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Report Highlights

Pesticides contribute to 
agricultural productivity by 

preventing crop damage, 
and to improved public 

health by controlling 
disease-carrying pests. 

If used improperly, pesticides 
can pose serious risks to 
human health and the 
environment p. 3

The Department of 
Environment and Parks 
regulates the sale, use, 
storage, transportation 
and disposal of pesticides 
in Alberta under the 
Environmental Protection and 
Enhancement Act p .2

The Department of Environment and Parks:

•	 Assess risks from non-compliance with pesticide laws and 
employ compliance monitoring to mitigate identified risks

•	 Ensure public information on pesticide products and 
conditions for their use is current and accurate

•	 Develop performance metrics and regularly evaluate the 
pesticide program

p. 6

Albertans need assurance that the department has 
adequate processes to identify and mitigate the health 
and environmental risks from the sale, use, storage, 
transportation and disposal of pesticides p. 6

We found:

We recommend:

The department did 
not have adequate 
processes to 
minimize the risk 
of inappropriate 
pesticide use in 
Alberta p. 6

Health Canada’s Pest 
Management Regulatory 

Agency decides which 
pesticides are safe to use in 
Canada and sets minimum 
requirements for how to 

use them p. 3

products containing more 
than 600 active ingredients 

are registered for use in 
Canada p. 3

Over 7,000 
pesticide
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Summary

In Canada, pesticides are regulated by 
the federal, provincial, and municipal 
governments. The federal government 
decides which pesticides are safe to 
use in Canada and sets minimum 
requirements for how to use them. The 
Alberta Department of Environment and 
Parks regulates the sale, use, storage, 
transportation and disposal of pesticides in 
Alberta under the Environmental Protection 
and Enhancement Act.

Pesticides are intended and designed to be toxic to 
pests; however, if used improperly, they can pose serious 
risks to human health and the environment. Pesticide 
regulation aims to ensure pesticide sale and use is 
conducted in a safe and effective manner. 

The objective of our audit was to determine if the 
department had adequate processes to minimize the risk 
of inappropriate pesticide use in Alberta. 

We concluded the department did not have adequate 
processes to minimize this risk. We found that 
key processes had deficiencies that require future 
improvement. For example:

•	 The department does not use proactive measures to 
monitor compliance with regulatory requirements. 
The department stopped proactive pesticide 
inspections in 2017 without determining whether a 
reactive approach is sufficient to mitigate significant 
compliance risks.

•	 Compliance activities were insufficient to detect non-
compliance with pesticide laws and mitigate risks 
from pesticide use. We also found processes were 
not sufficient for monitoring pesticide application 
near water.

•	 Processes to ensure pesticides are applied by 
certified individuals were not sufficient.

•	 Public information on registered pesticide products 
and their use is not current and has inaccuracies.

•	 No performance metrics and processes exist to 
evaluate if the pesticide program is working as 
intended.

We found that the certification process for sellers and 
users was operating as intended.

We are making three recommendations to the 
department that are focused on the department 
assessing risks and employing sufficient monitoring 
to mitigate those risks, ensuring public information is 
current and accurate, and having suitable performance 
metrics to evaluate the pesticide program. 

In order to achieve the appropriate balance between 
costs and benefits, a risk-based compliance monitoring 
approach is essential to ensure and demonstrate 
that regulatory requirements are being met. Without 
adequate processes to help deliver the pesticide 
program’s responsibilities, there can be an increased risk 
to the environment and human health. 
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Background

Pesticides are chemicals designed to 
control weeds, insects, and other pests. 
Pesticides are widely used in agriculture to 
prevent crop damage, and in urban areas 
to control weeds, insects and rodents. 
Pesticides include herbicides, insecticides, 
fungicides and rodenticides.1

Pesticides are intended and designed to be toxic to 
pests; however, if used improperly, they can pose serious 
risks to human health and the environment. Pesticide 
regulation aims to ensure pesticide sale and use is 
conducted in a safe and effective manner.

