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Executive summary

Climate poliCy enCompasses a broad range of government measures 

to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions and adapt to a changing climate. 

Through regulation, spending and taxation, governments have the power 

to reduce emissions inside their jurisdictions and prepare their economies 

for the challenges and opportunities of a low-carbon future.

From Victoria to Ottawa to St. John’s, Canadian governments are tak-

ing the issue of climate change increasingly seriously. With few exceptions, 

phrases like “clean growth” and “responsible development” now feature in 

every speech, budget and political platform. Dozens of provincial climate 

change “action plans” have already been published, and a pan-Canadian 

climate policy framework was recently concluded for the first time.

Rhetoric aside, many governments are taking meaningful steps to re-

duce emissions. Coal-fired electricity generation has been phased out in 

some provinces with the rest set to follow. Likewise, provincial initiatives 

to put a price on carbon pollution will soon be backstopped by federal regu-

lations. Per capita greenhouse gas emissions have fallen steadily across the 

country as these measures and others have come into effect.

Yet, for all this progress, Canada is still falling short on climate policy. 

The actions and commitments taken to date do not go far enough to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions in Canada or put us on a pathway to a low-car-

bon economy.



6 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

This report breaks down the successes and shortcomings of Canadian 

climate policy at the federal and provincial level through early 2017. Key 

findings include:

• British Columbia is endorsing the expansion of new fossil fuel infra-

structure that will undo any emission reductions achieved in other 

sectors of the economy.

• Alberta is the source of more than a third of the country’s emissions, 

and despite the introduction of a carbon tax the province is not on 

track to reduce overall emissions.

• Saskatchewan has the highest per capita greenhouse gas emissions 

in the country and the least ambitious climate policies of any province.

• Ontario is a leader in climate policy experimentation, but the prov-

ince still consumes fossil fuels at such a rate that future emission 

reductions are in question.

• Québec has the lowest per capita emissions in the country and has 

made some of the biggest investments in the low-carbon economy, 

but overall emissions are still projected to rise in the coming years.

• Nova Scotia is the only province on track to meet its medium-term 

greenhouse gas emission reduction targets.

• Newfoundland and Labrador has one of the greatest concentra-

tions of fossil fuel workers of any province, but it has no plan to sup-

port those workers as Canada moves toward a low-carbon economy.

The nature and scope of climate policy varies across the country, but 

three major themes are common to the Canadian climate policy landscape:

1. A significant ambition gap exists between the greenhouse gas emis-

sion reduction targets that governments have set for themselves and 

the policies they have put in place to meet them. With the exception 

of Nova Scotia, no government is on track to meet its 2020 and 2030 

emission reduction targets. Overall, Canada is projected to miss its 

2030 target by 42%, and fall short of the level of ambition called for 

by climate scientists.

2. Every part of Canada has a deep fossil fuel dependence. Although 

the extraction and processing of oil, gas and coal is an obvious cul-

prit for greenhouse gas emissions, the consumption of gasoline, nat-
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ural gas and other fossil fuels contributes as much or more to Can-

ada’s total emissions picture. Even the “cleanest” jurisdictions still 

get the majority of their energy from fossil fuels, and governments 

have been slow to tackle emissions from the transportation and 

building sectors.

3. Canadian climate policy has largely ignored the need for just tran-

sition planning. Some workers and their communities are put at 

risk by climate policies and other changes associated with the low-

carbon economy, but governments have not been forthcoming with 

programs to support affected workers and transition them into new 

jobs. Governments are missing a key opportunity to prepare the 

workforce for job growth in clean technology, energy efficiency and 

other industries.

Seriously addressing these issues will require extensive, co-ordinated 

movement across and within Canadian governments. This paper recommends 

seven concrete actions that governments at the federal and sub-national level 

can take in the short term to scale up their climate policy ambition and ac-

celerate the move toward an inclusive and productive low-carbon economy:

1. Set greenhouse gas emission reduction targets that are consistent 

with a global carbon budget.

2. End all fossil fuel subsidies.

3. Place a moratorium on new fossil fuel infrastructure.

4. Ensure the carbon price increases over time.

5. Recycle carbon pricing revenues into complementary climate policies.

6. Accelerate the electrification of the transportation system.

7. Develop a just transition strategy.
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Introduction

as reCently as a decade ago, the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 

(GHGs) was viewed as a minor environmental concern in many legislatures 

across Canada. Now, climate change mitigation occupies a central position 

in policy debates from energy to transportation to industrial strategy at the 

federal, provincial and territorial level. Concerned citizens, whether they 

are workers, scientists or economists, have forced Canadian governments 

to confront the reality that their policy decisions (and indecisions) are dir-

ectly contributing to a global environmental crisis. Most Canadian polit-

icians now readily acknowledge that addressing the climate challenge will 

require a transition from our business-as-usual high-carbon economy to a 

cleaner, greener alternative. The future well-being and prosperity of Can-

ada, and the world, may depend on it.

Yet for all the heady rhetoric coming from politicians of all stripes in all 

parts of the country, climate policy in Canada is underdeveloped. The intro-

duction of dozens of GHG emission reduction targets and bold claims of sus-

tainable economic development distract from Canadian governments’ fail-

ure to enact tangible programs, regulations and tax measures designed to 

reduce emissions on the necessary scale. Furthermore, “all of the above” cli-

mate policy, which sees the expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure as com-

patible with emissions reduction initiatives, remains a dominant narrative 

in Canadian politics. Consequently, modest emissions reductions in some 

sectors, such as electricity generation, over the past few decades have been 
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more than offset by increased emissions from oil and gas extraction, trans-

portation and other sectors reliant on fossil fuels.

With a view to ramping up the ambition of Canadian climate action, this 

report evaluates past progress and identifies key trends in the climate poli-

cies of Canadian governments. First, we summarize and assess the existing 

climate policy frameworks of the federal, provincial and territorial govern-

ments. These profiles highlight where significant policy progress has been 

made and where policy has come up short — or is missing entirely — includ-

ing in the critical area of just transition.

Second, we discuss some of the dominant trends in Canadian climate 

policy. Specifically, we focus on the persistent ambition gap between gov-

ernment policies and promises, Canada’s continued dependence on fossil 

fuel extraction and consumption, and the absence of just transition policies 

in government climate plans. These problematic trends highlight sticking 

points in the overall Canadian climate policy framework.

The report concludes that while Canadian climate policy is moving in 

the right direction, and some jurisdictions should be lauded for their ac-

tions so far, progress is too slow to meet the scope of the climate change 

challenge. Seven policy recommendations are forwarded that would move 

Canada onto a path of deep greenhouse gas emission reductions while en-

suring a just outcome for workers and their communities.
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Climate policy profiles

Climate poliCy broadly encompasses a variety of government measures 

to mitigate and adapt to anthropogenic (human-caused) climate change. 

For the purposes of the present research, climate policy is defined using a 

matrix (see Appendix for details). On one axis are three categories of policy 

instrument: (1) regulatory initiatives (e.g., energy efficiency standards); (2) 

funding, financing and investment programs (e.g., feed-in tariffs); and (3) 

taxes and tax subsidies (e.g., carbon levies). On the second axis are three cat-

egories of intended outcomes: (1) supply-side measures intended to reduce 

emissions from energy providers (e.g., renewable portfolio standards); (2) 

demand-side measures intended to reduce emissions from energy consum-

ers (e.g., tax credits for home retrofits); and (3) measures intended to adapt 

to the environmental and economic effects of a changing climate (e.g., nat-

ural disaster insurance). This typology provides a framework for defining 

and understanding the diversity of climate policy in Canada.

With the preceding definition in mind, this section profiles the climate 

policy framework of each Canadian government at the federal, provincial 

and territorial level through early 2017. Each profile includes a set of sum-

mary charts and a discussion of key climate policy issues.

All figures are for the year 2015 (unless otherwise indicated), even where 

more recent data are available, because 2015 is the latest year for which com-

prehensive GHG emissions data are available for comparison. All sources 

(unless otherwise indicated) can be found in the Appendix.
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What is a just transition?

Economic transformations inevitably affect workers. For example, the automation of assembly line tasks over 

the past century has dramatically reduced employment in both absolute and relative terms across much of the 

manufacturing industry. As Canada transitions from a high-carbon to a low-carbon economy, many jobs will 

similarly become unnecessary or untenable.

