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Definitions of Cumulative Effects 
 

The definition of cumulative effects is an ongoing source of discussion among 
Environmental Assessment practitioners.  The following definitions are provided to 
help explain the concept of cumulative effects to Lands Governance Directors.  
 

• “Cumulative effects are changes to the environment that are caused by an 
action in combination with other past, present and future human actions” (AXYS 
1999, p. 1) 

• "Cumulative environmental effects" are defined more narrowly in the 
Practitioners Guide (AXYS 1999) than under the [Canadian Environmental 
Assessment] Act. While the Practitioners Guide is limited to cumulative 
biophysical effects, assessments of cumulative environmental effects under the 
Act can extend to the effects of such changes on health and socio-economic 
conditions, physical and cultural heritage, and other matters described in the 
definition of "environmental effects" in section 5 of the Act”.  

• “Though the [Yukon Environmental and Socio-economic Assessment] Act does 
not provide a definition of cumulative effects, the concept is understood to be 
the combined environmental or socio-economic impacts that accumulate from a 
series of similar or related individual actions, contaminants, or projects. 
Although each action may seem to have a small impact, the combined effect 
can be significant” (Yukon Environmental and Socio-economic Assessment 
Board 2005, p. 1) 

Cumulative impacts result when the effects of an action are added to or interact with 
other effects in a particular place and within a particular time. It is the combination of 
these effects, and any resulting environmental degradation, that should be the focus of 
cumulative impact analysis. While impacts can be differentiated by direct, indirect, and 
cumulative, the concept of cumulative impacts takes into account all disturbances 
since cumulative impacts result in the compounding of the effects of all actions over 
time. Thus the cumulative impacts of an action can be viewed as the total effects on a 
resource, ecosystem, or human community of that action and all other activities 
affecting that resource no matter what entity (federal, non-federal, or private) is taking 
the actions (US EPA 1999, p. 2). 
 


