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An Overview

The C.D. Howe Institute held a Special Policy Seminar on Canada’s 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan on 
June 23, 2022, in Toronto, Ontario. The goal of the in-person conference was to provide an objective review 
of the Plan’s aspirations with respect to greenhouse gases (GHG) and its proposed path to 2030.

The key question addressed by the conference was: What’s realistic? How feasible are the Plan’s 
projected 2030 outcomes, and what are their implications for the economy, for households and for 
businesses? The sessions followed the structure of the Plan itself and involved participants from economic 
sectors with significant GHG: oil and gas production, transportation, electricity, and buildings.1

The conference was designed to present a clear-eyed, non-partisan view of the Plan’s contents rather 
than to develop an alternate roadmap or idealized suite of policies.

The cross-sector scope and economy-wide scale of the Plan makes it unprecedented in modern Canadian 
policy. An opening panel set the framework for the conference, examining how well prior government plans 
have progressed relative to their aspirations, the potential barriers to achieving desired 2030 outcomes, 
and the stakeholders likely to be involved. A closing panel examined opportunities for improvement, how 
governments can work together, and an assessment of the Plan’s place in a broad public context.

The day’s discussion took place against a backdrop of signs of economic recovery post-COVID-19, 
rising energy demand, lagging energy supply investment, supply chain disruptions, a recognition of 
the need for greater Indigenous economic participation, and an elevated emphasis on energy security 
prompted by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

The preparatory work for the conference, and the presentations and discussions at the event proper, 
yielded numerous insights, many of which resonated across sectors. The reader will find them in the 
rapporteur’s summary. 

Summary and Overarching Themes

Not a single speaker or participant unreservedly found the Plan’s aspirations easily achievable, though 
there was a wide range of perspectives. A few broad themes emerged: 

• The desire for a greater level of modeling detail and transparency underlying the Plan. This would help 
stakeholders better assess the Plan and contribute to its improvement. In many ways, it is a plan for a plan.

• Timelines are not realistic in view of the size of many of the projects and slowness of permitting. All sectors 
will need to gather equipment, have labour available and build infrastructure. 

• The need for greater policy certainty and durability. It is important that participants largely know what to 
expect in the future and can rely on expectations when making decisions today. This includes the expected 
price and durability of emissions and tax measures, among other things. Policy durability is seen by 
participants as greater when enhanced by non-partisan institutions and processes.

• Intergovernmental coordination and cooperation among public and private sectors is desired – there are 
doubts that we can have this with increasing numbers of policies and agencies. Overlapping government 
jurisdictions and policies can blunt intended outcomes in several contexts. 

There was a contrast in views between participants who argued for first-mover advantage and those who 
said that faster adjustment increases costs disproportionately.

1 Time prevented including the agriculture, waste, or industrial sectors, though the ideas presented often applied to them also.
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R apporteur’s Report:

Environment and Climate Change Canada released 
its 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan (ERP) in 
March 2022. The Plan aims to reduce emissions of 
greenhouse gases (GHG) across the economy to 
between 40 and 45 percent of 2005 levels by 2030 
and guide the economy to net-zero emissions by 
2050. The ERP provides goals for GHG emissions 
in key sectors. The C.D. Howe Institute assembled a 
conference featuring experts on, and representatives 
from, the largest of the sectors highlighted in the 
ERP to discuss the Plan’s feasibility in oil and 
gas, electricity, building and transportation. The 
conference also featured an introductory scene-
setting panel and a summary to conclude the day. 

Session 1: Testing the Feasibility of the 
Emissions Reduction Plan. 

Presenters in the introductory session provided an 
overview of the feasibility of the ERP rather than 
focusing on a particular economic sector. 

Canada has been a vocal champion of GHG 
reductions, but despite its commitments, Canadian 
emissions have increased. One panelist noted that 
Canada is poorly placed to meet the Plan’s goals, 
given history, geography and industrial makeup.

The panelists emphasized the need for plans 
to be realistic. One noted that the ERP’s main 
innovation was laying out paths of varying ambition 
by sector. Some of the paths are more dynamic, 
and some more realistic, than others. There was 
some pessimism about meeting the 2030 targets, 
although government, business, investors and the 
public appear ready to try. 

The discussions identified key challenges to 
reaching the emissions goals. Among them: 
Canada’s current inertia and its poor track record 
of achieving governmental objectives makes success 
within the timeline of the emissions reduction 
plan unlikely. All participants cited concerns with 
unrealistic modeling assumptions. Presenters 
agreed that the assumptions outlined in the ERP 

concerning law, regulation, and investment may not 
accurately reflect reality if they do not translate into 
behavior. Moreover, there were concerns around 
model quality and transparency. One presenter 
noted that previous emissions plans relied on overly 
optimistic assumptions regarding nascent activities 
such as hydrogen production. There is a need for 
openness and peer-review of modelling for the 
2030 plan. 

