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Mandatory Disclosure as Calculative Spaces: 

Public Sector Accountability on Restoring Species at Risk 

Abstract 

While sustainability has been a subject of growing inquiry in the accounting literature, 

biodiversity loss, an issue of critical societal importance, has not received the same attention. 

Furthermore, despite corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and the public 

sector all having distinct influences on biodiversity loss, the role of the public sector remains 

largely unexamined. Mobilizing Cuckston’s (2022) framework for analyzing disclosures as 

calculative spaces, our study examines the framing of public sector reporting on biodiversity 

conservation. Specifically, through discourse analysis, we scrutinize the mandatory annual 

reports prepared by the Canadian federal government under the 2002 Species at Risk Act 

(SARA), which is aimed at preventing species extinction. The disclosures within these reports 

present discussions on the government’s administration of SARA, thereby offering insights into 

the government’s efforts to discharge accountability over the protection of species at risk. Our 

findings examine the significance of public sector reporting in enabling accountability for 

species conservation, and discuss the ways in which mandatory disclosures contribute to this 

process. 

 

Keywords: calculation, calculative space, accountability, mandatory disclosure, public sector, 

conservation, biodiversity loss 
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1.  Introduction 

The current rate of global biodiversity loss is estimated to be 100 to 10,000 times higher 

than the naturally occurring background extinction rate, and faster than at any other time in 

human history (Briggs 2017; Ceballos, Ehrlich, and Raven 2020; Le Roux et al. 2019). Such loss 

is largely attributed to human causes such as changes in land use, pollution, invasive species, 

overexploitation, and climate change (Bonebrake et al. 2019; Gray and Milne 2018; Mazor et al. 

2018; Singh et al. 2021). The long-standing concerns of scientists and environmental 

organizations over biodiversity loss are now being increasingly recognized by industry 

organizations and policymakers at all levels. This is evident in the incorporation of biodiversity 

concerns in the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals, the discussions held by 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (e.g., OECD 2020; 

World Economic Forum n.d.), and the establishment of the Taskforce on Nature-Related 

Financial Disclosures (TNFD n.d.). To support and promote the achievement of biodiversity 

targets, the UN declared the 2010s as the Decade of Biodiversity (UN Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization n.d.). The COVID-19 pandemic also added to the sense of urgency 

regarding biodiversity loss, as it highlighted how habitat destruction can lead to increased 

interactions between humans and other species, thereby increasing the probability of epidemics 

(Tollefson 2020).  

Understanding the causes of biodiversity loss and taking steps to mitigate it is of 

paramount importance to the scientific community. Given the roles of various organizations and 

institutions in causing (and stopping) biodiversity loss, accounting research can play a significant 

role by examining the impacts of performance management, controlling, incentivizing, reporting, 

and so on. Within sustainability accounting research, studies have primarily focused on large 

corporations, with little attention paid to other actors (Ball 2007; Ball et al. 2009; Qian, Burritt, 

and Monroe 2011; Samkin and Schneider 2010; Thomson, Grubnic, and Georgakopoulos 2014). 

Accounting for biodiversity and conservation, as a subtopic in the area of sustainability 

accounting research, also exhibits such a tendency (Weir 2018). Although corporations 

undoubtedly have a significant impact on the environment, addressing the challenges of 

biodiversity loss requires a deeper understanding of the roles played by all major actors, 

including the public sector. 
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The public sector is a key actor when it comes to environmental conservation given its 

resources and legislative power (Beckwith and Moore 2001; Roux, Murray, and van Wyk 2008), 

its ability to promulgate policy and enforce laws (Ekoko 2000), to implement and regulate action 

plans (Murray et al. 2011), and to coordinate with the private sector (Brock, Ulrich-Schad, and 

Prokopy 2018). Moreover, in many countries, the public sector is arguably the most responsible 

actor because environmental protection, including conservation, is enshrined in their 

constitutions (Shelton 1991).1 To better understand the role of the public sector in managing 

biodiversity loss, we examine Canada’s federal government reporting on wildlife management. 

We do so by focusing on the reports that the federal government is required to produce annually 

under Canada’s 2002 Species at Risk Act (Species at Risk Act, SC 2002, c 29 [SARA]). The 

disclosures in these reports discuss the government’s administration of SARA and, thus, give us 

new insights into how the government attempts to discharge its accountability over the protection 

of species at risk. As Canada is the world’s second-largest country and spans diverse ecosystems, 

the study of Canada’s conservation efforts is important in its own right.2 At the same time, the 

requirements of the legislation present a unique setting to study mandatory disclosures on 

wildlife conservation prepared at the highest government level. 

To examine how SARA reports account for species at risk, we adopt Cuckston’s (2022) 

conceptual framework for analyzing qualitative accounts,3 which is drawn from Callon and 

Law’s (2005) and Callon and Muniesa’s (2005) work on calculations and framing. According to 

Cuckston (2022), looking at qualitative accounts through such a “calculative” lens helps us 

understand the nuances of disclosure and evaluate what is brought in and excluded to create a 

particular framing. For example, Cuckston (2022) examines how a non-governmental 

organization (NGO) utilized voluntary disclosures as calculative spaces to assert its agency in 

restoring wildlife. This framework of examining accounts as calculative spaces involves three 

stages: sorting out and identifying entities; manipulating and transforming entities; and 

extracting results. We apply Cuckston’s framework to mandatory disclosures in the public sector 

 
1
 Canada is a notable exception here along with many other British colonies (Boyd 2013).  

2
 Canada is home to an estimated 80,000 species (excluding viruses and bacteria) (Wild Species Canada n.d.), with 

over 300 species, subspecies, and varietals endemic to Canada (Enns, Kraus, and Hebb 2020). 
3
 According to Cuckston (2022, 83-84), while financial performance is typically quantified, social and ecological 

accounts tend to take the form of qualitative narratives. Nonetheless, qualitative accounts may contain numerical 

information. 
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and demonstrate how a particular form of calculation is achieved in this context. Through a 

discourse analysis of SARA reports, covering the period between 2003 and 2020, along with 

other government publications, we illustrate how these mandatory disclosures for species at risk 

are used as calculative spaces (Cuckston 2022; Callon and Muniesa 2005; Callon and Law 

2005), and discuss the implications of these calculations.  

By focusing on Canada’s federal government, this paper extends our understanding of the 

roles that the state can play in accounting for biodiversity. Society can be conceptualized as 

comprised of the state (i.e., the public sector), the market (i.e., companies), and civil society 

(including individuals, communities, NGOs, etc.) (Gray, Adams, and Owen 2014; Hill, 

Abercrombie, and Turner 2006), with each sphere having its own “logic” (e.g., Alford and 

Friedland 1985). Thus, while accounting research in the area of conservation has focused on the 

market category (Gray, Adams, and Owen 2014), Cuckston (2022) argues that reporting of 

conservation NGOs should be evaluated on different merits given the essential differences in 

primary purposes and values between these NGOs and corporations. Similarly, as mentioned 

above, the public sector has distinct social and/or ecological responsibilities and abilities, which 

require separate examination.  

Further, our study of SARA contributes to a better understanding of the ways in which 

mandatory disclosures can contribute to discharging accountability. While Cuckston (2022) 

focuses on voluntary disclosures, we seek to understand whether mandatory disclosures can also 

be examined as calculative spaces which aim to achieve a particular framing. This is important 

because there have been calls to substitute voluntary disclosures, which are often seen as 

unsatisfactory due to their self-puffery, with mandatory disclosures, which are often seen as 

more objective (Cowan and Gadenne 2005; Bonaimé 2015).  

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 situates our study in the 

literature on social and environmental accountability and explains the theoretical framework. 

Section 3 provides a legislative background of SARA and describes the research methods. 

