Community Report

Prince George Energy Transition Group

This report summarizes the Community Energy Dialogue held on January 14, 2025, in Prince George
with the Energy Transition Group (ETG). The EGT was formed in 2024 by individuals from the Prince
George Electric Vehicles Association (PG EVA) and the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC)
and facilitates monthly discussions on a variety of different aspects of the energy transition. The
conversation involved fourteen in-person and three online participants and was facilitated by Sinead
Earley. Quotes here are from the community dialogue and have been reported anonymously.
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NORTHERN REGIONAL ENERGY DIALOGUES ISANACCELERATING COMMUNITY ENERGY
TRANSFORMATION (ACET) PROJECT LED BY SINEAD EARLEY, TAMARA KRAWCHENKO AND KARA SHAW IN
PARTNERSHIP WITH THE UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA, UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA,
AND THROUGH SUPPORT FROM THE COMMUNITY ENERGY ASSOCIATION AND THE NORTHERN BRITISH

COLUMBIA CLIMATE ACTION NETWORK (NORTHCAN).

WE ARE WORKING WITH COMMUNITIES AND FIRST NATIONS ACROSS NORTHERN BRITISH COLUMBIA TO
HELP THEM IDENTIFY THEIR INTERESTS, NEEDS, AND OPPORTUNITIES IN SUPPORT OF RENEWABLE
ENERGY TRANSITIONS. THE CURRENT PHASE OF THE PROJECT IS FOCUSED ON CONVENING COMMUNITY
BASED AND REGIONAL ENERGY DIALOGUES. FUTURE PHASES WILL SUPPORT TARGETED AND
COMMUNITY-IDENTIFIED CAPACITY BUILDING INITIATIVES AND HELP FORMALIZE THEM WITH
ENDURING PEER NETWORKS.

UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA

"ACET UNBC

ACCELERATING COMMUNITY ENERGY TRANSFORMATION

Report drafted by Sinead Earley, Associate Professor, School of Planning and Sustainability, UNBC.
Please send questions or comments to sinead.earley@unbc.ca
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Summary

The discussion highlighted momentum towards renewable energy adoption, while
also noting that new technologies and infrastructures face several barriers. The group
stressed that Prince George’s current energy system is dominated by fossil fuels; they
are a cultural and practical default and there is a high level of perceived risks and
unreliability associated with alternatives in northern regions. Participants also
described the energy system as heavily shaped by government and BC Hydro
priorities, and that policies are revenue-driven rather than citizen-focused. There are
technical and information gaps around emerging technologies, and there is mistrust
surrounding industry and government messaging. People lack clear, trustworthy
information about new technologies and are seeking greater energy literacy for
professional installers, contractors, and the public.

The group is also optimistic about electrification and a growing community interest in
renewable energy sources. They identify transportation electrification as a priority,
while raising concerns related to future hydroelectric generating capacity,
dependencies, and associated vulnerabilities. The discussion highlighted the need for
urban planning and developer engagement, for solar and other technologies to be
integrated into new developments, and for the City of Prince George to facilitate this
through zoning and bylaws that support renewable infrastructure. There is interest in
local sufficiency and supply chains, particularly for food and forest products. There is
also a general desire for regional learning and collaboration; participants stressed the
importance of highlighting historical wins (e.g., northern communities that have
decades of experience integrating renewables into community planning) and learning
from off-grid Indigenous communities that are leading energy system innovation.
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Key Recommendations
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Support training programs for contractors, electricians, and installers to in-
crease local expertise and reduce conflicting information.

Improve electrification planning and transparent communications from BC
Hydro.

Encourage transparency in pricing across the technology supply chain to
reduce community mistrust.

Strengthen transportation transition efforts through expanded EV infra-
structure and EV access via trade policy reform.

Explore community-based energy initiatives such as energy improvement
districts, cooperative solar or geothermal systems, or energy innovation hubs
for collective learning, shared resources, and action.