Other challenges relate to regulatory and policy 
uncertainty. For example, the ERP lays out a vision, 
but leaves key issues unresolved. Uncertainty about 
the future path of policy and regulation affect 
profitability and cash flow calculations, discouraging 
capital investment and funding. Further, labour 
shortages, supply chain issues and tight capital 
markets would further undermine the Plan’s 
feasibility. Participants noted that the Plan’s desired 
outcomes are unprecedented in scope and constitute a 
massive exercise in central planning.

The discussions also identified project approval 
and jurisdictional challenges that could affect 
the feasibility of the Plan. A common concern 
among the speakers was the lethargic project-
development process. One panelist highlighted 
that the scope and pace of emissions reduction will 
require a faster, easier and less politicized process 
for project planning, permission, and finance. The 
environmental Impact Assessment Act was a particular 
focus of concern.

A presenter noted that governments must clarify 
decisions early to speed investment and reduce 
the risk of negative outcomes, citing affordability 
and reliability in the electricity sector. There are 
also challenges around cooperation between intra-
national jurisdictions. It is necessary for federal, 
provincial, local and First Nations governments 
to coordinate and cooperate to take the actions 
required to meet emissions targets. 

Discussions emphasized the need to accelerate 
investment in critical areas, make better use of 
policies already in place (like carbon pricing), and to 
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build hardware like electric vehicle (EV) batteries 
and heat pumps. Oil and gas, and transportation 
appear to have a head start on at least addressing 
the emissions issue.

The session also highlighted the importance 
of long-term thinking and the challenge for 
governments in transitioning from short-term 
deliverables to long-term goals. Participants also 
discussed external factors affecting feasibility – 
concerns around worsening climate conditions, 
and changes in international regulation. Some 
speakers emphasized the need for action regardless 
of external factors, citing the higher cost of inaction 
and the need for balanced spending on mitigation 
and on adaption. But crucial questions of who pays 
what, when, and how remain unanswered. 

Session 2: Oil and Gas 

The second session of the conference featured 
presentations and discussions focused on the 
emissions reduction plan for oil and gas. 

The sector is the arguably most difficult to 
decarbonize, since much of oil and gas production 
cannot be electrified. Further, the public and often 
governments are often inclined to cut oil and gas 
production to reduce emissions, notwithstanding 
domestic and foreign demand for those products. 
Panelists highlighted that the industry is generally 
predisposed to decarbonize, but it will be costly. 
The industry is unable to commit to the aspirational 
2030 plan due to uncertainty, however, a significant 
reduction of emissions is possible. 

One presenter noted the focus on carbon capture 
projects to decarbonize oil and gas. These projects are 
large undertakings and will require similar physical 
and human capital assets as new oil and gas projects. 
More generally, projects to decarbonize the oil and 
gas sector generate little or no cash flow as well as 
slow project development. They make investments 
unattractive since there is no reward for risking 
capital. As well, historical investment in the sector 
was hindered by low prices, a lack of market access, 

carbon pricing and unfavourable public opinion. 
The modeling behind the ERP’s projections raised 

concerns. Specifically, presenters noted that the models 
used had not been subjected to review by the sector, 
and that assumptions related to emissions per unit of 
production needed scrutiny. One speaker highlighted 
that tension between short run goals of lower 
price (implying more production) and lower 
emissions. In the long run, these are not mutually 
exclusive. Moreover, Canada will continue to be an 
oil producer in the future. The oil and gas sector 
provides considerable value to Canadian economy 
and despite the anticipated path of oil prices in the 
short run, Canada, and especially the oil sands, are 
likely to continue oil and gas production as they 
did during previous episodes of low prices in 2014 
and 2020. Low marginal cost of extant production 
projects will keep the oil sands competitive in the 
near to medium term. 

There is a need to reduce uncertainty and 
incentivize investment through the de-risking of 
decarbonization projects. Improved consultation 
with industry would improve transparency, model 
realism and reduce uncertainty. Greater confidence 
about the future path of policy – particularly about 
the carbon price through ideas such as contracts 
for differences, and the value and duration of 
investment tax credits – would improve ambitions 
in the sector. One presenter noted the need to adopt 
additional policies and levers to de-risk projects and 
meet targets.

Discussions also focused on the effectiveness of 
various policies that could decarbonize the sector. 
Carbon pricing can work to reduce emissions on the 
intensive margin. The proposed sector emissions cap 
was discussed, notably its overlap and conflict with 
existing policy (such as the emissions price) and its 
consequent negative impact on GDP. A separate 
carbon pricing scheme for oil and gas would also be 
inefficient and politically unpopular. 