In particular, workers in Canada’s fossil fuel industry — primarily oil and gas extraction, coal mining and natur-

al gas distribution — are put at risk by climate policies designed to phase out the production and consumption 

of fossil fuels. Researchers generally agree that the low-carbon transition will ultimately create more jobs than 

it destroys, but the short-term negative employment impacts may be severe.1 By extension, communities that 

are economically dependent on fossil fuel jobs are put at risk of collapse.

The just transition concept was developed by the labour movement to manage the transition from a dirty to 

a clean economy in a way that minimizes the negative impacts on workers and their communities. Although 

specific proposals vary, proponents of a just transition generally agree that governments ought to complement 

their emission reduction initiatives with policies designed to:

1. Enhance income supports for laid-off fossil fuel workers;

2. Provide skills training and re-training programs that prepare the workforce for the low-carbon econ-

omy; and

3. Invest in clean technologies and infrastructure projects that create jobs in the regions most affected 

by climate policies.

It is possible for governments to reduce GHG emissions without implementing complementary employment 

policies. However, failing to ensure a just transition limits the economic potential of the low-carbon economy 

and may serve to undermine public confidence in broader climate change action. Therefore, just transition plan-

ning is an important component of any comprehensive, long-term climate strategy.
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Canada (Federal)

Energy and emissions breakdown

Canada is one of the biggest energy producers in the world due to our large 

oil, gas and coal extraction industries. Fossil fuels accounts for about 90% 

of primary energy production in the country, half of which is crude oil. Can-

ada is also one of the biggest global fossil fuel consumers. We are deeply re-

liant on petroleum products and natural gas for transportation, industrial 

processes, home heating, electricity generation and other uses.

On a per capita basis Canadians emit four times as much greenhouse 

gas as the rest of the world. The biggest national emissions sources are oil 

and gas extraction, which accounts for 26% of total emissions, followed by 

the combustion of fossil fuels for transportation, which accounts for a fur-

ther 24%. Electricity, buildings, industry and agriculture each account for 

about 10% of Canada’s total GHG emissions.

Energy production varies significantly between the provinces, but energy 

consumption is relatively uniform. Every part of the country is dependent 

on fossil fuels to a certain extent, especially for transportation.

Emission reduction policy highlights

After decades of inaction, the federal government announced a pan-Can-

adian climate policy framework in December 2016.6 The framework’s most 

important elements, in terms of their GHG emission reduction potential, 

are a new clean fuel standard, new regulations for methane emissions and 

a national floor price on carbon.7 The plan also accelerates the phase-out 

of coal-fired electricity generation across the country, although most prov-

inces were already doing so on their own.

How these policies are implemented in the coming months and years 

will have a large bearing on their effectiveness. For example, although the 

framework establishes a national carbon pricing floor, the specific design of 

the system is left up to each individual province provided they meet a com-

mon set of criteria. Higher prices will drive deeper emissions reductions, of 

course, but there are other important variables. For instance, revenue-neu-

tral pricing systems (as in British Columbia) have less potential to reduce 

emissions than systems where revenues are recycled into complementary 

climate policies (as in Alberta or Québec).
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FIgure 1 Canada (Federal)

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

Upwards of 200,000 people work in Canada’s fossil fuel sector — about 1% 

of total national employment — but the distribution is highly regional. Al-

berta alone accounts for three quarters of those jobs. On the other hand, 

an estimated 730,000 people work as environmental professionals — about 

4% of total employment. Those “green jobs” are relatively evenly distribut-

ed across the country.

The pan-Canadian framework does not address the potential risk to fos-

sil fuel workers from climate policies, let alone propose a tangible just tran-

sition strategy. The framework also fails to promote skills training and work-

force development. The 2017 federal budget includes a number of promises 

to increase support for unemployed workers in general, which will benefit 

fossil fuel workers indirectly.

Progress toward targets

Canada missed its 2012 Kyoto Protocol target and is on track to miss both 

its 2020 Copenhagen Accord target and its 2030 Paris Agreement target. Al-

though overall emissions are stabilizing, emissions are not projected to de-

cline enough to meet the country’s goals. Canada has set a long-term emis-

sion reduction target of 80% below 2005 levels by 2050, which will likewise 

be missed without significant new policies.

The bottom line is Canada remains deeply dependent on fossil fuels in 

every sector of the economy. A true low-carbon transition will require a dra-

matic restructuring of the current economy in a relatively short period of time.
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British Columbia

Energy and emissions breakdown

British Columbia is Canada’s biggest energy producer after Alberta. The 

majority of B.C.’s energy production is in the natural gas industry, which 

also accounts for a quarter of the province’s GHG emissions. That figure is 

poised to grow as the province facilitates new investments in liquid natural 

gas facilities. Petronas’ proposed Pacific NorthWest terminal has been de-

scribed as a “carbon bomb” because it alone would create an additional 10 

Mt of domestic emissions per year, swallowing up a large portion of B.C.’s 

long-term carbon budget and creating far more emissions wherever the gas 

is eventually burned.8

The province has an almost entirely non-emitting electricity sector, 

which in part explains per capita emissions well below the national aver-

age. However, B.C. is still a major consumer of natural gas (mostly for home 

heating and industrial processes) and refined petroleum products (most-

ly for transportation). The transportation sector accounts for a third of the 

province’s total emissions.

Emission reduction policy highlights

British Columbia’s carbon tax was groundbreaking when it first came into 

effect. The tax rose incrementally from an initial price of $10 per tonne of 

CO2e in 2008 to $30 per tonne in 2012. Since 2012, a freeze on the price of 

carbon has undermined earlier momentum and failed to drive deep emis-

sions reductions. In 2015, total provincial emissions were still 17% higher 

than in 1990.

The tax is revenue neutral, which means all the money it raises is re-

cycled to households and businesses through tax cuts and credits. None of 

the carbon tax’s revenues are allocated to complementary emission reduc-

tion initiatives such as energy efficiency investments or clean tech research, 

development and demonstration (RD&D).

The province’s latest climate plan, published in August 2016, includes a 

few modest new initiatives but no bold vision for getting British Columbia 

back on track toward its targets.9 Ignoring the recommendations of the gov-

ernment’s own Climate Leadership Team, the new plan does not increase 

the carbon tax or implement strategies for public transit, green buildings 

or the electrification of the broader economy.10
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FIgure 2 British Columbia

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

An estimated 95,000 workers in British Columbia — about 4% of the work-

force — are considered environmental professionals. In comparison, approxi-

mately 12,000 people work in B.C.’s fossil fuel sector, which accounts for 

around 0.5% of total direct employment. About a third of those fossil fuel 

workers are employed by the province’s five active coal mines or in indus-

tries supporting coal extraction.

British Columbia has no just transition strategy in place and no appar-

ent plans to create one for the thousands of fossil fuel workers put at risk 

by climate policies. Research by the CCpa highlights the dire situation fa-

cing many coal communities, and makes a number of recommendations to 

the B.C. government, including the need for advanced skills training pro-

grams and enhanced income supports.11

Progress toward targets

British Columbia missed its interim emissions reduction targets in 2012 and 

2016 (pending updated GHG data). The province is on track to miss its of-

ficial, legislated target for 2020 by a wide margin. In the long-term, British 

Columbia has committed to an 80% reduction below 2007 levels by 2050, 

which it will not reach without a major shift in policy direction.

B.C. was an early climate leader, but momentum has stalled. To avoid 

becoming a climate laggard in the face of progress elsewhere, the province 

must recommit to climate action, starting with an increase to the carbon tax 

and an end to climate-incompatible fossil fuel extraction and processing.
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Alberta

Energy and emissions breakdown

Alberta stands out among the provinces for its massive fossil fuel industry. 

Alberta alone accounts for two-thirds of Canadian energy production and 

about 2% of the global total. Half of the energy produced is in the form of 

crude oil and another third is natural gas. Although Alberta has a burgeon-

ing wind industry and some hydro power, the majority of its electricity is 

generated in conventional coal-fired and natural gas–fired power plants.