Regulating pesticides in Canada and 
Alberta
In Canada, pesticides are regulated by the federal, 
provincial, and municipal governments. Health Canada’s 
Pest Management Regulatory Agency (Federal Agency) 
decides which pesticides are safe to use in Canada and 
sets minimum requirements for how to use them. Over 
7,000 pesticide products containing more than 600 
active ingredients2 are registered for use in Canada.

Provincial and municipal pesticide laws must be 
consistent with federal legislation and can include 
additional requirements.

1	 Herbicides control weeds; insecticides control insects; fungicides control mold and fungi; rodenticides control rodents.
2	 An active ingredient is the ingredient of a pesticide that controls the targeted pest. The active ingredient is combined with other ingredients 

to make a pesticide product.
3	 Acute Pesticide Poisoning in Canada, June 2007, page 5.

The Department of Environment and Parks regulates 
the sale, use, storage, transportation and disposal of 
pesticides in Alberta under the Environmental Protection 
and Enhancement Act. The province has two pesticide 
regulations and one code of practice: 

•	 Pesticide (Ministerial) Regulation

•	 Pesticide Sales, Handling, Use and Application 
Regulation

•	 Environmental Code of Practice for Pesticides

In Alberta, pesticides are categorized into four schedules 
based on the federal requirements and potential hazard 
to human health and the environment. The Pesticide 
(Ministerial) Regulation (Regulation) describes the 
categorization criteria and requirements for the pesticide 
sale and use associated with each schedule.

For example, pesticides that pose significant environmental 
or human health risks are categorized as Schedule 1 or 2 
and their purchase and use is restricted primarily to 
certified individuals. Products intended for domestic use 
are generally categorized as Schedule 3 or 4 and can be 
handled by anyone.

Pesticide benefits and risks
Pesticides contribute to agricultural productivity by 
preventing crop damage, and to improved public health 
by controlling disease-carrying pests.

Pesticides can adversely affect human and animal health 
and the environment if used incorrectly. They can remain 
in the soil for prolonged periods, migrate into surface or 
groundwater or disperse into ambient air.

Ongoing exposure to pesticides through improper use 
can lead to long-term and chronic health impairment 
such as cancer, reproductive issues, neurological 
disorders, organ damage and interference with the 
human hormone system.3
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Increase in Sales and Per Hectare use of Agricultural Pesticides 
in Alberta 2008–2018

20184 20135 20086 

Kilograms sold (in millions) 16.7 15.2 12.5

Increase in kilograms sold since 2008 40% 22% NA

Agricultural pesticide use intensity (kg/hectare)7 1.4 1.3 1.0

Increase in agricultural pesticide use intensity since 2008 34% 30% NA

4	 2018 Alberta Pesticide Sales Report, pages 3-4. https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/
resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf

5	 2013 Alberta Pesticide Sales Report, page i and ii. https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/482d80ff-d4be-402a-b5b4-a0b641a3a019/
resource/31ea4dc9-01ea-4fe4-8f06-4107ca078626/download/overview2013pesticidesales-aug-2015.pdf

6	 2008 Alberta Pesticides Sales Report, page i and ii. https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1914be60-6610-4235-bc21-83a310fc4c40/resource/
b84189b7-7a8b-40b3-bc36-19d533703a0e/download/8360.pdf

7	 Pesticide use intensity is measured for agricultural pesticides. Agricultural pesticides represent over 95 per cent of pesticide sales in Alberta.

Regulating Pesticides in Canada

Federal
•	 Register and re-evaluate pesticide products

•	 Approve product label (as part of the registration 
process) that contains the directions and 
limitations for the product use

•	 Monitor compliance and enforce federal legislation 
through investigations and inspections

Municipal
•	 Enact bylaws that set further conditions on the 

use of pesticides, such as when and where certain 
types of pesticides (usually lawn, turf and garden 
products) may be used

Provincial and Territorial
•	 Regulate the sale, use, storage, transportation 

and disposal of registered pesticides in their 
jurisdictions

•	 Review pesticide product federal class designations 
(domestic, commercial, restricted) and assign products 
to schedules to limit the sale and use of certain 
products to individuals who are trained to use them

