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Key Findings
•

60% of residents use electricity as their primary heating source and 32% use electricity as their

secondary heating source.
•

Between 2010-2016, electricity consumption per connection for residences in the RDMW
declined 18% (2,100kWh) and overall consumption declined 14% (11,066MWh).

•

Average household spending on heating in the RDMW is 47% greater than the provincial
average. In 2018, average annual electricity spending in one Indigenous community in the
RDMW was 2.67 times the provincial average.

•

33% of residents are challenged to pay their home energy bills and 18% have been forced to

forgo other basic needs such as food, clothing and transportation to meet payments. 1
•

Of those aware of BC Hydro’s residential inclining block rate electricity pricing structure, 63%

do not think it is fair and 17% are motivated to reduce their heating consumption by switching
away from electricity.
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Based on regional survey conducted by Ecotrust Canada and Mustel Group in November 2019
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Executive Summary
In 2016, the Regional District of Mount Waddington (RDMW) submitted a Letter of Comment to the BC
Utilities Commission (BCUC) regarding BC Hydro’s residential inclining block rate. The letter suggested
the Crown corporation’s tiered pricing structure was unfairly discriminatory to areas of the province that
lack access to affordable heating fuels. In 2019, a review of RDMW’s residential electricity accounts
revealed an 18% reduction in consumption per connection (2,100kWh) and a total decline of 16%
(11,066MWh) across the region between 2010 and 2016. Separating the account data by housing type
uncovered that single-detached homes were negatively affected by the tiered pricing structure, while
other housing types (apartments, row houses, mobile homes) benefitted from the structure. The
RDMW’s high proportion of single-detached homes (62%) supports claims of economic distress and
increased likelihood of fuel switching to non-renewable sources. In Port McNeill, single-detached homes
payed an additional $212,831 for electricity under the tiered pricing structure between 2010 and 2016.
Looking specifically at RDMW’s on-reserve housing stock, high concentrations of single-detached homes
(98% in 2016) are much higher than the regional average. This suggests the potential for significant cost
burdens in these communities. In the case of Quatsino First Nation, average residential electricity
consumption in 2018 was over double the provincial average, resulting in average annual electricity
costs 2.67 times the provincial average. 2
In November 2019, a region-wide survey was conducted to better understand affordability of different
heating fuels, energy-related behaviours, and awareness of regulatory structures. The survey found that
73% of residents had concerns about heating expenses and 33% struggled to pay their heating bills. Of
those who struggled to pay their bills, 74% struggled at least once a year and 54% were forced to forgo
other basic needs to meet payments such as food, clothing and transportation. An analysis of reported
fuel costs found average household spending on space heating to be 47% greater than the provincial
average, led by spending on electricity ($569) and wood ($356), and followed by heating oil ($97),
propane ($90), and wood pellets ($27). The high use and cost of electricity in the region is a significant
contributor to the higher than average heating costs. Limited access to affordable alternatives is likely
contributing to wood being used to offset high electric heating costs.
Forty-nine per cent of RDMW residents are aware of BC Hydro’s residential inclining block rate
structure, 63% of whom do not think it is fair for their household. Only 39% of those aware of the
structure said they were incentivized to reduce energy, and of that group, 41% said they were
incentivized to switch to a heating source other than electricity.
BC Hydro residential data and regional survey results indicate that the problem of residential energy
affordability is a nuanced issue with relevant variables such as age, type, and quality of home, income
level, and access to alternative fuels. The data gathered from Quatsino First Nation confirms the
presence of concentrations of very high heating costs. While the issue of energy affordability is not
2

Identified through Quatsino First Nation’s 2019 Community Energy Plan
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limited to reserve communities, it is likely that compounding factors are contributing to inequitable
energy access in those areas.
Regardless of pricing structure and location, electricity and heating costs are high across the RDMW. It is
not sufficient to accept that some of the province’s more vulnerable communities are subject to
substantially higher costs simply because they comprise a small portion of BC Hydro’s overall customer
base and lack access to affordable alternatives. Government and utility providers should consider
policies and programs that promote the use of clean energy sources and support the needs of different
customer groups. It is recommended that these policies and programs extend further than the demandside management programs currently offered.
More information is needed to better understand the pervasiveness of high household energy costs in
the RDMW, but it is clear that households would benefit from building envelope improvements and
upgrades to existing heating systems, such as high efficiency heat pumps 3. Given the lack of building
maintenance and certified HVAC professionals in the region, the RDMW could benefit from a capacity
building initiative that supports cost-effective, local retrofitting and upgrading of the regions 4,850 4
homes.

