
 
Community Report 
Atlin 

This report summarizes the Community Energy Dialogue held on September 16, 2025, 

in Atlin / Taku River Tlingit. The conversation involved eleven community members and 

was facilitated by Sinead Earley. The event was planned alongside several other 

community engagements coordinated by the Community Energy Association and Xeitl 

Limited Partnership, in preparation for an updated Community Energy Plan (CEP). 
Quotes here are from the community dialogue and have been reported anonymously. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

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

Northern Regional Energy Dialogues is an Accelerating 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 (North 
CAN). 

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. 

mailto:sinead.earley@unbc.ca


Summary 
 

The discussion highlighted the unique energy challenges and opportunities in Atlin, as 

a remote, non-integrated (not connected to BC’s centralized grid), unincorporated 

community in northern BC. There is a strong interest in transitioning to 100% 

renewable energy sources, with hydroelectricity as the backbone and solar as a 

supplement. Affordability and reliability are critical concerns, and governance gaps 

were also highlighted as a challenge. Without municipal government or regional district 

representation, coordination across interested actors relies on informal cooperation 

among local bodies. Community members want energy systems that keep profits local 

and reduce vulnerability to external factors (e.g., fuel supply chain issues and cost 

increases). Local ownership is important and Atlin has experienced the community 

benefits associated with a locally controlled energy system in the Atlin Hydro Project 

(2009): a clear asset that provides most of the town’s power and is owned, designed, 

and operated by the Taku River Tlingit First Nation. While there is enthusiasm for 

electrification (homes, transportation), residents caution that current infrastructure 

cannot support rapid change. Diesel remains a fallback during peak demand or outages 

and diesel dependencies are increasing as consumption levels rise. An equity 

approach, community education, and smart systems were also emphasized and 

addressing vulnerabilities for aging populations and low-income households will be 

important. People see energy education as leading to efficient use and stimulating 

youth interest in energy-related skills and trades. 

 
 



Key Recommendations 
 

Expand hydro, battery storage, and solar capacity to reduce diesel 

dependence and increase self-sufficiency. 

Develop governance or collective representation for energy planning. 

 

 
Implement demand-side management and net metering. 

 

Align electrification goals with infrastructure investment. 

 

Develop educational programs that foster an equity approach to energy 

system design, with specific supports for the most vulnerable residents. 

Foster connections and knowledge exchange with remote communities facing 

similar challenges. 
 



Key Assets & Actors 
 

Atlin is in the Stikine Region and is an unincorporated community, governed by the 

provincial government. It is unique in its remoteness, which influences the identity of 

those who live there. One participant stated that “we’re here because we love living in 

Atlin, not to make a bunch of money, or because we have a bunch of money.” Residents 

remain or are drawn to the community for a variety of reasons that go beyond 

economic opportunities. 

 
 

The Atlin Community Improvement District is the only local service provider, 

established in 1967 to provide services such as fire protection, solid waste disposal, 

and waterworks. The District extended its boundaries in 2008 to include the Atlin 

Community Planning Area, through which Atlin represents its interests on land use 

matters to the Province. Roads, health, and policing are managed by the Province, 

while other services (e.g., bulk water, recreation, museum) are run by private or local 

societies. Guiding documents include the Atlin Official Community Plan (1981) and the 

Atlin Taku Land Use Plan (2011). 

The Atlin Community Development Initiative, funded by the Province of BCs Ministry of 

Housing and Municipal Affairs and Northern Development Initiative Trust, supports 

planning and economic development strategies in the region. The Atlin Community 

Advisory Committee (ACAC; comprised of two Taku River Tlingit First Nation appointed 

representatives, up to three members-at-large, and one Northern Development 

appointed staff member) provides recommendations for capital spending within the 

Initiative, based on their knowledge of local circumstances and needs. The Atlin 

District Board of Trade is also an active governing body for the town. 

In the absence of a local government, coordination on energy initiatives in Atlin relies 

on informal cooperation among local bodies. Taku River Tlingit First Nation (TRTFN) 

has led innovation in the area and is a leader in Indigenous clean energy generation. 

