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1. Introduction
The governments of Canada and Nova Scotia have proposed a 10-year, $400-million plan to clean 
up the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens. The law requires the project to undergo an environmental 
assessment. 

The assessment looks at how cleanup activities will affect the environment and people of Sydney and 
the Cape Breton Regional Municipality (CBRM). It identifies steps that can lessen or eliminate any 
potential negative effects of the cleanup. Ultimately, the assessment helps governments decide whether 
the cleanup should go ahead and, if so, under what conditions.

The assessment begins with an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS), submitted by the 
project proponent—in this case, the Sydney 
Tar Ponds Agency. Three experienced 
environmental engineering companies—
AMEC Earth and Environmental, Jacques 
Whitford Ltd., and ADI Ltd.—helped the 
agency prepare the EIS.

The EIS is a huge, technical document 
spanning more than 3,000 pages in seven 
volumes. It contains many maps, diagrams, 
and tables. You can view the full EIS at the 
places listed on page 27 of this booklet. The 
full EIS is also available on the cleanup 
website: www.TarPondsCleanup.ca.

In this booklet, we have tried to summarize the EIS in everyday language. It s̓ a daunting task, but we 
hope the results will help you better understand the project and the benefits it will bring to Sydney and 
Cape Breton. Where the wording of this booklet differs from the full EIS, the full document should be 
considered authoritative.

The EIS explains how scientists, citizens, community groups, and governments think the cleanup 
will affect the people and the environment of Sydney and the Cape Breton Regional Municipality. It 
identifies steps, known as “mitigation measures,” that can reduce the risk of any potential negative 
effects.

The EIS is based on technical analysis by scientists and engineers, as well as comments and 
recommendations received during public consultations with individuals, community groups, and First 
Nations. 

While probing for potentially negative effects, itʼs important to bear in mind the overall purpose of the 
cleanup. The presence of two large, contaminated, former industrial sites in the heart of Sydney sours 

A key goal of the cleanup is to 
restore Sydney s̓ sense of itself, 
and Canada s̓ sense of Sydney.
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the investment climate and limits potential development. The sites are eyesores, a constant reminder of 
Sydneyʼs industrial decline. 

Previous failed attempts to clean up the Tar Ponds, and years of debate about the best way to clean them 
up, have entrenched exaggerated notions about Sydneyʼs environmental problems. In particular, the 
false claim that Sydney is “Canadaʼs worst toxic waste site” has created an unwarranted stigma for this 
proud and historic community. This stigma makes it harder to attract new business and create jobs. A 
key goal of the cleanup is to restore Sydneyʼs sense of itself, and Canadaʼs sense of Sydney.

Many towns and cities have turned similar large, contaminated sites into valued community assets. 
Cleaning up the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens will make 100 hectares of land in the centre of Sydney 
available for recreation or light industry. It will speed the recovery of Sydney Harbour. It will reduce 
risks to human health, and to plants, animals, and their environment. It will beautify the landscape, and 
help restore confidence in Sydney as a good place to live, play, work, and invest. 

The job of the EIS is to determine whether cleanup activities themselves will cause significant adverse 
effects, and to identify the long-term environmental, social, and economic benefits of the project. 
Detailed scientific analysis of the issues raised and information collected during public consultations 
offers a reassuring picture of the projectʼs possible effects. 

The key conclusions of the evaluation of the 
proposed cleanup are as follows:

•  As long as the mitigation measures 
outlined in the EIS are followed, 
the project will cause no significant 
adverse effects on the health of nearby 
residents. 

•  As long as mitigation measures 
outlined in the EIS are followed, 
the project will cause no significant 
negative effects on the land, water, 
wildlife, fish, marine mammals, or 
birds.

•  As long as workers wear appropriate 
personal protective equipment, 
typical for work of this type, the project will cause no significant adverse effects on the health of 
workers.

•  During construction and operation, the project will create positive effects on employment and 
personal income. 

•  The project will have positive effects on the economy of the region and nearby communities.
•  The project will cause few disruptions to the people of Sydney, and these will occur in small 

areas for a short time. 
•  All potential negative effects can be successfully managed.

The false claim that Sydney is “Canada s̓ worst 
toxic waste site” has created an unwarranted 
stigma for this proud and historic community.
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Monitoring during construction and operations will help check the predictions made in the EIS, and 
enable corrective action to be taken if needed. 

The Sydney Tar Ponds Agency is committed to protecting worker health and safety, public health 
and safety, and the environment of Sydney and surrounding communities throughout the cleanup. 
The project will meet or exceed all applicable laws and regulations. The agency will keep the public 
informed every step of the way. We will continue to seek and respond to community views through 
a variety of forums throughout the project. We are committed to achieving the obvious benefits for 
Sydney that can occur only if these sites are cleaned up safely, effectively, and promptly.

In summary, the EIS concludes that the activities associated with this necessary cleanup can be 
conducted without any significant negative effects on human health or the environment.

2. Why clean up the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens?
The Muggah Creek watershed includes a recently closed steel mill, the remains of a coke plant, a rail 
yard, and several active and abandoned dumps. 

While in production, these operations released such chemicals as coal tar, ammonia, sulphur, light 
hydrocarbons, and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) into the air and water. In the early years 
of the steel mill, waste products were often recaptured and sold, which lessened the impact on the 
environment. As the demand for these materials declined, recycling and recovery were no longer 
economical. Too often, materials were placed in unsecured storage, or simply dumped onto the soil or 
into waterways. 

These waste materials are now present in the soil and groundwater of the Coke Ovens, and in the waters 
and sediments of the Tar Ponds, Coke Ovens Brook, and Sydney Harbour. Other by-products of steel 
making also affected the local environment. Over the last 100 years, huge quantities of slag and waste 
iron were dumped along the north-eastern shore of Muggah Creek and Sydney Harbour. This wiped out 
salt marshes, changed the natural shoreline, and narrowed the waterway. 