•	 Train and certify pesticide vendors and applicators 

•	 Monitor compliance and enforce provincial and 
territorial legislation

Distribution of key 
responsibilities

https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/482d80ff-d4be-402a-b5b4-a0b641a3a019/resource/31ea4dc9-01ea-4fe4-8f06-4107ca078626/download/overview2013pesticidesales-aug-2015.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/482d80ff-d4be-402a-b5b4-a0b641a3a019/resource/31ea4dc9-01ea-4fe4-8f06-4107ca078626/download/overview2013pesticidesales-aug-2015.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1914be60-6610-4235-bc21-83a310fc4c40/resource/b84189b7-7a8b-40b3-bc36-19d533703a0e/download/8360.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/1914be60-6610-4235-bc21-83a310fc4c40/resource/b84189b7-7a8b-40b3-bc36-19d533703a0e/download/8360.pdf
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Objective And Scope
The objective of our audit was to determine if the 
department had adequate processes to minimize the 
risk of inappropriate pesticide use in Alberta. Our audit 
focused on the department's pesticide program and 
processes used to coordinate and communicate with 
other program areas on which the pesticide program 
relies to fulfill its regulatory duties.8 Our audit covered 
the period of January 2019 to January 2021.

Criteria
To conclude on the above objective, we developed 
the criteria for our audit to focus on the department’s 
processes and activities to assure that:

•	 only qualified persons can sell and use pesticides

•	 sellers and users of pesticides comply with 
regulatory requirements

•	 public information on how and by whom pesticides 
can be used is consistent with regulatory 
requirements

•	 the pesticide program is working as intended

The department’s management acknowledged the 
suitability of our audit criteria on April 1, 2020.

8	 The pesticide program relies on the Compliance Assurance Division to carry out investigations and inspections in response to pesticide-
related complaints, and to review the results of drinking water testing completed by facility owners. It also relies on the Resource Stewardship 
Division to conduct surface water and ground water testing for substances including pesticides.

What We Examined
We focused on the department’s activities and processes 
for regulating pesticide use and evaluating the pesticide 
program’s effectiveness. 

We used the following methods to gather evidence:

•	 interviews with the department’s management  
and staff

•	 examination of records of approvals and registrations

•	 review of the certification program materials

•	 analysis of data

•	 assessment of processes for monitoring compliance

•	 survey of Canadian provinces and territories

We conducted our fieldwork from February to June 2021. 
We completed our audit on November 23, 2021.

About This Audit
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Conclusion 
Based on our criteria, we conclude that the department 
did not have adequate processes to minimize the risk of 
inappropriate pesticide use in Alberta.

We identified significant deficiencies in the department’s 
processes related to regulating pesticides and to 
evaluating the pesticide program effectiveness. We also 
found that public information on registered pesticide 
products and their use is not current and accurate.

Why This Conclusion 
Matters to Albertans
Albertans need assurance that the department has 
adequate processes to identify and mitigate the 
health and environmental risks from the sale, use, 
storage and disposal of pesticides. This includes 
risk-based compliance monitoring, reporting 
reliable information for sellers and users and 
regular evaluation of the program results against 
the desired outcomes. 

Summary of 
Recommendations

RECOMMENDATION: 
Assess risks and employ compliance monitoring to 
mitigate them	

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks regularly assess risks from non-compliance 
with pesticide laws and employ compliance monitoring 
processes to mitigate the identified risks.	

RECOMMENDATION: 
Ensure public information is current and accurate

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks ensure that public information on pesticide 
products and conditions for their use is current and 
accurate.