See Ecotrust Canada & Heiltsuk First Nation Bella Bella heat pump project for regional case study of heat pump
installations.
4
StatsCan 2016, Mount Waddington Regional District
3
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Project Overview & Background
In 2019, Ecotrust Canada and the Regional District of Mount Waddington (RDMW) partnered to
complete an analysis of residential energy and heating costs throughout the district. In 2016, the RDMW
submitted a Letter of Comment to the BCUC advocating for changes to BC Hydro’s pricing structures.
This research project set out to analyze current and historical energy cost and consumption levels in the
RDMW. The research examined residential electricity consumption data provided by BC Hydro and
publicly available Community Energy & Emissions Reports. A district-wide survey on residential energy
affordability was completed in order to fill gaps in behaviours and perspectives of residents.

Purpose
The primary goal of the research is to assess household heating costs currently faced by RDMW
residents in order to inform the design and implementation of potential solutions. The regional district
has identified the reduction of heating and energy costs as a point of interest for its residents.

About Mount Waddington Regional District
The Regional District of Mount Waddington encompasses more than two million hectares on the
northern end of Vancouver Island, the adjacent islands of the Broughton Archipelago, and a significant
area of the southern Central Coast 5. It is recognized that these place-names differ from the region’s
traditional peoples: the Kwakwaka'wakw. Within the RDMW are four municipalities, six non-
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Mount Waddington Regional District, About Us: http://www.rdmw.bc.ca/regional-services/about-us/
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incorporated settler communities, and many traditional Indigenous Nations living in at least 11 main
communities 6. Total population for the region is just over 11,000 7.
First Call Child and Youth Advocacy Coalition identified that 33% of children in the region – excluding
First Nations reserves – are living in poverty; the second worst rate in the province 8. A report by the
Assembly of First Nations and the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives identified a 53% on-reserve
child poverty rate for the province of BC in 2016 9.
Statistics Canada census data shows a population decline of 16% between 2001 and 2016. Economic
drivers for the district include forestry, fin fish aquaculture and tourism 10. Similar to many rural regions
in British Columbia, the RDMW is suffering from loss of employment due to declining local resourcebased industries.

Regional Climate & Energy Mix
Most communities in the regional district are on the ocean, resulting in moderate temperatures and
high levels of precipitation. Port McNeill – a geographically central community in the region –
experiences an average rainfall of 1744mm per year. Average monthly temperatures rise to 14 degrees
Celsius in August and descend to 3.2 degrees Celsius in January 11.
The energy mix for the region varies by community. The four municipalities, six unincorporated
communities (Coal Harbour, Holberg, Hyde Creek, Malcolm Island, Winter Harbour, and Woss), and
nearby First Nations are connected to BC Hydro’s electricity grid. For certain remote communities,
energy access is limited to propane and heating oil deliveries by barge. There is no access to natural gas
in the region.
Sixty per cent of residents use electricity as their primary source of heat, 28% use wood, 6% use heating
oils or diesel, 5% use propane, and 2% use pellets. Sixty-two per cent of residents who use wood collect
it on their own, and 30% of wood users who purchase it. Seventy-seven per cent of those who use
electricity use electric radiators or furnaces, 43% use plug-in electric heaters, and 5% use heat pumps 12.
Average consumption of electric space and water heating is estimated to be 66% of total consumption
by RDMW 13.

Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2019
Statistics Canada 2016, Mount Waddington Regional District
8
First call, 2018 BC Child Poverty Report Card, Mount Waddington Regional District
9
Towards Justice: Tackling Indigenous Child Poverty in Canada, 2019
10
RDMW Annual Report & Financial Statements 2016
11
Port McNeill Climate Data 2019, climate-data.org
12
Ecotrust Canada Remote Heating Fuels Survey, 2019
13
2016 RDMW Letter of Comment to BCUC regarding RIB Rate
6
7
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Findings & Analysis
RDMW Electricity Consumption
Due to RDMW’s reliance on BC Hydro’s provision of electricity, the Crown corporation's energy
consumption and pricing data were identified as an area of focus for this analysis. Residential monthly
BC Hydro consumption data for the RDMW 14 and Community Energy & Emissions Inventory Reports 15
for the district were analyzed.