Other industries that operated in Sydney include a coal tar plant, a cement plant, an asphalt paving 
company, a gas and oil company, metal processors, a railway repair yard, and a brick manufacturing 
company. These operations may also have contaminated local soils, sediments, surface and ground 
water, and air.

The activities associated with this necessary cleanup 
can be conducted without any significant negative 
effects on human health or the environment.
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Since the early 1980s, interested groups 
and individuals have participated in almost 
continual discussions about the Tar Ponds 
and Coke Ovens. Public involvement has 
included meetings, workshops, interviews, 
open houses, coffee klatches, and door-to-
door visits.

In 1996, Sydneyʼs citizens and the three levels 
of government formed the Joint Action Group 
for the Environmental Cleanup of the Muggah 
Creek Watershed (JAG) to seek consensus 
around acceptable, safe, technically sound 
cleanup solutions. 

JAG held more than 900 public meetings, 
offering residents countless opportunities to 
suggest preferred ways to remediate the Tar 
Ponds and Coke Ovens, and to comment on 
every aspect of the problem and proposed 
solutions. 

In May, 2004, the governments of Canada and 
Nova Scotia signed a cost-share agreement 
committing $400 million to the Tar Ponds 
and Coke Ovens cleanup. Since then, the 
Sydney Tar Ponds Agency has held numerous 
meetings with community groups and 
individuals. We have met with volunteer fire 
departments, environmental groups, ad hoc 
citizens  ̓groups, high school and university 
classes, business groups, university faculty, and trade unions.  During these activities we discussed:

•  Issues about the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup that concern the community; and
•  Our plans for assessing, mitigating, and managing potential effects of the project.

Community information provided during this public participation process helped guide our work. 
Scientists and other experts collected information on the land, vegetation, water, fish, marine mammals, 
wildlife, and people of Sydney.

Traditional knowledge has been incorporated into the EIS through existing studies and consultation. A 
Miʼkmaq Ecological Knowledge Study (MEK) has produced an interim report that found no significant 
adverse effects from the project. The final report of the MEK will help us understand First Nations  ̓
concerns about the environment and their lands, and help us make decisions about the project design.
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3. What is the cleanup plan? 
The cleanup will use technologies that have worked safely and effectively in similar situations. These 
include: 

•  Biological cleanup techniques including land-farming, a process that uses hydrocarbon-eating 
bacteria to break down contaminants in soil; 

•  Removal of polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) 
contaminated sediments, and their destruction in an approved incinerator;

•  Stabilization and solidification of remaining materials, a process that mixes hardening agents like 
Portland cement powder into wet sediments ;

•  Construction of permanent engineered caps; 
•  Installation of permanent surface and groundwater controls; and
•  Restoration for future use.

These technologies have proven safe and effective on similar contaminated sites. For example, 
incineration of material contaminated with PCBs has proven to be an economically and technically 
feasible solution in many places in North America. Canadian examples of the successful use of 
incineration include Smithville, Ontario, and Goose Bay, Labrador. Measures such as land-farming, 
stabilization and solidification, and pumping and treating contaminated groundwater are standard 
practices locally, nationally, and internationally.

The specific cleanup technologies planned for the Tar Ponds and the Coke Ovens differ from one site to 
the other. The EIS contains a complete description. Here is a brief summary: 

Soil and sediment contaminated with PCBs and PAHs will be removed from the areas shown in figures 
3.1 (Tar Ponds) and 3.2 (Coke Ovens) on the following pages. This material will be safely destroyed 
using high temperature incineration. The licensed, approved, temporary incinerator will be located 
at Victoria Junction, five kilometres east of the Coke Ovens, on the site of a former coal wash plant. 
Materials to be incinerated include 120,000 tonnes of sediment containing PCBs from the Tar Ponds, 
and 26,300 tonnes of sediment containing PAHs from the Coke Ovens. 

The cleanup will treat remaining contaminants where they are. Stabilization and solidification wwill 
be used to treat contaminated sediments that remain in the Tar Ponds. Land-farming will be used to 
treat the top half-metre of soil on remaining contaminated sections of the Coke Ovens. land-farming 
is a biological technique that adds nutrients to the soil to encourage the growth of bacteria that eat 
hydrocarbons. The bacteria break contaminants down into safer substances. Pumps will remove 
contaminated groundwater from the Coke Ovens and pipe it to a water treatment plant. 

The cleanup project will contain both sites using special engineering techniques designed to prevent 
humans, animals, and plants from coming into contact with contaminants, and to keep contaminants 
from moving away from the site. 

At the Tar Ponds, vertical walls and interception trenches installed at various places around the shoreline 

Incineration of PCB-contaminated material has 
proven to be an economically and technically feasible 
technology in many locations in North America.
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will collect and divert groundwater. The site will be covered with a reinforced, multi-layered soil barrier 
designed to limit water penetration and allow future uses of the site. 

At the Coke Ovens, containment will include vertical walls and interception trenches installed at various 
locations around the site perimeter. These walls will contain contaminated groundwater and keep clean 
groundwater from becoming contaminated.  The Coke Ovens will also have a soil cover soil designed to 
allow future uses of the site.

Final restoration and landscaping of both sites will, as much as possible, match their natural 
surroundings. 

Containment systems require long-term monitoring to ensure they remain effective. The cleanup plan 
includes long-term monitoring of air, water, soil, and biological organisms. 

4. Why an Environmental Impact Statement?
The work described in the EIS is 
known as an environmental assessment. 
The purpose of the assessment is to 
determine how the project could affect 
the people, the environment, and the 
economy. The EIS is a planning tool. 
It helps project designers, regulators, 
and the community understand 
how the project will interact with 
the local environment. It supports 
decisions about project design and 
implementation. The important steps 
in this process are shown in the box at 
right. 

The EIS assesses effects by asking these questions:

•  Is the effect good or bad? This is the direction of an effect.
•  How big is the effect? How much does the change caused by the project differ from changes 

that occur naturally in the environment? How will the change affect human activity? This is the 
magnitude of an effect. 

