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Stop the patchwork fixes
Making Ontario a world 

leader in renewable energy is an 
important goal. To accomplish it, 
the Liberals have to stop patch-
ing up the 2009 Green Energy 
Act (GEA) and instead initiate a 
comprehensive review of how 
best to move to a greener energy 
future.

The Liberals missed that 
opportunity during their latest 
20-year energy plan. They 
continue to ignore imbalances 
between the cost of green energy 
and its benefits. From the outset 
they have set overly optimistic 
targets and reported question-
able results.

The objectives of the act are 
laudable. It is supposed to pro-
mote economic growth and help 
reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions. The higher costs associ-
ated with renewable energy were 
seen as an acceptable trade-off 
for a cleaner environment, thou-
sands of green jobs and billions 
in renewable power investments.

But even the most superficial 
assessment of the GEA shows 
that it needs a fundamental 
overhaul to meet these goals.

The rational for the GEA 
The Liberals made their 

multi-billion dollar commitment 
to renewable energy without a 
basic cost-benefit evaluation of 
the impact on future electricity 
prices, net job creation or green-
house gas emissions.

Part of the rational for the GEA 
is to replace coal-fired power 
generation with green energy. 
But a recent study by the Fraser 
Institute maintains the GEA 
programs are 10 times more 
costly per year than retrofitting 
the coal-fired plants, which 
would have yielded the same 
environmental results. Instead 
of addressing institute’s findings, 

Energy Minister Bob Chiarelli 
accused it of favouring coal.

Speedy implementation and 
blue-sky targets have marked the 
GEA from the outset. Periodic 
fixes have modified some of 
the unintended consequences. 
But they have also reduced the 
initial economic and environ-
ment payoffs promised by the 
government.

High cost of the GEA 
When the act was introduced, 

the government said the legisla-
tion would lead to an annual 
increase in electricity bills of 
only 1%. That estimate was later 
changed to 7.9% annually, with 
more than half of this higher 
price attributed to the cost of 
renewable energy.

This constitutes a relatively 
small direct contribution to the 
42% increase we can expect in 
our residential bills over the next 
five years, but there is a second-
ary effect. 

Because much of this green 
power is intermittent, it has 
to be back-stopped by a costly 
network of new gas plants. “It’s 
the real reason behind the most 
recent increases in hydro bills”, 
according to electricity consul-
tant Tom Adams.

Reduced tariffs for solar and 
wind will help modify the impact 
on electricity prices long-term. 
But the 3,300 megawatts of 
renewable power already in 
place have 20-year contracts at 
sky-high tariffs.
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An aerial view taken June 18, 2013 of a solar farm in Norfolk County.

Job creation, economic growth 

The government promised the 
GEA would create 50,000 jobs 
in the first three years. After five 
years, it claims 31,000 jobs have 
been created (details are scarce). 
Most of them are temporary 
construction jobs.

No attention has been paid 
to the loss of jobs as a result of 
GEA-related electricity prices, 
now among the highest in North 
America. Experience in some 
jurisdictions has shown that 
for every job created through 
renewable energy generation, 
two to four jobs were lost in 
other sectors due to higher elec-
tricity prices.

The Fraser Institute study 

says forecasted price increases 
will mean job losses in manu-
facturing and natural recourses 
sectors, “leading to a net loss in 
employment and investment” 
due mainly to GEA-related 
initiatives.

The Samsung agreement 
A centrepiece of the GEA was 

the sole-sourced, $9.7-billion 
agreement with Samsung, a 
South Korean industrial giant. 
Samsung was given a $437-mil-
lion incentive over 20 years, plus 
special rates and access to the 
power grid.

In return it was to deliver 2,500 
megawatts of green power, build 
four plants to manufacture green 
energy equipment and create 

10,000 jobs. 
Lack of performance has 

forced the renegotiation of the 
agreement twice. 

The Samsung investment has 
now dropped to $6 billion, with 
a target of 1,369 megawatts and 
900 manufacturing jobs.

Made-in-Ontario content 
Another key feature of the 

GEA was lost recently. 
The act initially required up to 

60% made-in-Ontario  
content for wind and solar 
projects. 

This job-creating provision 
was dropped in response to 
a World Trade Organization 
ruling. This means less green 
investment in Ontario.

Reducing emissions 

The government says the 
key purpose of the GEA was to 
improve air quality by reduc-
ing pollutants from coal-fired 
generation. Green energy does 
reduce emissions. But Ontario’s 
Environmental Commissioner 
maintains “. . . any contribution 
to the coal phase-out from the 
GEA would be marginal at best.”

The industrial model 
The adoption of an industrial 

model for the development 
of wind and solar power, as 
opposed to the community-based 
model, coupled with bypassing 
municipal approvals, has caused 
stiff resistance in rural com-
munities. It’s pitted neighbour 
against neighbour, turned off 
hundreds of municipalities, and 
cost the Liberals rural seats in the 
last election. Recent rules give 
municipalities greater control 
over projects and some fund-
ing for community-based green 
initiatives. Environmental groups 
applaud the changes. Rural anti-
wind advocates see them as “an 
empty gesture.”

Progressive Conservative 
Opposition Leader Tim Hudak’s 
pledge to phase out the GEA is 
an overreaction. Most of the leg-
islation’s shortcomings can be 
remedied, but not by patching 
and pasting.

Green energy will only get the 
support it deserves if the eco-
nomic and environmental costs 
and benefits are more carefully 
identified and better balanced. 
Over-promising and under-
delivering isn’t the answer.
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