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Over the last decade, wind energy has 
been the largest source of new generating 
capacity in Canada and has become the 
lowest cost source of new generation. 
(Courtesy: Canadian Renewable Energy 
Association)
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Collaboration, policy, technology, 
and economic stimulus in the wake 
of COVID-19 are all variables 
in the renewables equation that 
will push Canada to net-zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.
By KENNETH CARTER     Wind Systems editor

Canada wants to have net-zero carbon emissions 
by 2050, and it is pushing those goals with some 
interesting organizational changes.

And while 2050 may feel like it’s a million 
years away, it’s only 30, so the clock is ticking to 
get policies in place, and in place quickly.

As part of that goal, renewable energy associations de-
cided to merge into one with the recent unification of the 
Canadian Wind Energy Association and the Canadian So-
lar Industries Association with the Canadian Renewable 
Energy Association. Now, wind, solar, and energy storage 
can speak as one voice to expedite the country’s energy 
aspirations.

“The future of our technologies hinges on a couple of 
things, and the key driver is going to be climate policy clear-
ly,” said Robert Hornung, president of the Canadian Renew-
able Energy Association. “Canada has made a commitment 
to net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. Every single 
study that has looked at that question in Canada says you 
have to do two absolutely central things to get there: One 
is you have to decarbonize electricity production, and Can-
ada’s in a good position with that; 80 percent of its electric-
ity production is currently non-emitting. But that means 
there’s 20 percent of committing technology that has to be 
taken off the system. And we believe that wind and solar 
will capture most of that opportunity going forward.”

PART OF THE SOLUTION
But that is only part of the solution in order to get to net 
zero, because that electricity has to be used to substitute for 
fossil fuels and other applications, according to Hornung.

“Whether it’s in transportation through electric vehicles, 
whether it’s in industrial processes, whether it’s in build-
ings,” he said. “And in Canada at a minimum, studies have 
shown that this would require probably a doubling of elec-
tricity production to be able to do that. That represents a 
tremendous opportunity for our industries because we sort 
of tick off a lot of those needs.”

By implementing multiple renewable alternatives, a 
reliable product gets provided, and from a policy-making 
perspective, for climate change in particular, regulatory 
changes and market frameworks are going to be needed to 
ensure technologies are competing on a level playing field, 
according to Hornung.

“Our industries are not scared of competition,” he said. 
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“They’re keen to compete. They just want to make sure we’re 
on a level playing field when we’re doing so.”

For example, in provinces such as Ontario and Alberta, 
energy storage doesn’t have a fair shot to compete because 
most jurisdictions don’t actually provide a way for it to re-
ceive compensation for the services it provides, according 
to Hornung. By changing the frameworks to recognize the 
value that these technologies bring to the system, it creates 
mechanisms that allow them to be compensated for provid-
ing that value to the system.

HELPING CANADIAN BUSINESS
And that can end up being hugely advantageous to Cana-
dian businesses.

“Just with wind energy, we’ve demonstrated how we’re 
the most cost-competitive source of new electricity genera-
tion available in Canada,” Hornung said. “The biggest bar-
rier and the biggest challenge to getting new wind onto 
the grid is electricity demand. Many parts of Canada have 
electricity surpluses; electricity growth is slow and obvious-
ly has fallen with COVID coming around. When we look at 
opportunities going forward, again bringing the technol-
ogies together, we think it will open more doors because, 
increasingly, customers like utilities are not just looking 
for energy. They’re looking for energy and a whole range of 
services that can be provided to the grid.”

And that means looking beyond long-term power pur-
chase agreements, and getting more creative with con-
tractual arrangements and market mechanisms that can 
give the ability to provide a broader range of services while 
opening up potential sources of revenue and driving devel-
opment opportunities, according to Hornung. 

“We think that bringing these technologies together and 
exploring how we can create regulatory frameworks and 
market rules that enable these technologies to be deployed 
and to capitalize on their strengths will essentially grow 

the pie for everyone,” he said. “And that’s where they’re 
interested.”

ENERGY EFFICIENCY
With businesses looking for more creative ways to take ad-
vantage of renewables, Hornung emphasized that, although 
renewable technologies are an important part of the solu-
tion, they’re not the whole solution.

“Energy efficiency is clearly going to be critical,” he said. 
“What energy we do produce and use, we need to use as 
efficiently as possible. And when we look at a target like 
2050 — 30 years away — we need interim targets that we can 
measure against. We would argue they should be legislated 
that we move toward, we need to continue. In Canada, we 
do have a carbon price. We need to continue to have carbon 
pricing. That price needs to increase over time to continue 
to send the signal to investors that we need to move away 
from greenhouse gas. And we need strategic approaches to 
do things like electrified transportation, which in itself is 
a large task, and that is not just a matter of changing pric-
ing. There are regulatory changes that are required; there’s 
infrastructure investments that are required.”

And in Canada, carbon pricing clearly plays a role in 
getting to that 100 percent renewable goal, according to 
Hornung.

