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responses follow each recommendation throughout the chapter. 

In  

3.1 The National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI) is a Canada-wide, legislated, and publicly 
accessible inventory of specific substances that are released into the air, water, and land. The NPRI 
also includes disposals and off-site transfers for recycling by industrial, institutional, and commercial 
sources. In essence, the NPRI provides Canadians with information about pollutant releases and 
transfers in their communities. The first NPRI report was released in 1995, based on data from 1993. 
For the 2007 reporting year, over 8,500 facilities submitted information on their releases, disposals, 
and transfers for recycling of the 347 specific substances or substance groups listed in the NPRI. 

3.2 In its 1990 Green Plan, the federal government made a commitment to build a national database 
that would list releases of pollutants. The aim of the database was to make information available on 
the nature and quantity of toxic substances being released in Canada. In 1991, Environment Canada 
created a multi-stakeholder advisory committee composed of representatives from industry, 
environmental groups, labour, and the federal and provincial governments to develop a framework 
for the NPRI. 

3.3 In its 1992 report, the committee said that the purpose of the NPRI was to provide 
comprehensive national data on releases of specified substances. The committee stated that benefits 
of the NPRI would include 

• identifying priorities for action, 
• encouraging voluntary action to reduce releases, 
• tracking the progress of reductions in releases, 
• improving public awareness and understanding of substances released into the environment, 

and 
* supporting targeted initiatives for regulating the release of substances. 

3.4 The committee set out a number of guiding principles for the NPRI. Among other things, these 
principles included the following: 

* that coverage be comprehensive, 
• that reporting be as simple as possible so that it would not burden reporting facilities 

unreasonably, 
• that the database and annual report present as complete a picture as possible, 
• that the database facilitate public access to information about releases, and 
• that the database evolve in response to public, government, and industry needs. 

3.5 The NPRI is one of many pollutant release and transfer inventories around the world. The 
advisory committee modelled the NPRI, in part, on the United States' Toxics Release Inventory 
(TRI), which was developed in 1986 under the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know 
Act in response to serious chemical releases in the mid-1980s. 

3.6 The legal authority for the NPRI is the Canadian Environmental Protection Act, 1999 
(CEPA 1999). Subsection 46(1) contains information-gathering provisions, including provisions that 
allow the Minister of the Environment to request information on certain substances. Section 48 
states that the Minister shall establish a national inventory of releases of pollutants, and section 50 
says that this inventory shall be published in any manner that the Minister considers appropriate. 

3.7 Environment Canada is responsible for the ongoing development and maintenance of the NPRI. 
The Pollution Data Division within the Science and Technology Branch manages the NPRI with an 
annual budget of approximately $6 3 million, which includes compiling comprehensive air emission 



inventories, trends, and projections as well as collecting and publishing information from facilities. 

3.8 Owners or operators of facilities that manufacture, process, or use one or more NPRI-listed 
substances and that meet reporting thresholds and other requirements must report their pollutant 
releases, disposals, and transfers for recycling to the NPRI once a year. It is a contravention of 
CEPA 1999 if companies or persons required to report fail to do so, or if they knowingly submit 
false or misleading information; such companies or persons may face penalties listed under the Act. 

Use of National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI) data 

3.9 Environment Canada sees the data in the NPRI as important because it helps the Department's 
efforts to reduce releases and transfers of substances that can have a negative effect on the 
environment and on the health of Canadians. Environment Canada uses NPRI data to 

O track the progress of industrial facilities in reducing releases of pollutants; 
o track progress in preventing pollution, evaluate releases and transfers for recycling of 

substances of concern, identify and take action on environmental priorities, and implement 
policy initiatives and risk-management measures; 

O identify concerns of specific sectors; 
• develop comprehensive inventories of air emissions for criteria air contaminants  and other 

substances of concern; and 
* support the Chemicals Management Plan. 

3.10 Environment Canada also uses NPRI data to report on Canada's performance within 
multilateral environmental agreements. For example, in 2002, the Government of Canada expanded 
the NPRI to include emissions of criteria air contaminants. This expansion was done to support the 
government's Clean Air Strategy and to meet the government's reporting obligations for the 
agreement on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution and the Ozone Annex of the Canada—United 
States Air Quality agreement. 