Section 4 examines SARA disclosures through the three stages of calculation. We discuss the 

implications of the findings and conclude in Section 5. 
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2. Literature review and theoretical framing 

2.1 Accountability and sustainability disclosure 

Accounting literature has extensively explored the relationship between accountability 

and disclosure and has identified the importance of disclosures in promoting accountability (e.g., 

Macintosh 2002; Laine, Tregidga, and Unerman 2022). The general model of accountability 

consists of two parties, characterized as the “principal” and the “agent,” who enter a contract 

where the principal requires the agent to act towards a particular end, and to render their 

performance visible by some form of account(ing) (Gray, Owen, and Maunders 1988; Power 

1991). To say a person or an organization is accountable means that they are held to certain 

expectations and that they should be able and obliged to explain, justify, and take responsibility 

for particular events or actions (Cooper and Owen 2007; Messner 2009). Similarly, Roberts 

(2009, 959) defines accountability as “the condition of becoming a subject who might be able to 

give an account.”  

In our case, we view Canada’s federal government as the “agent” which is accountable to 

the “principal,” the Canadian public. The federal government is bound by Canada’s legal 

framework and is responsible for representing the interests of Canadians and acting in 

accordance with the values and principles of Canadian democracy. At least theoretically, the 

government is accountable to Canadians through various means, including elections, 

parliamentary processes, and public scrutiny (Legislative Services Branch 2020). Information 

disclosure, as an essential component of accountability, is often achieved through government 

publications. These, in turn, can be used by stakeholders to evaluate the government’s actions 

and decisions and to hold the government accountable.  

Our study of SARA annual reports is situated in the literature on sustainability disclosure 

in the following four ways. Firstly, the analysis of SARA disclosure goes beyond the prevailing 

interpretations of sustainability disclosure by offering a more nuanced understanding. In studying 

sustainability disclosure, accounting literature mostly relies on legitimacy theory and signalling 

theory—two competing theoretical frameworks (Cho, Freedman, and Patten 2012; Gray, Kouhy, 

and Lavers 1995; Clarkson et al. 2008). Legitimacy theory predicts that discretionary disclosure 

only reflects aspects of environmental performance that organizations are willing to release, and 

thus serves as a legitimation device rather than an accountability mechanism (Gray and 
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Bebbington 2000). Several studies found evidence consistent with this theory (Wiseman 1982; 

Neu, Warsame, and Pedwell 1998). On the contrary, and consistent with signalling theory, 

Clarkson et al. (2008) found that sustainability reporting is used to signal better environmental 

performance. Notably, organizations are viewed as hypocritical and self-serving under both 

theories (Cho et al. 2015). Cho et al. (2015) argue that moving towards a richer and more 

nuanced theoretical lens will shed new light on the understanding of corporate sustainability 

reporting. For Cho et al. (2015), one step forward is to recognize and incorporate constraints that 

limit actions of individual organizations. Our study of federal government disclosures provides a 

more nuanced view by examining the main constraints that impact the framing of conservation 

reporting.  

Secondly, research on sustainability disclosure has focused extensively on quantitative 

analysis. Clarkson et al. (2008) note that environmental reporting has been examined from the 

perspectives of company valuation, managerial decision making, and environmental 

performance. Yet, in these studies, qualitative environmental disclosures are often reduced to 

simple quantitative measurements, neglecting their inherent complexities. For example, 

Wiseman (1982) created an index that examined eighteen content items, rating them out of three 

depending on whether disclosures were general or specific, and qualitative or quantitative. Since 

then, many environmental disclosure studies have used similar indices to evaluate sustainability 

disclosures. Cuckston (2022, 84) notes, “whereas quantitative accounts of performance seek to 

systematically measure performance in terms of numbers, qualitative accounts of performance 

will use numbers in more ad hoc ways, as part of the narratives they convey.” We examine 

SARA reports as qualitative accounts, with numbers and tabular data as part of the narrative.  

Thirdly, it is noteworthy that while accounting scholars have investigated the facets of 

accountability pertaining to social and environmental concerns (Gray 2010; Gray, Adams, and 

Owen 2014), and there exists an abundance of research on sustainability reporting, the domain 

encompassing conservation, biodiversity, and wildlife remains relatively underexplored (Jones 

and Solomon 2013; Vinnari, Chua, and Baxter 2022; Vinnari and Vinnari 2022). It is important 

to recognize that the scientific knowledge and accounting technologies employed to measure and 

preserve biodiversity—and, in the context of our study, wildlife and their habitats—are distinct 

from other environmental and sustainability subjects, such as greenhouse gas emissions. As such, 

our emphasis on wildlife contributes to addressing this gap that has been historically overlooked 
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by the accounting community (Jones 1996, 284). Jones and Solomon (2013, 670) posit that 

social and environmental reporting holds the potential to influence and transform behaviour by 

raising stakeholder awareness. The argument is that by reporting on impacts and actions taken to 

enhance and protect biodiversity, organizations will become more self-reflexive and engaged 

with wildlife conservation. In the context of our study, governmental reporting provides 

information to stakeholders which may help hold the government accountable for its 

management of biodiversity. 

 Finally, the studies of accounting as an emancipatory device that enhances sustainability 

have largely concentrated on corporate accountability (e.g., Adler and Borys 1996; Clarkson et 

al. 2008; Cho et al. 2015; Henri and Journeault 2010; Van Liempd and Busch 2013) and less is 

known about how other actors, especially the public sector, report and account for their actions 

pertaining to biodiversity protection. Moreover, Cuckston (2022) argues that assumptions about 

corporate reporting often spill into other fields such as NGO reporting. For example, several 

studies argue that NGO reports serve signalling, legitimacy, and/or impression management 

purposes rather than discharging accountability (Conway, O’Keefe, and Hrasky 2015; Dhanani 

2019; Dhanani and Connolly 2015). However, for Cuckston (2022), this analysis ignores the 

fundamental difference between corporate and NGO goals. Given the varied objectives of the 

NGOs, the link between their accounts and accountability may require a more nuanced analysis, 

such as by examining disclosures as calculative spaces (Callon and Law 2005; Callon and 

Muniesa 2005). Our study adopts this calculative lens (discussed below) and extends our 

understanding of sustainability accountability by examining the accounts of a specific public 

sector actor—the federal government. It is crucial to understand sustainability disclosures in the 

public sector as actions in this space are likely to have a profound impact on reversing or 

exacerbating biodiversity loss. 

2.2 The calculative space 

 We theorize SARA mandatory disclosures as calculative spaces (Cuckston 2022; Callon 

and Muniesa 2005; Callon and Law 2005). To understand what a calculative space is, it is 

necessary to define calculation first. Callon and Law (2005) argue, in their revised notion of 

calculation, that calculation often has nothing to do with quantification, such as performing 

mathematical or even numerical operations (Lave 1984). Rather, “calculation starts by 
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establishing distinctions between things or states of the world, and by imagining and estimating 

courses of action associated with those things or with those states as well as their consequences” 

(Callon and Muniesa 2005, 1231). Calculation is “a process in which entities are detached from 

other contexts, reworked, displayed, related, manipulated, transformed, and summed in a single 

space” (Callon and Law 2005, 730). Viewing calculation as a process that involves judgement, 

rather than simply quantitative calculation, is consistent with its etymology as “there is a close 

link between computing and assessing or estimating” (Callon and Muniesa 2005, 1231; 

Benveniste 1973). Callon and Law (2005) borrow Cochoy’s (2002) term “qualculation” to 

capture both judgement and quantitative calculation in the same process. We follow Cuckston 

(2022) and Callon and Muniesa (2005) to use the term calculation in a broad sense that includes 

both the quantitative and qualitative elements of calculation and/or judgement. 

 Calculative space is where calculation takes place and where relevant entities are sorted 

out, detached, and displayed. Callon notes that “the space may come in a wide variety of forms 

or shapes” (Callon and Law 2005, 719), and how calculations are done is a function of material 

arrangements. Electoral systems, bank statements, an array of goods on a supermarket shelf, and 

football league tables are all examples of material arrangements that generate conformable 

spaces and the possibility of calculation (Callon and Law 2005, 731). In Cuckston (2022), the 

calculative space is the voluntary disclosures of the conservation NGO WWF-UK, and in our 

study, the mandatory disclosures in SARA reports is the calculative space.  