“We’re already phasing out coal-fired generation through 
regulation, and we need to think seriously about how we’re 
going to treat natural gas generation going forward,” he 
said. “We need to invest in new infrastructure that will 
facilitate both the deployment of renewables and also their 
integration, for example, with inter-provincial transmission 
lines. And we need to recognize that we’re going to have a 
significant growth as well, coming forward in terms of elec-
tricity production. We need to work to make adjustments to 
our regulatory frameworks to enable that and to account for 
that. It’s not as simple as saying, ‘We just need the technolo-

Canada already ranks in the top 10 globally for installed wind energy capacity and in the top 20 for installed solar energy capacity. (Courtesy: 
Canadian Renewable Energy Association)
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gy.’ I would argue we have the technology in order to move 
in this direction. What we don’t have are the regulatory and 
market, and, frankly, policy frameworks that enable us to 
efficiently deploy those technologies to enable us to achieve 
our goals. That’s what we need to work on.”

PANDEMIC CHALLENGES
The unfortunate reality of COVID-19 has created its own 
set of challenges when it comes to the renewable sector in 
Canada, especially with larger, utility-scale projects, but 
Hornung pointed out that it has affected other aspects in 
surprising ways. 

“For the larger projects, utility scale projects, the impact 
has really been on construction schedules and supply chain 
sorts of issues and availability; these projects are continu-
ing to move forward, but they’re increasingly challenged 
to meet deadlines,” he said. “For the behind-the-meter side, 
I would say the challenge has been larger when you think 
about, for example, somebody who’s putting solar panels 
on a home, they’ve just gone through an extended period 
where homeowners have been very cautious about having 
somebody come over. It’s been tough to do that kind of busi-
ness.”

The sector has been faced with many challenges related 
to the pandemic, but it is Hornung’s hope that Canada will 
emulate other countries like the European Union and invest 
in economic stimulus measures that will enable the country 
to, not just deal with the economic impact of COVID-19, but 
also help it address other issues such as climate change at 
the same time.

Government stimulus strategies in response to COVID-19 
can serve to create high-quality and widely dispersed jobs, 
while also putting Canada on a viable pathway to net-zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. According to Hornung, 
this could and should involve:
  Support for labor-intensive work such as the deploy-

ment of solar energy and energy storage systems for homes 
and commercial and institutional buildings across Canada.
  Support for major new electricity infrastructure such 

as new transmission lines and energy storage projects, 
which will enable better integration and use of wind and 
solar energy.
  Support for the electrification of transportation and 

the production of green hydrogen from wind and solar en-
ergy, which could create new industrial opportunities while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions from transportation.

“It’s our hope that there will be new opportunities emerg-
ing from that,” he said. “The other point I would make about 
COVID is that it’s obviously posed a challenge for the indus-
try in terms of its own procedures and processes. Everyone’s 
first concern is the health and safety of their workforce. And 
so, people have had to make adjustments and plan, and I 
think that the industry has responded very well in that re-
gard to those challenges. It’s also had an impact in terms of 
future prospects in the sense that we have seen a significant 
decline in electricity demand associated with the economic 

downturn resulting from COVID. And there’s a lot of uncer-
tainty as to when, or if, that electricity demand will come 
back. In terms of looking at potential future procurement 
processes, I think there’s a bit more uncertainty about that 
right now, at least until we have some more clarity about 
what the economic recovery is going to look like.”

Like many countries, Canada has seen an increase in 
residential electricity demand since residents are spending 
more time at home or are working from home, which has 
been more than offset by electricity use in the commercial 
and industrial sectors, according to Hornung.

WORKING WITH THE U.S.
With Canada moving forward with its progressive energy 
goals, it’s hard not to speculate what kind of impact it might 
have on North America as a whole when the United States’ 
renewable energy policies are in flux.

“Similar to the U.S., in Canada the policies that are driv-
ing action on climate change are not just a question of the 
federal government; provincial and state governments and 
municipal governments all are playing a very significant 
role,” Hornung said. “And I would say, from our perspective, 
we would like to see collaboration between these countries 
in terms of addressing this challenge. We think one area 
where Canada can play a particularly important role, vis-a-
vis the U.S., is in terms of our non-emitting electricity base. 
We do see real opportunities for increase. Canada’s already 
a significant exporter of electricity to the United States, but 
as the United States moves forward and sees things like 
electrification and transportation and continued growth 
in that area, we think Canada will have the opportunity 
to provide more electricity to the U.S. that is non-emitting, 
that’s low cost, and that can help the U.S. in terms of mov-
ing to address its own greenhouse gas challenge. From our 
perspective, we see potentially a significant role for Canada 
in terms of being a source of clean power for the United 
States, but also an opportunity to help to balance some of 
the variability that the U.S. is going to experience as well in 
terms of bringing more renewable generation onto the grid.”

Some of that will be dealt with through energy storage 
and other tools in both Canada and the U.S., but Canada has 
a large hydroelectric base that will perform that function 
in parts of the country, according to Hornung. It has the 
opportunity to do a similar thing in the U.S.

“We already have seen, for example, agreements between 
Minnesota and Manitoba,” he said, “where Manitoba is us-
ing its hydroelectric capacity to help manage the variability 
of wind energy on Minnesota’s grid.”

But in Canada, changing the design of electricity mar-
kets and the regulatory frameworks that govern them will 
be a complex and time-consuming process, according to 
Hornung.

“Success in 2050 depends on decisions taken today — and 
the wrong decisions could lock us into pathways that will 
make it impossible to achieve net-zero emissions in 2050 
without stranding assets and investment,” he said. 
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