RECOMMENDATION: 
Develop performance metrics and evaluate the  
pesticide program

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks establish performance metrics and 
regularly evaluate the effectiveness of the pesticide 
program. 	
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Detailed Findings and 
Recommendations 

Monitoring Compliance With 
Regulatory Requirements
Context

Key regulatory requirements for 
pesticides
Companies selling pesticides must be a holder of a vendor 
registration and employ individuals certified to dispense 
or apply pesticides.9 Anyone who wants to purchase, use, 
or apply pesticides must be a certified applicator or be 
supervised by a certified applicator.10 Pesticide vendors 
and certified pesticide applicators must maintain records 
of all pesticides sold and applied, respectively.11

Anyone using pesticides within 30 meters of an open 
body of water must obtain a special approval from the 
department, and annually report on their activities, if 
required by the approval.12

The Pesticide Sales, Handling, Use and Application 
Regulation sets requirements for pesticide storage and 
transportation. For example, certain pesticides must be 
stored and transported away from food.13

Generally, there are no additional regulatory 
requirements in Alberta for pesticide products intended 
for domestic use (in and around homes). Instructions 
for proper use of these products are described on 
the product label or can be obtained from the federal 
database of registered pesticides. 

9	 This requirement applies to retail vendors selling pesticides categorized as Schedule 1 and 2 in the Regulation. 
10	 This requirement applies to purchasing and applying all Schedule 1 and 2 and certain Schedule 3 pesticides.
11	 The Regulation requires vendors and applicators to keep records that include the names and quantities of pesticides sold and applied, 

location, and application rate, for five years.
12	 Section 9 of the Regulation states that a special approval is required from the department except in specific circumstances such as when 

following the provisions in the Environmental Code of Practice for Pesticides.
13	 This requirement applies to pesticides categorized as Schedule 1 and 2 in the Regulation. 
14	 The department issued 182 registrations in 2019 and 160 registrations in 2018.
15	 https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/

download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf

The department is responsible for monitoring 
compliance with regulatory requirements for the sale, 
use, storage, transportation and disposal of pesticides.

Pesticide program
The department’s pesticide program has three staff. 
Their main activities include issuing registrations to 
pesticide vendors and service providers (businesses 
providing pesticide application services) and developing 
and overseeing the training and certification program. 
The pesticide program staff also work with the 
compliance and assurance program, which carries out 
inspections and investigations to ensure regulated 
parties comply with legislative requirements.

In 2020, the department issued over 200 registrations.14 
Registrations are valid for 10 years.

Pesticide sales
The department collects pesticide sales data from 
registered vendors in Alberta under the authority of 
the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act and 
supporting regulations. The department prepares a 
sales report that documents the volume and types of 
pesticides sold in Alberta and sales by sectors of use, 
types of use, individual active ingredients, chemical 
groupings, as well as geographic breakdowns. This 
report is an ongoing survey conducted every five years, 
with the most recent survey undertaken for the 2018 
calendar year. The 2018 sales report is available on the 
department’s website.15

https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/fc2a6bbb-a070-444c-8616-97fad2d08ae4/resource/4a6d2fbb-6904-4b09-a312-81aa810ca25a/download/aep-overview-2018-pesticide-sales-alberta-2020-07.pdf
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Certification program
The department and Lakeland College jointly manage 
Alberta’s pesticide dispenser and applicator certification 
program. The program covers certification for 15 types 
of pesticide application, such as aerial, agricultural and 
aquatic vegetation. Certifications must be renewed every 
five years. More than 500 certifications are issued each 
year.16

Annually, Lakeland College reports to the department on 
key aspects of the program’s delivery. The department 
reviews the report to determine if the program meets 
requirements.17

Use of pesticides near water
The approval for using pesticides near water is based 
on conditions and limitations set by the Federal 
Agency, such as where the product can be applied, 
the maximum permitted application rate, application 
method and weather conditions. In 2020, the department 
issued 15 approvals. Approvals can be valid for up to  
10 years. 