Alberta is by far the biggest provincial GHG emitter, accounting for 38% 

of Canada’s total emissions. The extraction of oil and gas in Alberta — not 

consuming it, but just getting it out of the ground — accounts for nearly half 

the province’s emissions and 18% of all emissions in the country. The con-

sumption of fossil fuels in electricity generation and transportation togeth-

er accounts for a further 29% of Alberta’s emissions.

Emissions in the province have climbed by 56% since 1990, which does 

not include the emissions Alberta has exported to other jurisdictions through 

energy trade. Alberta’s per capita emissions are now three times the Can-

adian average and a staggering 13 times the global average.

Emission reduction policy highlights

Given its singular contribution to Canadian GHG emissions, Alberta’s cli-

mate policy is a crucial determinant of national progress. After decades of 

modest steps, including a small carbon levy on major industrial emitters 

enacted in 2007, the province committed in 2015 to a comprehensive new 

climate strategy that began to come into effect in 2016.

The Alberta plan has four pillars. First, it creates an economy-wide car-

bon tax of $20 per tonne in 2017 rising to $30 per tonne in 2018. Second, it 

commits to phasing out coal-fired electricity generation by 2030 (and com-

mits to 30% renewable power by 2030). Third, it sets a methane reduction 

target of 45% below current levels by 2025 (consistent with the national tar-

get). Finally, it caps emissions from the oil sands at 100 Mt.12

Altogether, the plan is expected to push emissions well below business-

as-usual levels by 2030, but further measures will be needed to drive emis-

sions down in absolute terms. Among other issues, the oil sands emissions 

cap permits 30 Mt of new emissions growth above current levels.
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FIgure 3 Alberta

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

An estimated 150,000 people — 6.4% of all workers in Alberta — are employed 

in the fossil fuel sector, which is by far the greatest share of any province. 

Alberta’s Climate Leadership Team is aware of the risk its policies pose to 

those workers and their communities. It recommends a series of just tran-

sition measures to minimize negative employment impacts.

For example, the province will use a portion of carbon tax revenues to 

improve training programs and career supports for laid-off workers. The 

government has promised $195 million over five years for measures to as-

sist affected communities.13

Alberta is also home to an estimated 91,000 environmental profession-

als, some of whom may see new opportunities as the province works to re-

duce emissions. On the other hand, some of those workers are currently 

employed by fossil fuel companies and are therefore at risk from changes 

to the industry.

Progress toward targets

Alberta has not officially adopted any emission reduction targets, but the 

province is implicated in the national goals. For Canada to meet its targets, 

Alberta will have to reduce its emissions from 274 Mt today to approximate-

ly 193 Mt by 2020 and then to 163 Mt by 2030. Even with the province’s coal 

phase-out, carbon tax and other measures in place, emissions are not pro-

jected to fall much below current levels, which means Alberta is not pos-

itioned to contribute its fair share to Canada’s emission reduction goals. 

However, the policy framework is now in place for Alberta to ramp up its 

ambition as needed. Continuing to raise the carbon tax after 2018, for ex-

ample, will drive deeper reductions in the long term.
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Saskatchewan

Energy and emissions breakdown

After Alberta and British Columbia, Saskatchewan is Canada’s largest fos-

sil fuel producer. A sizeable oil extraction industry accounts for three-quar-

ters of the province’s energy production. Saskatchewan is also a major fos-

sil fuel consumer. Although it has a small and growing renewable energy 

sector, more than three-quarters of electricity generation still comes from 

conventional coal-fired and natural gas–fired power plants. Fossil fuels 

are also used extensively for transportation and industry, and in buildings.

The extraction of oil and gas accounts for a third of provincial emissions. 

Fossil fuel–based electricity generation accounts for a further 19% of emis-

sions. The province’s other major emissions source is agriculture, which ac-

counts for 24% of the provincial total.

The entrenchment of fossil fuel production and consumption has pushed 

Saskatchewan’s emissions up by 66% since 1990, the largest such increase 

in the country. Saskatchewan also has the highest per capita emissions in 

the country: they are more than three times the national average and 13 

times the global average.

Emission reduction policy highlights

In 2015, Saskatchewan’s provincial power utility committed to a renew-

able portfolio standard of 50% by 2030.14 It hopes to reach the target large-

ly through new wind capacity.

Otherwise, Saskatchewan has little in the way of climate policy. A 2016 

white paper laid out the province’s opposition to policies under consider-

ation elsewhere, especially carbon pricing and methane regulations, but 

failed to lay out a comprehensive alternative strategy.15

Instead, the province advocates a technology-focused approach to emis-

sions mitigation. Saskatchewan has invested well over a billion dollars in 

carbon capture and storage/sequestration (CCs) technology pilots it hopes 

to commercialize and export. In theory, CCs can significantly reduce the cli-

mate impact of fossil fuel consumption by preventing carbon emissions from 

entering the atmosphere. In practice, CCs has a limited impact on emissions 

and is expensive on a large scale. Importantly, CCs only reduces fossil fuel 

emissions from certain sources, such as power plants, without addressing 

other major emissions sources, such as individual vehicles.16
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FIgure 4 Saskatchewan

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

An estimated 23,500 workers in the province — 4% of the workforce — are 

considered environmental professionals. In comparison, about 16,000 

people work directly in Saskatchewan’s fossil fuel industry — about 2.7% 

of total employment.

The province recognizes the threat posed to some workers and their com-

munities by certain climate policies. Rather than proactively address the 

challenge of transitioning the fossil fuel workforce to a low-carbon econ-

omy, however, Saskatchewan has focused its efforts on criticism of poli-

cies that may be imposed on the province anyway, such as the federal car-

bon pricing floor.

Progress toward targets

Like Alberta, Saskatchewan has not officially adopted any emission reduc-

tion targets (a proposed target of 20% below 2006 levels by 2020 was aban-

doned). If the province were to reduce emissions in line with Canada’s 

national targets, Saskatchewan would need to get from 75 Mt today to ap-

proximately 58 Mt by 2020 and then to 49 Mt by 2030. Based on current poli-

cies, Saskatchewan will not reduce its emissions nearly far enough to con-

tribute its fair share to the national goal.

Unlike Alberta, Saskatchewan does not have the policy infrastructure 

in place to drive emissions reductions on the scale required. The longer the 

province waits, the more expensive the inevitable adjustment costs will be.
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Manitoba

Energy and emissions breakdown

Manitoba has a small oil industry but is otherwise not a major fossil fuel 

producer. The province also sports a very clean power sector (hydro pro-

vides 98% of Manitoba’s electricity). However, the province remains de-

pendent on imported fossil fuels for transportation and industry, and in 

buildings. Two-thirds of the energy consumed in the province comes from 

oil and natural gas.

Agriculture is the leading source of GHG emissions in Manitoba, account-

ing for more than a third of the provincial total. Animal production (3.5 Mt) 

produces a greater share of emissions than crop production (3.0 Mt). Trans-

portation accounts for a further third of emissions. Overall, emissions have 

increased by 12% since 1990. Most of the increase has come in the trans-

portation sector.

Emission reduction policy highlights

Manitoba released a climate plan in late 2015 with ambitious new emission 

reduction targets and modest policy promises.17 Among other initiatives, the 

plan included a new $5-million Climate Change Action Fund for energy ef-

ficiency and renewable energy initiatives and a commitment to implement 

a cap-and-trade system for pricing carbon.

However, a change of government in 2016 put the climate plan on hold. 

The new provincial government has promised to release a new “made-in-

Manitoba” climate plan, including some form of carbon pricing, in 2017, but 

further details are not yet available.18

Employment profile and just transition policies

Only a small fraction of the Manitoba workforce is employed directly in the 

fossil fuel sector — approximately 2,800 people or 0.4% of all workers. In 

comparison, the province claims 90,000 existing green jobs. Independent 

estimates for green jobs are significantly lower (around 25,000 workers) but 

that still puts the share of green jobs in the province at around 4%.

The climate plan Manitoba proposed in 2015 was heavily focused on job 

creation and included half a dozen new programs designed to prepare the 

domestic workforce for new opportunities in the clean tech sector. Promises 

to deliver training and skills development to youth, Indigenous commun-
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FIgure 5 Manitoba

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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ities and other targeted stakeholder groups were especially promising, but 

the new government has not indicated if it will follow through with them.19

Progress toward targets

Manitoba missed its legislated 2012 GHG target and is on track to miss its 2030 

target as well. Ambitious new emission reduction targets set by the previous 

provincial government — 50% below 2005 levels by 2050 and carbon neu-

trality by 2080 — have been put on hold by the new provincial government.

