[ POLICY ENGAGEMENT ]
Community energy in Guelph: Environment
and economy in partnership
By Alex Chapman
In 2006, the city of
Guelph, Ontario, received
a wake-up call.
The province of
Ontario’s Places to Grow
Act depicted a future in
which the population
of Guelph would grow
by 50 per cent over the
following 25 years (Province of Ontario). At the time, Guelph was home to
118,000 people, with another 18,000 students living
on campus at the University of Guelph during the
academic year. This legislation would see the population grow to 180,000 by 2031.
Historically, growth in population has gone
hand-in-hand with growth in consumption of
energy and water. In a world dependent on dwindling reserves of fossil fuels, this sort of growth
would pose problems common to any city–rising
costs, diminishing supply security, economic drag
and environmental degradation. Guelph faced
additional challenges arising from the nature of its
supply of electricity and water.
At present, the citizens, businesses and organizations in Guelph spend approximately $500 million a
year on energy. Virtually all of that energy is sourced
from outside the city–electricity from the Bruce
Power nuclear generating station or Niagara Falls,
natural gas from shale deposits in Montana and
gasoline from the Alberta oil sands. A small portion
of the half-billion-dollar spend remains in the city
to pay for wires, poles, pipes and filling stations, but
the rest leaves and does not return.
Since electricity rates are rising faster than inflation, the electricity portion of every ratepayer’s
budget is growing over time, crowding out other
demands on that money. The same goes for gasoline
and diesel, the current spell of low prices notwithstanding. Natural gas prices have remained relatively
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stable since 2008, but will face
upward pressure from declining
production, increased exports to
Europe, and rising controversy over
hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”)
techniques. This will drive Guelph’s
annual energy spend to over $1 billion by 2031–an all-but-debilitating
drag on the local economy.
Unique to Guelph is the fact
that its electricity is delivered via
an aging transmission line that
runs from Centre Wellington to
the north of the city. This line has
reliability issues and is approaching
its full capacity (Hydro One). If
nothing is done either to improve
the line or reduce the upward trend
in electricity demand in the city, there will not be enough electricity to
go around.
Also Guelph-specific is the challenge of water supply. Guelph relies
completely on groundwater, imposing natural limits on the amount of
water that can be extracted sustainably from the local aquifer. Another
limit is on alternatives, since regulations require each municipality to
extract from, and discharge to, the same watershed. Guelph is part of the
Grand River watershed, which has no room for additional extraction.
This means for Guelph to obtain water from a source other than the
ground beneath it, the only other option would be a pipeline running all
the way to Lake Erie, which is a distance of about 100 kilometres.
Caught between a rock and hard place, Guelph needed a plan.
In 2006, the city decided to create a community energy plan to
tackle the issue of ensuring adequate supply of energy and water to a
burgeoning population. A task force was assembled, including members
of the community, local businesses, local organizations, the local electric
and natural gas utilities, and all affected departments in the municipal
government. A consultancy was retained to quarterback the process,
which included multiple gatherings of the task force, several public
consultations, and meetings with such provincial bodies as the Ontario
Power Authority and the Ministry of Energy.
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The result, published in 2007, was Guelph’s Community Energy Plan
(Garforth). This 148-page plan detailed the challenges facing the city
and how they would be met. It analyzed Guelph’s current energy and
water use, benchmarked the city against high-performing communities
in Europe, and surveyed its potential for improved efficiency and local
energy generation. It also established specific targets for reductions in
per capita energy consumption (50 per cent) and per capita greenhouse
gas emissions (60 per cent) over the period to 2031, and identified
actions for how to meet these targets.
The ensuing few years saw the entrenchment of this plan in policy
to ensure it did not merely sit on the shelf gathering dust, and to
protect it from shifts in political direction. No plan can be executed
without someone to execute it, so staff resources and a budget were
assigned. The mayor’s task force on community energy became an
ongoing fixture to oversee the implementation. The plan was embedded in the City of Guelph Official Plan, a document that describes how
development will take place, including housing, industry, commercial
enterprises and institutions. The Community Energy Plan became the
Community Energy Initiative (CEI).
One notable aspect of the CEI was its positioning in the city organization. Often the issue of energy is addressed by a maintenance
department, but this is done with an internal focus on city facilities
and does not scale well to address the entire community. Sometimes,
the planning department will handle the issue, but this can produce a
long-term focus without immediate measures or results. A sustainability professional may take the lead, but may have difficulty mobilizing
resources toward specific policy objectives as environmental considerations may not be balanced with economic concerns.
Guelph chose to place the community energy department within its
enterprise group, alongside downtown renewal and economic development. This has positioned energy as an opportunity for the community,
rather than a risk to be managed. As a result, each program arising
from the CEI has been developed with an eye to how it might improve
the economy of the city, reducing costs for citizens and businesses while
attracting employers to the community. The CEI has grown a valuable and mutually beneficial partnership with the Guelph Chamber of
Commerce, and the chamber now has an energy transition committee
focused on the business end of the CEI, which is chaired by Guelph’s
corporate manager of community energy.
