
 Introduction
As the spectre of a climate crisis casts an increasingly worrisome global 
shadow, Canada has started to take action, setting a goal to reach net-
zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. To reach this target, the 
government is charting its course through the adoption of clean 
energy (Government of Canada 2023c). The announcements and 
commitments from the federal government reflect a promising 
trajectory – a series of actions that signify the most significant investments 
in Canada’s history to support a low-carbon transition.

The Canadian Net-Zero Emissions Accountability Act, passed on 
June 29, 2021sets a concrete target and milestones to achieve 
net-zero emissions (Government of Canada 2023b). It outlines a 
plan to reduce emissions by 40-45% from 2005 levels by 2030 
(Government of Canada 2023b). More recently, the Canadian 
Sustainable Jobs Act tabled in June 2023 seeks to operationalize 
the concept of a “Just Transition” 1 1in Canada, aimed at ensuring low 

1 In preparing this manuscript, I acknowledge support from several people, in particular Pierre Fortin, 
Harvey McCue, and my brother Simon. Pierre Fortin and I wrote a bilingual oped on the tragedy. The 
French version was published in Le Devoir, the English version in the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix and 
Regina Leader-Post. Any errors of fact or analysis are mine.

carbon infrastructure is also equitable and inclusive (Government of 
Canada 2023a). However, amidst the national ambition lies a nuanced 
challenge – striking a balance between setting out broad, national-
level objectives and putting them to work and making them 
real locally, where they matter to people’s everyday lives. After 
all, Canada has been a signatory to climate change targets for 
decades but has consistently failed to meet its goals. The question 
therefore is not so much about what we need to do – reduce 
carbon – but how we need to get there and who needs to be part 
of the solution?  

What’s more, Canada must achieve these objectives while 
maintaining an efficient, stable, secure, and competitive grid 
infrastructure while simultaneously doubling grid capacity by 2050. 
These duel policy objectives –achieving net-zero emissions while 
increasing overall electricity capacity—will be the most ambitious 
infrastructure undertaking this century (Annesley et al. 2023). To 
move the dial on this energy transition challenge, no policy option 
can be left unexplored. 

Part of the answer may well lie in the mobilization of citizens and their 
communities in the form of Renewable Energy Cooperatives (RECs). 
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These organizations, defined by their democratic structure, 
community focus, and collective ownership, offer Canadians 
an opportunity to actively participate in the energy transition 
while reaping tangible economic benefits (MacArthur 2016). 
RECs empower local communities to take some control over 
their energy future, enabling Canada’s low-carbon transition 
to resonate at the grassroots level, create opportunities for 
local investment, and perhaps most importantly, introduce a 
degree of resilience into an energy grid that itself is becoming 
increasingly vulnerable to climate events (Boucher 2021; Das et 
al. 2020).

Despite having the potential to make a contribution to Canada’s 
energy transition and the resilience of the country’s energy 
systems, RECs still occupy a small portion of the country’s 
energy market. Given Canada’s net-zero transition goals, RECs, 
if enabled to scale up, could play a pivotal role in ensuring that 
the nation’s energy transition is not just effective—but also fair 
and inclusive. 

 A Census of Renewable Energy Cooperatives
To understand the landscape of RECs in Canada, members of 
our research team conducted a nationwide census (Pigeon, 
Boucher, and Leonhardt 2022; Boucher and Pigeon 2023) 
that examined hundreds of online sources including REC 
websites, social media pages, and local news sources to build a 
comprehensive database about each REC2. Building on earlier 
work by members of the team (MacArthur 2016), the Census 
project also conducted interviews with people who have direct 
involvement with RECs, such as board members and employees. 
This two-pronged approach yielded factual data and first-hand 
insights into the challenges and successes experienced by these 
co-operatives.