Support policies and programs that strengthen local sufficiency (e.g., regional
food systems, local forestry processing and refinement).

Embed renewable energy into urban planning (e.g., zoning bylaws to support
renewable energy infrastructure and incentives for developers to integrate RE
and efficiency measures into subdivision and building design).

Strengthen collaboration between planners, engineers, and energy re-
searchers to align land-use decisions with energy objectives.
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Key Assets & Actors

The group outlined fossil fuels and electricity as dominating Prince George’s energy
system: natural gas for heating, gasoline, light oils, and heavy oils for transport, and
electricity for heating and cooling. The Husky Energy light oil refinery has been in
operation since 1982, purchased by Tidewater Midstream & Infrastructure in 2019.
Alongside natural gas processing and light oil refining and storage, Tidewater has also
been producing biodiesel and hydrogen since 2023. BC Hydro is clearly a major actor in
relation to electricity and grid distribution, and the BC Utilities Commission was also
referenced in the session as playing a large role in mediating regulatory change.

66 “[The City] is doing a lot for progressive energy efficiency with
their buildings and operations. We have the community heating

system.” 99

Bioenergy is also a feature in the community. Tied to its central position in the northern
BC forestry sector, the City of Prince George was an early demonstration site for
bioenergy system innovation and partnership. The Downtown Renewable Energy
System (DRES), completed in 2012, was one of the first municipal district energy
systems in Canada using renewables as its primary source of energy. The distribution
system provides space heating and domestic hot water to more than a dozen buildings
using water heated from the Lakeland Mills bioenergy system. As described by one
participant: “[The city] is doing a lot for progressive energy efficiency with their
buildings and operations. We have the community heating system.”

UNBC has played a significant role with the installation of Canada’s first university-
owned wood pellet heating system in 2009, the Bioenergy Plant in 2011, and the
Sustainable Communities Demonstration Project (SCDP) - a campus district energy
system intended to serve as a model for energy security for Canada’s off-grid
communities. Prince George has also been the convening space for bioeconomy
initiatives and partnerships, and many mills in the city integrate cogeneration
(combined heat and power) applications. This is seen as significant on a provincial
scale, particularly for powering forestry operations: “The forest processing facilities on
mass in the province, they're the second largest producer of electricity.”

Solar and geothermal opportunities were described as increasing, but “need the grid in
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order to work for us,” foreshadowing some of the concerns raised by the group that are
presented in this report. Participants referenced local renewable energy installation
companies that are providing quality and timely services. Gott Energy was listed as an
example of solar energy system installers (offices in Prince George and Nanaimo).

Challenges

Electrification

Advocacy for electrification is strong within the group, particularly for transportation.
Yet there are concerns about generating capacity, the risks of hydro dependency, and
rising industrial consumption.

There is a general sense that demand is going to significantly increase, for example,
that the province will “roughly need to double electric generating capacity in this
province, right?” There are concerns about meeting the rising demand. One participant
asked: “Where will the province find that capacity that will be sufficient for future
electricity needs? One of the concerns around capacity is we just need a lot more of it
and preferably, of the renewable kind, wind and solar.”

66 “We are so overwhelmingly reliant on hydro for our electricity
generation. We are not invulnerable to, for example, ex-tended
droughts or severe droughts, having low reservoir levels, having an
impact on generation capacity. What are the solutions to that? |
think diversification of our electricity sources.” 99

One participant depicted hydro reliance in BC as a vulnerability: “In BC we are so
overwhelmingly reliant on hydro for our electricity generation. We are not invulnerable
to, for example, extended droughts or severe droughts, having low reservoir levels,
having an impact on generation capacity. What are the solutions to that? I think
diversification of our electricity sources.”

It is unclear to people how BC Hydro will meet demand projections, and participants
want more information about how sources will be diversified beyond hydroelectricity.
Furthermore, meeting demands through energy imports is not desirable: “One issue
that we should be aware of, to make up for that shortfall, we are seeing more and more
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imports of electricity from significantly dirtier sources like from Alberta and from the
us.”

