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Comments from Seniors for Climate Action Now! (SCAN!) on the draft Regulation to the Special Economic Zones Act ERO No. 025-1077. November 8, 2025


Thank you for this opportunity to provide comment on the Consultation Draft of the regulation and the Draft Policy Intent for SEZ Criteria under the Special Economic Zones Act, 2025, 

Seniors for Climate Action Now! (SCAN!) represents approximately 800 active senior citizens who have witnessed the severe changes to climate over our lifetime and are angry and deeply worried about what this means for ours and future generations. Wanting to build a sustainable, just and caring society, we are alarmed by the implications of Bill 5 and their subsequent Acts and by the proposed regulations.

SCAN rejects the Special Economic Zones Act in its entirety. Although it purports to speed up the approval of large-scale development in the province, it will do so at the expense of the irreplaceable ecosystem, cultural and social bonds on which our lives and the lives of our grandchildren depend. It is short-sighted and stupid. 

The following comments are without prejudice to our position on Bill 5 and the SEZ Act.

1. The draft regulation ignores and mis-represents Indigenous Rights and Interests.
Although the consultation document makes a number of references to the duty to consult and accommodate Aboriginal and treaty rights the wording in the draft Regulation does not contain this reference and only says - in 3 ii  - Whether [where the Minister is of the opinion] the project will provide benefits to Indigenous communities, and if it will, the extent to which it will.”  The Act is an assault on the constitutionally protected rights of Indigenous Nations to full consultation and accommodation before any developments proceed on their treaty/ unceded lands including the right to say “no”. 
First Nations in Ontario have no reason to believe that the Ontario government can accurately determine what activities will benefit their communities. They are unanimous in this distrust. Most First Nations in the province opposed Bill 5 and continue to oppose the Act, and are demanding its repeal. A number of related lawsuits from First Nations are demanding that Ontario respect the Honour of the Crown. 
2. The definitions of “Economic Significance” and “Strategic Importance” ignore the Environment on which the Economy depends
The regulation ignores the total dependence that any “economic” activity has on the long-term health of our lands, waters and air. Climate change is nature collecting on the debt we have run up with our limitless industrial growth. We ignore it at our peril.
In the mineral-rich Ring of Fire – known to First Nations as Kawana ‘bi ‘kag – which the government has promised to “unlock” as an economic hub, several First Nations have already sued the Province. The value this region holds for them and the rest of us will not be recognized by the regulation. This region covers approximately 5000 square kilometres of critical biosphere including boreal forests, peatlands and wetlands. It is also home to many different species which local First Nations depend on for the exercise of their rights and for their livelihood, including food supply. The peatlands are one of the most extensive systems of carbon storage and sequestration on the planet and are vital to limiting climate change. The Hudson Bay peatlands have been estimated to store and annually sequester more carbon than the Amazon, a value in Eco-System Services in excess of a trillion dollars[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  IISD https://www.iisd.org/publications/report/hudson-bay-lowlands-ecosystem-valuation ] 

Bill 5 terminated the only provincial environmental assessment in the region (for the Eagles Nest Mine). The provincial EA for Eagles Nest was voluntarily requested by the Australian mine owners as Ontario is currently the only province that does not require Environmental Assessment for mines. And Ontario is now seeking to terminate the federal Regional Impact Assessment for the region, which – although flawed- would provide crucial ecosystem analysis and information about impacts from mining development.
The Environmental Assessments for the roads to the Ring of Fire, although they have Webequie and Marten Falls as proponents, have been almost entirely paid for by the provincial government with the explicit intent to divide the First Nations in the region from one another. Even if there is approval, any roads will be at least five- ten years to completion. 
Schedule 5 of Bill 5 also changed the Mining Act, removing the ability of the public to track where mining claims are being registered.  That is, ministerial powers have been expanded to give the minister the power to suspend some or all functioning of the Mining Lands Administration System (MLAS) - the online system used for administering and registering mining claims on traditional Indigenous lands (or public lands). 
Donny Morris, Chief of Kitchenuhmaykoosib Inninuwug, told The Narwhal: “These lands are not Ontario’s to do with as they wish. They are our ancestral lands. We have always been here and are going nowhere. Whatever Ford and his government might want their base to think, nothing is happening up here without our consent.”
3. Special Economic Zones and increased ministerial discretion undemocratic
The Act and the regulation allow the premier and cabinet to take full control over decisions that are usually made by the legislature. Any restrictions in the Regulation are said to be subject to “the opinion of the Minister” or “the Lieutenant Governor in Council” [cabinet]. This means they will decide which provincial and municipal laws would apply to “special economic zones”, the geographic extent of the law’s applicability, and even the specific individuals and companies to which the law applies. By empowering the premier to create special economic zones, “trusted proponents” will be given the authority to undertake projects without regard to provincial municipal laws and bylaws. The regulation provisions enable the premier and cabinet to hand out exemptions to any person or company they choose, for any purpose whatsoever,…. It enables the premier to over-ride any provincial or municipal law whatsoever (e.g. Planning Act, Environmental Protection Act, Occupational Health and Safety Act, Highway Traffic Act, and Trespass to Property Act).[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  https://environmentaldefence.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Bill-5-V2-Backgrounder-May-2025.pdf] 


There must be limits on Ministerial and cabinet discretion and there must be a right of appeal.
As an example, with the exception of the Eagles’ Nest’s outdated study, there are no feasibility studies as yet for any of the other proposed mines in the Ring of Fire. Two companies own most of the claims. Wyloo has incorporated a subsidiary to bring the mine to operation, and the subsidiary has no track record; Juno in a junior mining company with no track record of mine development.  Neither of these should qualify as a “trusted proponent” or a viable project, yet the Premier says that the Ring of Fire would be one of the first SEZs.
4. The Act and Regulation will increase conflict 
The provincial legal architecture that protects the environment, Indigenous, cultural and social necessities in Ontario have been fought for over decades by communities and won (often partially). There has been an understanding by companies and governments that these rules “managed” public dissent. The legal framework is messy and piece-meal because it has been built without a vision of a sustainable and just future. The SEZ Act and regulation wants to “hop on a bull-dozer” and tear down the entire structure. 

The Special Economic Zones Act purports to speed up the approval of large-scale development in the province, but the Act and Regulations do nothing to look at the under-lying causes of those delays: the resistance of companies to understanding when First Nations really do not want their project,  concerns about protecting the natural world on which we all depend, and the inability of proponents to raise the market capital required (because the project is not actually feasible). 

Indigenous law firm Olthius, Kleer and Townshend[footnoteRef:3] writes:  [3:  https://www.oktlaw.com/ontarios-proposed-bill-5-will-be-devastating-to-indigenous-rights-and-interests/] 

…Much of the impetus for the SEZA appears to be the lengthy delays that the Government says have plagued several major proposed Ring of Fire developments. The development of new mines in this area has taken additional time due to the potentially devastating impact of any new project which is not carefully planned out, and its potential effects studied. Instead of trying to identify the actual causes of the problems – the reasons why these projects have taken a long time to get off the ground, the government’s solution appears to be to simply eliminate the regulatory requirements, and procedural and environmental safeguards, entirely…These changes unfairly reverse the onus onto First Nations. As many First Nations have noted, it should not be the responsibility of affected First Nations’ to facilitate and pay out of pocket for a profit-generating corporation to come into its territory and infringe its rights.  
None of these delays will go away and they are likely to get worse. The release of the Draft regulation does nothing to reassure us about the impacts of Bill 5 and the Special Economic Zones Act. All three are short-sighted and stupid.
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