•  How large a geographic area could be affected? How far will the effect reach? This is the 
geographic extent of an effect.

•  How long could the effect last? This is the duration of an effect.

The answers to these questions will determine whether the projectʼs effect on people or the environment 
will be significant. In general, effects are significant if they are large, last a long time, and affect people 
or the environment over a large area.

The project will be designed to avoid, reduce, or control unwanted effects. This is called management of 
effects. Managing effects can include avoiding, eliminating, reducing, or controlling an unwanted effect. 
It can also mean increasing or enhancing a positive effect, such as employment or training. 

Environmental Assessment Process

Step 1  Consult with communities and collect information 
to identify potential effects.

Step 2  Use community information and traditional 
knowledge to design project.

Step 3. Assess all important project effects.
Step 4  Develop plans to lessen possible negative effects. 
Step 5  Develop plans to monitor construction and 

operations.
Step 6 Revise plans based on monitoring results and 

community advice.
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During the years after the cleanup, we will continue to watch for effects of the project. This is known as 
monitoring. 

The EIS must comply with several laws and regulations. These include the Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Act and the Nova Scotia Environment Act. The federal act comes into play because Public 
Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC) has provided funding for the project, and because 
the project needs approvals from Transport Canada under the Navigable Waters Protection Act, The 
project may also need approval from Environment Canada under the Federal Mobile PCB Treatment 
and Destruction Regulations of the Canadian Environmental Protection Act. 

5. How the EIS was conducted
5.1. Overall approach

The scientists and engineers who prepare an EIS consider how the project will affect its local 
environment, and how the environment will affect the project. As potential effects of a project are 
identified, the project design may change to lessen those effects. Then the process repeats, as scientists 
again consider how the redesigned project affects the environment, and the environment affects the 
redesigned project.

As this cycle continues, a better understanding emerges of the interactions between the project and its 
environment. The goal is to develop a well-designed project that meets society s̓ sustainable objectives, 
and is consistent with laws and regulations. 

5.2. Valued environmental components

The first step in preparing an EIS is to determine the projectʼs environmental setting. These are the 
existing environmental conditions within the project study area, including biological, physical, social, 
and economic conditions. This baseline information provides a starting point to determine the potential 
effects of project activities on the environment, and the potential effects of the environment on the 
project. 

Based on comments received from regulatory agencies and the public, and on our consultants  ̓
experience with similar studies, we identified various important factors in the environmental setting. 
These factors, which relate to social, cultural, economic, or aesthetic values, are called Valued 
Environmental Components. They include:

•  Human health;
•  Community health and wellbeing;
•  Air quality;
•  Noise;
•  Groundwater quality and quantity;
•  Surface water quality and quantity;
•  Soil and sediment quality;
•  Land and wetlands;
•  Fish and aquatic habitat;
•  Marine environment;
•  Public safety;



10

EIS Summary

•  Labour and economy;
•  Property values;
•  Land and resource use;
•  Traditional aboriginal resource use;
•  Infrastructure and services;
•  Transportation infrastructure;
•  Commercial fisheries resources; and
•  Archaeology and heritage resources.

5.3. Effects of the environment on the project

It is also important to understand the effects the environment may have on the project. Considerations 
include seasonal temperature extremes, flooding, and potential effects of climate change such as 
extreme weather patterns, hurricanes, and increased sea levels and storm surges. 

5.4. Analysis of environmental interactions

Environmental engineers and scientists used several methods to assess the effects of the project. These 
included air dispersion modeling, human health risk assessment, ecological risk assessment, biophysical 
surveys, and economic modeling. The EIS involved a combination of a scientific review and advice 
from government departments, stakeholders and the public. Researchers and scientists from across 
North America contributed to these evaluations. 

6. Findings

For each of the Valued Environmental 
Components, our consultants considered the 
following questions:

•  What exists today;
•  What potential changes the project 

could bring;
•  Ways to manage these effects; and 
•  Whether any remaining effects are 

significant. 

The results provide a reassuring picture of 
the projectʼs possible effects. As long as 
the mitigation measures outlined in the EIS are followed, the project will cause no significant adverse 
effects on the health of nearby residents, or on the land, water, air, wildlife, and plants of Sydney and 
CBRM.  As long as workers wear appropriate personal protective equipment, typical for work of this 
type, the project will cause no significant adverse effects on the health of workers. All potential negative 
effects can be managed.

The project will create positive effects on employment, and on the economy of the region and nearby 
communities.
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The project will cause few disruptions to the people of Sydney, and these will occur in small areas for a 
short time. 

The following sections summarize the most important results of this analysis. We have not included all 
the Valued Environmental Components here because, for some of them, the project produced no effects 
that require management measures. These include land use, infrastructure and services, public safety, 
and species at risk. Others, such as soils, required only minor management measures, and these are not 
discussed here. 

6.1. Air quality

Air quality is one of the most important aspects of the environment. It affects the health and wellbeing 
of humans, plants, animals and ecosystems. 
The project will release gases and tiny 
particles into the atmosphere. The gases 
include the so-called greenhouse gases 
believed responsible for global warming. 
Objectionable odours may accompany the 
release of gases and particulates. 

What exists today:

For 100 years, a steel mill and coke ovens 
located near the centre of Sydney produced 
air emissions that affected the community. 
Many other related industries existed on the 
Coke Ovens site. These included a coal tar 
plant, a cement company, an asphalt paving 
company, a fuel gas and oil company, metal 
processors, and a brick company. These industries also produced significant emissions.

The site currently has very little effect on the quality of air in Sydney, as the extensive air monitoring 
conducted by the Sydney Tar Ponds Agency confirms. Sydneyʼs air quality today is better than it has 
been in a very long time. It is comparable to air quality in Halifax, and much better than that in large 
Canadian cities such as Montreal and Toronto.

Assessment of potential effects:

Emissions that continually exceed acceptable levels or recognized standards over a long period of time 
have a significant negative effect on air quality. A project that reduces the amount of contaminants in the 
atmosphere has a positive effect. 