They completed a 2.1 MW hydroelectric power-generating facility in 2009, harnessing 

the streamflow of Pine Creek between Surprise Lake and Atlin Lake. As a 100% 

Indigenous-owned generating facility, it is a first of its kind in Canada. It was developed 

and operated by TRTFN, and all Tlingit citizens are shareholders. Xeitl Limited 

“We’re here because we love living in Atlin...” 
 



Partnership (a TRTFN corporation) runs the project, powering the community through a 

25-year energy purchase agreement with BC Hydro. They are currently exploring 

opportunities for the Atlin Hydro Expansion Project through Tlingit Homeland Energy 

Limited Partnership (THELP), with Yukon Energy as a potential buyer to help meet the 

Yukon grid’s winter renewable shortfall. The project would have an installed capacity of 

approximately 9.3 MW and would act as own-source revenue for the Nation. Potential 

mining operations in the region are also possible future customers. Several TRTFN 

Departments (housing, education, operations and maintenance, etc.) are involved in 

energy conversations, such as energy retrofits or efficiency upgrades, across the 

community. 

Atlin has a unique micro-climate; its heating degree days metric is higher than 

Whitehorse, which raises the prospects for cold-climate rated heat pumps. The 

Surprise Lake hydroelectric system is a clear asset, and the hydrology and waterways 

of the region are diverse; one participant referred to Atlin Lake as “a climate battery”. 

In terms of local infrastructure, the Atlin Recreation Center is important. It is “the only 

building in town that the entire community can meet in” and could be “treated as a 

priority as an example of a net-zero building, as an example to community.” Another 

participant also made note of the public woodlots that exist, and the role that biofuels 

do and could play in the local energy mix. 

BC Hydro has run the diesel generating station since 1978 and is responsible for local 

grid system maintenance. Some of the incentive behind the forthcoming Community 

Energy Plan (early 2026) is to encourage more engagement from BC Hydro. 

Challenges 
 

Remoteness & Reliability 

 

Atlin is not connected to BC’s centralized electricity grid and is an unincorporated 

community governed by the province (i.e., no regional district). These systemic 

differences in energy and governance set Atlin apart as a community that must work 

with remoteness as a part of daily life. It means that there are vulnerabilities specific to 

their off-grid status, and community members are focused on increasing energy 

system resilience to alleviate rural uncertainties and capacity challenges.



 

 

As a remote community, they do not have the same access to maintenance services as 

other towns. For instance, “because we’re so small and don’t have a lot of capacity, we 

can’t support a full-time lineman. When there’s a power outage, whether it is a line 

strike, a branch, or a raven, we don’t have the local capacity to fix that. They have to 

call for out-of-town help. They'll send a crew from Dease Lake by helicopter, or they'll 

send a crew from Whitehorse by truck, but it's often many hours before we can get 

back online again.” Similarly, they also have issues finding certified professional 

installers when exploring new technology options. 

They have the local expertise at the generating station, but they do not have the crews 

available to fix issues with power lines. Power outages can be long and dangerous if 

coinciding with Atlin’s winter temperatures. For example: “If it’s a local problem with 

the hydro plant or diesel generator, and not with the distribution network, we can 

probably fix it in half an hour. But sometimes we’re down for much longer. Last year we 

had an outage that lasted almost a full day because of a windstorm. It does cause 

hardships. We scrambled to get generators to some of the elders whose homes were 

getting very cold. We were worried about them. They repaired it that same day. If it had 

lasted two or three days, it would have been a major issue.” 

 
 

Outages and safety are real concerns: “A couple years ago we had three storms. One in 

November that knocked power, then December, then January. The community of Five 

Mile was out for five days. It became a matter of safety: keeping people warm and 

keeping people alive. We really pay attention to that.” 

Being at the end of the road means that the community is hit hard when there are 

“When there’s a power outage…they have to call for out- of-town help. They'll send 

a crew from Dease Lake by helicopter, or they'll send a crew from Whitehorse by 

truck, but it's often many hours before we can get back online again.” 
 

