passenger Automobile and Light Truck GHG 
Emission Regulations (PM2.5, NOx, VOCs, CO)

Heavy-duty Vehicle and Engine Greenhouse Gas 
Emission Regulations (NOx, PM, SOx, CO, HCs)

On-Road Vehicle and Engine Emission 
Regulations (NOx, PM, CO, HCs, VOCs*)

Tetrachloroethylene (Use in Dry 
Cleaning and Reporting 

Requirements) Regulations

Clean Electricity Regulations (NOx, SO2, PM) 

Measures in place that directly or indirectly impact air 

pollutant emissions

Regulatory Measure Non-regulatory Measure

LEGEND

CO - carbon monoxide; DF – dioxins and furans; HCs– hydrocarbons
NOx - nitrogen oxides; PAHs - polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons
PM - particulate matter; PM2.5 - fine particulate matter (primary); 
TPM - total particulate matter; SO2 - sulphur dioxide; SOx – oxides of sulphur
VOC(s) - volatile organic compound(s); VOCs* -  formaldehyde, 1,3-butadiene, 
acetaldehyde, acrolein, and benzene

LIST OF ACRONYMS



Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards 

(CAAQS)
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Health- and environment-based air quality objectives for pollutant 

concentrations in outdoor air and are the drivers of air quality improvement 

across Canada

Developed collaboratively by ECCC, Health Canada, and provinces and 

territories through a consensus-based process 

Established as objectives under CEPA

They are not mandatory or federally enforceable standards

Reviewed and updated regularly while considering the principle of 

continuous improvement, feasibility of achievement, and the latest scientific 

information



Updated Standards for PM2.5
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Pollutant
Averaging 

Time

Numerical Value
Statistical Form

2020 2030

Fine Particulate 

Matter (PM2.5)

24-hour 27 μg/m3 23 μg/m3
The 3-year average of the annual 98th 

percentile of the daily 24-hour average 

concentrations

Annual 8.8 μg/m3 8.0 μg/m3
The 3-year average of the annual 

average of the daily 24-hour average 

concentrations

Existing PM2.5 CAAQS reviewed through a 

consensus-based process with provinces, 

territories and the federal government in 

consultation with representatives from 

Indigenous, industry, and non-governmental 

health and environmental groups 

The 2030 PM2.5 CAAQS are 

more stringent than the 

existing CAAQS and will 

drive continuous 

improvement in air quality 

across the country

Published in August 

2025 as objectives 

under CEPA



CAAQS are underpinned by a framework with 4 
colour-coded management levels

• Recommends air quality management, monitoring and 
reporting actions

The framework calls for increasingly rigorous 
action the closer is the air quality within an air 
zone to the CAAQS 

This helps ensure that CAAQS are not treated 
as pollute-up-to levels and actions will be 
taken to keep clean areas clean

Air Zone Management Framework
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ANNEX



Air Zones

Air zones have different 
air quality 
characteristics 
influenced by the 
number and type of air 
pollutant sources, 
meteorology and 
topography

Provinces 
and 

territories 
delineate 

their 
jurisdictions 

into local 
areas: “air 

zones” 

Provinces and territories lead air quality management actions in their air zones, guided by CCME guidance documents
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CAAQS statistical form

CAAQS = Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards 14
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