3.11 The NPRI provides Canadians with information about pollutant releases and transfers in their 
communities. Because the NPRI is a national inventory, a variety of organizations across Canada 
use it. These groups include industry associations, individual companies, government officials 
(federal, provincial, and municipal), Aboriginal organizations, and non-governmental organizations. 
International organizations, such as the Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) and the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), also refer to the NPRI. 

The quality of information 

3.12 Quality information is generally recognized as information that meets the needs of clients and 
other stakeholders, both in the public domain and within the federal government. Many statistical 
agencies, including Statistics Canada, where the quality of information is defmed in terms of its 
"fitness for use," embrace this concept. Fitness for use also applies to the NPRI, since it is a national 
inventory that has a range of users. 

3.13 The quality of information is based on a number of attributes of quality information that overlap 
and are interrelated. Statistical agencies, such as Statistics Canada, note that these attributes must be 
managed adequately if information is to be fit for use. These attributes are summarized in the 
Government of Canada's quality information guideline, a draft document developed in support of its 
former Policy on Management of Government Information (2003). The guideline, which provided 
initial direction to federal entities for managing the quality of information, identified seven attributes 
of quality information and defined them by how useful they are for the information's intended 
purpose and audience. These attributes are relevancy, accuracy, completeness, understandability, 



3.48 It is difficult to ensure that facilities are reporting all the substances they are required to 
report. Environment Canada cannot easily ensure that facilities are reporting all the substances they 
should be reporting. As part of its quality checks to identify potentially unreported releases by a 
facility, the Department told us it does some comparisons between facilities within a sector:` 
However, the use of different industrial processes may result in variations in reports from facilities in 
the same sector. 

3.49 Recommendation. Environment Canada should determine the extent to which facilities report 
all substances they should report to the NPRI, and develop methods to ensure that facilities report 

.fully. 

The Department's response. Agreed. We will develop a plan to audit the completeness of the 
reports provided to the NPRI by December 2010. An audit of selected facilities representing a cross-
section of a priority industrial sector will be conducted in fiscal year 2010-11, with two additional 
priority sectors per year being audited thereafter. 

Users need more help to understand NPRI data 

3.50 Users expect Environment Canada to provide information on the underlying concepts, 
variables, methodologies, limitations, accuracy, and completeness of the NPRI database so that they 
can use and interpret its data properly. Such information helps database users understand what 
substance was included, why it was included, how it was quantified, and how well it was quantified. 

3.51 NPRI users have access to the guidance information on reporting thresholds, estimation 
methods, sector-specific information, and emission estimation factors that Environment Canada 
gives to reporting facilities. In its online pollution data library, the Department also gives users 
information on the number of facilities and substances in the NPRI. Although general guidelines 
about using NPRI data are not featured on the main web page of the NPRI pollution data library, the 
Department does give users some basic information to guide them, such as explaining the use of 
reporting thresholds and the risk of duplication when adding numbers. 

3.52 Environment Canada needs to better communicate the level of NPRI accuracy and 
completeness. Earlier, we listed the factors in the NPRI that have an impact on data accuracy, the 
limitations of Environment Canada's checks for data quality, and the lack of a strategy for 
improving the accuracy of the data. The Department needs to better defme and communicate to 
users how accurate NPRI data is—for example, noting which data are of high quality and which data 
need to be used with caution. The Department needs to explain its goals for the NPRI, its efforts to 
improve accuracy, and its assessment of the actual level of accuracy. For example, the Department 
could provide users with information such as caveats and quality statements, or give greater detail 
and offer statistics related to quality checks that are done. 

3.53 The Department encourages reporting facilities to use the comments section in OWNERS, 
where facilities can add notes about their pollutant release and transfer data. Facilities can use the 
comments section to explain estimation factors and methods used, and highlight changes, among 
other things. Increased use of the comments section could provide Environment Canada with greater 
insight into the nature of the submitted data. 

3.54 Users need to understand sector coverage so they can make an informed analysis of NPRI data. 
For example, if only a very small percentage of facilities in an industry sector are required to report, 
the reported pollutant release and transfer amounts may under-represent total releases. As noted 
earlier, even though Environment Canada is working to better understand sector coverage, it is not 
able to determine whether all eligible facilities are reporting to the NPRI. As a result, the 
Department is not in a position to give NPRI users sufficient information on sector coverage. 