Several Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup activities could potentially affect air quality. These include 
excavation of contaminated materials, stabilization and solidification, land-farming, installation of cover 
materials, and incineration. Each of these activities will create dust, emit gases, and cause odours. 

However, as long as the project follows the recommended management measures listed below, 
significant negative effects on air quality are unlikely to occur. In fact, carrying out the project will 
likely improve air quality in the long-term, which will benefit the health and wellbeing of humans, 
animals, and plants. 
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Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on 
air quality in the following ways:

•  Cleaning the area around stored 
materials;

•  Covering stored materials, if necessary;
•  Applying dust suppressant;
•  Controlling the loading and unloading 

of material; 
•  Reducing the working faces of material 

piles;
•  Vacuum sweeping or flushing roads; 
•  Paving roads, if necessary;
•  Enclosing the Tar Cell during 

excavation, and filtering air from the 
enclosure;

•  Minimizing soil agitation during 
mixing; and 

•  Using wind screens or land covers, if 
necessary.

6.2. Noise

Construction activities during the project will generate noise. At the Coke Ovens, construction will 
involve equipment such as bulldozers, compactors, smooth drum rollers, excavators, dump trucks, water 
trucks, graders, and scrapers. Activities at the Tar Ponds will involve similar equipment, as well as 
cranes, conveyors, pile drivers, and excavation equipment. The incinerator will be pre-assembled, but 
some equipment will be used to prepare the site and put the unit together.

What exists today:

The Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens lie in the heart of Sydney, surrounded by homes and businesses. To the 
north is the mainly residential community of Whitney Pier. To the south and west are the residential 
and commercial neighbourhoods of Ashby, Downtown Sydney, and the North End. Land use in these 
areas includes a mall, a school, many businesses and homes. In general, the areas surrounding the Tar 
Ponds and Coke Ovens are a mixture of residential, commercial, and industrial properties that generate 
moderate to high volume traffic on roadways. All of these activities make noise.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on noise occurs when noise rises above an acceptable or 
recognized standard. A positive effect occurs when the project reduces noise levels. 

Construction activity, especially from pile driving and excavation, will produce noise outside the project 
construction area. The use of a vibratory driver, which is quieter, will reduce noise. The agency and its 
contractors will monitor noise during construction, and respond to any problems or complaints. Other 
noise generating activity, such as from trucks and train traffic, is likely to be temporary, localized, and 
generally not bothersome. 
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As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on noise. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on noise in the following ways:

•  Using well-maintained equipment with appropriate noise suppression components;
•  Ensuring strategic location of stationary construction equipment such as generators;
•  Employing traffic management strategies;
•  Using smart backup alarms on vehicles when possible; 
•  Prohibiting the use of engine compression for braking;
•  Installing noise shields, if required; and
•  Using vibratory pile driving methods.

6.3. Groundwater

Groundwater resources are located in bedrock under the Coke Ovens, the Tar Ponds, and under the 
incinerator site. Potential effects on groundwater are a concern for several reasons: the project directly 
interacts with groundwater resources; groundwater represents a potential pathway to other important 
aspects of the environment such as human health; and groundwater flows to surface water streams. 
Groundwater is protected by applicable laws and regulations.

What exists today:

The Coke Ovens site forms a valley between neighbouring sections of Whitney Pier to the north, and 
Ashby to the south. To the east lies the grassy hill that covers the old, capped dump, and further east, the 
CBRM landfill. To the west, lies the Harbourside Commercial Park (formerly Sysco) and the South Tar 
Pond. 

The water table under the Coke Ovens generally slopes from east to west. Groundwater under the 
residential neighbourhoods north and south of the Coke Ovens generally flows toward the Coke Ovens, 
and then westward along the valley floor. 

From the western edge of the Coke Ovens, groundwater flows westward to the South Tar Pond most of 
the time. But under high flow conditions, it reverses direction, and flows east to Domtar Brook, a small 
stream that flows into Coke Ovens Brook. 

In the area between the Coke Ovens and the South Tar Pond, groundwater generally flows toward Coke 
Ovens Brook Connector and the South Tar Pond. This flow pattern carries ground water away from 
nearby homes and toward the South Tar Pond. 

Sydneyʼs municipal water system draws water from this aquifer through a well field eight kilometres to 
the south. 

The project will generally have beneficial effects 
on groundwater because much of the groundwater 
on the sites is currently contaminated.
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Two properties at the eastern end of Frederick Street still draw water from their own groundwater water 
wells. 

Four well fields near Victoria Junction service various institutions, including Cape Breton University, 
the Logistec rail centre, Nova Scotia Power Inc.ʼs Lingan substation, and Lingan golf course. 
Residential properties along Lingan Road and the Sydney-Glace Bay Highway draw water from 
individual groundwater wells.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on 
groundwater quality occurs when a project 
lowers groundwater quality so much that it 
fails to meet a recognized standard. A positive 
effect occurs when a project reduces the 
amount of contaminants in groundwater. 

The project will generally have beneficial 
effects on groundwater because much of 
the groundwater on the sites is currently 
contaminated. Some potential for adverse 
effects exists because the barrier walls may 
indirectly affect local groundwater flows. 
Workers may also come into contact with contaminated groundwater during such cleanup work as 
excavation and groundwater pumping.

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on groundwater. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on groundwater in the following ways:

•  Monitoring to ensure groundwater contamination is contained during operations;
•  Requiring workers to wear appropriate personal protective equipment, typical for work of this 

type;
•  Using drains to divert contaminated groundwater from streams, and a treatment plant to treat the 

diverted water;
•  Cleaning sediments in the bed of the Coke Ovens Brook Connector;
•  Designing groundwater collection and water treatment systems to operate for at least 25 years.

6.4. Surface water

Surface water is water flowing within streams and channels. It also includes groundwater that flows 
into streams and channels. Surface water affects other ecological components. It can expose humans 
to contaminants.  It can also expose fish, animals, and plants, in streams and in Sydney Harbour, to 
contaminants. Because surface water is so important to the environment, various laws and regulations 
protect it. 