Manitoba has a history of taking climate change seriously and showing 

government leadership to reduce emissions (e.g., Manitoba was the first prov-

ince to legislate an emission reduction target). The new provincial govern-

ment has an opportunity to build on this legacy with its new climate plan. 

If it comes up short, Manitoba risks greater long-term pain as the inevit-

able costs of the low-carbon transition are pushed further down the road.
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Ontario

Energy and emissions breakdown

Ontario is Canada’s biggest energy consumer (consistent with its large popu-

lation and economy) but one of its smaller energy producers. The province 

generates enough hydro and nuclear power for the domestic electricity grid 

but must import fossil fuels for use in transportation, buildings and indus-

try. Refined petroleum products and natural gas together account for three-

quarters of the energy consumed in the province.

Due to its heavy fossil fuel consumption, Ontario accounts for nearly a 

quarter of Canada’s total GHG emissions, trailing only Alberta. A third of 

Ontario’s emissions come from the transportation sector, followed by 22% 

from buildings (largely due to natural gas burned for home and commer-

cial heating), while 18% come from industry.

However, on a per capita basis Ontario’s emissions are well below the 

Canadian average, in part due to early climate change initiatives. Notably, 

the phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation reduced emissions from 

the province’s electricity sector sixfold between 2005 and 2015.

Emission reduction policy highlights

Ontario is a Canadian leader in climate policy experimentation. The prov-

ince has tried a number of subsidy programs (e.g., a feed-in tariff to incen-

tivize renewable energy) and regulatory initiatives (e.g., an updated build-

ing code to encourage energy efficiency) with varying degrees of success. 

The coal phase-out was particularly effective in driving GHG emission re-

ductions, whereas a regulatory measure to promote green jobs was chal-

lenged through the World Trade Organization and ultimately scrapped.20

The province implemented a cap-and-trade system this year, which it in-

tends to link up with the carbon markets in Québec and California in 2018. 

Ontario’s initial permit auction sold out, raising over $470 million.21 The 

province expects total annual revenues in the range of $1.8–1.9 billion. On-

tario’s latest climate plan, released in June 2016, outlines how those revenues 

will be spent.22 In addition to carbon rebates for lower-income households 

and some businesses, the province will allocate $3 billion over four years 

to energy efficiency subsidies for buildings and $1.6 billion over four years 

for electric vehicle infrastructure and consumer incentives. A new prov-

incewide target of 5% electric vehicle sales by 2020 may benefit Ontario’s 

auto and steel industries while reducing transportation sector emissions.
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FIgure 6 Ontario

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

Ontario has more green jobs than any other province; estimates based on em-

ployer surveys put the number of environmental professionals at 285,000 or 

about 4.3% of the provincial workforce. Ontario also employs about 11,000 

people in the fossil fuel sector (0.2% of all jobs), with the largest portion in 

natural gas distribution (4,600 jobs).

The latest Ontario climate change plan includes some just transition lan-

guage but few tangible policies for moving workers out of fossil fuel jobs 

and into green jobs. The province promises to create new training programs 

for the building trades and energy management industries but has no im-

mediate plans for the workers and communities put at risk by the low-car-

bon transition.

Progress toward targets

Ontario met its 2014 GHG emissions reduction target of 6% below 1990 lev-

els thanks in large part to the phase out of coal-fired electricity generation. 

Ontario remains deeply dependent on fossil fuel consumption, however, 

which means further reductions are not guaranteed. In fact, the province 

will miss its 2020 and 2030 targets under current plans. The province’s long-

term emissions reduction target of 80% below 1990 levels by 2050 is even 

further out of reach.

Ontario’s new measures to price carbon emissions, improve energy ef-

ficiency and electrify the economy are tangible steps in the right direction, 

but the success of the province’s climate policy will ultimately be deter-

mined by the extent of actual emission reductions. Ongoing political will is 

required for Ontario to meet its targets and grow the low-carbon economy 

at the same time.
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Québec

Energy and emissions breakdown

Québec is a modest energy producer and a major energy consumer. The prov-

ince generates enough hydro power to meet domestic demand for electri-

city, but it must import significant amounts of fossil fuels to meet demand 

in transportation, industry and other sectors. About 60% of the energy con-

sumed in the province comes from refined petroleum products and natur-

al gas. Those fuels are the source of most of the province’s GHG emissions: 

transportation accounts for 39% of emissions (mostly from gasoline and 

diesel combustion) and heavy industry accounts for 20% (mostly from nat-

ural gas combustion).

Yet compared to the rest of Canada, Québec is clearly an energy and emis-

sions leader. Per capita emissions in the province are half the national aver-

age — the lowest in the country. Québec also has the cleanest power grid in 

Canada and is a net exporter of clean energy to neighbouring jurisdictions.

Emission reduction policy highlights

Québec has been more proactive on climate policy than most other Can-

adian governments. The province started collecting a nominal carbon levy 

in 2007 before implementing the Western Climate Initiative’s cap-and-trade 

system in 2014. All the revenues generated through carbon pricing — about 

$1.4 billion in total between 2013 and 201623 — are recycled into the prov-

ince’s Green Fund, which exists solely to implement climate change initia-

tives described in the province’s climate plan.24

Using money from the fund, Québec has invested in numerous large- 

and small-scale renewable energy projects. It has created subsidies and 

consumer incentives for electric vehicles, industrial energy efficiency and 

clean technology research and development. The province’s new transpor-

tation electrification plan uses money from the Green Fund to promote pub-

lic transit and electric vehicles.25

Employment profile and just transition policies

Québec has no explicit just transition policy in place — the phrase does not 

appear in the province’s climate plans — but it also has less need than other 

provinces. About 4,000 people are employed in the province’s fossil fuel sec-

tor, which amounts to just 0.1% of the provincial workforce. In comparison, 
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FIgure 7 Québec

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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about 162,000 workers are considered environmental professionals — more 

than 4% of total employment.

Rather than create new social supports for workers hurt by climate poli-

cies, the province is focusing on upskilling the existing workforce for a low-

carbon economy. In particular, Québec has outlined proposals for improv-

ing energy efficiency training in the building trades and for training new 

workers in vehicle electrification.

Progress toward targets

Québec is a member of the New England Governors/Eastern Canadian Pre-

miers (neG/eCp) group, which has committed to a number of regional emis-

sion reduction goals. Québec met the first neG/eCp target of returning emis-

sions to 1990 levels by 2010 and then met its own target of 6% below 1990 

levels by 2012. Unfortunately, despite significant progress to date, Québec’s 

emissions are projected to rise slightly in the next two decades, which would 

cause the province to miss its 2020 and 2030 targets as well as the region-

al target for 2050.

Getting Québec on a pathway to meeting its targets will require deeper 

economic restructuring than is currently on the table. Emissions from the 

transportation sector and from industrial processes in general must be re-

duced dramatically. Québec has the policy infrastructure in place to drive 

further reductions, but the province requires the political will to ramp up 

its policy ambition moving forward.
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New Brunswick

Energy and emissions breakdown

New Brunswick is generally reliant on fossil fuels. Natural gas and petrol-

eum account for two-thirds of the energy consumed in the province. Fossil 

fuels are used mostly in the electricity sector, which accounts for 27% of the 

province’s emissions, and the transportation sector, which accounts for 28% 

of emissions. Petroleum refining accounts for a further 19% of emissions.

The province has increased the share of non-emitting energy in its elec-

tricity mix in the past decade. New Brunswick now has one active nuclear 

power plant and a number of hydro facilities that collectively provide half 

of the province’s electricity. Since peaking at 23 Mt in 2001, total emissions 

fell 38% to 14.1 Mt in 2015, driven largely by reductions in the electricity sec-

tor. Emissions per capita have declined by more than a third in that time, 

bringing the province down to the national average.