Finally, there was discussion of the possibility 
that the oil and gas sector could shift production 
to less emissions-intensive products. However, 
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there is still a need for the internal combustion 
engine and other carbon products to support the 
emissions reduction of other sectors. Oil and gas 
inputs will be critical for aviation fuel and non-
combustible materials in the near to medium 
term. Since Canada largely exports oil and gas, the 
related tailpipe emissions are controlled in other 
jurisdictions. 

Session 3: Electricity 

The third session of the conference focused on the 
electricity sector. 

There was general agreement that the existing 
emissions footprint for the sector is favourable. 
Canada has a relatively low-emitting electricity grid 
with less than 20 percent coming from emitting 
sources. The sector has the technology and the 
support to build on previous successes and to 
support other sectors’ decarbonization efforts, but 
it will need to build more and build faster to meet 
the sizeable increases in demand prefigured in the 
ERP’s goals.

Concerns were expressed about the sector’s ability 
to meet the ERP’s goals when electrification is central 
to the reductions envisioned for other sectors, and 
forecasters generally anticipate that electricity demand 
will double or triple by 2050. Speed is one issue: 
electricity projects take decades to complete. All 
presenters agreed that for any productive action 
to be taken the decision-making process must be 
accelerated. As one presenter highlighted, Canada 
in 2020 placed 64th in the World Bank’s ranking 
for dealing with construction permits in its Ease of 
Doing Business index. 

The speakers discussed the need for government 
coordination at all levels. Regional differences 
in electricity mix and authority will require 
government coordination to ensure that projects are 
developed in a timely manner. Presenters noted the 
importance of maintaining an affordable, resilient 
and reliable electricity grid. Challenges include 
adequate labour supply and skills, and supply chain 
shortages as the sector strives to meet its targets. 

Optimizing all sources and uses of electricity 
(renewable and non-renewable) is essential and 
storage will be an important element of that 
optimization. The feasibility of meeting targets of 
the ERP depends largely on the ability to build 
infrastructure. Governments can support this effort 
with a stronger framework, faster construction 
approval, and greater cooperation and collaboration 
with critical partners.

Participants also discussed the future role of 
natural gas in the electricity sector. They agreed that 
the need for natural gas will remain robust into the 
future. One panelist noted that the math requires 
the use of natural gas until at least 2030 and likely 
longer. The government has a crucial role in creating 
standards that represent the public interest, but 
funding will occur at more local levels – and that 
will require stronger coordination. 

Sector 4: Buildings

The fourth session of the conference featured 
presenters from the building sector. 

Participants highlighted the Plan’s inherent 
tensions. On the positive side, the Plan is an 
exciting development, while a more pessimistic 
view is that the Plan is aspirational, not concrete. 
There is support in the sector to make progress; 
there is support for a net-zero building code; and 
there is support from builders to reduce emissions 
– although there are several conflicting and 
overlapping standards. 

Obstacles exist in the sector that must be 
overcome: the need for faster project approval, 
a stronger decision making framework, and 
coordination between governments and the 
private sector. One presenter noted that there 
is an asymmetry between policy, procurement, 
technology, and best practices. Procurement is 
slow and based on arbitrary goals. Policymakers 
focus too much on new projects, when retrofitting 
old buildings can have a greater impact on GHG 
reductions. One presenter noted that to reach 2030 
goals, there would need to be 130,000 buildings per year 
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retrofitted in Toronto alone. Concerns about skills 
and information gaps of operators who take on 
net-zero buildings were discussed. Other concerns 
raised include: the use of unrealistic arbitrary goals 
and the negative impact on credibility when targets 
are missed, the need to consider the whole lifetime 
of the project, and the problem of technology 
outpacing slow project construction. Canada comes 
34th out of 35 OECD countries in the average 
time to get regulatory approval for a construction 
project (also from the World Bank’s Ease of Doing 
Business Index). Also highlighted were the gaps 
in the Plan for the sector such as the exclusion of 
digitization, mass timber, and offsite construction 
consideration. 

The presenters agreed that goal-oriented 
planning is crucial. There is a need for new skills 
and perspectives to drive innovation to enhance 
speed and develop green materials. Investment will 
drive the technological innovation, but faster project 
development will ensure that the technology and 
the building progress contemporaneously. Presenters 
highlighted the need for stronger cooperation 
between all levels of government, the private sector 
and academia. While a frequent complaint, growing 
numbers of regulations and bodies appear to make 
this unlikely. A stronger framework to set rules for 
targets and establish accountability will also increase 
the speed of project development. One presenter 
noted there are currently over 45 agencies involved 
in a given project approval process. Another noted 
that stronger reporting and verification regimes for 
operators of net-zero buildings would significantly 
help meet emissions goals. 