Callon and Muniesa (2005) conceptualize calculation as a three-stage process based on 

Latour’s (1987) notion of the centre of calculation. In the first stage, relevant entities are sorted 

out, detached, and displayed within a single space. Cuckston (2022) identifies the entity being 

sorted out as a performance object; in his case study these are specific wild animal populations in 

the WWF-UK’s accounts. During the second stage, the detached entities are manipulated and 

transformed. New relations are created in the calculative space. In Cuckston (2022), this stage 

entails establishing relations that seemingly affect the performance object, which turn out to be 

threats to wild animal populations and actions to conserve these populations. In the third and 

final stage, a result is extracted, which can be a newly produced entity, a decision, a judgement, 

or a calculation (Callon and Law 2005, 719). In Cuckston (2022), this calculation is an 

attribution that the NGO has agency over the performance object, or, in other words, that WWF-

UK is a strategic actor directing and coordinating wildlife restoration. One of the main 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Wj53Um
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?oi1cHW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1SxTWt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1SxTWt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1SxTWt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EkHijR
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advantages of this conceptualization of the calculation process is that, by emphasizing the crucial 

role of material devices, it brings close attention to “the diversity of possible configurations” 

(Callon and Muniesa 2005, 1232) of relevant entities, which enables us to understand the 

processes and outcomes of calculation more concretely.  

A calculative space is also a frame in the sense that it demarcates entities inside and 

outside the calculative space, or those entities included and excluded from the calculation. The 

relationships that are excluded from this frame are referred to as overflows (Callon and Muniesa 

2005). Goffman’s (1986; 1959) notion of framing refers to the process of establishing cognitive 

boundaries within which interactions take place. Callon (1998) builds upon Goffman’s notion of 

framing by integrating the role of material objects in the process, thus offering conceptual tools 

for a more nuanced exploration of the calculative space. Overflows are an intrinsic aspect of 

framing since, by its nature, framing is unable to encompass every element, thereby rendering 

overflows as unintended consequences emerging from attempts to frame. Due to their 

characteristics, overflows have the potential to undermine the framing process and may give rise 

to disagreements or contradictions.  

In addition to using the three stages of calculation framework to examine SARA reports 

as calculative spaces, we also follow Cuckston (2022) and Christensen and Skærbæk (2007) in 

identifying the overflows in each stage of the calculation process. This guides the critical 

evaluation of such calculation by identifying what has been excluded from any particular framed 

calculative space (Cuckston 2022, 7). By highlighting relations that are not taken into account in 

a given calculation, overflows threaten to challenge and undermine the calculation (Callon 

1998). In identifying overflows, we make visible some of the relations which are excluded from 

the frame (intentionally or not), which, in turn, gives a more complete understanding of the 

frame itself. Thus, by examining what is left out of the reports, we can have a better 

understanding of how the reports frame the government efforts to manage species at risk.  

3. Research background and methodology  

3.1 SARA legislative background 

The 1992 UN Convention on Biological Diversity played a crucial role in recognizing the 

importance of biodiversity for human wellbeing (Cardinale et al. 2012). In Canada, it led to the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?655qBK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?655qBK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CZg3ck
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XcTroJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XcTroJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XcTroJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vppTDf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vppTDf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vppTDf
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passage of the federal Species at Risk Act (SARA) in 2002, with the aim of protecting 

endangered species and their habitats. Key work on SARA began in 1996 (Hoffman 2018), 

shortly following the publication of the 1995 Canadian Biodiversity Strategy (Minister of Supply 

and Services Canada 1995). SARA was enacted in 2002 and came fully into force in June 2004. 

Once enacted, SARA became one of the three major components of Canada’s National Strategy 

for the Protection of Species at Risk (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2019). The other 

two components are the Habitat Stewardship Program, which provides funding for relevant 

projects, and the Accord for the Protection of Species at Risk, which aims to spur collaboration 

between the federal and provincial levels of government.  

The interaction between federal and provincial governments is essential in the Canadian 

context. Generally, issues surrounding species protection and the use of natural resources fall 

under provincial jurisdiction. However, few provinces have comprehensive legal frameworks for 

species at risk protection, leading to a patchwork approach. Although SARA aimed to fill this 

gap in Canada’s environmental laws, SARA’s application is limited by the federal government’s 

jurisdictional authority.  

SARA’s implementation revolves around a series of activities concerned with a) the 

assessment of the species at risk status, b) recovery planning and monitoring, and c) protection. 

To be covered by SARA, a species first must be assessed as at risk by a scientific panel 

Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC),4 and then the 

Governor in Council (GIC)5 must agree to list the species under the Act. Listing a species 

triggers recovery planning and legal protection mechanisms, such as general prohibitions on 

harmful activities. Three federal departments are collectively responsible for the implementation 

of the Act: Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) is in charge of the overall 

administration and most species, while Parks Canada Agency (PCA) is responsible for species 

within national parks, and Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) is responsible for aquatic 

species.6 

 
4
 COSEWIC is an independent advisory body created in 1977 to provide the classification of wildlife species. It is 

funded by the federal government (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2020b, 15). 
5
 In Canada, Governor in Council (GIC) refers to the Governor General, as the Crown’s representative, acting on 

advice from the federal Cabinet. The Cabinet is the federal government’s executive branch, headed by the prime 

minister (House of Commons of Canada n.d.; Centre for Constitutional Studies 2019). 
6
 Throughout the paper we refer to these departments and the ministry cabinet which oversees their work, broadly, 

as the federal government. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YFw06H
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YFw06H
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YFw06H
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rJYBM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rJYBM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rJYBM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rJYBM
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?thxzCY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?thxzCY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?thxzCY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=zPh5fH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=zPh5fH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=zPh5fH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AbWp6x
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AbWp6x
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AbWp6x
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AbWp6x
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AbWp6x
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Overall then, protection depends on species type, listed status, and location. SARA 

applies immediately to species under federal jurisdiction, while provinces have the first 

opportunity to protect species under provincial jurisdiction. Federal jurisdiction covers Canada’s 

oceans and waterways, national parks and wildlife areas, and birds covered by the federal 

Migratory Birds Convention Act, 1994 (Government of Canada 2020). Thus, protections 

afforded under SARA apply immediately only to aquatic species, certain migratory birds, and 

species found on federal lands. In contrast, terrestrial species found on non-federal lands are not 

automatically protected when listed under SARA.7 Here, provinces are encouraged to take the 

necessary steps to protect the species. 

If a province fails to protect a species at risk, SARA allows the federal minister to 

intervene. In this case, the federal government can use “safety-net” orders and emergency orders 

to protect species at risk on non-federal lands. While SARA gives the federal government ability 

to prohibit certain activities and enforce compliance, it was not envisioned as a heavy-handed 

and coercive piece of legislation (Illical and Harrison 2007). Instead, SARA provides for many 

different tools that the federal government can use to entice and persuade stakeholders, including 

provincial governments, to protect species at risk.8 Overall, SARA appears to give the federal 

government a lot of leeway in the implementation of the Act by providing a suite of conservation 

and recovery measures. SARA also recognizes the importance of the federal government 

reporting on its progress in administering the Act, and this reporting forms the basis for our 

study, as described next. 

3.2 Methods 

Key to our study is the requirement under SARA for the minister to prepare an annual 

report “on the administration of the Act” and to table it before the parliament (SARA, s. 126). 