15

www.TarPondsCleanup.ca

What exists today:

There are several fresh and brackish streams in the project area, including:

•  The new Coke Ovens Brook channels, which have been designed for fish habitat, and the 
tributaries flowing into them (Frederick Street, Whitney Pier, Radar, Cagney and Background 
Brooks, but not Domtar Brook). 

•  The Coke Ovens Brook Connector, from the point where the new Coke Ovens Brook channels 
meet at Victoria Road, to the South Tar Pond. 

•  The man-made channel to be constructed through the Tar Ponds. 
•  The Northwest Brook - Grand Lake system.
•  The Lingan and Graceʼs Brook system.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on surface water quality occurs when a discharge into surface 
water exceeds an acceptable level, or when surface water properties fail to meet an accepted standard. A 
positive effect occurs when a project reduces the amount of contaminants in surface water. 

The project will improve surface water quality by reducing contact with contaminated material . There 
is some potential for recontamination of surface water due to discharge of inadequately treated from 
water treatment plants or due to incomplete cleanup. 

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on surface water.

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on surface water in the following ways:

•  Implementing erosion and sedimentation control from waste and material piles;
•  Ensuring that the quality of water discharged to streams meets the standards set forth in the 

Federal Fisheries Act
•  Ensuring that discharges meet acute lethality tests, and will not cause chronic effects; and
•  Other management measures proposed for groundwater resources.

6.5. Wildlife and plants that live on land

Land-based wildlife includes all common species of mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and birds, 
including birds that use the shores of the Tar Ponds during migration. Plants include all common plants. 
There is a link between migratory birds and the marine plants and animals that form a large part of 
their diet. In this category, concerns centre on wildlife habitat. There are no significant concerns related 
to plants and their uses, such as agricultural or forestry. The project may change the type, quantity, or 
quality of wildlife habitat at the Coke Ovens, the Tar Ponds, and the incinerator site. 

What exists today:

Wildlife habitat at the Coke Ovens consists of shrubs, meadows, and swales. The area hosts at least 223 
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species of trees, shrubs, plants, mosses, and herbs. Almost half of these are non-native, including forage 
crops and weeds typical of physically disturbed sites such as roadsides, farms, and vacant lots. The high 
proportion of non-native species reflects the highly disturbed nature of the site. 

The shoreline of the Tar Ponds hosts typical tidal shore plants.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on land-based wildlife and plants occurs when disturbance 
to habitat exceeds an acceptable level or recognized standard. A positive effect occurs when a project 
increases the amount or quality of habitat. 

Some loss of habitat will occur. However, there is no diverse, unique, or extensive land-based habitat 
within the project boundaries. The cleanup will likely improve the wildlife habitat that exists. 

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on land-based wildlife and plants. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on land-based wildlife and plants in the following ways:

•  Ensuring that future site use planners consider measures to enhance wildlife habitat;
•  Carrying out necessary disturbance of small bird nesting habitat at the Coke Ovens only during 

periods when birds are not nesting;
•  Carrying out any necessary clearing of trees and shrubs from the incinerator site only during 

periods when birds are not nesting;
•  Providing plants and shrubs along water courses; and
•  Maintaining incinerator emissions within regulatory guidelines.

6.6. Salt water habitat:

Marine fish and their habitats are critical components of marine ecosystems. They are central to 
sustaining marine resources and maintaining biological diversity and productivity. Fish habitat includes 
spawning grounds, nursing and rearing areas, migration routes, and the food supplies on which fish 
depend directly or indirectly. For some species, it includes various marine plants. The project will fill in 
the Tar Ponds and will therefore eliminate all existing marine habitat in the Muggah Creek estuary. 

What exists today:

The Tar Ponds consist of shallow water with a muddy bottom. The shoreline above the high tide mark 
is rocky, while the area below the low tide mark has a soft muddy bottom. The zone between the 
two consists of a narrow band covered with pebbles and small rocks. Scattered plant life occurs on 
occasional large stones, boulder, and debris. Bottom dwelling animals include typical Atlantic coastal 

The area hosts at least 223 
species of trees, shrubs, plants, 
mosses, and herbs.
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species such as lobster. Seals are abundant, but other marine mammals rarely appear. About 69 species 
of fish occur in Sydney Harbour and Muggah Creek.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on marine habitat occurs when habitat disturbance exceeds 
an acceptable level or recognized standard. A positive effect occurs when a project increases the amount 
of habitat. 

Over the long term, the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup will have a positive effect on marine 
plants, mammals, and fish, and their habitat, by improving the quality of the habitat in the South Arm 
of Sydney Harbour. The improvement will 
occur because the flow of contaminants from 
Muggah Creek will decrease. However, 
during construction, there is potential 
for short-term increases in contaminant 
concentrations in the harbour.

The cleanup will also result in the permanent 
removal of the marine habitat in the North Tar 
Pond. This habitat is severely contaminated. 
It will be replaced by a freshwater channel. 
The change will improve the marine habitat of 
Sydney Harbour over the long term. 

As long as the recommended management 
step listed below is implemented, the project 
is unlikely to cause significant adverse effects 
on marine habitat. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on marine habitat in the following way:

•  Containment of Tar Ponds material during excavation and stabilization and solidification

6.7. Freshwater habitat

Freshwater habitat is important because of public concern for freshwater resources, especially fish. The 
federal Fisheries Act protects fish habitat, which it defines as spawning grounds, nursing and rearing 
areas, migration routes, and food supplies on which fish depend directly or indirectly. 

What exists today:

Freshwater environments in the project area include the South Tar Pond, Coke Ovens Brook, and 
Muggah Creek, and their tributaries. They also the lakes and streams in the area that will may 
potentially receive emissions from the incinerator at Victoria Junction (North West Brook, Grand Lake, 
Brownʼs Lake, and Kilkenny Lake). 
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Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect 
on freshwater habitat occurs when habitat 
disturbance exceeds an acceptable level or 
recognized standard. A positive effect occurs 
when a project increases the amount of habitat. 