“The community of Five Mile was out for five days. It became a matter of safety 

from keeping people warm and keeping people alive. We really paid attention to 

that.” 
 



supply chain disruptions, and the costs of imported fuels are high and increasing. As 

stated by one participant, “the energy we use in our vehicles has to come in by truck, 

and we're reliant on the Alaska Highway to be open so the bulk fuel can come from 

Edmonton to our communities. There have been times when the highway was closed 

down. We certainly pay more because of the huge distances fuel has to travel.” This 

costs more but also requires a higher level of planning on the part of residents: 

“Normal life in Atlin is to spend 10% more than Whitehorse for fuel, because we're 

remote, and we're in the province of BC with higher taxes. Some people try to get their 

fuel from the Yukon if they can with tidy tanks, or by filling up your vehicle when you go 

there. Those are some little nuances of living in such a remote northern community.” 

The dependency that the community has on Whitehorse is seen as a weakness. For 

instance, there is no building supply store in Atlin; people want to figure out how to 

make business in a small town feasible and attract enterprises that provide basic 

goods. 

There are also additional responsibilities and pressures that go along with being an 

‘operating community’. Largely powered by a local and independent power producer 

(IPP), the relationship between producer and consumer is far different than when 

working with a centralized grid and BC Hydro. Simply put, “the reality of being an 

operating community is, it does affect how you relate to energy." There are additional 

pressures and stresses placed on the service provider when the community knows the 

owners, operators, and employees personally, and their energy security is ensured by 

them. 

Governance Gaps and Regional Connections 

There are local governing bodies (e.g., TRTFN, the Atlin Community Improvement 

District, and the Atlin District Board of Trade), but in the absence of municipal or 

regional district government, participants describe it as, “we're disorganized, obviously. 

We need external help to help us plan.” This is one of the major challenges for the 

community. When asked about how community discussions are coordinated and ideas 

brought together, there are some clear success stories (e.g., the Atlin Hydro Project), 

but many lament that there is no collective platform to easily get ideas off the ground. 

For instance, “Atlin is full of a whole bunch of independent sorts of all stripes. When 

you talk about community leaders, there isn’t really such a thing. We're all just 

residents here. Some of us have jobs, like running the energy plant or providing a 

service in town, but we don’t have a collective voice at a government level.”



 

 

This leads several community members to state that cooperation is required in the 

absence of government, which has taken form as joint initiatives across established 

bodies: “At the community scale, we've seen joint initiatives between various aspects 

of the community, often led by either Board of Trade initiative, or Taku River Tlingit 

initiative, or in some cases the Atlin Planning Commission, the Atlin Community 

Improvement District. But the ACID has a narrow scope mandate, and they aren’t 

representing us the way a mayor and council or a municipal government would. Having 

a total absence of that means we don't have a planning department, we don't have 

policies, we don't have bylaws, we don't have forward thinking at the community level 

about community growth. Those of us that are concerned rely on just getting together, 

talking about it, and cooperating in various forms.” 

Collaboration in a small and remote community can be a positive thing. According to 

one participant, strength comes from “connecting with different small organizations, 

other Indigenous governments, who have a significant pull when they come together. 

I’m curious about the possibilities, because usually communities have shared needs, 

priorities, and outcomes that were looking for.” Still, coming up with agreed upon 

initiatives is hard and takes time; coordination across a set of organizations needs to be 

done carefully, “because I think that when you're trying to bring people together, it can 

be a really vulnerable process, and it can really take a lot more time. I think that it can 

be hard for folks.” From the TRTFN side, they are seeking wider community support to 

help move corporate proposals forward. 

This also inhibits regional scale dialogue with other communities, even though there is 

an interest in learning from others. They are asking, “what is the catalyst in other 

communities?” and indicate that “it would be great to see examples of what other 

communities coming up with that’s innovative.” Still, they are at a loss with how to 

engage because they do not have the formal government structures to facilitate nation- 

to-nation or municipal-to-municipal relationships. Furthermore, it is important to note 

that planning within TRTFN and on reserve is different than in Atlin and among 

“Having a total absence of that means we don't have a planning department, we 

don't have policies, we don't have bylaws, we don't have forward thinking at the 

community level about community growth. Those of us that are concerned rely on 

just getting together, talking about it, and cooperating in various forms.” 
 



dispersed rural residents. 