66 “...displacing all your power you’re generating for other
purposes and using it for old technologies.” 99

One participant is concerned that electricity generation, and Site C in particular, is
going to largely be consumed by LNG facilities or pipeline compression. This is
“displacing all your power you’re generating for other purposes and using it for old
technologies”; this participant sees this as “"misplaced priorities on what they want to
do, so government policy is the challenge.” They see government policy oriented
towards industrial development and not citizen and residential use. They see this as a
barrier to community-scale system change. Furthermore, “to go to that scale is going to
require some technologies that, it's not there yet. I'm having a hard time seeing at the
small-scale community level what can really happen that's going to have a big dent.”

New Technologies: Accessible Information & Cost

Limited access to clear information on emerging technologies was discussed as a
challenge. This lack of knowledge was discussed as existing at both the individual and
business level: there is a “lack of knowledge as individuals, and even as businesses
who could sell, install, and maintain the product.”

People are wanting to talk to service and equipment providers who can explain the full
range of options, and combinations of options, such as a combined furnace and heat
pump system. They are seeking more energy and technological literacy on the
professional services side. Many of their current encounters are confusing. For
example, “if you go talk to different distributors, different plumbers, different people
on what you're trying to get, you'll hear all kinds of stories that add a massive amount
of confusion to whether systems work or don't work. That scares people off. I think
there'd be more people willing to make that investment, but when you go at an outlet
and they go - well, it doesn't really work that way, once you get past minus 18 a heat
pump’s no good. Even in those professions, there seems to be limited effort to say, but
what you can do is a heat pump plus this other system. If you don't go looking for it, it's
highly unlikely you're going to discover all the options you have available to you.”

Gott Energy was used as an example of the importance of informed, high-quality
assessors and installers. "They came out and they did a review, and they told me what
was possible and I'm really happy. I have had my solar system now since July of last
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year. And yes, in the winter, especially when there's snow on it, I don't get any energy.
But from July until October, November even, I had a really good output. And if you have
someone to assess your house, maybe you would be quite surprised, and you know
what you can do, and what is possible with your property.”

66 “..you'll hear all kinds of stories that add a massive
amount of confusion to whether systems work or don't
work. That scares people off. | think there'd be more
people willing to make that investment, but when you go
at an outlet and they go - well, it doesn't really work that
way...There seems to be limited effort to say, but what
you can do is a heat pump plus this other system. If you
don't go looking for it, it's highly unlikely you're going to
discover all the options you have available to you.” 99

People often do not know where to start, and more information and knowledgeable
service providers can help to address this. For example “I'm looking at getting a used
EV and I'm trying to figure it out...I couldn't find out what needs to be in place to make
that available in my home.” They want to know more about heat pumps and “how to
get the appropriate professionals into a small community so that we can get [them]
installed.”

One of the other major limitations is cost. Participants feel that the “rate of return,
breakeven point, payback time, return on investment is too long.” For example, they
are experiencing recent increases in the cost and time to install heat pumps, compared
to furnaces; relative costs is a deciding factor. There is also concern about what is
driving costs for new technologies, and skepticism around fair pricing. There is a sense
that financial power in the emerging technology sectors are prioritizing corporate
benefit over community benefit. As stated by one participant, “it's not supply chain
that's driving those prices up. Somewhere in the middle someone said, hey, here's an
opportunity for us to make a lot of money, and they're jacking prices up.”
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66 “It's not supply chain that's driving those prices up.
Somewhere in the middle someone said, hey, here's an
opportunity for us to make a lot of money, and they're

jacking prices up.” 99

There is skepticism around industry influence and mistrust of information, from
industry and government. They are posing questions like, “*How does industry
misinform the public about energy projects which primarily benefit them, but not the
public as a whole? I would like to know more.” Participants expressed concern that
policy choices and investments are still tightly tied to carbon-intensive technologies,
and they’re not seeing a shift from government and private-sector actors. As stated,
“right now that's the problem. I'm not seeing the light at the other end. I'm not seeing
the PC [computer] yet for us to get rid of the typewriter, just yet. For me, it's a
technology question and adapting technology.”