3.55 Environment Canada does not clearly explain how NPRI data can suitably be used, such as to 
provide information so that.  Canadians know about pollutant release and transfer in their 
communities, and where caution must be applied, such as when analyzing trend data. The 
Departrnent could draw on the experience of Statistics Canada. Statistics Canada's Policy on 
Informing Users of Data Quality and Methodology requires that summary information on data 
quality, scope, and methodology accompany each statistical product. 

3.56 Recommendation. Environment Canada should provide users with clear information on the 
underlying concepts, variables, methodologies, limitations, accuracy, and completeness of the NPRI 
database. 

The Department's response. Agreed. The reporting requirements for the program and guidance to 
reporting facilities are already available on the NPRI website. Environment Canada will develop and 
publish more comprehensive information on the quality of NPRI data by July 2011. Information 
used to implement the above recommendations will form the basis for much of the additional 
information for data users. 

Estimation methods and reporting thresholds make it difficult to compare data reliably and analyze trends 

3.57 Since the NPRI captures pollutant release and transfer data from facilities every year, users 
expect that NPRI data can reliably be used to make comparisons and analyze trends. The ability to 
understand trends in pollutant releases and transfers is one of the underlying aims of the NPRI. 

3.58 A number of factors that affect users' ability to compare data hinder trend analysis. For 
example, although changes in estimation methods or improvements in estimation methodologies may 
result in improvements in data for the current year, there may be a trade-off with comparability over 
time. In addition, the number of facilities reporting to the NPRI can vary from year to year 
depending on whether they meet the general or substance-specific reporting thresholds, or if there 
are changes in the thresholds. Environment Canada tries to identify and reconcile changes in the 
number of reporting facilities, but this information is not made available to users. Knowledgeable 
users can generate trend data. However, because the number of reporting facilities varies, this 
analysis may be of limited scope and may not provide a complete picture of trends in pollutant 
release and transfer. 

3.59 Given its knowledge of NPRI data and the data's limitations, Environment Canada can offer 
value-added summary information and trend analysis on pollutant release and transfers. A note 
describing the limitations of the data, such as levels of accuracy and completeness, could help users 
interpret this information properly. 

Environment Canada makes NPRI data accessible to users in a variety of ways and provides it on a timely basis 

3.60 Reviewed information is issued within six months. In carrying out quality checks on the 
information that facilities submit, Environment Canada aims to issue raw data within one month and 
reviewed information within six months of receiving reports from facilities. The Department has 
generally met its NPRI publication goals for the last four years. In a survey of data users' views on 
the NPRI, carried out for Environment Canada in October 2007, users rated timeliness as one of the 
top factors in terms of satisfaction, with 50 percent of respondents saying they were "very satisfied." 
Canada's NPRI data is published ahead of the release of information from the other North American 
pollutant release and transfer registries. 

3.61 NPRI data is easily accessible to users. Environment Canada makes NPRI data available in a 
variety of formats, including the option to download the complete, detailed database. Once the data 
is reviewed and published, the Department also Offers users online access to summarized 



information. Highlights and summary information describe what is new in the NPRI, list some quick 
facts on substances and facilities, and include summary tables by substance. 

3.62 Search tools help users explore the database. Users have access to unreviewed NPR 1 data, in 
the online search tool within one month of Environment Canada's receiving it. NPRI data can also 
be downloaded as a relational database file. Using modern mapping technology, Environment 
Canada recently introduced a "map layers" version of the latest reporting year's NPRI data for use 
with Google Earth and other virtual globe software. This feature allows users to search for reporting 
facilities near a specific location. 

3.63 Users find the online data search tool difficult to use. An online data search tool allows users 
to query the database' for detailed information on a specific facility's pollutant release and transfer. 
Searches for facilities can be filtered by substance, by geographic location, or by sector. The query 
interface allows for filtering, but does not currently support comparisons over years or within 
sectors. To produce this type of information, users must copy the detailed data into their own 
analytical tools. The results of the 2007 survey of data users' views on the NPRI noted these 
difficulties in manipulating and analyzing data. In that surVey, ease of manipulation of NPRI data 
received a score of 33 percent user satisfaction. This result mirrors the concerns raised by members 
of the working group and non-governmental organizations. These users found it difficult to search 
the database and acquire consolidated information. 