According to the census, Canada is home to 49 active RECs, 
44 percent fewer than identified in the last major census 
conducted in 2016 (Lipp 2016). Most of these RECs are located 
in Ontario, making it the primary hub for such initiatives. 
Despite hosting 67 percent of the country’s active RECs, Ontario 
saw a decrease in the number of RECs from 2016 to 2021. The 
Census data revealed significant growth of RECs in Canada 
between 2011 and 2013, largely attributed to Ontario and 
its feed-in-tariff policy, which provided renewable energy 
producers with guaranteed prices for their energy production, 
largely from wind and solar. However, outside of Ontario, the 
formation of new RECs has been modest, mostly occurring 
in the 2000s (see Table 1, 2) with the increasing popularity of 
renewable energy, the reduction in associated technology 
costs, and rising costs for conventional non-renewable energy 
sources like oil and gas.

2 For a geographical map of RECs across the country see: https://www.google.com/
maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=14FhWpX5IHyKdgsysSsnUV4McejyaKowf&ll=49.5242668913
7828%2C-92.85315432116411&z=5 .

In Quebec, for example, the province’s forestry co-operatives – 
formed in the 1960s and 1970s – began exploring the potential 
for biomass energy following a rapid escalation of energy prices 
in the 1970s.  Going back even further, community-controlled 
Canadian co-operatives have also been active in other aspects 
of energy service provision, from rural electricity and gas 
distribution in Alberta to refining and retailing of oil products 
in Saskatchewan and across Western Canada (MacArthur 2016).  

Figure 1 tells the story, showing how – based on our census 
findings – Ontario accounts for the bulk of Canada’s REC 
sector and that most of that growth took place in and 
around the time the province introduced its FIT program. 
Note that this graph includes active and inactive RECs 
identified by our 2021 census.

 What we heard from the REC sector? 
RECs in Canada are navigating a landscape dotted with 
both obstacles and opportunities. Internal challenges 
present a steep uphill climb, with economic burdens such 
as high hiring and operational costs, low return rates, and 
significant upfront costs required for project initiation. 
Beyond the financial aspects, RECs struggle operationally, 
particularly in recruiting team members equipped with 
essential accounting and legal expertise. However, these 
barriers haven’t stopped some organizations from making 
impressive strides—one REC reported raising nearly $70 
million since its inception.

RECs confront additional external hurdles. Cost-prohibitive 
regulations and an apparent bias towards large-scale, 
centralized energy generation by provincial and federal 
governments have been recognized as major roadblocks. 
The public’s lack of awareness and understanding of the 
co-operative model further complicates the scenario. Yet, 
amidst these challenges external support such as government 
funding has proven instrumental in the development of many 
RECs. 
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Notably, several enablers have been identified that help 
RECs thrive despite the challenging landscape. Policies 
like small-scale generation programs, feed-in-tarriff (FIT), 
and net metering, along with support from credit unions, 
have played an important role in fueling the growth of the 
sector.3  Internally, the ability to recruit volunteers with strong 
professional or educational backgrounds, and the presence of 
dedicated staff, have proven crucial in overcoming challenges 
and driving the success of RECs. 

In essence, despite a rocky path, the perseverance of RECs, 
coupled with the strategic use of available resources and 
supportive policies, can help navigate the evolving energy 
market. Despite their constraints RECs can offer numerous societal 
benefits, such as local procurement, investment opportunities, 
access to affordable, clean energy, and the potential for a more 
resilient energy system. These local community enterprises are also 
often connected to other socially driven local food, housing and 
educational organizations, providing opportunities for synergistic 
partnerships. These cross-sectoral collaborations are necessary 
because  energy transitions are multifaceted. 

 What can you learn from other jurisdictions? 
While Canada’s REC sector is small, the experience in other jurisdictions 
suggests they can play a much bigger role in driving sustainable 
change in the energy sector. In particular, RECs have shown that they 
can ‘scale up’ and ‘aggregate’ their contributions to the climate crisis 
by using second-tier organizations, such as leagues or federations. 
These entities, owned and controlled by co-operatives, have facilitated 
substantial growth and enabled co-operatives to gain a foothold in 
numerous sectors like finance, insurance, agriculture, fisheries, and 
grocery retailing. They also provide important institutional anchors for 
cross-industry collaborations amongst co-ops. 

