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On April 27, 2015, the Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada issued a guidance
document entitled “Anti-spam law’s changes to Canadian federal privacy law: A guide
for businesses doing e-marketing” and a related “Helpful Tips” summary document. The
Guide explains basic privacy law requirements for the use of personal information
(including email addresses) to send commercial messages (including emails), and
provides recommendations for compliance. The Guide is an important reminder that
organizations that send commercial electronic messages must comply with both
Canada’s anti-spam law and Canadian privacy laws.

Privacy Laws and CASL

Canadian privacy laws, including the federal Personal Information Protection and
Electronic Documents Act (“PIPEDA”), regulate the collection, use and disclosure of
personal information. Privacy laws provide that, subject to limited exceptions, an
individual’s personal information (including name and email address) may not be
collected, used or disclosed without the individual’s meaningful consent. PIPEDA
permits the collection and use of personal information without consent in exceptional
circumstances, but those exceptions do not apply to an electronic address that was
collected by a computer program designed to collect electronic addresses (a process
known as “address harvesting”) or by unlawful access to a computer system.

Canada’s anti-spam law (commonly known as “CASL”) creates a comprehensive regime
of offences, enforcement mechanisms and potentially severe penalties designed to
prohibit unsolicited or misleading commercial electronic messages, the unauthorized
commercial installation and use of computer programs on another person’s computer
system and other forms of online fraud. For most organizations, the key parts of CASL
are the rules for commercial electronic messages. Subject to limited exceptions, CASL
prohibits the sending of a commercial electronic message unless the recipient has given
informed consent (express or implied in limited circumstances) to receive the message
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and the message complies with prescribed formalities (including an effective and
promptly implemented unsubscribe mechanism) and is not misleading.

Regulatory Guidance

The Guide is a reminder that commercial messages are regulated by both CASL (which
regulates the sending of commercial electronic messages) and Canadian privacy laws
(which regulate the collection, use and disclosure of email addresses in the course of
commercial activities).

The Guide explains some of the basic Canadian privacy law requirements for
commercial electronic marketing activities. Following is a summary:

e Accountability: An organization is accountable for how the organization and its
service providers collect, use and disclose personal information (including email
addresses) in the course of commercial activities.

e Consent: An organization is required to obtain an individual’s meaningful consent
to the organization’s collection, use and disclosure of the individual’s personal
information. An individual’s consent should be obtained before or at the time the
individual’s personal information is collected, and should be renewed before or
when the personal information is used for a new purpose. An organization should
allow individuals to withdraw consent to the use of their personal information at
any time, subject to legal or contractual restrictions and reasonable notice.

e Service Providers: An organization is accountable for commercial electronic
marketing performed for the organization by its service providers, and is
responsible for ensuring that its service providers obtain appropriate consent for
the collection, use and disclosure of personal information for commercial
electronic marketing purposes.

e Purchased Address Lists: An organization must ensure that electronic
addresses used in the course of commercial activities by or on behalf of the
organization have been obtained with appropriate consent, even if the addresses
are purchased from an address list vendor.

o Address Harvesting: An organization that engages in address harvesting, or
uses an address list compiled through address harvesting, runs a real risk that
the organization will be collecting or using electronic addresses without consent
in contravention of privacy laws.

The Guide provides some practical recommendations to avoid contravening privacy
laws. Following is a summary:

o Consent: When an organization collects an individual’s email address, the
organization should clearly and accurately explain how the organization will use
and disclose the email address. An organization should not assume that an
individual whose electronic address is available online (e.g. on a website)
consents to the use of the address for commercial marketing purposes.