Conclusion 

3.64 Data quality is a function of its fitness for use: the data's relevancy to its intended purposes and 
audience. Reaching an acceptable level of quality is the result of addressing, managing, and 
balancing over time the various dimensions of quality. As a national inventory of pollutant releases 
and transfers in Canada, the National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI) is used by a wide variety 
of organizations, both domestically and internationally. It provides information that tells Canadians 
about releases and transfers of pollutants in their communities. 

3.65 Environment Canada does not have adequate systems and practices to assess the overall 
accuracy of NPRI data, to verify that all facilities required to report are doing so and reporting on all 
substances they are required to report on, or to provide enough information to help users understand 
NPRI data. These three dimensions of quality play a key role in users' ability to compare data 
reliably and to analyze trends. The range of estimation methods and the reporting thresholds that 
facilities use also hinder users as they work with the data. 

3.66 Environment Canada makes NPRI data accessible to users in a variety of ways and provides it 
on a timely basis. However, given the weaknesses outlined above, we conclude that Environment 
Canada does not have adequate systems and practices overall to ensure that NPRI data is fit for its 
intended purposes and audience. 

3.67 We recognize that Environment Canada is aware of problems of data quality with the NPRI 
and is taking certain measures to improve data quality. However, these actions must be guided by a 
comprehensive strategy and plan for improving NPRI data accuracy, assessing user needs more 
consistently, understanding sector coverage better, and enhancing communication of underlying data 
concepts, methodology, scope, and limitations. 

3.68 As Environment Canada works to improve and enhance the quality of NPRI data, the 
Department should help users clearly understand the NPRI, its data, and the data's limitations 
regarding its completeness and accuracy. Clear communication would help users know what the * 
NPRI data can be used for and where caution needs to be applied, so that they can interpret and use 
the data properly. 



3.69 In place since 1992, the National Pollutant Release Inventory is recognized domestically and 
internationally as one of the federal government's key tools to capture and report on releases of 
pollutants into the environment. Environment Canada needs to build on improvements made to date, 
ensure that the NPRI contains the best possible information on pollutant releases and transfers, and 
make this information more easily understandable. 

About the Audit 

All of the audit work in this chapter was conducted in accordance with the standards for assurance 
engagements set by The Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants. While the Office adopts these 
standards as the minimum requirement for our audits, we also draw upon the standards and practices 
of other disciplines. 

Objective 

The objective of the audit was to determine whether Environment Canada has adequate quality 
assurance systems and practices in place for the National Pollutant Release Inventory, so that the 
Department can be assured that the data contained in the Inventory is fit for the intended uses of its 
clients. 

Scope and approach 

We examined the work carried out by Environment Canada to manage the quality of the data 
contained in and reported through its National Pollutant Release Inventory within the context of the 
data's fitness for use. 

Our audit approach consisted of interviews with Environment Canada staff, with partners and 
stakeholders, and with data users. We also reviewed relevant documentation related to Environment 
Canada's quality assurance and quality control procedures and practices for the Inventory. 

Criteria 

Listed below are the criteria that were used to conduct this audit and their sources. 

Criteria 	 Sources 

Users needs 

We expected that Environment Canada would 
have processes in place for assessing user 
information needs and data-quality• 
requirements and that it would be using these 
processes to manage the quality of the National 
Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI). 

Data quality 

Standards for data quality have been 
established by Canada's national statistical 
agency, Statistics Canada. These standards are 
generally consistent with the summary of the 
attributes of quality information in the Treasury 
Board of Canada Secretariat document, 
Framework for the Management of Information 
in the Government of Canada—Quality 
Information Guideline (Draft July 2004). 



We expected that Environment Canada would 
have quality assurance systems and practices in 
place, including those applicable to the 
accuracy, completeness, understandability, 
coherence and reliability, timeliness, and 
accessibility of the information held in the 
National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI). 

Management reviewed and accepted the suitability of the criteria used in the audit. 