Given that the production of these reports and the content topic areas are legally mandated, we 

consider SARA reports a form of mandatory annual disclosure by the federal government. We 

focus on examining sixteen SARA reports produced after the Act came into force, and which 

 
7
 In Canada, 41% is federal crown land, 48% is provincial crown land, and the remainder is privately owned (The 

Canadian Encyclopedia 2013). 
8
 These tools include, for example, administrative and conservation agreements, stewardship action plans, 

compensation clauses, and alternative measures. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bGeqvk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bGeqvk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bGeqvk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ALY4Zq
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cover the period from 2003 to 2020 (these total over 700 pages; 280,000 words), along with the 

Act itself (104 pages; 54,000 words).9 

The Act requires the reports to include a summary of the following topics: COSEWIC’s 

assessments and the minister’s response; preparation and implementation of recovery strategies 

and action plans; agreements made; enforcement and compliance actions; regulations and 

emergency orders made; and any other matters that the minister considers relevant. Although all 

reports provide information in relation to these topics, the breadth and depth of the discussion 

vary from year to year, such that the report length ranges from under 30 to over 80 pages. This 

variability suggests that the preparation of SARA annual reports is not a simple technical or “tick 

box” exercise, but rather that it may be used as a calculative space. Our aim in this paper, then, is 

to examine the content of these disclosures and to analyze their framing. 

We accessed annual reports from the Species at Risk Public Registry (the Registry).10 

The Registry was created to fulfill SARA’s additional transparency requirements, which extend 

beyond SARA annual reports, and call for the government to establish a public registry “for the 

purpose of facilitating access to documents” (SARA, s. 120). Today the Registry is a database 

that hosts over three thousand documents related to SARA’s implementation and species at risk, 

including government orders, agreements, status reports, and planning documents. Although our 

study focuses on SARA annual reports as key disclosures in their own right, we include 

additional documents from the Registry in our analysis to the extent that they help us more fully 

understand and illustrate the issues discussed in the reports, as well as those left out. For 

example, we accessed documents on the individual species (such as the species summary for 

Laura’s Clubtail and the emergency order for the Greater Sage-Grouse) as well as administrative 

agreements (such as on the cooperation between government departments to implement SARA). 

We also used the Registry’s search tool to get additional overview information regarding 

SARA’s implementation (such as to identify the number of species for which GIC decision is 

pending). 

To address our research question regarding the manner in which SARA reports function 

as calculative spaces, we employed a qualitative discourse analysis approach in scrutinizing 

 
9
 The Act presents the English and French versions side by side and we only reviewed the English version. 

10
 The Registry can be accessed at https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-

public-registry.html. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry.html
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these disclosures. Gee (2001, 88) explains that discourse analysis hinges on the details of text 

which are deemed relevant to the arguments the analyst seeks to make. In this regard, discourse 

analysis is predicated not merely on the text being investigated but also on the objectives of the 

analysis (research question) and theoretical judgments. In this context, Gee (2001, 88) 

emphasizes that “a transcript is a theoretical entity. It does not stand outside an analysis, but, 

rather, is part of it.” Owing to its constructivist orientation, disclosure analysis enables us to 

probe into the framing created by reports in their context (with consideration of the overflows), 

as well as the ways in which the framing contributes to constituting the process of discharging 

accountability. With this rationale, we closely read the sixteen reports and compiled narrative 

and tabular summaries which highlighted significant similarities and differences in the report 

content over time. We also read the Act, paying close attention to the sections referred to in the 

reports. We then applied the three stages of the calculation framework to SARA reports. 

Specifically, we first examined the content for the identification of the performance object, or the 

main entity of concern in the reports. Second, we examined the content for discussions of forces 

that impact the performance object. Third, we examined the content for descriptions of the 

government actions in relation to the performance object. 

To examine the overflows, we identified gaps in the report narratives. Gaps are 

sometimes made visible in the narrative itself (for example, the differences between species 

assessed by COSEWIC and listed by the Act indicate that not all species at risk are listed, 

suggesting an overflow process at this stage). However, there are also many overflows which are 

not made visible in the narrative (for example, certain threats to species are omitted from being 

discussed in the reports). In this case, we relied on existing literature (especially in the field of 

conservation) to identify the overflows. Notably, our aim is not to create a comprehensive list of 

overflows but rather to highlight how identifying overflows helps create a more comprehensive 

understanding of the framing used by the reports to depict the government efforts to discharge 

accountability over species at risk. Overall then, in conducting our analysis, we paid particular 

attention to understanding what issues are, and are not, discussed in the annual reports, and how 

these discussions frame government actions over species at risk management. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0ag5Lt
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4. The three stages of calculation 

In this section, we use the three stages of calculation to explore how SARA reports, as 

mandatory disclosures, are framed. We begin by analyzing the identification of the performance 

object, or the entity of concern in SARA annual reports, which is the focus of calculation. We 

then examine how this performance object is manipulated. That is, what forces come to bear on 

the performance of the object according to SARA annual reports. Finally, we examine the results 

of manipulation. In our setting, it is the role of Canada’s federal government in impacting the 

performance of the object and, in the process, helping discharge its accountability over the 

management of species at risk. For each stage, we also explore potential overflows to the 

framing. 

4.1 Stage 1  

4.1.1 Identifying the performance object 

 We begin with identifying the performance object, or the object over which SARA 

reports aim to discharge accountability. The stated purpose of SARA reports is to fulfill the 

minister’s obligation under the Act, which requires the minister to prepare a report on the 

administration of SARA for each calendar year (SARA, s. 126). The section of the Act that 

outlines the requirements for SARA reports is barely 150 words long and requires each report to 

contain summaries on seven aspects of the Act, including assessment, enforcement, agreements, 

and other pertinent matters. Yet, while SARA reports are mandated to disclose information about 

the administration of the Act, administration per se is not the performance object. When the 

minister releases the report, the aim is not only to discharge their accountability over the 

production of mandatory annual disclosure but over the Act as a whole.  

The stated purpose of the Act is “to prevent wildlife species from being extirpated or 

becoming extinct, to provide for the recovery of wildlife species that are extirpated, endangered 

or threatened as a result of human activity and to manage species of special concern to prevent 

them from becoming endangered or threatened” (SARA, s. 6). In other words, the government is 

responsible for managing all wildlife in such a way that prevents species from becoming 

extirpated or extinct. Thus, in theory, SARA charges the government with the management of all 

species within Canada’s borders. In practice, however, the government is primarily focused on 
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managing the species that are deemed to be at risk. Thus, we suggest that species at risk are the 

performance object of SARA reports and the key object of accountability. 

What it means to be a “species at risk” is itself a constructed concept. SARA sets a high 

bar for protecting species at risk by defining “wildlife species” at a level of a subspecies, or a 

geographically or genetically distinct population (SARA, s. 2). In other words, SARA is not 

concerned with the preservation of species as a whole, but rather with the preservation of all the 

different populations of the species, however small, as they are found in Canada. Yet, despite 

SARA’s aim to protect all species, in practice, species must pass through several screens to even 

be recognized by SARA as at risk, at which point they may be afforded protection under the Act. 

The process through which a species at risk is recognized, or “listed,” under SARA 

includes two steps. First, the population must be assessed as at risk by a scientific panel: 

COSEWIC (SARA, s. 15). The panel, which includes members from the government, academia, 

Indigenous organizations, NGOs, and the private sector (Environment and Climate Change 

Canada 2020b, 15), uses a variety of available information sources to assess (and then reassess 

every decade) the biological status of the species populations as extinct, extirpated, endangered, 

threatened, special concern, not at risk, or data deficient (see Appendix for definitions). Through 

this process, COSEWIC has assessed over 900 wildlife species, with 566 of these assessed as 

endangered or threatened (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2022, 21). Thus, the first 

screen is for a species population to be picked up by the COSEWIC agenda and get assessed as 

at risk.  

Next, the species must pass through the second step of the listing process. The actual 

decision to list the species is made by political decision makers, or elected officials “who are 

accountable for those decisions” (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2020b, 15). Upon 

receiving COSEWIC assessments (or reassessment that requires an “uplist” or “downlist” status 

change), the minister conducts a socio-economic analysis and engages in public consultation. 