« Due Diligence - Purchased Lists: If an organization intends to send commercial
electronic messages using an address list purchased from an address list vendor,
the organization should make appropriate enquiries to ensure that the vendor
obtained appropriate consent to the collection and use by the organization of the
listed addresses.
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« Due Diligence - Service Providers: If an organization engages a marketing
service provider, the organization should make appropriate enquiries to ensure
that the service provider complies with privacy law requirements regarding the
collection and use of electronic addresses to promote the organization and its
business.

o Current Information: An organization dealing with an address list vendor or a
marketing service provider should make appropriate enquiries to ensure that the
vendor or service provider keeps its electronic address lists up to date (e.g. by
removing addresses when individuals withdraw consent by unsubscribing from
the receipt of future marketing emails) and informs the organization of those
changes.

e Consent Withdrawal: An organization should enable individuals to withdraw
consent to the use of their personal information at any time, subject to legal or
contractual restrictions and reasonable notice.

e Documentation/Contracts: An organization should document (for future
reference) the organization’s due diligence regarding privacy law compliance,
and should include in contracts with address list vendors and marketing service
providers appropriate obligations for compliance with both privacy laws and
CASL.

Comment

Organizations that send commercial electronic messages must comply with both
Canadian privacy laws and CASL. As a general rule, organizations that send
commercial electronic messages should ensure that each message recipient has given
meaningful consent to both the organization’s collection and use of the individual’s email
address and the receipt of the organization’s commercial electronic messages.

Expertise

Compliance with Privacy & Data Protection, Cybersecurity, Privacy & Data Protection, Corporate Commercial,
Information Technology


https://www.blg.com/en/services/practice-areas/cybersecurity-privacy-data-protection/compliance-with-privacy-date-protection
https://www.blg.com/en/services/practice-areas/cybersecurity-privacy-data-protection
https://www.blg.com/en/services/practice-areas/corporate-commercial
https://www.blg.com/en/services/practice-areas/information-technology

BLG

BLG | Canada’s Law Firm

As the largest, truly full-service Canadian law firm, Borden Ladner Gervais LLP (BLG) delivers practical legal
advice for domestic and international clients across more practices and industries than any Canadian firm.
With over 725 lawyers, intellectual property agents and other professionals, BLG serves the legal needs of
businesses and institutions across Canada and beyond — from M&A and capital markets, to disputes, financing,
and trademark & patent registration.

blg.com

BLG Offices

Calgary Ottawa Vancouver

Centennial Place, East Tower World Exchange Plaza 1200 Waterfront Centre
520 3rd Avenue S.W. 100 Queen Street 200 Burrard Street
Calgary, AB, Canada Ottawa, ON, Canada Vancouver, BC, Canada
T2P OR3 K1P 1J9 V7X 1T2

T 403.232.9500 T 613.237.5160 T 604.687.5744

F 403.266.1395 F 613.230.8842 F 604.687.1415
Montréal Toronto

1000 De La Gauchetiéere Street West Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

Suite 900 22 Adelaide Street West

Montréal, QC, Canada Toronto, ON, Canada

H3B 5H4 M5H 4E3

T 514.954.2555 T 416.367.6000

F 514.879.9015 F 416.367.6749

The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to constitute legal advice, a complete statement of the law, or an
opinion on any subject. No one should act upon it or refrain from acting without a thorough examination of the law after the facts of a specific
situation are considered. You are urged to consult your legal adviser in cases of specific questions or concerns. BLG does not warrant or
guarantee the accuracy, currency or completeness of this publication. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written
permission of Borden Ladner Gervais LLP. If this publication was sent to you by BLG and you do not wish to receive further publications from
BLG, you may ask to remove your contact information from our mailing lists by emailing unsubscribe@blg.com or manage your subscription
preferences at blg.com/MyPreferences. If you feel you have received this message in error please contact communications@blg.com. BLG’s
privacy policy for publications may be found at blg.com/en/privacy.

© 2025 Borden Ladner Gervais LLP. Borden Ladner Gervais LLP is an Ontario Limited Liability Partnership.


http://www.blg.com
mailto:unsubscribe@blg.com
http://blg.com/MyPreferences
mailto:communications@blg.com
http://www.blg.com/en/privacy
http://www.blg.com/en/privacy
http://www.blg.com/en/privacy