Period covered by the audit 

The period audited for this chapter focused on the systems and practices in place for the National 
Pollutant Release Inventory 2007 and 2008 reporting years, while taking into consideration the 
evolution of the Inventory since its inception in 1992. 

Audit work for this chapter was substantially completed on 12 June 2009. 

Audit team 

Principal: Jim McKenzie 
Director: David Willey 

John Hilton 
Mark Lawrence 
Alison Mudge 

For information, please contact Communications at 613-995-3708 or 1-888-761-5953 (toll-free). 

Appendix—List of recommendations 

The following is a list of recommendations found in Chapter 3. The number in front of the 
recommendation indicates the paragraph number where it appears in the Chapter. The numbers in 
parentheses indicate the paragraph numbers where the topic is discussed. 

Recommendation 	 Response 

User needs 

3.24 Environment Canada should set up 
regular processes to get information on the 
needs of both internal users of NPRI data 
(Environment Canada sector managers) 
and external users, particularly those who 
are not part of the multi-stakeholder 
working group. (3.16-3.23) 

Agreed. Work has already started on improved 
engagement with external bodies through our 
refined terms of reference, clarified responsibilities 
and accountabilities, as well as the creation of a 
work plan for our external Stakeholder Working 
Group. 

Internally, we are engaging in sector working groups 



to ensure that our work is integrated into program 
decision making and policy development that exists 
under the Chemicals Management Plan and Turning 
the Corner Initiative, to name two. 

The new processes and operations will be 
documented and incorporated in a comprehensive 
strategy for data collection and management, 
including objectives, targets, and timelines and with 
a focus on the quality and accuracy of the data. This 
strategy and plan will be in place by spring 2010. 

Managing the quality of NPRI data 

3.39 Environment Canada should develop 
a comprehensive strategy and plan for 
improving the accuracy of NPRI data. 
(3.26-3.38) 

3.47 Environment Canada should develop 
methods to identify non-reporting facilities 
that may be subject to NPRI reporting 
requirements. The Department should 
make this sector coverage information 
available to NPRI users and use the 
information in its efforts to improve 
completeness of NPRI data. (3.40-3.46) 

3.49 Environment Canada should 
determine the extent to which facilities 
report all substances they should report to 
the NPRI, and develop methods to ensure 
that facilities report fully. (3.48) 

Agreed. A comprehensive strategy will be 
implemented for data collection and management, 
including objectives, targets, and timelines and with 
a focus on the quality and accuracy of the data. The 
strategy will also include a plan that is industry 
sector-specific. The strategy will focus on ensuring 
that the data provided is relevant, the parties 
responsible for the data development are identified, 
and information on the data collection process is 
easily available. The strategy will also feature an 
element of cost recovery for data collection for third 
parties. This strategy and plan will be in place by 
spring 2010. 

Agreed. We began work on coverage of the NPRI 
by sector prior to the audit that included analysis 
using other sources of data, such as Statistics 
Canada, to get a better perspective on compliance. 
Work will continue and results will be published by 
fall 2010. 

Agreed. We will develop a plan to audit the 
completeness of the reports provided to the NPRI 
by December 2010. An audit of selected facilities 
representing a cross-section of a priority industrial 
sector will be conducted in fiscal year 2010-11, 
with two additional priority sectors per year being 
audited thereafter. 

3.56 Environment Canada should provide Agreed. The reporting requirements for the program 



users with clear information on the 
underlying concepts, variables, 
methodologies, limitations, accuracy, and 
completeness of the NPRI database. 
(3.50-3.55) 

and guidance to reporting facilities are already 
available on the NPRI website. Environment 
Canada will develop and publish more 
comprehensive information on the quality of NPRI 
data by July 2011. Information used to implement 
the above recommendations will form the basis for 
much of the additional information for data users. 

Definitions: 

Criteria air contaminants—A group of air pollutants that cause smog, acid rain, and other health 
hazards. These contaminants include sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, volatile organic compounds, 
particulate matter, and carbon monoxide. (Return) 

Launched in 2006, the Chemicals Management Plan is managed jointly by Health Canada and 
Environment Canada. The activities identified in the plan focus on the assessment and safe 
management of chemical substances, including action on key threats to health and the environment. 
(Return) 

Date Issued: 2009-11-03 
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