Emission reduction policy highlights

In 2011, the government established a modest target for electricity consump-

tion from renewable sources of 40% by 2020 (up from 30% at the time). In-

cluding all non-emitting sources (i.e., nuclear power), the target is 75% by 

2020 (up from 65%).26 Although the renewable portfolio standard has en-

couraged some energy efficiency improvements and renewable investments 

in the province, it only applies to in-province electricity sales, which means 

the standard does not discourage the continued export of fossil fuel–gen-

erated electricity to other jurisdictions.

New Brunswick’s latest climate plan, published in December 2016, in-

cludes more direct policy interventions.27 It commits to the complete phase-

out of coal-fired electricity generation by 2040 (or by 2030 if federal support 

is provided). The plan also promises to implement a “made-in-New Bruns-

wick” carbon price by 2018 in line with the federal framework. In contrast 

to British Columbia, New Brunswick has promised that a portion of carbon 

pricing revenues will be recycled into climate change initiatives.

Employment profile and just transition policies

New Brunswick has about 13,000 environmental professionals, which account 

for 3.8% of the provincial workforce. In comparison, there are about 1,800 

jobs in the fossil fuel sector, which account for 0.5% of total employment.
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FIgure 8 New Brunswick

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY SECTOR
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The province’s latest climate plan is light on just transition policy. It in-

cludes some modest commitments to worker training, particularly in the 

skilled trades, but otherwise assumes growth in the clean tech sector will 

generate employment without direct government interventions.

Progress toward targets

New Brunswick missed the 2010 neG/eCp regional GHG target of a return 

to 1990 levels, but the province is on track to meet its own 2020 emissions 

target of 14.7 Mt. Achieving New Brunswick’s 2030 target of 10.6 Mt or its 

2050 target of 5 Mt will not be easy given the province’s deep dependence 

on fossil fuels, but the province is certainly heading in the right direction. 

More than most provinces, New Brunswick has succeeded in driving signifi-

cant GHG emission reductions in the past, and the province’s new climate 

plan lays the groundwork for further progress, especially if a robust carbon 

pricing scheme is enacted.
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Nova Scotia

Energy and emissions breakdown

Nova Scotia produces natural gas, liquid natural gas and refined petrol-

eum products, but not on a large enough scale to release significant GHG 

emissions in the process. On the other hand, the province imports a large 

amount of coal and petroleum for electricity generation and transportation 

use. More than three-quarters of the province’s power is generated using fos-

sil fuels, which is the source of 42% of the province’s total emissions. Fos-

sil fuels burned for transportation account for a further 28% of emissions.

Although Nova Scotia remains as dependent on fossil fuels as anywhere 

else in Canada, the emissions situation is quickly improving. Emissions have 

declined by an impressive 32% since peaking in 2004, driven by reductions 

in every sector but especially from improvements in electricity generation.

Emission reduction policy highlights

In 2009, Nova Scotia introduced a hard cap on electricity sector emissions, 

with which the industry has so far complied.28 In 2010, the province enact-

ed a renewable portfolio standard of 25% by 2015, which it met, and of 40% 

by 2020, which it is on track to meet.29 Imports of hydro power from neigh-

bouring jurisdictions are needed to comply with the standard.

Nova Scotia has publicly committed to implementing a cap-and-trade 

system in 2018 in line with the federal framework. The province will also 

phase out coal-fired electricity generation, but not on the same timeline as 

the rest of Canada. The province negotiated an equivalency deal with the fed-

eral government to recognize the emissions reductions made by Nova Scotia 

already, allowing coal to remain part of the energy mix until at least 2040.30

Efficiency Nova Scotia is an independent organization created by the 

government that has reduced provincial emissions by 0.5 Mt since 2009. 

Despite the model’s success, the province’s 2014 energy plan capped gov-

ernment funding for the organization.31 Efficiency Nova Scotia now oper-

ates in competition with traditional energy suppliers by selling efficiency 

improvements to the grid.

Employment profile and just transition policies

Nova Scotia has not updated its climate plan since 2009 and has no policies 

in place to specifically address just transition issues. The number of workers 
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FIgure 9 Nova Scotia

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR
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directly employed in the fossil fuel sector is in the hundreds, not the thou-

sands, so climate-related worker programs may not be essential. But some 

resource-based rural communities are still put at risk by new climate poli-

cies. In particular, energy-intensive sectors such as pulp and paper will be 

affected by any changes to energy prices.

There were an estimated 18,800 environmental professionals working 

in Nova Scotia in 2013 — about 4% of the workforce.

Progress toward targets

Alone among the provinces, Nova Scotia is on track to meet or exceed all of 

its medium-term GHG emission reduction targets: the 2010 neG/eCp target 

was roughly matched, the province’s own 2015 goal was easily met, and the 

province’s 2020 goal and the regional 2030 goal appear to be well in hand. 

The province’s long-term emissions goal of 80% below 2009 levels by 2050 

will be more difficult to meet, but it is certainly still achievable if Nova Sco-

tia’s emissions trajectory continues to slope downward.

Once the carbon price comes into effect, the province will have all the 

tools it needs to drive even deeper emissions reductions. To meet the 2050 

target, the province must ensure that the carbon price is ramped up quickly 

and consistently beyond 2022. Crucially, Nova Scotia cannot shy away from 

past efforts to reduce fossil fuel use in the electricity sector.
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Prince Edward Island

Energy and emissions breakdown

Nearly all energy produced on Prince Edward Island comes from wind power, 

but it only supplies a quarter of domestic demand. The remainder is met by 

imports, mostly from conventional power plants in New Brunswick. P.E.I. 

also has two small oil- and diesel-fired power stations of its own. In addition 

to consuming electricity generated from fossil fuels, the province imports 

fossil fuels, mostly gasoline, for use in transportation. Petroleum accounts 

for two-thirds of the energy consumed in P.E.I. and the transportation sec-

tor consequently accounts for nearly half of emissions. Buildings and agri-

culture each account for a further fifth of provincial GHG emissions.

As a net electricity importer and non-producer of fossil fuels, P.E.I. is 

spared most of the emissions associated with energy production in other 

jurisdictions. P.E.I.’s emissions have declined slightly over the past two dec-

ades and per capita emissions are well below the national average.

Emission reduction policy highlights

The government of P.E.I. released a series of climate and energy plans in 

2008 that laid out dozens of emissions mitigation and climate adaptation 

measures.32 Efforts so far have focused on improving energy efficiency in 

buildings and increasing the share of renewable electricity in the provin-

cial power grid. P.E.I. was one of the first provinces to establish a renew-

able portfolio standard for provincial utilities, and the government has in-

vested more than $100 million in new wind energy capacity in support of this 

policy.33 The Wind Energy Institute, a P.E.I.-based leader in wind-related re-

search and development, has been a major beneficiary of provincial support.

Consultations toward a revised climate and energy plan ended in 2016 

with a new plan likely to be released in 2017. A recommendation report com-

missioned by the government suggests only modest new policies may be 

forthcoming.34 For example, the report calls for greater use of biofuels and 

other lower-carbon fuels in home heating and transportation but sidesteps 

the issue of carbon pricing. By its own admission, the report’s recommenda-

tions would only get P.E.I. halfway to its long-term emission reduction targets.
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FIgure 10 Prince Edward Island

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR
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Employment profile and just transition policies

P.E.I. has no just transition strategy but also little pressing need for one. 

The province has no fossil fuel industry, so the only fossil fuel workers are 

those that commute to neighbouring jurisdictions. In contrast, an estimat-

ed 3,200 people — 4.8% of the workforce — are environmental profession-

als. Opportunities to create new green jobs present themselves to the prov-

ince, especially in its burgeoning wind industry.

Progress toward targets

Prince Edward Island has not set individual provincial GHG targets, but it 

subscribes to the neG/eCp regional targets: return emissions to 1990 levels 

by 2010, to 10% below 1990 levels by 2020 and to 35–45% below 1990 levels 

by 2030. P.E.I. met the 2010 target and may meet the 2020 target — the GHG 

forecasts are not granular enough to say — but the 2030 target looks unlike-

ly based on existing policies or those currently being considered.