Fossil Fuels as Default

When asked what energy looks like in Prince George, the first thing that one group
responded with was “supply, and how fossil fuels are basically taken for granted. And
that's a default for everything.” They also described people as risk averse: “It might be
individuals; it might be contractors. Somebody's got to take some risk to try new
things.”

66 “...supply, and how fossil fuels are basically taken for
granted. And that's a default for everything.” 9

Those present spoke of a reluctance or nervousness for change, with much of this
related to reliability and effectiveness of new technologies in northern regions. One
participant suggested that people are not willing to change their daily practice, such as
integrating the planning that comes with EV charging. As described by one participant,
“a lot of people have a nervousness about alternative energies and reliability in the
middle of winter. Whether that be heat pumps or whether that be electric cars, that is
something that's part of the difficulty they have to overcome for change.”

One of the things that is deeply engrained in Prince George is “culture. Big trucks are
good, bicycles arent.” An allegiance to automobile and gas use is strong and was
described as a cultural practice that is hard to change, adapt, or transition. This exists
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for individual mobility choices, but also in professional fields. For example, “attitudes in
the trades. Some of them are just behind the times and they're happy doing what
they’re doing and not willing to learn something new.” One participant also described
how there are “generational differences, too, in terms of what's a priority. You're young
and working hard and got families and setting the thermostat is maybe not a higher
priority.” Some of this reluctance to change is linked to culture and competing
priorities, but it is also linked to skepticism of a “one-size-fits-all” government and
industry approach, stated as: “there's a human tendency to say it's got to work for
every scenario, or it's no good.” This does not translate into a desire for change in
Prince George and other northern communities that are confronted by drastic seasonal
changes, among other geographical differences.

Government Mandate & Revenue-Oriented Policy

One of the early statements in the session was “the concept of energy is defined by
government.” The impression is that government ministries and BC Hydro have a high
degree of control over what the energy system looks like and deciding what goals
influence energy planning. As described by one participant: “There's a lot of blackouts.
It's an inconsistent supply of energy to people. The government's motive is making
profit by any means.” There is concern over revenue-oriented energy policy.

66 “There's a lot of blackouts. It's an inconsistent supply of
energy to people. The government's motive is making
profit by any means.” 99

There is also doubt around policy stability, with solar and net metering raised as
examples. In terms of solar options, “there seems to be a lot of interest, and people
ask me a lot of questions because I put one in, but there’s some caution out there
because BC Hydro is looking to change the net metering policy.” The role of the BC
Utilities Commission was also brought up, with people wanting transparency and more
public dialogue around rate changes. As described, “right now, what we have with net
metering is very attractive. But obviously there's people that are suspicious that they're
looking to change that.” People are frustrated by solar panel rebates and incentives
when they are also hearing (or not hearing) about potential net metering service rate
changes. The attractiveness for installation goes down in response to uncertainty. Put
simply, incentives from BC Hydro need to be clear and effective: "...if it were financially
a little bit more attractive, you might have more people step into solar and say, yep, I'll
contribute to the grid.”
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A few participants also expressed concern over the regulatory streamlining of
renewable energy projects. As stated by one person, “they’re not having environmental
assessments done. They've skipped that step. So, as far as planning goes, I have a
concern with fast tracking these energy needs. Why are we missing a vital step like
environmental assessment?”