Wastewater streams from the cleanup may 
contain some contaminants. All contaminated 
groundwater and surface water will be diverted 
through water treatment plants that already exist or that will be constructed. The project will discharge 
liquids into the Coke Ovens Brook Connector. All liquid discharges from the cleanup will comply 
with pollution-prevention provisions of the Fisheries Act. Discharges will not exceed the water quality 
objectives established for the receiving environment. 

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on freshwater habitat. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on freshwater habitat in the following ways:

•  Controlling erosion from waste and material piles;
•  Ensuring that water quality meets the requirement of the Federal Fisheries Act; 
•  Evaluating fish rescue operations during rerouting of watercourses;
•  Enhancing the physical characteristics of habitat where possible; and 
•  Integrating new stream channels with future habitat.

 
6.8. Labour and the economy

Labour and the economy are essential features of a communityʼs social and economic wellbeing. This 
includes employment, income, and economic production levels, local business activities, the local 
labour supply, and population levels. Evaluating the projectʼs potential effects on local labour requires 
consideration of worker qualifications and training requirements. Evaluating the project s̓ potential 
effects on local business activity requires consideration of local procurement opportunities and the 
ability of local businesses to supply goods and services required by the cleanup. 

What exists today:

The economies of Cape Breton Island and CBRM have historically been linked to steelmaking and 
coal mining. Other major industries have included the fisheries. These industries influenced population 
levels and migration patterns. The closure of the coal and steel industries led to economic decline and 
population loss. Efforts to diversify the local economy have focused on tourism, telecommunications, 
and service-based industries.

Over the last 30 years, Cape Breton lost more than 20,000 jobs in coal mining, steelmaking the ground 
fishery. On the positive side, thousands of new jobs have appeared in the service and retail sectors with 
the recent emergence of call centres, big box stores, and companies that develop computer games and 
software. 
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CBRM has a lower percentage of university graduates than  Nova Scotia as a whole, and a higher 
percentage of individuals with only a high school graduation certificate or some postsecondary 
education. A relatively low percentage of CBRM residents have a trades certificate or diploma.
CBRMʼs employment rate is approximately 15 percentage points lower than that of Nova Scotia as a 
whole. CBRMʼs unemployment rate is 8.5 percentage points above that of Nova Scotia. 

In CBRM, employment income constitutes a lower proportion of total income, and government transfers 
a higher proportion, than in Nova Scotia as a whole. 

Primary industries (fishing, farming, and mining) are more important to CBRMʼs economy, and 
secondary industries less important, than in the province as a whole. A high percentage of CBRM 
residents work in:

•  Business, finance and administration;
•  Health;
•  Social science, education and government; 
•  Sales and service; and
•  Trades, transport and equipment operators.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on labour occurs when demand for labour exceeds supply, or 
when many workers come into the region from outside. A significant adverse environmental effect on 
the economy occurs when demand for goods and services exceeds local or regional supply. A positive 
effect occurs when a project increases the demand for labour and stimulates economic activity. 

The local labour force can fill most of the cleanupʼs labour requirements. The projectʼs overall effect 
on local employment, incomes, economic production, demographics, education, and training will be 
positive. These effects will be greatest during construction, and less substantial during operation and 
decommissioning. The cleanup will improve the business and investment climate by removing the 
stigma of a perceived environmental hazard.

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on labour and the economy. Any negative effects on local businesses 
and the labour supply are likely to be minor. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on labour and the economy in the following ways:

• Maximizing use of local workers, goods, and services;
• Informing local businesses and suppliers about the projectʼs requirements for goods and services;
• Informing labour unions and contractors about the projectʼs labour requirements;
• Reviewing the results of the business and labour force capacity study;
• Continuing joint efforts by government and local business groups to develop local capacity to 

meet the needs of the project;
• Communicating with local economic development agencies; and
• Communicating with the public.
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6.9. Transportation network

The transportation network includes the streets, roads, and railroads the project may use. This network 
is important because safe, convenient, and efficient movement of people and goods is essential to the 
functioning of society and the economy.

The primary public concerns about potential adverse effects of the cleanup on the transportation 
network are that workers, equipment, and material traveling to the Tar Ponds, Coke Ovens, and Victoria 
Junction incinerator may increase traffic congestion and the risk of accidents. Locating the incinerator 
at the Phalen site would produce additional train movements at nine level crossings on New Waterford 
streets, as well as truck traffic along Lingan Road, the Sydney-Glace Bay Highway (Route 4), Gardiner 
Road, Seaside Drive (Route 28) and local streets in New Waterford and Lingan.

What exists today:

CBRM has about 1,900 km of roads, most of which are in satisfactory condition, with a few exceptions 
that that require resurfacing or reconstruction. Priorities for improving the regional road network 
include:

•  A complete controlled access highway, 
or four-lane divided highway, between 
CBRM and Halifax;

•  Changes to driveways that directly access 
the TransCanada Highway between 
Sydney and New Glasgow;

•  Changes to sections of the TransCanada 
Highway in Antigonish, Auldʼs Cove, and 
Bras dʼOr that pass through commercial 
strip areas;

•  Linkages between the TransCanada 
Highway and the largest concentrations of 
CBRMʼs population; and

•  Linkages between the TransCanada 
Highway and CBRMʼs urban centres.

The Nova Scotia Department of Transportation and Public Works has included construction of a 
new controlled access highway from St. Peterʼs to Sydney in its long-term plans. The corridor along 
TransCanada Highway 105, Highway 125, and Grand Lake Road to Reserve Mines constitutes the 
road transportation spine of the CBRM. Seventy percent of CBRMʼs population is adjacent to this 
highway. Highway 125 has some of the highest traffic volumes and one of the worst safety records in 
the province. Traffic levels on this route justify twinning its entire length. 