As the smallest province in Canada, P.E.I. may be able to implement the 

greatest structural changes toward a low-carbon economy, but it also has 

the fewest resources to do so. Federal support for climate initiatives, such 

as the electrification of the transportation system, will be essential.
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Newfoundland and Labrador

Energy and emissions breakdown

Newfoundland and Labrador is a net energy exporter. The province has a 

large oil industry, both in extraction and refining, which produces about 

three-quarters of the province’s primary energy and accounts for about a 

fifth of the province’s GHG emissions. Electricity generated in the province 

comes predominantly from non-emitting hydro facilities, but the electricity 

sector still accounts for 13% of total emissions due to the continued use of 

some fossil fuel–burning power plants.

On the consumption side, Newfoundland and Labrador is reliant on fos-

sil fuels for transportation and industry. Refined petroleum products, most-

ly gasoline and diesel, account for two-thirds of the energy consumed in the 

province. As a result, the transportation sector is the largest source of GHG 

emissions in the province, accounting for a third of the total.

Emission reduction policy highlights

Newfoundland and Labrador released a climate plan in 2011 with an em-

phasis on energy efficiency and new renewable energy infrastructure.35 A 

follow-up “greening government” plan emphasized leading by example 

through green procurement and other public sector initiatives.36 In general, 

the province’s climate policy commitments are narrow and modest. The prov-

ince has yet to address the transportation or fossil fuel sectors with tangible 

policies, even though they account for most emissions. Moreover, the prov-

ince directly subsidizes the oil industry with tax breaks for new exploration.

The province has focused its climate policy efforts on the Muskrat Falls 

hydro project. However, the project has faced lengthy delays and cost over-

runs in the face of significant public opposition. It may not be operation-

al until 2019, if ever.

Newfoundland and Labrador has concluded consultations toward a new 

climate change plan to be released in 2017. There are few early indications 

of how ambitious the plan will be.

Employment profile and just transition policies

An estimated 9,100 environmental professionals (3.8% of total employ-

ment) work in Newfoundland and Labrador compared to about 3,600 fos-

sil fuel workers (1.6%), which is the greatest share of fossil fuel workers of 
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FIgure 11 Newfoundland and Labrador

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (MT CO2E) BY YEAR
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any province except Alberta and Saskatchewan. Like those provinces, there 

is dire need for a just transition strategy in Newfoundland and Labrador, 

but unlike Alberta no policy has so far been proposed. Atlantic oil workers 

are so concerned about how they will fare in a low-carbon transition that 

they are calling directly on the government for the creation of a just tran-

sition strategy.37

Progress toward targets

Despite emissions declining from their peak in 2002, Newfoundland and 

Labrador missed the 2010 neG/eCp target and is not on track to meet the 

regional targets for 2020, 2030 or 2050. Emissions are projected to curve 

downward but not far enough to meet the province’s targets.

Much will hinge on the province’s new climate plan. If it follows the 

federal lead on carbon pricing, and includes policies targeted at the oil in-

dustry and transportation sector, Newfoundland and Labrador can meet its 

targets. A just transition strategy will be essential for the many fossil fuel 

workers put at risk by those policies.
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Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut

Energy and emissions breakdown

The territories constitute a negligible portion of Canada’s energy and emis-

sions profile. What little energy they produce comes mostly from crude oil 

extraction in the Northwest Territories, and what little energy they consume 

comes mostly from imported diesel fuel. The territories rely on diesel-pow-

ered generators for electricity to a greater extent than any Canadian province.

Emissions have remained relatively stable across the territories over 

the past two decades and per capita emissions are in line with the nation-

al average.

Emission reduction policy highlights

All three territories have published climate plans, but they focus more on 

adaptation to climate change than on emissions mitigation.38 The territor-

ies are among the most vulnerable regions in Canada to a warming world. 

A shortened winter road season, coastal erosion and invasive species are 

already having a negative impact on the environment and economy in the 

north, among other issues.39

At present, the territories’ adaptation plans focus on sharing knowledge 

and building capacity to address long-term challenges. There are few tan-

gible climate policies in place.

Employment profile and just transition policies

An estimated 3,100 environmental professionals work in the territories, 

which accounts for about 4.5% of total employment. The number of fossil 

fuel jobs is too small to estimate.

The territories have some workforce development initiatives in place, 

such as energy efficiency training in Yukon’s construction sector, but no 

major just transition policies.

Progress toward targets

Among the territories, only the Northwest Territories has set an economy-

wide GHG goal. It aims to stabilize emissions at 2005 levels in the long-term. 

Otherwise, the territories are more focused on adapting to a changing cli-

mate than reducing their emissions.
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FIgure 12 Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut
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Major themes  
in Canadian climate  
policy

as tHe preCedinG profiles illustrate, climate policy varies considerably 

between the federal, provincial and territorial governments. Emissions re-

duction policies are inconsistent, targets vary widely, and some jurisdictions 

are actually reducing their emissions while elsewhere they continue to rise. 

There are some clear similarities across the country, too. In this section, we 

discuss three common themes in Canadian climate policy: (1) the ambition 

gap between promises and policies; (2) the widespread dependence on and 

continued promotion of fossil fuels; and (3) the absence of workforce transi-

tion policies. These three themes are worth highlighting because they repre-

sent key sticking points in Canadian climate policy. They are the high-level 

policy areas where progress has been difficult to achieve so far and there-

fore where major opportunities for progress remain.

The ambition gap

Canadian governments take climate change seriously insofar as they gen-

erally recognize the risk it presents and are taking steps to mitigate emis-

sions. However, collectively Canadian governments do not take climate 



48 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

change seriously enough to act with the necessary level of ambition. Even 

the provincial leaders on climate policy, such as British Columbia and Qué-

bec, have taken only modest steps forward to reduce emissions (with occa-

sional steps backward). No government has made moves to dramatically re-

structure their economy for a low-carbon future.

Consequently, with the exception of Nova Scotia, every jurisdiction has 

either already missed its GHG emission reduction targets or will in the fu-

ture. In some cases, the ambition gap between targets and projections is 

staggering. Ontario, for example, is on track to exceed its 2030 GHG target 

by 57 Mt, or 50%. Five other provinces are projected to emit more GHGs in 

2030 than they did in 2015. Overall, Canada is projected to exceed its 2030 

Paris Agreement target by 218 Mt, or 42%.

To make matters worse, Canada’s GHG targets fall well short of what cli-

mate scientists believe is necessary to prevent catastrophic global warming. 

If every country aspired to Canada’s level of ambition — and succeeded in 

reducing emissions to those levels — global temperatures would still likely 

rise 3–4ºC by the end of the century.40 Although no amount of global warm-

ing can be called safe, the international community has committed to lim-

iting warming to 2ºC (with an aspirational target of 1.5ºC) to avoid the most 

catastrophic effects of climate change.41

The ambition gap between Canada’s emissions reduction targets and 

our emission reduction policies, not to mention the gap between our targets 

and the scientific consensus, is a key issue in Canadian climate policy. Not 

only are our ambitions too modest, but we are not doing enough to achieve 

them. Canadian governments need to be more honest with themselves in 

setting and pursuing targets and more honest with the public in explaining 

the long-term costs of both action and inaction.

Fossil fuel dependence

The largest and most direct cause of climate change is the production and 

consumption of fossil fuels. In Canada, the provinces that produce fossil 

fuels by extracting and processing crude oil, natural gas and coal are also 

the largest emitters of greenhouse gases. The Alberta oil sands alone ac-

count for 10% of Canada’s total emissions — and that’s only getting the oil 

out of the ground, not processing or consuming it.

Whereas fossil fuel production is confined mainly to Western Canada and 

Newfoundland, every province and territory is a major consumer of fossil 
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fuels. Even the “cleanest” jurisdictions, such as Québec and Prince Edward 

Island, still get much of their energy from gasoline, diesel and other petrol-

eum products. In the “dirtiest” jurisdictions, such as Saskatchewan, fossil 

fuels account for as much as 90% of all energy consumption. Reducing fos-

sil fuel use in the transportation sector is a challenge shared by every juris-

diction, since so much infrastructure — the road network, suburban hous-

ing, land for parking, etc. — is intended to move people and goods around 

using gas-burning cars and diesel-burning trucks.

The bottom line is that fossil fuels drive carbon emissions; consequent-

ly, climate policy must also be energy policy. Initiatives to reduce the pro-

duction and delivery of fossil fuels (supply-side mitigation measures) and 

initiatives to reduce the consumption of fossil fuels and related products 

(demand-side mitigation measures) are necessary for Canada to meet its 

emission reduction targets.