Overall, the vision for the sector in the Plan 
appears arbitrary. Participants agreed they 
would like to see more explicit planning in 
coordination with industry. The development of 
skills, coordination between actors and stronger 
accountability for operators of net-zero buildings 
are important components of the building sector’s 
ambitions to reach targets. It might be inevitable 
that businesses and consumers leave the slow yet 

standardized political sphere and choose to pursue 
lower-emission projects faster on their own. 

Sector 5: Transportation: 

The fifth session of the conference featured 
presenters from the transportation sector and 
discussions focused on the emission reductions 
ambitions. 

The presenters in this session, similarly to presenters 
in other sessions, characterized the ERP as aspirational: 
a plan to have a plan. They noted that is unlikely the 
transportation sector will reach the targets outlined 
in the Plan. Among the reasons: Canadians are 
driving more and larger vehicles, Canada has the 
highest CO2 per km in the world for light duty 
vehicles, and the EV market is novel and small. 
Despite these issues, the presenters emphasized that 
sector participants would like to meet their targets 
if able to do so. 

Overly positive assumptions were a concern. 
One presenter demonstrated the unrealistic 
projections for EVs in the ERP, given existing 
sales and manufacturing trends and the average 
life of the current stock of vehicles. There is a 
need for larger EV manufacturing capacity and 
the EV market is highly dependent on the United 
States. Furthermore, there are supply issues for EV 
manufacturing inputs – particularly batteries. 

EVs will require an infrastructure plan, strategy, 
regulation, new skills, and manufacturing with 
federal coordination to prepare for widespread EV 
adoption, particularly of larger vehicles. To achieve 
this, one presenter suggested the use of rebates 
and “feebates” to discourage the use of internal 
combustion engines, more education and training 
to spur innovation and skills, mandatory instead of 
voluntary EV mandates, and support for alternative 
methods of transportation such as electronic transit 
and car sharing to achieve targets. 

Other topics included EV supply chain issues, 
resource exports, and stronger government 
frameworks. The speakers discussed the strength 
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and market durability of oil and internal 
combustion engines given the potential supply 
chain shortfalls. Participants noted that it’s unlikely 
aviation or rail can be electrified anytime soon, 
so solutions will likely focus on lower-carbon 
liquid fuels. Moreover, the speakers discussed the 
constraints on acquiring the material to make 
EV batteries and cited it as a major challenge to 
reaching targets, especially in an environment when 
projects take so long to permit and build. 

Participants heard of the need to ensure Canada 
has access to minerals for EV production instead of 
relying on international partners. As well, a strong, 
yet non-partisan, regulation framework is crucial 
to the transportation sector, since US regulations 
will be a large determinant in Canadian production. 
Stronger collaboration with US governments could 
increase Canada’s EV market share. 

Session 6: Evaluating the Emissions Reduction 
Plan: Goals, Timelines and Options

The final session of the conference featured high-
level commentary on the ERP’s goals, timelines 
and options.

The session highlighted that the world is 
committed to emissions reductions. The climate 
is a pressing issue, keeping the temperature under 
control is crucial, and emissions reductions are a 
key component of the solution. Reaching targets 
and goals can help avoid high costs in the future. 
One speaker noted that the ERP can be considered a 
roadmap, or checkpoint, but any path forward requires 
confidence and optimism. 

Certainty around policy will drive investment. 
The private sector will have to drive action and 
having certainty around the path of policy – 

particularly carbon pricing which is the centerpiece 
policy – and how it affects the bottom line will 
improve investment. Progress is being made: 
methane reductions of 50 percent have been made 
in the Alberta and Saskatchewan oil and gas sector, 
for example.

While the ERP proposes many different policies 
it is important that we get the most from policies 
already in place. In particular, carbon pricing 
has been established as a central policy: layering 
conflicting policies on top may weaken it and add 
confusion. 

In a presenter’s view, a positive aspect of the 
ERP is that it naturally presents a way to prioritize 
policies. Speakers also reiterated the need for 
coordination between different levels of government 
to improve the speed of project development. 
Regional differences should be built into solutions. 
The need to have a framework that takes seriously 
the end goals, implements the plans, and challenges 
and tests the assumptions was also discussed. 

Panelists discussed the need to evaluate the 
modeling, and test its impacts given potential 
adverse international emissions developments. 
Participants heard concerns that the model is 
moving faster than reality, concerns about future 
path of policy and the need for multifaceted 
methods to examine tools and models. In response 
to a question about how Canada should mitigate 
emissions if other major emitters do not, some 
panelists asserted that other countries will reduce 
emissions, and that Canada should proceed 
regardless, while another panelist emphasized the 
need to protect Canadian competitiveness and 
living standards. 
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