
Phase I environmental site assessments (ESAs) are a key element of 
environmental due diligence, particularly for commercial real estate 
transactions and redevelopment projects. While standards such as the 
Canadian Standards Association Group (CSA) Phase I Environmental Site 
Assessment standard Z768-01 provide a framework outlining the requirements of 
the Phase I ESA, urban settings can often introduce complexities that require a 
pragmatic, experience-driven approach. Adhering to a rigid, formulaic template 
can lead to conservatism, unnecessary costs, and delays for the transaction 
or redevelopment. At Trace Associates Inc. (Trace), we leverage our technical 
expertise, our thorough understanding of regulatory requirements, and 
contextual site conditions to make practical decisions that inform our clients.

Urban properties often have complex histories characterized by multiple 
land uses and changes in ownership over time. Industrial and commercial 
operations frequently coexist within relatively small geographic areas, making 
it common for urban Phase I ESAs to identify historical activities that warrant 
consideration. Urban properties are also more susceptible to potential impacts 
from o�-site areas of potential environmental concern (APECs). Adjacent or 
nearby industrial facilities, shared infrastructure, historical fill materials, and 
regional groundwater impacts are routinely identified during Phase I ESAs 
conducted in urban settings. In densely developed areas with long-standing 
commercial and light industrial land use, it is often unreasonable to expect a 
property to be entirely free of historical environmental concerns. Accordingly, a 
pragmatic and risk-based approach to environmental assessments is beneficial. 
Such an approach recognizes that the presence of historical APECs does 
not necessarily indicate an unacceptable environmental risk to stakeholders, 
including clients, lenders, or purchasers.
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Conservative Phase I ESAs may misclassify low-risk historical uses as APECs 
without appropriate qualification or context. This can trigger unnecessary 
further assessments, increased transaction costs, and project delays. 
For example, historical heating-oil tanks, small-scale automotive uses, 
or dry-cleaning activities that ceased decades ago are common findings in 
urban areas. A pragmatic assessor evaluates these uses while considering 
regulatory closure records, duration of operation, scale, and available 
evidence of potential releases. Rather than defaulting to a conservative 
conclusion, Trace weighs the likelihood of impact against reasonable 
thresholds of concern. Pragmatism is not about minimizing risk. Instead, it is 
about assessing and framing risk accurately so that stakeholders can make 
informed decisions regarding further investigation.

Urban Phase I ESAs rely heavily on historical sources such as fire insurance plans, 
city directories, aerial photographs, and municipal records. In dense urban areas, 
these sources can illustrate a complex array of past uses, many of which overlap 
temporally and spatially. Assessors should focus on activities and uses that are 
likely to have caused environmental impacts that persist today. This requires 
professional judgment, familiarity with the land use evolution in the area, and an 
understanding of contaminant fate and transport. The CSA standards explicitly 
recognize the role of professional judgment. 
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A pragmatic Phase I ESA aligns the findings and conclusions with the intended 
use of the site and the risk tolerance of the stakeholders. Not all APECs carry 
equal significance for every project. For example, a minor soil concern may 
be manageable for a commercial property acquisition but more critical for a 
residential redevelopment project. Overly technical or vague language can 
create confusion among the stakeholders. E�ective Phase I ESAs explain the 
findings in a concise manner, distinguish between historical and current risks, 
and provide clear rationale for conclusions. When further investigation is 
recommended, a pragmatic Phase I ESA clearly explains why it is warranted 
and what uncertainties it will address
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In urban environments, Trace believes that taking a pragmatic approach 
to ESAs is essential. A well executed Phase I ESA protects stakeholders 
from environmental liability while enabling sound business decisions. 
Contact us today and learn how Trace can support your next next ESA project.
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