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse environmental effect on the transportation network would occur if traffic flows 
change from satisfactory to unacceptable or undesirable by engineering standards or professional 
judgment. A significant adverse environmental effect would occur if the number of collisions rises 
above average provincial rates for the road class.

A positive effect on the transportation network would occur if a project improves highway performance 
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by increasing capacity or diverting or reducing traffic volumes. A positive effect would occur if 
improved safety measures reduced the number of collisions. 

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on the transportation network. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on the transportation network in the following ways:

•  Installing traffic signals at the intersection of Inglis and Prince Streets;
•  Ensuring that grade crossing protection devices meet appropriate standards;
•  If required, building a new road between the Sydney Port Access Road at Home Depot and 

Grand Lake Road; 
•  Use of the railway to transport material to the Victoria Junction incinerator; and
•  If required, installing traffic signals at Grand Lake Road/Victoria Junction Wash Plant Road.

6.10. Human health

Regulatory agencies and the public are concerned that the project may effect the health of people in and 
around Sydney. In particular, there is concern that emissions from the temporary incinerator will cause 
health effects, and that the cleanup will expose workers and nearby residents to chemicals in the Tar 
Ponds and Coke Ovens. 

What exists today

Contaminants in the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens do not currently pose significant risk to workers or 
nearby residents. Water covers the Tar Ponds sediments much of the time, and tidal action continually 
flushes the surface water of the North Pond. Running water and newly deposited sediments cover 
contaminants in the beds of Coke Ovens Brook and Coke Ovens Brook Connector. Contaminants in 
the tar cell, in subsurface soils, and in groundwater, lie deep below the surface. The only contaminants 
currently available for emission into the air are those in surface soils. Most of the volatile chemicals 
in surface soils vaporized years ago. When surface soils are disturbed, they could emit small amounts 
of contaminants as fugitive dust. However, current emissions of contaminants into the air are minimal. 
Neighbourhood air quality monitoring carried out over the last several years confirms this fact. 
Monitoring results show that levels of site-related contaminants in nearby ambient air do not exceed 
health-based regulatory criteria. 

Fencing that restricts access to the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens protects the public from direct contact 
with contaminants. Everyone working in the site must comply with the agency s̓ strict health and safety 
plan, which prevents direct contact exposure from occurring.

Contaminants in the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens do not 
currently pose significant risk to workers or nearby residents. 
Most of the volatile chemicals vaporized years ago.
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Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse effect on human health is one that is likely to cause any of the following: an 
unacceptable risk that project workers or nearby residents will contract cancer, or an unacceptable 
risk that project workers or nearby residents will suffer non-carcinogenic health effects. This includes 
residents living near the incinerator. 

A positive effect is one improves human health.

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on human health. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on human health in the following ways:

•  Complying with strict occupational health and safety requirements for all cleanup activities;
•  Requiring workers to wear appropriate personal protective equipment, typical for work of this 

type.
•  Requiring that workers, where necessary for specific work activities, wear respirators fit with the 

appropriate canisters;
•  Diligent application of mitigation measures described elsewhere in the EIS such as dust 

suppression.
•  Carrying out rigorous and appropriate air monitoring whenever work is underway, including 

ambient and continuous stack monitoring at the incinerator; and 
•  Altering or temporarily suspending project activities, as appropriate, whenever air quality criteria 

are exceeded as a result of project activities.

6.11. Community health and wellbeing

For the purposes of the EIS, community health and wellbeing include physical, mental, and social 
wellbeing, not simply the absence of disease or infirmity. The Cape Breton District Health Authority 
recognizes that the health of residents depends on broad health measures, community characteristics, 
and the health system. Relevant factors include:

•  Income and social status;
•  Social support networks;
•  Education and literacy;
•  Employment and working conditions;
•  Social environment;
•  Physical environment;
•  Personal health practices and coping skills;
•  Diet;
•  Smoking;
•  Lifestyle and Exercise;
•  Healthy child development;
•  Biology and genetic endowment;
•  Health services;
•  Gender; and
•  Culture.
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What exists today:

Community health in Cape Breton differs from 
that of Nova Scotia and the rest of Canada. 
For example, Cape Bretonʼs population is 
decreasing, average incomes are much lower, 
and the health of the population is generally 
poorer, as are personal health practices. Health 
and social service providers are aware of these 
challenges, as is the community itself. 

Several studies have shown that the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens pose no immediate health risks to 
Sydney residents. Despite this, surveys indicate that many residents believe such risks exist, especially 
for people living near the sites. The exaggerated stigma attached to the Tar Ponds has also affected the 
rest of Canadaʼs perception of Sydney.

Public consultation has shown the publicʼs desire to minimize health risks and maximize long-term 
benefits to the community by using reliable, proven technologies. The public wants the cleanup to 
minimize the dust, vapours, odours, noise, and traffic. 

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse effect occurs when a project negatively alters community health and wellbeing. A 
positive effect occurs when a project changes community health and wellbeing for the better.

The Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens cleanup will have a positive effect on community health and wellbeing 
by dealing with site contamination that has concerned the public for years. Because of proposed 
measures to address perceived risks, the operation of the incinerator will not have a significant adverse 
effect on community health.

As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on community health and wellbeing. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on community health and wellbeing in the following ways:

•  Developing a stringent health and safety plan; 
•  Informing health authorities about constituents of potential concern found on site, and about the 

type of accidents that could potentially occur;
•  Informing citizens of project activities and progress;
•  Developing a risk communication plan; 
•  Carrying out rigorous and appropriate air monitoring whenever work is underway, including 

ambient and continuous stack monitoring at the incinerator;
•  Altering or suspending project activities, as appropriate, whenever air quality criteria are 

exceeded as a result of project activities.
•  Publishing air monitoring results on the project website as soon as they are available; and
•  Developing a system for reporting to health authorities events that exceed air quality guidelines 

during construction and operation.
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6.12. Archaeology and heritage resources

Archaeological and heritage resources are 
defined as physical remains that provide 
information on human use of the site. These 
resources may be located above or below 
ground, and may provide insights into the 
earliest prehistoric times to the relatively 
recent past. The assessment considers the 
archaeological and historic resources known 
to be present within the study area, as well 
as the potential for unrecorded resources. 
There is concern that the cleanup and the 
disturbance of previously undisturbed ground 
could result in the damage to, or the loss of, 
these resources. 