The failure of Canadian governments on this front are twofold. First, 

governments have done little to discourage fossil fuel production and con-

sumption. Although the introduction of carbon pricing across the country 

will make it more expensive to extract and burn oil, gas and coal, the price 

is too low to drive large-scale economic changes. Alberta’s new oil sands 

emissions cap is another clear example of weak regulation, because it per-

mits a 30% expansion of oil sands emissions above current levels before 

penalties kick in. Furthermore, in the absence of measures to expand al-

ternative infrastructure (e.g., building walkable cities with improved pub-

lic transit), most households will simply be forced to pay more to sustain 

their current lifestyles.

Second, and more insidiously, many Canadian governments continue to 

promote the expansion of the fossil fuel industry. The federal government 

recently approved a series of oil pipelines that threaten to completely undo 

the emissions reduction progress made in other sectors.42 British Columbia 

is pushing ahead with liquid natural gas facilities that will produce huge 

amounts of upstream and downstream greenhouse gases.43 The federal and 

some provincial governments also directly prop up the fossil fuel industry 

through tax credits and other subsidies on the order of $1.5 billion per year.44

The continued protection and promotion of fossil fuel interests in Can-

ada is a major sticking point in Canadian climate policy. Without directly 

addressing the root cause of greenhouse gas emissions, namely, the pro-

duction and consumption of fossil fuels, Canada has little chance of meet-

ing our emission reduction goals.
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Workforce transitions

Climate policy in Canada is generally concerned with climate change miti-

gation. Reducing the amount of greenhouse gases we emit into the atmos-

phere is crucial for contributing our fair share to global climate goals. How-

ever, adapting to climate change — and adapting to the side-effects of climate 

policies — is an urgent task in its own right. Canadian governments have so 

far been hesitant to tackle the potential dislocations created by their miti-

gation policies. Specifically, the potentially negative impacts of climate 

policies on fossil fuel workers and their communities has generally been 

underappreciated.

If the goal of climate policy is to a build a low-carbon economy, and not 

simply to reduce GHG emissions, then a just transition strategy is essential. 

Governments must not only provide adequate social supports to the work-

ers and communities most directly at risk, such as B.C.’s coal towns or Al-

berta’s oil communities, but they must also prepare the current workforce 

for the opportunities and challenges created by a low-carbon economy. In-

vesting in renewable energy projects to create jobs, for example, is a missed 

opportunity if Canadian workers are not trained to fill them.

A well-designed just transition approach can promote clean, inclusive 

growth that benefits both workers and the environment, but Canadian gov-

ernments have so far failed to implement one. The absence of a robust just 

transition strategy is another key issue in Canadian climate policy. With-

out one, the economic costs of climate action will be higher than necessary. 

Furthermore, public support for emissions mitigation measures is under-

mined when jobs are lost in the process.
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Conclusions  
and recommendations

optimists Can find plenty to celebrate in Canadian climate policy. Near-

ly every government now acknowledges the threat posed by climate change, 

has set a series of greenhouse gas emission reduction targets, and has laid 

out a plan to reach its goals. Renewable energy makes up a large and grow-

ing share of the electricity grid, energy efficiency initiatives are steadily re-

ducing per capita emissions, and every jurisdiction in Canada is expected 

to have some form of carbon pricing in place by 2018.

Some provinces, especially in Atlantic Canada, have already significant-

ly reduced economy-wide emissions, with further reductions projected in 

the coming decades. The ongoing nationwide phase-out of coal-fired elec-

tricity generation has been especially important. The push for better trans-

portation and building standards will make a big difference moving for-

ward. Overall, compared to even five years ago, Canada’s climate policy 

progress is remarkable.

Yet, for all our apparent progress, Canada remains a climate policy lag-

gard. Our emission reduction targets, though numerous, are inadequate for 

contributing our fair share to global climate goals. In almost every province 

and nationally we are projected to miss those targets anyway. In compari-

son, our peers, such as the United Kingdom, are achieving significant emis-

sion reductions and are on track to meet their goals.45
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The chief cause of Canada’s foot-dragging is a deep dependence on fossil 

fuels that governments have failed to seriously address. The federal govern-

ment and the governments of several provinces continue to promote fossil 

fuel development by endorsing new oil infrastructure and offering subsidies 

to producers. Meanwhile, Canadian businesses and households continue to 

consume fossil fuels at rates far above the global average.

Furthermore, efforts to transition Canada to a low-carbon economy lack 

ambition or teeth. For example, the proposed national carbon price is mod-

est, with no commitment past 2022. Initiatives specifically aimed at indus-

trial emissions are almost nonexistent. Moreover, little consideration has 

been given to the potential impacts of climate change and climate policies 

on workers and their communities.

Clearly, Canada needs to increase its commitment to climate change ac-

tion. Ramping up our climate policy ambition will not be simple or easy, 

but there are tangible steps our federal, provincial and territorial govern-

ments can take immediately to reduce emissions and begin restructuring 

our economy for a low-carbon future.

Recommendations

The following recommendations are designed to address the problems and 

patterns identified in this report. These recommendations are not compre-

hensive, but they address major outstanding issues in the Canadian cli-

mate policy landscape and are equally applicable at the federal and sub-

national levels.

Set GHG emission reduction targets  
that are consistent with a global carbon budget

Canada’s flagship emission reduction target — 30% below 2005 levels by 

2030 — is both arbitrary and inadequate. The federal government and each 

of the provinces should set new emission reduction targets consistent with 

a global carbon budget, which is a useful measure of how much carbon di-

oxide can still be emitted into the atmosphere with a reasonable chance of 

avoiding catastrophic climate change. The exact targets will depend on how 

the budget is calculated and divided, but in any case they will be significant-

ly more ambitious than the current targets set by Canadian governments.46
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End fossil fuel subsidies

Fossil fuel subsidies include tax breaks for oil exploration, tax breaks for 

mining expenses, direct funding for fossil fuel research and development, 

and other measures. In total, these subsidies cost Canadian governments 

$1.5 billion per year. The federal government has committed to phasing out 

all fossil fuel subsidies in the “medium term,” consistent with the 2015 G7 

leaders’ declaration, but has yet to do so.47 In fact, the federal government 

has in the past two years extended one such subsidy, the Mineral Explora-

tion Tax Credit, on two separate occasions.48 Fossil fuel subsidies act as a 

negative price on carbon by encouraging high-emitting activity. They should 

be eliminated immediately and in full.

Place a moratorium on new fossil fuel infrastructure

For the world to meet its emission reduction goals, a significant proportion 

of known fossil fuel reserves can never be extracted and burned.49 Con-

sequently, if Canadian governments are serious about fighting global warm-

ing they cannot take measures to actively expand the fossil fuel industry. 

Encouraging the production and export of fossil fuels by approving pipe-

lines and processing facilities leads to additional emissions both domestic-

ally and wherever those fuels are eventually consumed. A moratorium on 

new fossil fuel infrastructure is the first necessary step in a broader phase-

out of the fossil fuel industry.

Ensure the carbon price increases over time

Carbon pricing works by disincentivizing activities that generate greenhouse 

gas emissions. It is considered by many economists across the political spec-

trum to be the most efficient policy tool for reducing emissions.50 However, a 

static carbon price becomes less effective over time as the economy adapts 

and the price signal is muted by inflation and other economic forces. All 

carbon pricing policies in Canada should be designed to ramp up indefin-

itely. A predictable, annual increase in the carbon price is a simple way to 

ensure the policy continues to drive emission reductions over the long term.
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Recycle carbon pricing revenues  
into complementary climate policies

Carbon pricing has the potential to generate substantial government rev-

enues. Some governments, such as British Columbia, have committed to re-

cycling 100% of carbon revenues into tax cuts and other measures intended 

to make the tax revenue-neutral. However, a revenue-neutral carbon price is 

not the most effective way to reduce emissions. A portion of revenues should 

certainly be allocated to assisting vulnerable workers, households and in-

dustries with their adjustment costs, but the remainder should be invested 

into complementary emission reduction policies. Recycling carbon pricing 

revenues into green infrastructure and clean technology investments, for 

example, has a more positive environmental impact than pricing alone.51

Accelerate the electrification of the transportation system

Fossil fuels burned in the transportation sector are a significant contributor 

to greenhouse gas emissions across Canada. Clean fuel standards and im-

proved vehicle efficiency can both contribute to emission reductions in the 

short term, but ultimately the transportation system needs to be completely 

transitioned off fossil fuels. Most importantly, both intra-city and inter-city 

public transit and shipping options need to be expanded to reduce the need 

for individual vehicles. Since passenger vehicles and commercial trucks will 

not disappear completely, policies to encourage electric vehicle adoption, 

including an expanded network of charging stations, are also necessary.