Figure 1. Annual BC Hydro residential electricity consumption in RDMW.

Figure 1 shows annual residential consumption in the RDMW. ‘Electric’ refers to households that are
electrically heated and ‘non-electric’ refers to those that are not electrically heated. Electric and nonelectric households are identified by BC Hydro through analysis of seasonal variations in consumption.
Between 2010 and 2016, annual electric consumption declined 14% (11,066 MWh) despite the number
of service locations increasing by 1%. Total electricity consumption per connection declined 18%
(2,100kWh). Consumption per connection for electric homes declined 18% while non-electric homes
declined 8%, indicating that homes that are electrically heated are more likely to have declining
consumption. Single-detached homes consume the greatest amount of electricity and experienced the
greatest change in consumption of all housing types – likely due to greater demands for space heating.
This is significant given that single-detached homes make up 62% of the RDMW’s housing stock 16.

RDMW electricity data for the region and Port McNeill was provided by BC Hydro
Community Energy & Emissions Inventory Report’s were accessed from a publicly available provincial database
16
Statistics Canada 2016, Mount Waddington Regional District
14
15
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Single-Detached Homes
1. Port McNeill

2. Port Hardy

Figure 2. Port McNeill residential electricity consumption.

Figure 3. Estimated Port Hardy residential electricity
consumption.

2. Port Alice

3. Alert Bay

Figure 4. Estimated Port Alice residential electricity
consumption.

Figure 5. Estimated Alert Bay residential electricity
consumption

Figures 2, 3, 4 & 5 show average annual consumption per household for single family dwellings (or singledetached homes) in each of the four municipalities in the RDMW. Port McNeill 17 data was compared
against population statistics and used to estimate consumption for Port Hardy, Port Alice, and Alert Bay.
From 2012 and 2016, consumption per single-detached home declined 16% for Port Hardy and 14% for
Port McNeill, Port Alice, and Alert Bay.
Such decreases in electricity consumption could be attributed to multiple behaviours including effective
energy conservation practices, fuel switching to alternative energy sources, forgoing basic energy needs,
or a combination of the three. It is important to better understand the cause of these behaviours and the
extent of each in order to accurately attribute declining electricity use to a certain source. Behaviours and
perceptions of residents in the RDMW are explored further in the RDMW Heating Survey section on page
17.
17

Port McNeill electricity consumption data was provided by BC Hydro
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RDMW Electricity Pricing Impacts
In 2008, BC Hydro instituted a residential inclining block rate structure (otherwise known as stepped or
tiered). One intention of the structure is to provide financial incentives for energy conservation at the
household level. A threshold – defined as the ‘conservation rate’ – is currently at 1,350 kWh per bimonthly billing cycle (BC Hydro, 2018). Electricity consumed below this threshold is charged at a lower
rate (tier 1) and additional consumption is charged at a higher rate (tier 2). Prior to 2008, BC Hydro
employed a single (or flat) rate structure that included a constant rate for all kilowatt hours consumed.
The following analysis examines the implications of these pricing structures on residential BC Hydro
customers using annual BC Hydro flat and tiered rate prices 18.

Figure 6. Difference between tiered and flat pricing structure by household type in Port McNeill.

Figure 6 shows the accumulated differences between BC Hydro’s tiered and flat rate structures for
different housing types. In Port McNeill, residents living in apartments, row houses, and mobile homes
payed 18%, 9%, and 2% less respectively from 2010 to 2016; resulting in savings of $66,846, $48,201, and
$17,707. In contrast, single-detached homes payed 3.3% more over the same time, but due to higher
consumption levels and many more houses of this type, an additional cost burden of $212,831 was
realized. Considering all housing types, Port McNeill residents spent $80,076 more on residential
electricity under the tiered rate structure than it would have under a flat rate structure between 2010 and
2016.
The discrepancy in cost/benefit across housing types is very relevant to the RDMW given that 38% of
households are apartments, rowhouses, or mobile homes, while single-detached homes make up 62% of
the housing stock. For comparison, single-detached homes make up approximately 44% of British
Columbia’s housing stock 19. The analysis identifies that housing type is a significant factor in determining
the benefits or costs of BC Hydro’s pricing structures.