Another valuable business partnership has been one between the city
and its electric utility, Guelph Hydro. An unregulated sister company,
Envida, was set up to implement specific projects to meet the objectives
of the CEI. Among these projects are eight rooftop solar photovoltaic
arrays on city buildings. Each of these has a contract with the Ontario
Power Authority to supply electricity to the grid under the MicroFIT
program of the Green Energy and Green Economy Act. Capital is supplied from Envida, so there is no impact on the city budget.
A third important partnership has developed between the city and
local environmental non-governmental organization eMerge Guelph.
eMerge has three programming channels or pathways, focusing on
the home, street and neighbourhood. An example is the recent implementation of Project Neutral, an initiative started in Toronto to bring
a measure of friendly competition between neighbourhoods to the
realm of personal energy conservation and carbon emissions reduction.
eMerge has pursued a social enterprise model to ensure it will not be
www.peo.on.ca

dependent on grants and donations to continue
delivering on its goals.
The economic connection is also evident in the
way two CEI programming areas, district energy
(DE) and energy efficiency, are being pursued. Both
will be entirely self-sustaining without the need
for funding from the Guelph municipal tax base.
Both will contribute substantially to local economic
competitiveness and will make the city an attractive
destination for investment. Both will involve a strategic implementation network of the top industry
players, emphasizing long-term relationships leading
to lower costs and other mutual benefits.
DE, which uses shared infrastructure to deliver
heating and cooling to multiple buildings, has a
mature market in Europe. Its North American counterpart is still in its relative infancy, with Guelph
being the only municipality that has a stated goal
to create a city-wide network. The city’s target is
to serve half of its heating needs with DE by 2041
(Envida). With DE nodes in production in the
downtown core and in the greenfield Hanlon Creek
Business Park in the south end of the city, the program has a healthy start.
Energy efficiency is another major programming
emphasis of the CEI. Canadian buildings are, on
average, half as efficient as European comparators.
Although the current Ontario Building Code has
made significant strides in mandating higher energy
efficiency for new construction, most of the existing
building stock will still be in use in 2031. To make
a significant impact on city-wide energy efficiency, a
program to improve efficiency of existing buildings
is necessary.
A recent legislative change allows a financing
mechanism called Local Improvement Charges to
be used to finance energy and water conservation
projects (Aird & Berlis). This innovation promises
to open the door to retrofit projects that would otherwise not be economical. Coupled with a program
design aimed to simplify the end-user experience
compared to prior programs (such as ecoENERGY
for Homes), Guelph’s energy efficiency retrofit program promises to deliver CEI efficiency targets. City
staff hope to launch the program in late spring 2015.
What does the future hold for Guelph?
continued on p. 42
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First, the CEI is in need of an update. The document was written before the
Green Energy and Green Economy Act of 2009. Since then, costs for renewable energy
sources, most notably solar photovoltaics, have dropped considerably. The targets
for local renewable generation may need to be revised upwards. The quality of available data on energy use has risen; better data means better insights, which may lead
to different targets. Fortunately, due in part to Guelph’s innovation on energy matters, the Ontario Ministry of Energy now offers funding for municipalities seeking
to create a municipal energy plan, or to enhance an existing one (Ontario Ministry
of Energy).
Second, better tools are in the offing to measure the effect of various policy
measures on the local economy and on other metrics, such as energy use and the environment. The Places and Spaces Program of Royal Roads University (Community
Research Connections) aims to create such tools to assist municipalities with evaluating alternative policies. Guelph is participating in a pilot of this program.
Third, Guelph continues to look for success stories in other locales. Because the
CEI had an outward-looking emphasis, comparing Guelph against high performers wherever they may be, the implementation of the CEI has not suffered from
the “not invented here” syndrome. The latest example comes from next door in
Kitchener-Waterloo. Sustainable Waterloo Region’s Regional Carbon Initiative has
chalked up significant achievements in reducing greenhouse gas emissions among
participating businesses. The program has been packaged for implementation in
other areas, under the name Sustainability CoLab (sustainabilitycolab.org). Guelph
is looking at the possibility of applying this model.
Fourth, the evidence shows that technological measures can have a positive
impact on energy efficiency, but behavioural change can have an even more significant impact. Guelph is evaluating options for educational programs at all levels. The
elementary school students of today will be starting families when the CEI reaches

the end of its planning horizon. If they
are equipped with knowledge of how
to conserve energy, they could make a
dramatic contribution to reaching the
energy efficiency and greenhouse gas
emissions targets of the CEI.
Guelph responded to the challenge
of rising population and constraints
on energy and water by creating its
Community Energy Initiative. Environmental problems are also economic
problems. Economic challenges can also
represent economic opportunities. By
recognizing this, Guelph has positioned
itself to be a strong competitor in the
post-carbon economy.
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Students registered at any Ontario postsecondary institution are invited to enter the
Ontario Centre for Engineering and Public
Policy’s 2015 Student Essay Competition.
There are two categories: undergraduate and
graduate. The winner of each category will
receive a $1,000 award.
Contest rules, essay topics and past winners’
papers are available on the “For students” page
of www.ocepp.ca. Any questions can be sent
to info@ocepp.ca.
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Submission deadline: midnight ET, April 3, 2015.
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