Develop a just transition strategy

The specifics of a just transition strategy will be determined by the challen-

ges and opportunities facing each jurisdiction, but the need for a just tran-

sition strategy applies everywhere. Climate policies pose risks to certain 

workers and their communities. Governments need to be proactive in ad-

dressing those risks, whether through income supports, retraining programs 

or other policies. In jurisdictions without many fossil fuel workers, policies 

to prepare the workforce for emerging opportunities in the clean tech sec-

tor are just as vital for realizing the potential of the low-carbon economy.
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Appendix

tHe present report summarizes and expands on four papers published 

by the aCW’s Domestic Policy Working Group between October 2015 and 

January 2017:

• Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood, Baseline Report on Domestic Policy, Adapt-

ing Canadian Work and Workplaces to Respond to Climate Change, 

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives and York University, Octo-

ber 2015, http://www.adaptingcanadianwork.ca/domestic-policy-

baseline-report.

• Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood, Evaluating government plans and actions 

to reduce GHG emissions in Canada: Federal progress through June 

2016, Adapting Canadian Work and Workplaces to Respond to Cli-

mate Change, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives and York Uni-

versity, July 2016, http://www.adaptingcanadianwork.ca/canadas-

evolving-domestic-climate-policy-landscape/.

• Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood, Evaluating government plans and actions 

to reduce GHG emissions in Canada: Provincial and territorial progress 

through October 2016, Adapting Canadian Work and Workplaces to Re-

spond to Climate Change, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives and 

York University, November 2016, http://www.adaptingcanadianwork.

ca/canadas-evolving-domestic-climate-policy-landscape/.
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• Hadrian Mertins-Kirkwood, Evaluating government plans and actions 

to reduce GHG emissions in Canada: Just transition policies, Adapt-

ing Canadian Work and Workplaces to Respond to Climate Change, 

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives and York University, Janu-

ary 2017, http://www.adaptingcanadianwork.ca/canadas-evolving-

domestic-climate-policy-landscape/.

Sources and methodology for climate policy profiles

The typology of climate policies used in this report is updated from the typ-

ology first developed in the Baseline Report (pp. 2–4) and summarized in 

Table 1.

Historical GHG emissions and GHG emissions by sector

• Environment and Climate Change Canada, “National and Provincial/

Territorial Greenhouse Gas Emission Tables,” Environment Canada 

Data, Government of Canada, last modified April 13, 2017, http://open.

canada.ca/data/en/dataset/779c7bcf-4982-47eb-af1b-a33618a05e5b.

Because 2015 is the latest year for which GHG emissions data are avail-

able, that is the reference year for all data comparisons and analysis (e.g., 

2015 energy production/consumption data are used even where more re-

cent data are available). Note the term “heavy industry” is used in place of 

“emissions-intensive and trade-exposed industries” throughout this report.

Projected GHG emissions through 2030

• Environment and Climate Change Canada, “Canada’s 2016 green-

house gas emissions Reference Case,” Government of Canada, last 

modified January 5, 2017, https://www.ec.gc.ca/ges-ghg/default.

asp?lang=En&n=1F24D9EE-1&offset=3&toc=show#tab24.

Population

• Statistics Canada, “Table 051-0001: Estimates of population, by age 

group and sex for July 1, Canada, provinces and territories,” CAN-

SIM, last updated September 28, 2016.

Per capita emissions are calculated by dividing total GHG emissions by 

population in the reference year.
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Gross domestic product

• Statistics Canada, “Table 384-0038: Gross domestic product, ex-

penditure-based, provincial and territorial,” CANSIM, last updated 

November 9, 2016.

Energy production and consumption

• Statistics Canada, “Table 128-0016: Supply and demand of primary 

and secondary energy in terajoules,” CANSIM, last updated Janu-

ary 16, 2017.

• Statistics Canada, “Table 127-0002: Electric power generation, by 

class of electricity producer,” CANSIM, last updated February 26, 2016.

Fossil fuel employment

• Statistics Canada, “Table 383-0031: Labour statistics consistent with 

the System of National Accounts (sna), by province and territory, 

tAble 1 Typology of climate policies

Supply-side  
mitigation measures

Demand-side  
mitigation measures

Adaptation  
measures

Regulatory initiatives Standards, codes and other 
regulatory requirements designed 
to reduce GHG emissions from 
energy producers by reducing 
higher-emitting energy production 
(e.g., coal-fired power phase-
outs), increasing the use of 
lower-emitting alternatives (e.g., 
renewable portfolio standards) 
or improving emissions intensity 
(e.g., performance standards)

Standards, codes and other 
regulations designed to 
reduce GHG emissions from 
energy consumers by reducing 
consumption of higher-emitting 
energy sources (e.g., electric 
vehicle sales targets) or by 
increasing energy efficiency (e.g., 
green building codes)

Standards, codes and other 
regulations designed to minimize 
the damage from climate change 
(e.g., climate-resilient building 
codes) or maximize potential 
social and economic benefits (e.g., 
local hiring requirements for clean 
technology investments)

Funding, financing  
& investment programs

Programs designed to reduce GHG 
emissions by supporting new low-
emitting infrastructure (e.g., feed-
in-tariff programs) and innovation 
(e.g., clean technology RD&D 
grants)

Programs designed to reduce GHG 
emissions by supporting energy 
efficiency improvements (e.g., 
building retrofitting programs) or 
lower-emitting consumer choices 
(e.g., public transit expansion)

Programs designed to minimize 
the damage from climate change 
(e.g., disaster response funds) 
or maximize potential social and 
economic benefits (e.g., retraining 
programs for fossil fuel workers)

Taxes and tax subsidies Disincentives for higher-emitting 
energy production (e.g., carbon 
levies) or incentives for lower-
emitting activities and innovation 
(e.g., clean technology RD&D tax 
credits)

Disincentives for higher-emitting 
consumption patterns (e.g., 
gasoline taxes) or incentives for 
lower-emitting alternatives (e.g., 
industrial energy efficiency tax 
credits)

Disincentives for activities 
that reduce adaptive capacity 
(e.g., increased royalties for 
exploitation of natural carbon 
sinks) or incentives for activities 
that increase adaptive capacity 
(e.g., tax credits for ecosystem 
protection)
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job category and North American Industry Classification System 

(naiCs),” CANSIM, last updated February 9, 2017.

There is no definitive source for total fossil fuel industry employment 

at the provincial level. To arrive at our estimates, we modify Marc Lee and 

Amanda Card’s 2012 methodology for estimating total fossil fuel jobs in Can-

ada.52 Whereas Lee and Card reference the Survey of Employment, Payroll and 

Hours (sepH), we compile figures from Statistics Canada’s annual provincial 

program of Canadian Productivity Accounts, which provides comprehensive 

estimates for the total number of jobs in each province by naiCs category.

The following naiCs categories are included in our calculations to de-

rive total fossil fuel employment: oil and gas extraction (211), mining and 

quarrying (except oil and gas) (212), coal mining (2121), support activities for 

oil and gas extraction (21311A), support activities for mining (21311B), natur-

al gas distribution (2212), petroleum refineries (32411), petroleum and coal 

products manufacturing (except petroleum refineries) (3241A), and pipe-

line transportation (486).

Environmental employment

• eCo Canada, Environmental Employment by Province, Calgary: Feb-

ruary 2016.

eCo Canada’s data is based on extensive employer surveys conducted 

in 2013 (results from eCo Canada’s latest survey will be published in 2017). 

“Environmental professionals” are defined as workers who spend more 

than half of their time engaged in environmental activities. In this report, 

environmental professionals are also refered to as “green jobs.” eCo Can-

ada estimates the total number of workers and the share of the total work-

force based on Labour Force Survey data.
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