Tiered and flat rates used for this analysis were gathered from Table C-1 of BC Hydro’s Demand Side
Management Milestone Evaluations Summary Report F2018 and can be found in Appendix I.
19
Census Profile, 2016 Census, British Columbia
18
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Quatsino First Nation
Quatsino First Nation (QFN) is located within the RDMW. Quatsino Village – located just inshore of
Hoberg Inlet on Vancouver Island – contains 75 homes and 237 members from five Kwakwaka'wakw
tribes 20.

Community Energy Plan Findings
In 2019, the band completed a Community Energy Plan in collaboration with Barkley Project Group.
Notable findings from the plan illuminate the lack of access to affordable energy for band members.
Twenty-two of 26 members surveyed ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with the statement: ‘my energy
bills are affordable.’ While high costs could be due to a number of factors including age and quality of
home, number of residents, and energy-use habits among other things, a likely contributor may be the
fact that the housing stock is almost completely comprised of single-detached homes that rely on lowefficiency electric baseboard heating systems.

Figure 7. 2018 residential electricity consumption and rate charges for Quatsino First Nation. Chart adapted from Quatsino First
Nation Community Energy Plan.

Figure 7 shows that average energy consumption for 2018 was 22,163 kWh/year, compared to the BC
average of 10,000 kWh/year 21. With 63% of kilowatts hours being charged at the tier 2 rate, the
resulting average electricity cost for QFN in 2018 was $2,581, which is 2.67 times the provincial average.
20
21

Quatsino First Nation Community Energy Plan, 2019
F2019 BC Hydro Quick Facts
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In this case, the intention of the ‘conservation’ threshold cannot be seen as appropriate, but rather
indicates a pricing structure that results in higher electricity costs.

Current and Projected Implications of Pricing Structures
Calculating the flat rate 22 cost for 2018 finds that average annual household electricity costs in QFN
increased by $235 or 10% as a result of the tiered rate structure. Considering the 75 residences in the
community, total increases in energy spending are estimated at $17,625 annually.

Figure 8. Household and community costs for QFN under tiered and flat pricing structures. *based on 75 residences

Figure 9. Projected cost differential between tiered and flat rate pricing structures. *based on 75 residences

Linking BC Hydro’s recent rate announcement 23 with the historical relationship between the flat and
tiered rates 24, the projected additional cost for QFN under the tiered rate structure is expected to be
more than $75,000 over the next four years. This is an unignorable increase in cost that can be directly
attributed to the tiered rate structure.

See Appendix III for rates, calculations, and assumptions
CBC News 2019: ‘BC Hydro applies to lower electricity rates next year, but rates still going up long-term’
24
See Appendix III for rates, calculations, and assumptions.
22
23
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Concerning Outcomes on Indigenous Reserves
BC Hydro connection data shows that Quatsino First Nation is not alone in its primarily single-detached
home housing stock. Across more than 500 on-reserve accounts in RDMW, 98% are single-detached
homes. The reality that on-reserve housing is predominately comprised of single-detached homes that
were often constructed to minimum standards should not be lost on provincial utility and government
policies and programs. Nearly half (45%) of homes in the RDMW’s four largest reserves (Quatsino First
Nation, Kwakiutl First Nation, Gwa’sala-Nakwaxda’xw Nations, and ‘Namgis First Nation) were
constructed before 1991, and 26% were constructed prior to 1981 25. These numbers are not dissimilar
to the provincial on-reserve average of 46% of homes constructed before 1991 and 25% before 1981 26.
While the QFN data only refers their community, the commonalities in housing age and quality may be
indicative of similar situations across the province.