Monitoring compliance with regulatory 
requirements
The pesticide program staff engage in the following 
key activities to monitor compliance with regulatory 
requirements for the sale, use, storage, transportation 
and disposal of pesticides:

•	 checking certification requirements—to ensure 
applicants for vendor and service registration employ 
individuals with the required certifications

•	 checking for outstanding compliance matters—to 
ensure applicants for vendor and service registration 
have no significant outstanding non-compliance that 
would warrant denying the application

•	 reviewing annual reports on the use of pesticides 
near water—to ensure pesticide application complied 
with the approval conditions

•	 compiling and analyzing reported complaints—to 
present at annual stakeholder meetings to educate 
and promote compliance

The pesticide program staff also work with the 
compliance assurance program, a separate program 
area responsible for investigating reported complaints. 
Complaints initially assessed as valid may lead to an 
investigation, inspection and enforcement

16	 The number of new and renewed certifications issued by Lakeland College are as follows: 2020: 506, 2019: 771, 2018: 802. 
17	 Agreement between the department and Lakeland Colleges describes their respective roles and responsibilities. 

Criteria
The department should ensure sellers and users of 
pesticides comply with regulatory requirements. 
Specifically, it should:

•	 plan annual inspections based on risk

•	 use relevant data to monitor compliance

•	 ensure use of pesticides near water complies with 
approval requirements

The department should ensure sellers and users of 
pesticides are qualified. Specifically, it should: 

•	 ensure sellers and users meet certification 
requirements

•	 regularly review and update pesticide certification 
programs

Our findings 

Key findings

•	 Compliance monitoring lacks proactive measures 
and is not risk-based.

•	 Illegal products may have been sold in 2018. 

•	 Processes to ensure pesticides are applied by 
certified individuals are not sufficient.

•	 Deficiencies exist in processes for issuing 
registrations, and for monitoring pesticide 
application near water.

•	 Processes for certification of sellers and users 
were adequate.

Compliance monitoring lacks proactive 
measures and is not risk-based
The department does not use proactive measures to 
monitor compliance with regulatory requirements for 
the sale, use, storage, transportation and disposal of 
pesticides. As the department has not assessed risks 
from non-compliance, it cannot know if a reactive 
approach is appropriate and sufficient to mitigate all 
significant compliance risks.

The department stopped proactive pesticide inspections 
in 2017, primarily due to resource constraints. The 
department's 2013 compliance assurance framework 
requires the development of annual compliance plans 
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and inspection targets for various types of activities the 
department regulates. The framework is based on criteria 
such as risk to the environment from an activity and 
history of compliance. We found no evidence of such an 
annual process or evidence that the current compliance 
activities are sufficient to detect non-compliance with 
pesticide laws and mitigate risks from pesticide use. 

The department has the authority to obtain information 
on the sale, use and storage of pesticides from certified 
vendors and applicators. The department does not 
routinely collect this information, except for sales data. 
Collection and analysis of pesticide sales, use, and 
storage information would help proactively identify and 
evaluate regulatory risks and determine the nature and 
extent of compliance and inspection activities needed to 
mitigate them.

The department receives public complaints and 
compliance concerns. The compliance assurance staff 
evaluate reported concerns in consultation with the 
pesticide program and determine which require an 
investigation or inspection.

Our survey of Canadian jurisdictions found that most 
jurisdictions use proactive inspections to monitor 
compliance.

Illegal products may have been sold in 
2018
The department last collected pesticide sales data 
in 2018. The department compiled the data but did 
not examine it for compliance monitoring purposes. 
For example, it did not verify if all products sold were 
registered. 

18	 The 2018 sales of these products amounted to 180,000 kilograms.
19	 The Health Canada Pest Management Regulatory Agency cancels product registration if it determines that the active ingredient poses an 

unacceptable health or environmental risk. Of the 81 products no longer registered in Canada in 2018, 30 had their registration expired or 
canceled prior to 2011.

20	 The Regulation states that a registration is cancelled if a business does not hire employees with appropriate classes of certification.
21	 Our analysis covered 900 registrations issued from 2013 to 2020 that were active in January 2021. 