Archaeological resources are works of past human activity, or animals, plants, rocks, and other natural 
materials associated with human activity. These resources have valuable prehistoric, historic, cultural, or 
scientific significance. 

Heritage resources generally include sites like cemeteries, heritage buildings, monuments, and areas of 
significance to First Nations and other groups. 

What exists today

Information about archaeological and heritage resources within the study area was gathered from 
various sources. The main source of information about the Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens was a previously 
conducted preliminary archaeological study. For the Victoria Junction incinerator site, information came 
from research in archives, examination of archaeological files at the Nova Scotia Museum, personal 
contacts, air photo interpretation, and an archaeological site survey. The EIS describes the existing and 
potential archaeological and heritage resources for each of these locations. 

The only area of archaeological potential that the cleanup may affect is the western shore of Muggah 
Creek, particularly the North End, where there is moderate potential for both First Nations and 
archaeological resources. There is low potential for archaeological resources at Victoria Junction 
because past industrial activity has already disturbed this site. Other areas have been disturbed by the 
placing of steel plant slag throughout the Twentieth Century. The area around the Coke Ovens was 
heavily altered during construction.

Assessment of potential effects:

A significant adverse effect occurs when the project disturbs or destroys archaeological or heritage 
resources that First Nations, communities, or provincial heritage regulators consider important due to 
their rarity, condition, spiritual importance, or research importance.

A positive effect occurs when the project results in enhanced understanding of local, regional, or 
cultural heritage through increased knowledge, or provides physical protection for a site that might 
otherwise have been destroyed through natural or man-made events.
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As long as the recommended management steps listed below are implemented, the project is unlikely to 
cause significant adverse effects on archaeological and heritage resources. 

Managing potential effects:

The project will manage potential effects on archaeology and heritage resources in the following ways:

•  Archaeological monitoring during surface disturbance in areas where there is high potential for 
finding artefacts; 

•  Contingency planning including notification of the proper authorities; and 
•  Conservation of archaeological resources as required. 

7. Next steps 

The submission of the EIS is an important step in the environmental assessment process. Many 
approvals from many regulatory authorities must be received before the cleanup can proceed. A decision 
to proceed will depend on the terms and conditions of those regulatory approvals. 

7.1. Public hearings

The public will have 48 days to comment on the EIS, and the agency will have 14 days to respond to the 
public comments. Then the review panel will decide whether the EIS fulfils its requirements. 
When it is satisfied with the EIS, the review panel will hold public hearings. At these meetings, 
members of the public can ask questions about the project and make their own presentations. The public 
hearings will last about two weeks. Following the public hearings, the review panel will submit a report 
to government with its recommendations. Federal Environment Minister Stéphane Dion has asked the 
panel to report by June 30, 2006.

7.2. Other approvals

Various permits, licences, leases, and approvals may be required for specific project activities to 
proceed. Some of these approvals may require a public consultation process, others will not.

8. Communication and consultation

The Sydney Tar Ponds Agency will keep the community informed of cleanup activities every step of the 
way. We will continue consult with the public throughout the life of the project. 
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9. Conclusions
The purpose of the EIS is to identify the cleanup projectʼs potential environmental and socio-economic 
effects. It also proposes management measures to lessen or eliminate potentially significant adverse 
effects. It outlines necessary monitoring and follow-up measures to verify predicted effects and the 
effectiveness of mitigation measures. 

The primary objectives of this EIS are to:

•  Help the agency plan environmental management of the project;
•  Demonstrate to the public that the project is environmentally sound according to the terms of 

reference provided; and
•  Obtain regulatory approval.

The key conclusions of the evaluation of the proposed cleanup are as follows:

•  Sydney is not unique. Many other communities have safely and successfully dealt with similar—
or worse—contamination.

•  The professionals who prepared this assessment are highly qualified consultants and scientists 
with extensive experience in preparing Environmental Impact Statements for similar projects. 

•  The EIS involves a rigorous, science-based assessment.
•  The technologies proposed for this cleanup have been widely and successfully used at similar 

sites. They are proven, safe, and reliable.
•  The overall impact of this project is overwhelmingly positive. It will make Sydney a better place 

to live, play, work, and invest.
•  Exaggerated perceptions about the risks Sydney faces, and the risks of this project, have 

damaged the communityʼs economy and, indirectly, the communityʼs health. 
•  The project has the support of the community and key stakeholders (medical, business, 

educational, etc.).
•  The project will be undertaken with an emphasis on short-term and long-term safety, 

environmental protection, and a reduction in health risks.
•  The cleanup plan gives the community a significant opportunity to turn a problem into an 

opportunity.
•  The community wants to get on with this project.
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10. Where to view the full EIS

This booklet summarizes the Environmental Impact Statement for the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke 
Ovens cleanup. The full EIS is a large document spanning 3,000 pages in seven volumes. 

If you would like to receive a copy of the full EIS on compact disk, please send an email 
EIS@TarPondsCleanup.ca, giving your name and full postal address including postal code. 

To download copies of the full EIS from the cleanup website, please go to www.TarPondsCleanup.ca, 
click on the library tab, and look on the menu at left for “Environmental Assessments: Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS).” 

You may view paper copies of the seven-volume report at the following locations:

The Cape Breton University Library
The Campus Centre
University College of Cape Breton
1250 Sydney-Glace Bay Highway
563-1320

James McConnell Memorial Library
50 Falmouth Street
Sydney
562-3161

Halifax Public Library
5381 Spring Garden Road Halifax
Halifax, Nova Scotia
490-5710

Sydney Tar Ponds Agency
1 Inglis Street
Sydney
567-1035