Program Options and Comparison
Considering the regional housing type analysis, transitioning back to a flat rate would benefit Quatsino
First Nation – and potentially other on-reserve communities and areas with high concentrations of
single-detached homes – but would negatively impact other groups. For this reason, other options –
such as on-reserve or low-income programs – could provide much needed financial supports without
negatively impacting other residents.
Under the Kathleen Wynne government in Ontario, a suite of policies and programs were implemented
in order to combat high residential energy costs and provide truer equity in the provision of energy.
These policies included on-bill credits, one-time subsidies, cost limitations, delivery charge reductions
and energy efficiency upgrade programs 27. The Province of BC would be well served in reviewing these
programs as a guide for ways to mitigate the impacts of its cost structures on vulnerable, highly
impacted communities. For more details on these programs, see Ecotrust Canada’s 2020 policy report:
‘Addressing energy poverty in British Columbia’s rural, remote and Indigenous communities.’

BC Hydro and BC Utilities Commission Rate Decision 2017
In a 2015 submission to the BC Utilities Commission (BCUC) rate review, BC Hydro completed analysis
that found 88% of low-income customers benefited from the tiered rate structure, while only 1% of lowincome customers experienced negative bill impacts of greater than 10% 28. BC Hydro cites a ruling from
Aboriginal Population Profiles, 2016 Census, Quatsino First Nation, Kwakiutl First Nation, Gwa’sala-Nakwaxda’wx
Nations, ‘Namgis First Nation
26
2016 Census, Statistics Canada, On-Reserve Dwelling data in British Columbia
27
Ecotrust Canada Interview, 2019 - Electricity Price Mitigation Programs: Indigenous and Low-income Consumers
28
BC Hydro’s Information Submission to the British Columbia Utilities Commission
25
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Prince George Gas Co. v Inland Natural Gas Co, that stated an ‘incidental result flowing from a proper
rate based upon the cost of service’ justifies the significant cost increases for the one per cent of lowincome customers who are more than ten per cent worse off under the tiered rate structure 29. The
utility referred to this cohort as an ‘incidental result from a pricing scheme that otherwise functions
appropriately for the rest of the province’. 30
Quatsino First Nation’s Community Energy Plan provides an example of a community that embodies this
‘incidental result.’ Given the similarities in on-reserve housing stocks across the RDMW and the
province, it must be considered that the conditions in Quatsino First Nation are replicated elsewhere in
BC’s Indigenous communities. If that is the case, it could be determined that the tiered pricing structure
is resulting in discriminatory outcomes for Indigenous people living on-reserve and that the BCUC’s
mandate of ensuring ‘fair, just and not unduly discriminatory’ rates could be called into question. 31
A sole reliance on targeted demand-side management programs is likely insufficient to redress this
inequity, and additional measures that address this specific challenge are likely needed. For more
information on policy opportunities and recommendations, see Ecotrust Canada’s 2019 report:
‘Addressing energy poverty in British Columbia’s rural, remote and Indigenous communities.’
It should be noted that BC Hydro is currently in the second phase of a rate review, with a purpose to
ensure that BC Hydro ‘continues to provide its customers with clean energy at competitive rates through
the continuing evolution of BC Hydro in response to changes in climate, consumer demand, technology
and BC's commitment to reconciliation with Indigenous Nations’. 32 It is hopeful that an emphasis on
‘reconciliation’ will result in the provision of more equitable energy access and pricing in BC.

Cormorant Island Energy Discussion
In November 2019, Ecotrust Canada visited with leaders and staff from the Village of Alert Bay, ‘Namgis
First Nation, and Whe-la-la-u Area Council to discuss energy access and affordability. Whe-la-la-u is
comprised of a number of distinct First Nations that were given little option but to relocate to a central
region due to colonial transgressions in their livelihoods.
All three communities are all located on Cormorant Island, a small island a few kilometers east of Port
McNeill in Queen Charlotte Strait. Given their close proximity and distinct geographical location, the
groups share common experiences, and collaborate on certain aspects of governance. The purpose of
the discussion was to understand the experience of energy provision on the island, discuss points of
friction for residents, and listen to solutions from the communities themselves.
British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority 2015 Rate Design Application: Decision
British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority 2015 Rate Design Application: Decision
31
Province of British Columbia: Utilities Commission Act, 1996
32
Phase 2 of BC Hydro Comprehensive Review
29
30
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One point of contention that was communicated is the BC Hydro Crisis Fund. The fund – initiated in 2018
through the mandate of the BCUC – is designed to provide one-time, non-repayable financial support to
residents at risk of disconnection. Three members in the discussion brought up their frustrations with
the program and each noted that they had effectively stopped supporting and encouraging residents to
complete their applications due to the extremely low approval rates. Each of the three staff members
had worked on applications with multiple residents, but only one had an account of one successful
application. In previous discussions with Ecotrust Canada, Donald Kattler – a poverty reduction worker
for the Ministry of Children and Family Development in Port Hardy – had also mentioned his disapproval
of the program (Kattler, 2019) 33. He supposed that the requirements for the Crisis Fund application (tax
return information, asset/liability details, disconnection notice) provide significant enough barriers to
deter applications.