We examined the 2018 sales data and found over 
80 products sold that were not registered for use 
in Canada.18 One third of these products had their 
registration cancelled more than 10 years ago.19 The 
department informed us that the product data it 
provided for our analysis may have errors, and it plans 
to improve its processes to prevent such errors in the 
future. The department acknowledged that illegal 
products may have been sold but further investigation 
would be needed to ascertain the products' registration 
status in 2018. The department does not plan to review 
the 2018 data at this time. Notably, the department may 
not, depending on the circumstances, be able to take 
enforcement action for the sale of unregistered products 
because the time elapsed exceeds the two-year statute 
of limitation period. 

We did not examine the sales reports issued prior to 
2018.

Processes to ensure pesticides are 
applied by certified individuals are not 
sufficient
The department lacks a process to monitor if businesses 
providing pesticide application services comply with 
the regulatory requirement to employ properly certified 
applicators throughout the 10-year registration period.20 

The department stated that it confirms that businesses 
meet this requirement when reviewing their applications 
for registration. But it does not require them to regularly 
confirm compliance or provide updates when changes 
occur, as there is no regulatory requirement to do so. 
The department said that registered businesses are 
responsible to comply and that it relies on the public to 
report potential non-compliance. 

Our data analysis identified 250 registered businesses 
that employed applicators who were certified at the time 
of application but were no longer certified in January 
2021.21 The department lacks the data to know if these 
businesses employed appropriately certified applicators 
throughout their registration period.
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Deficiencies exist in processes for 
issuing registrations, and for monitoring 
pesticide application near water

Deficient process for issuing registrations

We found deficiencies in the department’s process 
for ensuring that applicants for vendor and service 
registration do not have significant outstanding 
compliance matters. 

The department told us that it would deny an 
application if the applicant had significant outstanding 
compliance matters. For the samples we tested, the 
department lacked documented rationale for why it 
issued registrations to applicants who allegedly violated 
pesticide laws. For example, the department issued 
a registration to an applicant who allegedly operated 
without a valid registration and conducted aerial 
pesticide application in prohibited weather conditions. 

In most cases we examined, the department’s records 
showed communication with the compliance assurance 
program that handles compliance matters. However, 
we found limited information on the significance of 
these potential non-compliance matters or documented 
rationale for why it was reasonable to issue the 
registration while these matters remained unresolved.

The department lacked key information for identifying 
potential outstanding non-compliance matters because 
the complaint information in its database was incomplete.  
Almost one third of the complaints lacked information on 
the alleged source of an incident.22 The department stated 
that it matches this information to applicant names to 
identify if they have outstanding compliance matters. 
When this information is missing, there a risk that a 
non-compliant applicant is not detected.

Deficient process for pesticide application near 
water

The department reviewed annual reports from 
applicators approved to use pesticides near water but 
did not always detect when they did not comply with the 
approval conditions. 

22	 The department’s database shows 751 complaints reported from 2015 to 2020. Of these complaints, 213 lacked information on who 
allegedly caused the incident. 

We examined seven reports and found one product 
applied in excess of the approved application rate, and 
two products applied in unsafe weather conditions. The 
department did not identify these issues. Our testing 
also identified one report that lacked information on 
the product application rate used, which the applicator 
was required to report. The department did not follow 
through to obtain the information and therefore did not 
know if the product was applied safely.

Also, nearly half of all the approval holders did not 
submit the 2019 reports when due.

Processes for certification of sellers and 
users are adequate
The department has adequate processes for training and 
certifying of pesticide dispensers and applicators. 

The department used the national standard to develop 
Alberta’s certification courses, training manuals and 
examinations. The national standard establishes basic 
knowledge requirements for dispensers and applicators. 
The department and Lakeland College update 
training materials when the national basic knowledge 
requirements or Alberta’s legislation change. We tested 
a sample of training materials and confirmed they are 
consistent with the national standard and Alberta’s 
legislation.

The department reviewed the 2018–2019 annual report 
from Lakeland College and confirmed the certification 
program delivery met requirements. 

RECOMMENDATION: 
Assess risks and employ compliance monitoring to 
mitigate them	

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks regularly assess risks from non-compliance 
with pesticide laws and employ compliance monitoring 
processes to mitigate the identified risks.	