Capacity for energy system innovation or efficiency programs is highly varied. There is 

an impression that shared opportunities between TRTFN and the wider Atlin 

community exist, but from the perspective of someone who has worked with the 

TRTFN government, “I have little understanding of the implications of not being in a 

municipality. I’m aware of it, but I don’t fully understand it.” There is work to be done 

to determine if “there’s a way to bring together a collective, representing a more 

significant population, that can allow us to seek some of those benefits of being a 

municipality, if any are missing.” There is still some resistance to new structures of 

government, given Atlin’s history as a destination for those seeking independent and 

isolated lifestyles, but “there's a small population of people that are looking for that, 

and there might be a collective that could come together. It doesn’t mean giving up 

rights or benefits of being unincorporated. It doesn’t mean making massive sacrifices.” 

There is still a lot of work to be done to facilitate cooperation between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous members of the community. In this regard, the Community Energy 

Plan is described by one participant as an opportunity for cohesion on an issue-based 

(i.e., energy) topic. 

Opportunities & Priorities 
 

Local Ownership 

 

In a community where most energy is provided by an IPP, people are interested in 

innovative ownership models. Participants stressed the importance of energy systems 

that are “locally owned, so the profits come home to Atlin and we don’t have money 

leaking out of the community for basic services that we have to buy.” They want profits 

and community benefits to come to Atlin. They are interested in “having control over 

our own energy in the community. We can’t have it cut off due to outside situations, like 

roads being down and you can’t get fuel here, or the fiber optic cable gets cut, or 

transmission lines between here and Yukon goes down.” They are seeking greater 

control over the energy system so that they are not as vulnerable to the external 

factors (macro-economic, supply chain disruptions) described earlier in the 

conversation.



 

 
 

Hydropower & Electrification 

Atlin has a deep history as a hydro-powered community, with early run-of-river/turbine 

technology powering the community in the 1920s until the diesel generating station 

was built in 1978. There is interest in a fully renewable energy powered future, with 

hydropower at its center and solar power as supplementary, but “the economic side 

has to be affordable.” They also want to see innovative incentive or subsidy models – a 

pilot program that might provide people with access to product lists, certified 

installers, and is supported through equity-based financial mechanisms. 

 
 

As stated by one participant: “I’d like to see it all being renewable electricity rather 

than thermal fuels like diesel. But it has to be affordable...This is something that the 

community energy plan can help deal with. Is it really cheaper to heat with electricity 

than diesel today? Ten years ago, maybe not, but today? Today we’re paying up to 20 

cents a kilowatt hour. 15 years ago, it was 9.5 cents. And diesel has gone up too. I’d 

love to see it all electric—every home heated with electricity.” The phrase “100% 

renewable” came up several times, and the expectation is that the updated Community 

Energy Plan will help with making cost comparisons across different energy sources. 

They have proven hydropower, but Atlin is seeing demand rise and heightened reliance 

on the diesel generating station. For one participant, “battery storage is the most 

exciting thing for me...because it relates to the issue of burning diesel in the north.” 

Moreso, the pace of change in the system is an issue: “What we have now with the IPP 

is a great system. It’s an awesome system. But we are just growing faster than 

expected on winter load. So, how are we going to power homes? What do we want to 

see? We’d all like to see renewable energy, but it doesn’t happen overnight. That’s why 

people bring in diesel generators. We have to be careful how fast the system grows, 

because renewable resources take time to develop, whereas a diesel can be brought in 

within a week if needed, and we’d be relying on diesel again.”

Energy systems that are “locally owned, so the profits come home to Atlin, and we 

don’t have money leaking out of the community for basic services that we have to 

buy.” 

“I’d like to see it all being renewable, electricity rather than thermal fuels like 

diesel. But it has to be affordable.” 



 

 
 

Growth must be managed carefully, while remaining focused on the vision for local 

ownership: “If we want it to be local, then we have to be careful about the how. How 

fast do we want to grow this power? Because a big company might come in and throw 

up three or four windmills and they'll sell to BC Hydro. At this point, BC Hydro will not 

go beyond what they have now. They will only purchase power from IPPs. We have to 

manage growth carefully.” 