BC Hydro Crisis Fund
More research related to BC Hydro’s Customer Crisis Fund is needed to more accurately understand the
extent to which the rest of the region – and potentially province – is experiencing similar frustrations
and to learn more of the program’s requirements and processes.
In BC Hydro’s review of the first year of the Customer Crisis Fund, analysis revealed that the utility
collected $4.5 million in 2018 through a rate increase to support the program, but only $1.7 million was
spent 34. It was initially estimated that more than 15,000 applications would be submitted, however the
utility only received 6,416 and approved 2,282 – a 36% approval rate. Given the anecdotes from the
Cormorant Island energy discussion that residents were deterred to apply because of low success rates,
there is an opportunity to explore solutions to reducing the limitations and barriers to accessing the
program and consider a revision of criteria.

RDMW Heating Survey
In November 2019, a survey was completed with Mustel Group that sought answers to affordability of
different heating fuels, energy-related behaviours, and awareness of regulatory structures. A random
sample was attained and multiple response biases 35 were accounted for. The phone survey reached 215
residents of the RDMW, resulting in a margin of error of +/- 6.7% at a 95% confidence level. Results
were weighted against StatsCan demographic data to most accurately reflect the region. The following
review and analysis is based on results from the survey. More information on the survey can be found in
Appendix V & VI.
Ecotrust Canada Interview with Donald Kattler, May 23rd, 2019, Port Hardy, BC
BC Hydro 2019, Customer Crisis Fund (CCF) Pilot Program Evaluation Report for Year One
35
Strategies included random selection from call list, multiple attempts to eliminate non-response bias, and
weighting against StatsCan data.
33
34
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Resident Perspectives on Energy Expenses
Of the 215 survey respondents, 73% were concerned with household energy expenses, with 41% stating
it as a ‘major concern.’

Figure 10. Challenges to pay energy bills. Results from Ecotrust Canada RDMW survey 2019.

These numbers clarify the burden of energy costs in the RDMW and highlight that at least a substantial
component of declining electricity use can be attributed to residents insufficiently heating their home
due to affordability issues. The reality that the health and wellbeing of residents is negatively impacted
by having to choose between household energy and other basic needs is highly problematic.

Cost of Heating Sources
Sixty per cent of residents use electricity as their primary source of heat, 28% use wood, 6% use heating
oils or diesel, 5% use propane, and 2% use pellets. Thirty-two per cent of residents use electricity as a
secondary heating source and 25% use wood as a back-up. Those that use electricity as their primary
heating source averaged 2.5 cords of annual wood use indicating a high reliance on secondary heat.
Sixty-six per cent of consumption (GJ) across all energy sources in the region is attributed to space
heating. An analysis of reported fuel costs found average household heating spending in the region to be
147% of the provincial average, led by spending on electricity ($569) and wood ($356), and followed by
heating oil ($97), propane ($90), and wood pellets ($27).

17

Figure 11. Estimated cost of space heating for RDMW 2019.

The high presence and cost per gigajoule of electric heating contributes to higher than average heating
costs in the region. Ninety-four per cent of total heating energy is consumed by electricity (52%) and
wood (42%). Limited access to affordable alternatives is likely resulting in wood being used as a source
to offset high electric heating costs. Further details on cost analysis can be found in Appendix IV.

BC Hydro Rate Structure
Survey respondents were asked a series of questions related to their understanding and feelings toward
current electricity pricing structures.