Consequences of not taking action
Without a risk-based approach, the department’s 
compliance monitoring activities may not be sufficient 
to detect non-compliance, leading to increased risk to 
human health and the environment.
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Public Information on 
Registered Pesticides
Context

Federally registered pesticide products
The Federal Agency evaluates proposals for new 
pesticides and registers those with acceptable risk for 
use in Canada. It also re-evaluates older pesticides 
against current health and environmental standards to 
ensure continued acceptability of registered pesticides. 
Pesticides with unacceptable risks are removed from the 
market. 

Every registered pesticide product has a federal label that 
defines how the product must be used. Every product 
also has a registration expiry date. The Federal Agency 
maintains a registry of all pesticide products that are 
currently approved for use in Canada. This information 
is public and updated continuously on the Agency's 
website.

The Federal Agency groups pesticide products into three 
classes:

•	 Restricted products—are the most concentrated and 
toxic, and certification is required to buy and use 
them.

•	 Commercial products—may be very toxic, and only 
certified vendors can sell them. They are not for 
domestic use.

•	 Domestic products—are the least toxic, and retail 
stores can sell them for domestic use.

Classification of pesticides for sale and 
use
Alberta’s Registered Pesticide Product Listing provides 
detailed requirements for the sale and use of each 
pesticide product, such as the Alberta schedule, 
mandatory certification requirements and registration 
expiry date.23 The requirements could be the same, more 
specific, or additional to the federal ones.24

23	 The Alberta schedules are roughly aligned with the federal classification as follows: restricted: schedule 1, commercial: schedule 2, domestic: 
schedule 3 and schedule 4. 

24	 For example, the Federal Agency requires that individuals using certain products classified as restricted or commercial to be certified. In 
Alberta, these products are categorized into schedule 1 or 2 and can only be used by bona fide farmers, certified applicators, and registered 
pesticide service providers.

25	 The 2019 listing of Alberta-registered pesticides includes nearly 6,000 products.

Criteria
The department should ensure that Alberta’s Registered 
Pesticide Product Listing is consistent with regulatory 
requirements.

Our findings

Key findings

•	 Public information on registered pesticide 
products and their use is not current and accurate.

Public information on registered 
pesticides and their use is not current 
and accurate
Alberta’s listing of registered pesticides does not include 
more than 1,000 products currently registered for use 
in Canada.25 Over 400 products were missed when the 
department last updated the listing in 2019, and 600 
products have been newly registered by the Federal 
Agency since 2019. Furthermore, the listing includes 
more than 700 products that the Federal Agency 
cancelled since 2019. The department stated that the 
listing has been updated in 2021 and will be published 
in 2022.

The product information in the listing is not always 
consistent with Alberta’s regulatory requirements. For 
example, five products in the listing are categorized 
for unrestricted use although the Pesticide (Ministerial) 
Regulation requires that only certified persons use them. 

The department does not have standard timelines for 
updating the listing. The update process is informal 
and lacks secondary review that would help ensure the 
information is accurate. Reliance on the information by 
sellers and users may lead to improper use of products.
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RECOMMENDATION: 
Ensure public information is current and accurate

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks ensure that public information on pesticide 
products and conditions for their use is current and 
accurate.	

Consequences of not taking action
Outdated and inaccurate public information on pesticide 
products increases the risk of improper use and creates 
danger to human health and the environment. It may 
also cause the public to lose confidence in Alberta’s 
regulatory system for pesticides. 

Processes to Evaluate 
Pesticide Program 
Context
Monitoring the levels of pesticides in rivers, drinking 
water, and food helps identify concentrations 
determined to be unsafe for human health and aquatic 
life. Health Canada sets standards for pesticide levels 
in drinking water, monitors water quality in selected 
ecosystems in Canada, and is responsible for monitoring 
pesticides in food. The department’s Resource 
Stewardship Division conducts surface water and ground 
water testing for substances including pesticides, and 
the Compliance Assurance Division reviews the results of 
drinking water testing completed by facility owners. 