Then, after considering the feedback from the consultation and the analysis, the minister makes a 

recommendation to the GIC. Also, the minister must recommend listing a species on an 

emergency basis if the species population faces an imminent threat (SARA, s. 29). In either case, 

the final decision to list the species is discretionary and rests with the GIC. The GIC can decide 

to list the species or not (or to change the status in the case of reassessment), or to refer the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PlUvuz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PlUvuz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PlUvuz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PlUvuz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PlUvuz
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assessment back to COSEWIC for further consideration. Thus, the second screen is for the 

species to be listed through the decisions of the minister and the GIC. 

As not all species make it through the second step of the listing process, only 417 species 

were listed as endangered or threatened under SARA (Environment and Climate Change Canada 

2022, 27), compared to 566 assessed as such by COSEWIC. SARA reports focus on discussing 

the management of the species listed under the Act, and thus effectively exclude a subset of 

species deemed at risk by COSEWIC. Next, we investigate some of the reasons why species 

assessed as at risk fail to make it through the second, and more political, step of the listing 

process.  

4.1.2 Overflow in Stage 1 

We observe different pathways through which the assessment of the species at risk status 

by COSEWIC might not be reflected in the Act. First, and most straightforward, is the GIC 

decision declining to list the species. This is the case for 13 species, which is a small proportion 

of all species assessed. For some of the species, this decision is likely to be insignificant in terms 

of overall survival. For example, Canada’s population of Laura’s Clubtail, a dragonfly, was 

assessed as endangered by COSEWIC because it is found in only two small and unique locations 

in Canada (Government of Canada 2021). However, the species is abundant elsewhere in North 

America and is given a Least Concern status by the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature (Paulson 2017). Thus, the decision to decline to list the dragonfly is unlikely to have a 

significant impact on this species overall.  

In most cases, however, the decision to decline to list the species has major implications. 

In particular, of the 13 species which GIC decided not to list, nine are fishes whose listing would 

have significant economic consequences for the fishing industry. For instance, in 2011, 

COSEWIC assessed Canada’s Atlantic Bluefin Tuna population as endangered due to a 69% 

decline in spawning fish and due to overfishing as a primary threat. However, after extensive 

consultations, the 2017 GIC decision stated that listing the species would cause significant socio-

economic impacts on the industry (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2017). 

Furthermore, since fishing quotas are determined by the International Commission for the 

Conservation of Atlantic Tunas, closing Canada’s fishery would only result in reallocating 

Canada’s quotas elsewhere, providing no net mortality benefit to the species. This example 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xjclMy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xjclMy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xjclMy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8C2sm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8C2sm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n8C2sm
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highlights how some species at risk are purposefully excluded in light of economic 

considerations (Findlay et al. 2009).  

Another path through which the scientific assessment might not be reflected in the Act is 

the government delaying the listing process. The listing process from the COSEWIC assessment 

to the final decision is expected to take up to two years (Environment and Climate Change 

Canada 2020b, 22). However, delays can occur in several ways. For instance, the Act does not 

specify a time period for the minister to forward COSEWIC assessments to the GIC, creating a 

loophole for delaying the mandated nine-month decision-making clock for the GIC. According 

to the Registry, 186 unlisted species have GIC decisions pending, with 120 assessed by 

COSEWIC as endangered or threatened at least two years prior (before 2020). Among these, 55 

species were assessed over five years ago (before 2017), and some as early as 2008. The Registry 

shows that their assessments were never formally forwarded to the GIC, resulting in delays. 

Of the 55 previously mentioned species, 39 are fish, including cod, salmon, and sturgeon 

populations, and six are mammals, including four caribou populations. Protection of these 

species could have significant socio-economic consequences, and extensive consultation is often 

cited as the reason for their current stage of the listing process. The minister must consult with 

the public before making a recommendation to the GIC, but SARA lacks clear guidance on 

consultation timelines and scope, making it difficult to determine if delays are justified (Turcotte 

et al. 2021). Paradoxically, fish populations are most often denied SARA listing despite being 

under federal jurisdiction (e.g., Findlay et al. 2009; McDevitt-Irwin et al. 2015). Applying 

protection mechanisms under SARA could result in the immediate closure of fisheries. 

Consequently, the government opts to manage at-risk fish species through the Fisheries Act, 

which lacks sufficient protective measures (McDevitt-Irwin et al. 2015). Even when COSEWIC 

recommended emergency listing for fish species facing imminent threats, the government 

declined to list them under SARA.11 These examples demonstrate the federal government’s 

discretion in preventing species at risk from being listed under SARA even when species face 

significant threats to their survival (Findlay et al. 2009).  

 
11

 Between 2003 and 2019, COSEWIC made four emergency listing assessments, three of which were fish related  

(for populations of chinook salmon, sockeye salmon, and steelhead trout). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vqx8uv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vqx8uv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vqx8uv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?caLpPa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?caLpPa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?caLpPa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?caLpPa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HYNc3z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HYNc3z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HYNc3z
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4.2 Stage 2  

4.2.1 Identifying the forces impacting the performance object 

 Having identified species at risk as the performance object, this section examines how 

this object is manipulated within SARA reports. If SARA reports are used as calculative spaces 

to help discharge accountability over the management of species at risk, then these reports 

should explain the forces which impact the performance of species at risk. Species become at 

risk as their populations decline significantly and go extinct when their populations completely 

disappear. In species conservation, the drivers behind population declines are aptly described as 

threats because they threaten the species’ existence, and understanding the threats is fundamental 

to conservation management (e.g., Nixon et al. 2012; Hayward 2009; McCune et al. 2013). Our 

key question, then, is how threats are portrayed in the reports. 

While discussions of threats in SARA reports vary over time, overall, the information 

about threats is very limited. Under the Act, a discussion of threats is not itself a mandatory 

requirement for SARA reports. Instead, the discussion of threats must feature in recovery and 

action plans for each species (discussed more in section 4.3), and SARA reports must include 

only a “summary addressing [...] the preparation and implementation of recovery strategies, 

action plans and management plans” (SARA, s. 126). Nevertheless, SARA does not preclude the 

reports from providing more information on why species in Canada are declining.  

 When SARA reports do discuss threats, it is often within a case study highlighting a 

single species or an investigation conducted by SARA enforcement officers. For example, in 

discussing the North Atlantic Right Whale, the 2006 annual report lists “accidental deaths from 

collisions with ships and entanglements in fishing gear” as the primary cause of adult mortality, 

and hence a major threat to the species’ population (Government of Canada 2009, 15). Similarly, 

the enforcement section indicates certain threats. For example, the 2018 report describes an 

investigation into a pair of homeowners who dredged a shoreline adjacent to their properties, 

destroying protected habitat of a threatened freshwater fish (Environment and Climate Change 

Canada 2020a, 34). Similar discussions of threats are sprinkled throughout the reports and give 

an insight into the types of threats that are faced by species at risk; the reports also make it clear 

that a more complete identification of threats is covered by the recovery and action plans for 

those species.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fy9za1
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This discussion of threats has several implications. On the one hand, these narrative 

examples highlight an important point that threats are often location specific, and thus the 

management of an endangered population requires an understanding of threats to that population 

rather than threats to the species in general. On the other hand, this fragmented discussion of 

threats creates an impression that either many of these threats arise from individual human 

actions or that systemic threats impact single species. An example of the former includes a 

homeowner dredging their property leading to destruction of critical habitat, or an individual 

engaging in the collection of endangered turtles for the pet trade; and of the latter, is the 

discussion of fishing gear posing a threat to North Atlantic Right Whale and not explicitly to 

other species. These discussions suggest that the protection of species requires stronger 

enforcement targeting individual Canadians or enhanced management of single species.  

The reports, however, also hint at wider, more systemic issues that are contributing to 

biodiversity loss. For example, in the discussion of the rehabilitation of a key ecosystem, the 

2012 report states that “degradation and disturbance of riparian habitat due to human activity are 

the main threats to the project’s target species” (Environment Canada 2013, 31). Indeed, in some 

years, the reports claim that “Habitat degradation and loss are now prime causes of species 

decline, globally and in Canada” (e.g., Environment Canada 2010a, 31). These statements 

identify widespread habitat degradation as a key threat, which can be contrasted with individual-

level threats, yet they are not discussed in any detail. If habitat loss is a prime cause of species 

decline, the problem of biodiversity loss is unlikely to reside with a handful of individuals or 

species, rather, the problem is more likely to be a result of large-scale, collective actions.  