Figure 12. Residential awareness and opinions about BC Hydro pricing structure.
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Energy Consumption Reduction Programs
Survey respondents were asked about available programs and solutions that support energy
consumption and cost reduction. These included BC Hydro’s Energy Conservation Assistance Program,
BC Hydro Incentive Programs, and the province’s Better Homes Incentives through Clean BC.

73% had made energy efficient upgrades in the last 10 years
84% had not participated in the programs listed
65% of residents said they would be interested in learning more
The contrast in these numbers clarifies that residents are interested in cost and consumption reduction
programs, but due to certain barriers are not engaging in them. Only 21% of those surveyed felt there
were no barriers to energy efficiency upgrades. Barriers to adoption for others include:
Not having the financial means available (50%)

Lack of awareness of programs or funding supports (42%)

Lack of awareness of people or businesses to complete efficiency measures (38%)

Not knowing what efficiency measures are available or how to prioritize investments (19%)
Through the directive of the BC Utilities Commission, BC Hydro is required to employ demand side
management programs that aim to reduce the need for electricity in homes. Ecotrust Canada will
continue to explore the effectiveness of these programs on reducing energy consumption and the
extent to which they are reaching the desired/necessary customer base. It should be noted that BC
Hydro is currently expanding on its demand side management programming with the construction of an
Indigenous-specific program (BC Hydro, 2019).

Survey Review
17% of BC Hydro’s RDMW residential customers who are aware of the tiered rate pricing structure are
motivated to reduce their energy consumption by switching away from the use of renewable energy
sources. With this in mind, the effectiveness of the conservation intentions may not be contributing
positively to the province’s current environmental goals. Furthermore, the indication that 18% of
residents are being forced to forgo other basic needs highlights a clear issue of affordability in the
region.

19

Energy Conservation Support Programs
BC Hydro currently offers multiple demand-side management programs that are available in the RDMW
and aim to support electricity consumption reduction.

Energy Conservation Assistance Program and Energy Savings Kits
BC Hydro’s most comprehensive program provides free home energy assessments and possible retrofits
to eligible households that fall below the low-income threshold. Upon assessment, energy and cost
saving products are available to residents 36. Some homes may qualify for Energy Star certified
appliances and insulation upgrade, however provincial-level implementation of the weatherizationstream of ECAP (insulation upgrades) only averaged 220 households over BC Hydro fiscal 2018 and
2019 37.
Energy Savings Kits (ESK’s) are free packages with similar energy efficiency products available to lowand moderate-income customers. The kits include step-by-step guides for installation of all products. 38

Indigenous Communities Conservation Program (ICCP)
This program has been recently initiated to support Indigenous Nations in BC Hydro’s service territory
that are planning to conduct energy-related home renovations or are in the process of making energyefficient upgrades. Nations that are interested in implementing additional upgrades after having
previously participated in the Energy Conservation Assistance Program are eligible.
The ICCP also promotes assistance with trades training or job readiness programs that provide local
skilled labor. The program facilitates training for Project Lead, contractor, installer and energy assessor
positions for members of participating communities. This capacity building approach could result in skills
generation within communities.

Program Review
The ECAP, ESK, and ICCP programs cover energy efficiency upgrades, with ICCP proposing to expand the
scope of work. These programs have the potential to result in consumption reductions and should be
continually improved to meet a greater portion of BC Hydro’s customers. The regional survey identified
Including energy saving light bulbs, water efficient shower heads and faucet aerators, weather stripping, hot
water pipe insulation, and LED nightlights
37
Information provided by BC Hydro
38
BC Hydro website: ‘Free energy saving kit’
36
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that only 4% of respondents had participated in ECAP in the past 10 years, while at least 41% of
respondents fall below BC Hydro’s low-income qualification.
While these programs can be helpful in reducing home energy consumption, their effectiveness and
reach are uncertain. Relying solely on demand-side management programs falls short of addressing the
whole picture of energy access and affordability. Direct supports are also needed in certain
circumstances to alleviate the burden of high electricity costs for residents of the RDMW.
The RDMW’s rural location results in very limited access to professional skills, expertise, and energy
efficiency technologies. This is relevant for BC Hydro programs as well as maintenance, material, and
professional servicing needs in the region. Expertise must often be recruited from the closest city,
Campbell River, which is two to three hours away by road and even further for the district’s remote
communities. This reality results in high costs for repairs, products, and services, and a reliance on bulk
purchasing or coordinated servicing, which can often be difficult.