Opportunities & Priorities

Shift to Renewables

There is a strong interest in the group to shift to renewable energy sources, and for
some, energy efficiency was stated as the highest priority. While acknowledging fossil
fuel dependencies, one participant states that “I have a preference to see a move,
rather, to more renewables for the Prince George area.” Responding to climate change
is a driving factor; “the discussion is about needing to cool in the summer. This was
never a requirement before. We're having warmer summers.” Another motivating factor
is around the idea that the transition is happening, and people will be left behind if they
don’t get on board. For example, “In 5 or 10 years, carbon-based fuels will have such
little demand that they become very unprofitable for companies. We're already seeing
a significant decline in gas stations. That's going to cause a problem for people who try
to remain on gas and diesel vehicles.” The idea of stranded assets surfaced.

Solar (residential and utility-scale), wind, geothermal, and battery storage systems
were prominent options. Hydroelectricity (including quite a bit of discussion around
run-of-river opportunities and mention of tunnel/pumped storage hydropower) is also
central.

Participants feel that seeing local examples of new technology installations in action
would be beneficial. Not having that is a barrier: a “lack of local examples of some of
these newer approaches, so people can better understand the pros, cons, and
capabilities of them. Even worse, the examples that we do have, there’s not a good
network of sharing data and experience of these local examples.” They are seeking a
network for sharing data and experience, and examples in Prince George would be
most insightful and inspiring.

10 |



66  “The numbers are starting to work for a lot of people..To
me, transport is going to be the lowest hanging fruit to
finally make substantial changes in this community.” 99

Transportation was flagged by several participants as a priority, described as a “low-
hanging fruit.” This pertained largely to electrification but also included discussions
around public transit and active transportation options (primarily biking). One
participant highlighted vehicle to grid (V2G) technology for electric vehicles: “They!'ll
enable increased use of solar, wind and other intermittent electrical production and
reduce the cost of operating the grid, reduce the amount of upgrade required, and I
should add, reduce what the customer needs to pay.” It is also considered a high
priority because it is starting to make financial sense. For example, “the numbers are
starting to work for a lot of people. I have friends that live in Ness Lake and all of a
sudden they're looking at how much they spend on fuel. And they can go buy a Cadillac
[EV] and [save what] they're paying for fuel...To me, transport is going to be the lowest
hanging fruit to finally make substantial changes in this community.”

There is also strong advocacy in the group around availability and affordability of
electric vehicles, and major changes in trade policy. Specifically, “remove tariffs on
Chinese products. This will make better products available to us to use because they're
leading the energy transition and development of products amazingly. It will greatly
reduce the cost for companies, utilities, and people who make the transition.”

Public and active transportation options were also part of the discussion. E-bikes are
great in urban contexts. They are sometimes restricted by weather, but the low cost
outweighs the other issues. Two participants tell their story: “For reducing emissions
and for exercise, [we] have bought e-bikes to ride to work. They mostly do it when the
weather is good. But for [others], they wouldn't ride a bike because they have hills
along the way. As soon as they step into the world of electric bikes, now they can get
the exercise without the intensity. A lot of [people] have very positive comments about
that.”

One participant does caution, however, that better biking infrastructure and protective
by laws will have to precede greater uptake. According to one participant, “I'm a great
bike lover but if you talk to a lot of people, there's no infrastructure set up in this town
for safe bike riding. Bike lanes are hit and miss and traffic laws aren't great for
protecting bikers. So that's discouraged a lot of people over the years. We've had some
horrendous accidents for bikers, and it scares everybody off, which is a real shame.”
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The public transit system also garnered criticism: “Our buses, it's not used like it
should be my opinion. It could be a little bit more convenient.”

Urban Planning and Renewable Energy Integration

Suburban development, urban sprawl, and air quality are long-standing but growing
concerns in Prince George. The group is thinking about how to build renewables into
neighborhood planning and housing design, and how to get housing developers on
board: "There is potential to use community geothermal, but we need to push the
developers to do this.” There need to be more incentives for builders to integrate new
energy technologies into their houses and housing developments.