Further evidence that the management of threats requires more system-wide thinking 

comes through in the 2018 report, which outlines a new approach for species at risk management 

called the Pan-Canadian Approach to Transforming Species at Risk Conservation in Canada 

(Environment and Climate Change Canada 2020a). This approach, which was agreed upon by all 

relevant federal and provincial ministers, claims to transition from a single- to multi-species 

focus, thus prioritizing multiple species or ecosystems by identifying priority industry sectors, 

geographic areas, and country-wide threats. Under this new approach, the three pan-Canadian 

threats were identified as invasive alien species, wildlife disease, and illegal wildlife trade; and 

the three sectors as agriculture, forestry, and urban development. These threats and sectors 

suggest that biodiversity loss in Canada is a widespread, systemic problem, driven by existing 
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industry practices and economic incentives. Yet, despite the recognition of the importance of 

systemic threats to species at risk, SARA reports are almost completely void of any in-depth 

discussion of this information, even in light of the new pan-Canadian approach.  

Overall, the discussion of industry in relation to threats is very limited within SARA 

reports. The only industry that is frequently mentioned is the fishing sector, where it is often 

featured in the discussion of the DFO outreach and education work. Other industry sectors are 

mentioned only sporadically in the discussion of threats. Indeed, when industry is mentioned, it 

is typically either in the context of industry as a stakeholder, or in the context of industry 

representation on SARA committees. Thus, SARA reports describe industry as an important 

stakeholder, and industry outreach and participation as a vital part of biodiversity management, 

but do not explore the role of industry as threats to species at risk. 

Given the focus within SARA reports on individual-level threats and impacts on 

individual species, our understanding of threats is one of fragmented, almost unconnected forces 

that happen to affect one species or another. Yet, at the same time, there is some limited 

discussion of the importance of systemic issues like habitat loss. Next, we explore whether the 

focus on individual, versus systemic, threats might be justified. 

4.2.2 Overflow in Stage 2 

 Although SARA reports provide limited information on the threats to species at risk, this 

information must be present in other parts of SARA implementation. Specifically, COSEWIC 

must identify threats as part of the species assessment (SARA, s. 15), and the government must 

identify threats to species and their habitat (or propose research to identify threats) as part of the 

recovery strategies (SARA, s. 41). This information on threats has been used to better understand 

the drivers of biodiversity loss. 

Research suggests that the nature of threats to species at risk in Canada is indeed 

widespread, in the form of habitat loss, invasive species, overexploitation and pollution 

(Dextrase and Mandrak 2006; Prugh et al. 2010; Venter et al. 2006), acid precipitation and 

climate change (Minister of Environment 2007). Many of the threats are driven by human 

activity, with industry playing a particularly important role. Prugh et al. (2010) link COSEWIC-

identified threats for 399 species to 13 different industries. They identify resource use (e.g., 

fishing, logging), invasive species, and development as the most frequently cited threats; and 

agriculture, construction (residential and commercial development), and fishing and hunting as 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yZUwtG
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yZUwtG
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yZUwtG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yZUwtG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yZUwtG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jNKCDC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jNKCDC
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the sectors threatening the greatest proportion of threatened species. Again, these findings point 

to the systemic, industry-level nature of threats. 

Comparing the threats listed in the recovery strategies to COSEWIC assessments, 

McCune et al. (2013) find that recovery strategies place a much greater emphasis on individual-

level threats, such as human intrusions and disturbances, compared to industry-level threats, such 

as resource use (e.g., logging) and agriculture. This indicates a possible bias on the part of the 

government in dimming the role of industry-level threats which might have greater economic 

consequences (McCune et al. 2013). These results are consistent with our observations on the 

type of threats discussed in SARA reports, which also tend to highlight individual-level threats 

rather than systemic, industry-level threats. Overall, these findings suggest that, in producing 

SARA reports, the federal government deliberately chooses to focus on some threats over others. 

4.3 Stage 3 

4.3.1 Establishing an entity to manage the performance object 

 Above, we examine how the performance object is manipulated within SARA reports by 

identifying threats to species at risk as primarily related to individual-level action and individual-

level species. In this section, we examine how the government claims to manage these threats, 

according to SARA reports. It is in describing the management of these threats that the federal 

government can claim to be discharging its accountability in administering the Act and achieving 

its purpose. SARA reports describe different ways in which the federal government manages 

species at risk, which can be broadly split into two categories: actions related to planning and 

monitoring, and actions related to protection, and we discuss each in turn.   

4.3.1.1 Planning and monitoring 

Once a species is listed under SARA, the government must engage in recovery planning and 

monitoring activities to address the threats and bring about species recovery. This process 

includes the preparation of a recovery strategy and an action plan for each species listed as 

extirpated, endangered, or threatened (SARA, s. 37, 47).12 A recovery strategy “is a planning 

 
12

 For species which are assessed as special concern, the minister prepares a management plan (instead of a recovery 

strategy) which outlines measures for species conservation (SARA, s. 65) by setting “goals and objectives for 

maintaining sustainable population levels” (Environment Canada 2010b, 18). 
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document that identifies what needs to be done to reverse the decline of a species” (Environment 

Canada 2012, 22) by identifying threats to species, identifying habitat critical for the survival of 

the species, and setting population objectives (SARA, s. 41). An action plan outlines projects to 

be completed in order to accomplish the objectives outlined in the recovery strategy, including 

identification of critical habitat, protection measures, methods for monitoring recovery, and an 

evaluation of socioeconomic costs and benefits of different actions (SARA, s. 49). These plans 

are meant to be collaborative, relying on other stakeholders to carry out much of the 

implementation. After final recovery strategies and action plans are posted, the minister is 

expected to periodically report on progress and make updates to the strategy as appropriate.13 It 

is expected that the completion of this recovery planning process will lead to the implementation 

of protection measures and recovery projects, which, in turn, will improve the species’ status. 

However, SARA reports are filled with evidence demonstrating the government’s failure 

to comply with planning requirements. For example, the Act requires recovery strategies for 

endangered (threatened or extirpated) species to be produced within one (two) years, and action 

plans within five years thereafter.14,15 In 2005, the government anticipated that between 2006 and 

2009 (i.e., in the first four years that the recovery strategies were expected to be produced), 

recovery strategies produced by ECCC would cover 171 species, DFO–51 species, and PCA–49 

species. However, the actual final recovery strategies produced over that time period by ECCC 

covered only 30 species, DFO–42 species, and PCA–33 species. The expected and actual 

numbers of recovery strategies over that time period are shown in Table 1. As a result, the 

recovery process was non-compliant for over 166 species.  

 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

 

SARA reports briefly discuss efforts to improve the performance of government planning 

processes, such as the 2006/07 report noting the use of a multi-species or ecosystem approach to 

reduce duplication (Government of Canada 2009, 19), and the 2009 annual report mentioning a 

 
13

 Although the minister must report on progress, aside from the requirements outlined in the Act, there are no 

repercussions for lack of progress or continued decline in species populations. 
14

 For species assessed as special concern, a management plan is expected to be produced within five years. 
15

 The Act provides slightly longer timelines for species listed when the Act came into force to give the government 

extra time during the initial years of SARA implementation. 
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multiyear plan to address the backlog (Environment Canada 2010b). However, by 2014, a decade 

after SARA’s implementation, ECCC was still overdue in producing recovery strategies for 189 

species (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2016, 16). By the end of 2019, although 

SARA listed 417 species as endangered or threatened (Environment and Climate Change Canada 

2020b, 29), ECCC had identified critical habitats for only 172 species and produced just a few 

dozen action plans. This evidence raises questions about the government’s ability to effectively 

administer the Act. 