People see the gap between supply and demand increasing significantly in the push to 

electrify households and transportation. There is discord here, between the technology 

transitions that are embedded in many provincial policies and regulations, and the 

hydro expected to power those transitions. For instance, “the province is pushing for 

more electric heat, but the province isn’t ready to make the world all electric. That’s 

the problem. There are all sorts of initiatives in Canada, BC, Yukon. Rebates for heat 

pumps, electric cars, and going green, but we don’t have the power to support it yet. 

We’re putting the horse in front of the cart on this one. We don’t have the power to 

power those things.” 

There is a push to change consumer habits and technology preferences, but the 

community infrastructure and supply-side is not ready yet. In the Yukon, for example, 

“they have all these initiatives to go green, and now they’re bringing in 15 to 20 diesel 

generators in per year, every year, to support communities while pushing electric 

initiatives…We're not ready for electric. I understand what this is trying to do—looking 

toward the future. But the province is pushing very hard to transition to electric, and 

they’re not putting the money forward.” People are dissatisfied with renewable energy 

promotion without the infrastructure and investment supports that they see as 

necessary foundations for change. 

Solar is where some community members would like to see capacity expanded. The 

goal could be to “have enough capacity to do it all with hydro, or supplement with solar 

panels on roofs...There are ways to potentially divert loads. Solar panels might have 

been overlooked.” While thinking about how solar and geothermal can supplement the 

local hydropower plant, community members are excited about electrification, if 

managed under a long-term vision with stable sources and affordability in mind. As 

“We have to be careful how fast the system grows, because renewable resources 

take time to develop, whereas a diesel can be brought in within a week if needed, 

and we’d be relying on diesel again.” 

 



described by one participant, “I also want to reduce transportation energy and drive 

less. If we were able to have electric vehicles and they charged in a way that didn’t put 

a strain on the system, and it was affordable, I can see that. We can basically turn it 

from diesel fuel to water running down the hill because of gravity.” 

An Equity Approach 

Many of the vulnerabilities of living in a remote community hurt some members more 

than others, and the conversation highlighted that inequities are at play. A plan for the 

community must consider the barriers that different people encounter when trying to 

think and act differently about energy. As expressed by one participant, “I would like to 

see the most vulnerable people in the community benefit.” 

A “just transition plan” would give a social lens to energy in the town. The community 

wants energy planning that reflects its people’s needs: “As our population ages, it’s not 

feasible to go out and cut firewood anymore. So, they rely on electricity consumption 

and reliability is a primary concern. If the power goes out, those people are in crisis. 

Especially for elderly folks or communities with vulnerable populations. Reliability 

impacts different populations differently. Especially communities with different 

demographics.” Income-based rates were suggested as a way to alleviate such 

vulnerabilities. 

 

 
 

In the absence of a smart energy system, education and use rates were suggested as 

strategies: “It’s community education. Encourage people not to run appliances at peak 

times, dry their clothes or plug in their car at peak times. Do all that at night and flatten 

your load. In the ideal world, a smart energy system would manage this.” Members 

referenced financial incentives, education, and target-setting as important 

steppingstones to embracing electrification. 

Youth engagement is also important and was one of the reasons why the school tour 

was built into the CEA’s engagement activities. One participant tells the story of a 

school tour in 2010, after the hydro project was completed; one of the students now 

“If the power goes out, those people are in crisis. Especially for elderly folks or 

communities with vulnerable populations. Reliability impacts different populations 

differently. Especially communities with different demographics.” 

 



runs the local diesel plant. Engagement and education on the local energy system have 

an impact: “A local kid goes to school here, and his involvement builds capacity.” 

Education here is linked to capacity development in the form of skilled workers – 

greater exposure to energy literacy and hands-on engagement with local projects has 

the potential to create jobs and retain skills in the community. 

Lastly, addressing aging housing infrastructure was described as a priority issue (many 

homes in the township were built prior to 1970), and home retrofits and efficiencies 

are necessary. One participant stated that this needs to be government funded and 

that there needs to be an active representative whose job it is to run retrofit programs. 

As presented by one participant, “housing infrastructure is the root challenge to 

address first. Housing infrastructure and efficiency before heat.” Programs that support 

retrofits for all TRTFN houses, (e.g., through the Community Energy Diesel Reduction 

Program) and across Atlin, are considered important. 