66 “There is potential to use community geothermal, but
we need to push the developers to do this.” 9%

Participants noted that the City of Prince George has a big role to play as well, through
zoning and bylaws that support the spatial and infrastructure needs of renewable
energy technologies. For instance, “building codes, I think, need to be changed, maybe
more frequently, based on current research so things can be applied more quickly but
still effectively and safely.” There was a call for an integration of urban planning and
community energy research, that can in turn, inform policy.

66 “How would | even talk to people in my community
about getting together on doing things like that? | don't
know where to start.” 99

The group also brought up many points related to neighborhood scale collaboration.
For example, “when we talk about community, if even in my neighborhood and the way
that my house is set up, everything is blocking me from putting solar on my roof. It's
North facing, and the house that's attached to me, their roof is 6 feet taller, so it
creates shadow...How would I even talk to people in my community about getting
together on doing things like that. I don't know where to start.” There are examples of
organizations that facilitate these kinds of community scale collaboration, such as
energy improvement districts (EDIs), information hubs, or energy cooperatives. Prince
George might be a great case to explore models for community-based energy
innovation hubs or networks.
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The group also discussed opportunities around the peri-urban or rural-urban interface
where there is land that is suitable and available for mid-size or utility scale production
(e.g., for solar or wind farms). The recent renovations to the airport were brought up as
an example where solar farm development was proposed, but the current status is
unknown.

Local Sufficiency

There were several points made about the localization or regionalization of economy.
Participants expressed the shortening of supply chains, “grow, build, and buy local,” as
something they would like to see more of. The group was particularly attuned to the
GHG emissions associated with transportation: “There's a new restaurant in town, and
everything is cooked in Vancouver and transported up here. And even Tim Hortons,
they do all their cooking outside of Toronto and ship it here frozen and then heat it up.
We could be more locally sufficient. Our lumbering and harvesting, we need to stop
moving cut trees every which way. There's a refinery, Tidewater, in town. They're the
first to produce renewable diesel.”

66 “Policies aren't equitable, so we need policy change to
have fair business competition.” 99

Agriculture and forestry were both referred to as sectors where local production,
processing, and refining could be opportunities. Still, they see misplaced priorities at
the level of the provincial government, and not enough support for local production. As
expressed, “policies aren't equitable, so we need policy change to have fair business
competition.”

Regional Connections

Many of the responses during the session were focused on individual, residential, and
neighbourhood scale issues, but there are also wider regional connections that people
are thinking about. Put simply, “it would be nice to hear what other areas are doing.”
Particularly, the stories and transition strategies coming from more remote places and
off-grid communities are inspiring. A participant brought up the example of Takla
Nation engaging in long-term electricity load forecasting to help address peak demand
needs and develop the most suitable clean energy alternatives to diesel generation.
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There is recognition that there is collaboration between Nations; “they're also involved
with other outlying communities, a lot of First Nations communities who've got lots of
incentives to get better options.” Examples from communities that have shifted to
community-owned and operated energy systems as an imperative, might also be
insightful in the urban context.

As indicated earlier, some participants expressed interest in community-owned and
cooperative models. Learning about examples like the Peace Energy Cooperative is of
interest: “I was kind of keen on that, seeing if we can do something like that more
locally here on this side of the Rockies.” Connections across in other parts of northern
BC on particular financial or organizational models would be useful for this group.

Another participant noted that it is not only about connecting with other renewable
energy projects in the region, but also about highlighting that there are long-standing
initiatives out there. For instance, “I remember meeting a fellow from McBride, 20
years ago, and he was one of the leaders in getting some run-of-river things going out
there. You never hear about that anymore. It's...away in the background. It would be
nice if there were more updates on what's new and what's working well, and what
crashed and burned.” Participants would welcome a forum showing that there is a
history of northern communities integrating renewables into the energy system. People
would welcome more documentation on what has worked well, what has not, and what
lessons were learned.
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