Yet alongside the quantitative information demonstrating government failures to comply 

with SARA, the reports are sprinkled with specific narrative case study examples of successful 

government projects. Many of these are examples of government research and monitoring 

initiatives carried out to identify population trends, threats, and critical habitat—information that 

is key to the production of recovery strategies and action plans. These specific examples bring 

positive “balance” to the otherwise negative disclosures by suggesting that competent work is 

being done and progress is being made in the planning and monitoring processes that are 

essential to the management of species at risk. 

4.3.1.2 Protection 

SARA reports detail government activities related to species protection. Although general 

prohibitions under SARA should apply immediately to listed species within federal jurisdiction, 

protection levels can vary even on federal lands. Recent SARA reports extensively discuss 

efforts to protect species at risk in national parks, migratory bird sanctuaries, and national 

wildlife areas, which are under the direct control of ECCC and PCA. However, these efforts 

alone are insufficient to safeguard Canada’s species at risk populations. Some of the more 

meaningful and difficult work is taking place at the inter-departmental level, as ECCC tries to 

support SARA compliance on lands controlled by other federal departments, such as Agriculture 

Canada and Department of National Defence.16 SARA reports describe examples of projects 

supported by a dedicated fund in these contexts. Thus, even within federal departments, SARA 

implementation is a negotiated process, and compliance cannot be assumed. 

 
16

 ECCC and PCA even signed a cooperation agreement with the Department of National Defence (DND) which 

noted that “SARA is binding on Her Majesty in right of Canada [and] DND is, therefore, also bound by the 

provisions of SARA” (Government of Canada 2011). 
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 As the purpose of SARA is to protect species at risk regardless of their location, SARA 

reports also briefly discuss the efforts to manage species at risk on non-federal lands. Here, the 

federal government initiated bilateral administrative agreements with territorial governments. 

Between 2005 and 2011, five such agreements were signed.17 The ten-year agreements were 

meant to increase collaboration between federal and provincial governments and articulate the 

provincial government’s responsibility for protecting species at risk. However, such agreements 

did not prove to be popular, as only one agreement was since renewed. More recently, the 

government has been negotiating agreements that focus specifically on protecting individual 

species, such as caribou (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2022, 45-46). While 

disclosures of these efforts suggest that work is being done to implement SARA, there is no 

discussion of their effectiveness.  

Regardless of the level of collaboration between federal and provincial governments, the 

Act allows the federal government to intervene, if provinces fail to protect listed species, through 

the use of protection orders. There have been no instances of the use of safety-net orders and 

only two instances of the use of emergency orders to address imminent threats to species.18 

However, the related SARA report disclosures are brief and do not contain a substantive 

discussion. 

SARA reports also provide discussions of enforcement and compliance work. For 

example, some reports state how many SARA enforcement officers are currently employed or 

trained, or how many investigations are ongoing. The reports also provide some narrative 

examples of enforcement work, such as charging an individual for capturing endangered turtles 

for the pet trade (Environment Canada 2010a, 33). Much of the enforcement work seems focused 

on individual-level threats. In contrast, addressing wider-scale threats is more often discussed in 

the context of education and outreach, such as how many hours DFO officers spent on 

educational programs. Although these discussions provide some concrete examples of ongoing 

enforcement work, there is little discussion of their value.  

The focus on compliance promotion is consistent with SARA’s focus on non-punitive 

measures. Indeed, the reports contain a great deal of information about projects funded by the 

 
17

 Agreements were signed with Quebec, Ontario, Nunavut, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia. 
18

 A third emergency protection order was declined, for the first time, by the GIC in 2018. The order was for the 

protection of the Pacific population of killer whales (Government of Canada 2018). 
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Habitat Stewardship Program and other dedicated funding pools. These projects portray 

competent work that is being done to protect species at risk, but there is limited discussion of 

their effectiveness. What becomes apparent from the reports is that much activity happens 

outside of the responsible federal departments and that government–stakeholder interactions are 

key to SARA’s implementation. Next, we explore the role of stakeholders in more detail, given 

the limited information in the reports. 

4.3.2 Overflow in Stage 3 

SARA reports only briefly note the work of other stakeholders in managing species at 

risk. These stakeholders include, among others, industry, conservation organizations, and 

provincial governments. Each stakeholder has different (and changing) powers and interests, and, 

in practice, they collectively shape the work of the federal government by enabling and 

constraining certain actions. For example, it is noteworthy that the federal government had never 

used a protection order before a species faced an imminent threat to its survival. This reluctance 

to impose prohibitions reflects the tension between federal and provincial governments. Yet, 

while the federal government may be constrained by its relationship with the provinces and 

industry, the conservation organizations are more concerned about protecting species and 

holding the federal government accountable in relation to SARA implementation.  

A quick overview of the first emergency order, issued in 2013 to protect the Greater 

Sage-Grouse (Government of Canada 2013), helps illustrate these tensions among various 

stakeholders. Notably, the emergency order was not initiated by the government to protect a 

species facing an imminent threat. Rather, the order followed a petition (which the government 

ignored) and an application for judicial review by conservation organizations who sought for the 

court to force the minister to recommend an emergency order to the GIC, citing the requirements 

under the Act (Jaremko 2019).19  

 
19

 The NGOs argued that the government failed to comply with SARA reporting obligations which required the 

government to disclose every 180 days whether the species’ critical habitat is protected and what steps have been 

taken to protect it. The federal government argued that its plans with respect to a possible emergency order were 

subject to strict cabinet confidence (i.e., non-disclosure) rules and, hence, not subject to a legal review. The Federal 

Court of Appeal concluded that the claim to immunity was unjustifiably broad and that the government’s decision to 

not issue an emergency order could be subject to a legal review to the same extent that a decision to issue an 

emergency order could. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n6sauy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n6sauy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n6sauy
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This emergency order restricted oil and gas development on over 1600 sq. km of land in 

southern Alberta and Saskatchewan,20 and the oil and gas industry immediately challenged the 

legal validity of the order as well as the constitutionality of the Act (Jaremko 2019). This lawsuit 

was eventually settled out of court because a separate lawsuit, following the second emergency 

protection order, found the application of SARA to be constitutional (Jaremko 2019).21 This brief 

overview of the application of the emergency protection order demonstrates the work of many 

different stakeholders in enabling and constraining the ability of the federal government to 

address threats to species at risk. SARA reports, however, only briefly mention the work of other 

stakeholders, and do not examine the competing pressures and tensions in any depth. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

In the above section, we examined SARA annual reports as calculative spaces. We 

identified species at risk as the performance object. Then, we examined how the object is 

manipulated, or what threats are identified as causing species to become at risk. Lastly, we 

examined the actions described in monitoring and protecting the species, thus displaying the 

federal government’s ability to manage the threats. In this last section, we return to our research 

question to assess how SARA reports are used as calculative spaces to discharge government 

accountability over the management of species at risk. 

One of the primary steps in discharging accountability is for an agent to provide the 

principal with information regarding performance, and government reporting is seen as key to 

helping discharge its accountability over conservation efforts (e.g., Turcotte et al. 2021; 

Westwood et al. 2019). SARA reports are a source of information regarding the federal 

government’s performance on species at risk management. The very production of the reports is 

itself evidence of SARA’s administration. While the Act states that a report must be produced 

annually, compliance with this mandatory requirement cannot be assumed, and indeed many 

SARA reports took longer to produce than intended by the Act. However, once the report is 

prepared, in all cases it appears to be complete by containing information on all of the required 

aspects. Thus, the existence of the reports in the first instance suggests that SARA is being 

 
20

 For comparison, the area of the province of Alberta alone is 661,848 sq. km. 
21

 The second emergency order was issued in 2016 to protect a population of Western Chorus Frog in a suburb in 

Quebec. Here, the industry also challenged the constitutionality of the Act. 
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administered and that the government is not shirking its responsibility (i.e., that SARA is not 

merely a law-on-the-books). 