Health Canada is responsible for evaluating the risks of 
controversial pesticides to determine if these pesticides 
should be banned or restricted in Canada.26 Provinces 
and municipalities have the authority to further impose 
restrictions on or prohibit the use of pesticide products 
based on assessments of risks to their jurisdictions. 

26	 Controversial pesticides are products and active ingredients restricted or banned in other jurisdictions or countries, or subject to major 
lawsuits, due to concerns about their negative impact on human health and the environment.

Criteria
The department should regularly evaluate the pesticide 
program effectiveness.

Our findings

Key findings

•	 No performance metrics and process to evaluate if 
the pesticide program works as intended.

•	 The department relies on the Federal Agency 
to evaluate risks associated with controversial 
pesticides. 

No performance metrics and process to 
evalute if the pesticide program works 
as intended
The desired long-term outcome of the pesticide 
regulatory program is the safe use of pesticides with 
minimal negative impacts on public health and safety, 
and the environment. The department lacks metrics and 
processes for evaluating if and how well the program 
is meeting its responsibilities toward achieving this 
outcome. 

The presence of pesticides in water is one possible 
indicator of the impacts of pesticides on health and 
the environment. In the past, the department reviewed 
reports on pesticide levels in surface and ground water 
prepared by a separate program area. The department 
stated that these reports are no longer produced. The 
pesticide program relies on the Resource Stewardship 
Division to notify them of any issues with pesticides 
levels in surface and ground water. It does not regularly 
communicate with this program area on the results of 
their monitoring. 

The department publishes water quality data including 
pesticide levels collected at specific monitoring sites 
across Alberta. Health Canada's website provides 
information on water quality data collected. The 
department lacks aggregated public information on 
the presence of pesticides in water bodies in Alberta, 
including trends over time.
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The department relies on the Federal 
Agency to evaluate risks associated 
with controversial pesticides 

Similar to most other provinces, the department does 
not exercise its authority to further restrict or prohibit 
the use of controversial pesticides, based on assessment 
of risks to Alberta. The department stated that it 
lacks the expertise to carry out Alberta-specific risk 
assessments and, given the federal government's role, 
has determined that an additional provincial process 
is not necessary. The department relies on the Federal 
Agency's re-evaluations of registered products to make 
sure they continue to meet the latest scientific health 
and environmental protection standards. 

An example of controversial pesticides restricted in other 
provinces are products with active ingredient 2,4-D 
restricted in Quebec, New Brunswick and Prince Edward 
Island.27

27	 Herbicide 2,4-D is one of the most common weedkillers. In 2015, the World Health Organization’s International Agency for Research on 
Cancer declared 2,4-D a possible human carcinogen.

RECOMMENDATION: 
Develop performance metrics and evaluate the pesticide 
program

We recommend that the Department of Environment 
and Parks establish performance metrics and regularly 
evaluate the effectiveness of the pesticide program. 

Consequences of not taking action
Without regular program evaluation, the department 
does not know if the program meets its objectives 
of minimizing negative impacts on health and the 
environment from pesticide use.
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Audit Responsibilities 
and Quality Assurance 
Statement
The department’s management is responsible for 
regulating pesticides. 

Our responsibility is to 
express an independent 
conclusion on whether the 
department had adequate 
processes to minimize 
the risk of inappropriate 
pesticide use in Alberta.

We conducted our audit in accordance with Canadian 
Standard on Assurance Engagements 3001 issued by 
the Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (Canada). 
The Office of the Auditor General applies Canadian 
Standard on Quality Control 1 and, accordingly, 
maintains a comprehensive system of quality control, 
including documented policies and procedures 
regarding compliance with ethical requirements, 
professional standards and applicable legal and 
regulatory requirements. The office complies with 
the independence and other ethical requirements of 
the Chartered Professional Accountants of Alberta 
Rules of Professional Conduct, which are founded 
on fundamental principles of integrity and due care, 
objectivity, professional competence, confidentiality and 
professional behaviour.
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