An exemplary case in the renewable energy domain is the Brussels-
based federation, REScoop. Founded in 2014, REScoop has effectively 
advocated for more than 3000 RECs across Europe, supporting REC 
formation, education, and providing tools for essential functions like 
measuring contributions to climate change (Lowitzsch and Hanke 
2019). Countries and regions seeking to enhance their renewable 
energy capacities through RECs can draw significant insights from 
REScoop’s approach (Huybrechts and Mertens 2014). Even in the 
face of jurisdictional challenges — a common issue for many nation-
states and regions, much like the European and Canadian provinces’ 
experiences with electricity provisioning — collective action through 
intermediary organizations has proven to be a powerful tool (Busch et 
al. 2021; Guerreiro and Botetzagias 2018; Herbes et al. 2017; Nolden, 
Barnes, and Nicholls 2020).

3  Small-scale generation programs provide long-term (ex., 20 years) above market 
rates for local renewable energy production.; FITs are programs that promise renew-
able energy suppliers (like RECs) a guaranteed rate for any energy they produce and 
sell into the grid. Net metering is a policy tool that enables producers – up to and in-
cluding households – to ‘sell into the grid’ any energy they produce from solar, wind, or 
ground-source energy over and above what they use for their own purposes (behind 
the grid). 

The concept of scaling up RECs can also go beyond traditional 
approaches like forming federations or leagues. It can also involve 
informal networks of actors and innovation hubs. Researchers have 
highlighted the benefits of multi-stakeholder networks within co-
operatives, which provide the flexibility needed to adapt to complex 
systems (Novkovic 2014). For example, in Colorado, citizens mobilized 
to develop a network of distinct and independent co-operatives in the 
solar industry for solar generation (Namasté Solar), bulk purchasing 
(Amicus Solar), equipment and maintenance (Amicus O&M), a credit 
union (Clean Energy Credit Union), and an investment fund (Kachuwa 
Impact Fund) (Martins Rodrigues and Schneider 2021). These 
interconnected organizations mutually support each other, creating 
an ecosystem that facilitates the growth of RECs.

Studies have shown that the presence of intermediary 
organizations – like leagues/federations or multi-stakeholder 
networks – play a crucial role in supporting the development of 
RECs (Gustafsson and Mignon 2020) through collectivizing power 
for policy advocacy, building public support through popular 
education, and providing a platform for knowledge and expertise 
exchange among RECs(Busch et al. 2021; Guerreiro and Botetzagias 
2018). In Germany, the existence of other co-operatives was 
associated with stronger growth of RECs compared with districts 
with a less well-developed co-operative ecosystem (Hanisch and 
Fairbairn 2017). 

Census findings and other research reveal, however, that Canadian 
RECs have had limited success developing these kinds of networks, 
either in the form of leagues or federations of other RECs or simply 
a broadly supportive co-operative ecosystem. Bridging these gaps 
is essential because effective governance and strong networks are 
critical to sustainable growth and operational alignment across 
sectors. By fostering collaboration and knowledge exchange, these 
networks can amplify the role of RECs in advancing their shared 
objectives, such as mobilizing the public, facilitating dialogue 
between government and citizens, providing context-specific 
expertise, driving accepted change, advancing policy solutions 
that can support a decentralized energy system, and integrating 
sustainability.
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 The Policymaker’s Dilemma 
This brings to the fore a critical aspect of the policy-making process. 
Policymakers, especially in the context of the energy transition, 
allocate their limited time, resources, and political capital to achieve 
maximum impact. They must wisely utilize their limited resources to 
optimize for government objectives. On the one hand, the potential 
effectiveness of RECs in garnering social acceptance and contributing 
to climate change mitigation is apparent; on the other, the allure of 
quick, large-scale impact through partnerships with big private energy 
entities, with their substantial investments in wind farms and solar 
installations, cannot be ignored. Therefore, negotiating the balance 
between grassroots, co-operative movements like RECs and large-
scale private investments forms a complex but integral part of the 
policymaker’s dilemma.