 Much of the information in the reports is mandated to be disclosed by the Act and it 

speaks to key aspects of implementation. This information tends to be quantitative and presented 

in tabular formats (although the Act does not mandate the format). It is also often negative, 

providing evidence of government non-compliance with the Act’s requirements, such as missing 

timelines for developing action plans and recovery strategies. However, the reports also briefly 

describe actions that are supposedly put in place to become compliant, although their 

effectiveness is not discussed. Disclosures on these mandatory aspects, no doubt, provide 

important information regarding the level of government competence in managing the species. 

Yet, at the same time, the reports frequently make use of discretionary disclosures in the 

form of narrative case studies that flesh out the report content. These disclosures are framed as 

success stories, thus helping portray a favourable impression of the government’s work by 

“balancing” the negative quantitative information. We see this most clearly around the 

discussion of threats and enforcement stories which tend to focus on specific projects, individual-

level enforcement action, and educational work.  

Another feature of the reports that helps form a favourable impression of the 

government’s efforts is brevity and diversity of content. The reports make brief mentions of 

many different activities, such as funded projects, enforcement actions, administrative 

agreements, stakeholder involvement, and so on. These activities are briefly explained and are 

seldom accompanied by an evaluation or a more thorough discussion. Yet, in mentioning the 

many types of work, the reports create an impression of busyness and high levels of activity 

around SARA’s implementation. 

This analysis suggests that mandatory disclosures, just like voluntary disclosures 

examined by Cuckston (2022), are used as calculative spaces and frame information in a 

particular way. The discretion used around the selection of case studies, and the amount and type 

of disclosures indicates an effort to portray government work in a positive light. This intent is 

also made visible by what is missing from the reports. While no calculation can take everything 

into account, examining the overflows can help understand how framing is used (Callon 1998; 

Christensen and Skærbæk 2007). In the case of SARA reports we note the little discussion of 

species assessed as at risk by COSEWIC but which are not listed under SARA. There is also 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AWFObv
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little discussion of systematic wide-spread threats, which are often industry wide. Similarly, 

there is little discussion about the effectiveness of the different actions or about the role of 

stakeholders in influencing the government. These overflows further suggest that the reports are 

written to convey a specific (positive) impression regarding the government’s ability to manage 

species at risk while not critiquing priority stakeholders like industry or provinces. 

The academic debate around mandatory-voluntary disclosure makes assumptions about 

each type. For example, it is often assumed that mandatory disclosures have clear requirements 

and are strictly enforced, while voluntary disclosures are ad hoc and arbitrary in nature, not 

comparable, and function as self-serving public relations exercises while avoiding regulatory 

oversight (Stubbs and Higgins 2018). It is a common belief, then, that regulation of sustainability 

disclosure would lead to an improvement in terms of quality and comparability of information 

(Fortuna et al. 2020). However, in practice, mandatory requirements can be vague and lack 

enforcement (e.g., Larrinaga et al. 2002), and voluntary disclosures can have clear requirements 

and high levels of compliance (e.g., CDP). Our analysis provides further evidence that the 

dichotomy is false, and that both voluntary and mandatory disclosures are subject to similar 

pressures and limitations in that any discretion is likely to be used to create a certain impression. 

Although the amount of discretion is likely higher when the requirements are vague, all 

disclosures are likely to have some discretion given that ambiguity makes legal requirements 

inherently indeterminate (Halliday and Carruthers 2007).22 

We note three characteristics of SARA reports that make them more useful. First, 

progress can be easily tracked because of the regular frequency of disclosure. Second, the main 

content themes are sufficiently specific and relevant. Also, what makes the content particularly 

useful is that the reports are required to cover activities over the preceding year, and thus there is 

no uncertainty over the staleness of information. This is similar to how corporate financial 

statements are required to identify the relevant time period, and in contrast to many corporate 

sustainability disclosures which frequently fail to do so. Lastly, the reports clearly follow a 

template, although one is not prescribed by the Act. This standardization of format makes 

information easy to process. These three characteristics of timeliness, content, and format, 

greatly improve the comparability and completeness of SARA reports from year to year, making 

 
22

 Even at 54,000 words, SARA has been criticised for vagueness (Turcotte et al. 2021). 
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it easier to scrutinize government performance. When these three characteristics are all present, 

they are likely to result in more useful and user-friendly disclosure, regardless of whether the 

disclosure is mandatory or voluntary. Indeed, focusing on disclosure characteristics other than 

their voluntary-mandatory nature is in line with the recognition of the growing reliance on soft-

law approaches to regulation and governance (Djelic and Quack 2018).  

While information provision and disclosure are necessary steps toward achieving 

accountability, the accountability loop can only be said to be functioning if the principal is able 

to take action to elicit changes in the performance of the agent (Bovens 2007). Hypothetically, it 

is possible for the public to vote a government out of office for failing to manage species at risk 

(Mansbridge 2003). In reality, it is highly unlikely that the issue of SARA administration and the 

management of species at risk would ever be a priority for voters in light of other more 

immediate issues like jobs, healthcare, and even climate change. Thus, this information is not 

sufficient to ensure accountable changes in behaviour along this channel.  

Yet our findings also highlight another channel through which the accountability loop can 

be completed. Even if voters are unlikely to hold the government to account, SARA reports, 

along with other government disclosures, provide information that allows other stakeholders, 

such as NGOs and civil society, to demand accountability. These organizations demand action 

by petitioning the government directly or through the courts. We observed this channel at work 

when, for example, NGOs forced the issuance of the emergency protection order for the Greater 

Sage-Grouse. Similarly, by filing judicial reviews, NGOs helped improve the process of critical 

habitat identification and protection (Taylor and Pinkus 2013). Although working through the 

court system may be slow and inefficient, it is no doubt a more effective accountability 

mechanism than through general elections.  

These results also suggest that even as civil society starts with less power vis-a-vis the 

federal government, compared to industry or provincial governments, the information provided 

by these disclosures increases their power. As Callon and Muniesa (2005, 1238) argue, an 

agency that is in a weak position initially can change the balance of power and become more 

active by gradually acquiring tools. Thus, accountability holders such as civil society can gain 

calculative power through these disclosures (Henri and Journeault 2010). 

By applying the three-stage framework to examine the Canadian public sector’s 

mandatory disclosures, we were able to engage in a more “nuanced and constructive form of 
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critical evaluation based on identifying what has been brought into, and what has been excluded 

from, [this] calculative space” (Cuckston 2022, 84). Future research can examine the specific 

techniques (and their limits) used in the calculative space that enable disclosures to achieve their 

intended effect. Future research should also examine the specific channels through which 

disclosures can be used to elicit accountability. Disclosures alone will not stem the tide of 

biodiversity loss, but they can be a key tool if they improve the accountability of those charged 

with protecting our Earthly home. 
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Table 1 

The number of species at risk with recovery strategies, by responsible department, over 2006-

2009. The Expected values are the government’s estimates as of 2005, and the Actual values are 

the actual numbers of species with final recovery strategies. 

 

  ECCC DFO PCA 

Year Expected Actual Expected Actual Expected Actual 

2006 83 10 21 6 29 20 

2007 65 15 20 25 17 5 

2008 11 4 8 10 0 5 

2009 12 1 2 1 3 3 

Total 171 30 51 42 49 33 
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Appendix: COSEWIC wildlife species assessment status categories 

Extinct 

    A wildlife species that no longer exists. 

 

Extirpated  

    A wildlife species that no longer exists in the wild in Canada, but exists elsewhere. 

 

Endangered 

    A wildlife species facing imminent extirpation or extinction. 

 

Threatened  

    A wildlife species that is likely to become endangered if nothing is done to reverse the factors 

leading to its extirpation or extinction. 

 

Special Concern  

    A wildlife species that may become threatened or endangered because of a combination of 

biological characteristics and identified threats. 

 

Data Deficient  

    A category that applies when the available information is insufficient (a) to resolve a wildlife 

species’ eligibility for assessment or (b) to permit an assessment of the wildlife species’ 

risk of extinction. 

 

Not At Risk  

    A wildlife species that has been evaluated and found to be not at risk of extinction given the 

current circumstances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