Even policymakers who recognize the merit of supporting RECs often 
opt for the latter approach, prioritizing short-term large-scale climate 
action at the expense of long-term social acceptance and community 
empowerment. This dilemma underscores the crucial need for RECs to 
scale up. By achieving greater scale and influence, RECs can effectively 
address this policymaker dilemma, demonstrating their potential to 
deliver both local engagement and substantial climate impact.

 Mesauring Success
In an important way, climate change policy boils down to a problem 
of measurement. Decision-makers aim for a renewable energy grid, 
strive for zero emissions, distribute carbon credits, provide tax breaks, 
and survey the public’s views on these strategies. They need a reliable 
method to track progress and ensure accountability.

There is abundant evidence that RECs can contribute to these goals 
while generating important societal benefits like local empowerment, 
educational opportunities, access to affordable clean energy, bolstering 
local businesses, and introducing a degree of resilience into the energy 
system (Tarhan 2015; Wagemans, Scholl, and Vasseur 2019; Mirzania et 
al. 2019). The catch, however, is a substantial gap in concrete evidence 
demonstrating the impact of the REC sector in Canada. Census findings 
show that the sector struggles to make available basic financial data 
to its members, with only the biggest RECs able to provide any kind of 
evidence on carbon or social impact.

In essence, the pathway to influencing policy and attracting 
governmental support is inextricably linked to the RECs’ ability to 
measure and demonstrate their impact. This ‘catch-22’ scenario, in turn, 
underlines the importance of RECs scaling up, thereby equipping them 
to measure better and showcase their value. 

 Planting the Seeds to Scale
This need for scale was a key catalyst for a national event we held in 
Ottawa in May. Aptly titled ‘Scaling Up the Impact of Renewable Energy 
Cooperatives in Canada,’ this event gathered REC leaders from across 

the country to strategize on scaling up. The gathering resulted in the 
formation of an interim steering committee tasked with developing a 
second-tier entity for the REC sector. 

 A Path Forward
Considering this progress, we propose policymakers to consider the 
following:

• Encourage and support the work of the interim steering 
committee in their efforts to establish a second-tier cooperative 
association for RECs. This approach, proven in other cooperative 
sectors and in other jurisdictions, can significantly accelerate 
RECs’ contributions to climate change.

• Study legal and regulatory frameworks that could promote 
the growth and scalability of RECs. In particular, we think 
policymakers should strongly consider the development of 
virtual net metering policies that would enable RECs to operate 
effectively as small utilities and add resilience to the energy 
system. Such policies should facilitate collaboration across 
government, civil society, and the private sector.

• Invest in further research to identify locally relevant strategies 
for scaling up RECs. The insights gained could inform energy 
transitions not only in Canada, but globally as well.

These recommendations set out a path for RECs to emerge from the 
periphery and assume a pivotal role in Canada’s energy transition. 
By confronting their challenges head-on and capitalizing on 
their potential, RECs can make substantial strides toward a more 
sustainable, energy-rich future for Canada.

The strength of the REC sector, characterized by local control and 
responsiveness, paradoxically also manifests as its weakness. The 
sector currently grapples with articulating its collective voice 
powerfully and consistently to policymakers beyond the local 
context, particularly at the federal and provincial levels. However, our 
work reveals that RECs have weathered these and other adversities 
and are steered by individuals exhibiting remarkable persistence, 
resourcefulness, resilience, and focus - qualities imperative for 
tackling climate change. By cultivating collective action in the form 
of a league helmed by such actors, we believe there is a reason 
for optimism. There exists a real possibility for RECs to realize their 
potential and make a substantial impact on the energy transition.

 Funding
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