Summary and Recommendations
Household energy costs in the RDMW are substantially higher than elsewhere in the province, with
heating costs in particular estimated to be nearly 50% higher. While this is due to a number of factors,
single-detached homes – of which the regional district housing stock is mainly comprised – are burdened
with the most significant struggles of energy affordability. The on-reserve housing stocks in the region
are almost exclusively single-detached homes, resulting in annual household electricity costs at well
over two and a half times the provincial average. Quatsino First Nation’s Community Energy Plan
highlights this phenomenon and raises questions about the equity and justice of energy provision and
pricing in the region.
With high residential electricity costs, electric consumption per connection is declining in the region.
Based on regional survey results, a suspected cause for the decline is fuel switching behaviours away
from electricity to other fuels for home heating. Additionally, the difficulties residents have in paying
their home energy bills advances the reality that many are forgoing energy and other basic needs. Low
levels of energy conservation program awareness and participation suggest that effective energy
conservation – as is intended through the use of the tiered rate structure – is likely not a major cause of
the decline. Furthermore, the RDMW’s rural and remote nature limits residents’ access to local,
affordable, and timely services and products that contribute to electricity conservation.
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Conclusions
Article 59–60 of the Utilities Commission Act states that rates must not be ‘unjust, unreasonable, unduly
discriminatory or unduly preferential.’ 39 In the case of electricity pricing structures, equal offerings to
unequally situated residents does not maintain the equitable mandates of the BCUC. One could argue
that such considerably different outcomes – as effectively defined across demographic lines –
constitutes an unduly discriminatory structure. While it may be true that the vast majority of BC Hydro
low-income customers are better off financially under the tiered rate structure, it is problematic to
accept that some of the province’s most vulnerable residents are subject to such dramatically higher
energy costs, simply because it works well for everyone else. The findings from this research shed light
on the presence of high concentrations of negative impacts in the RDMW.
This analysis does not necessarily attribute fuel switching and energy affordability directly to the tiered
structure, but more so to the high cost of electricity generally. That said, there are still problematically
high proportions of residents in the region that do not feel the structure is fair. There is an important
need for a lower cost of electricity for low income residents in areas of the province that do not have
access to cheaper heating alternatives. Issues of high electricity costs are not unique to RDMW and will
continue to exist given the projected increases in electricity costs over the next four years.

RDMW Recommendations
1) Organize a region-wide event to better understand the issue and build momentum for
solutions. More information and feedback from the communities and residents themselves can
help in understanding areas of friction and opportunities for solutions. A region-wide event
would bring people together to share their experiences and it may not only provide the regional
district with valuable insights, but could raise the profile of the issue and generate support for
responses and projects at scale.
2) Continued critical monitoring of BC Hydro pricing and program impacts. This includes
awareness of the potential limitations of the Customer Crisis Fund, possible high concentrations
of energy costs and poverty on-reserves, and lack of resident awareness and access of energy
savings programs.
3) Coordinate the funding and bulk purchase of air-source heat pumps in community homes.
Given the RDMW’s coastal, temperate climate, there are great opportunities for certain energy
efficiency technologies to provide substantial benefits to residents. Air-source heat pumps have
been proven to provide a strong business case on the coast of BC 40. Recent improvement in
39
40

Province of British Columbia: Utilities Commission Act, 1996
See Ecotrust Canada & Heiltsuk First Nation Heat Pump Project in Bella Bella
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technologies and reduction in costs continue to make heat-pumps an increasingly strong
investment. Any collective action and bulk purchasing of heat-pumps in the region would
improve the return on investment. It is recognized that the issue of energy access and
affordability fits within the greater umbrella of housing, of which the RDMW and the Mount
Waddington Health Network are working on a comprehensive strategy. More coordination in
this area would provide strong benefits to residents. See below for funding opportunities.
4) Explore the development of a regional social enterprise and/or capacity-building initiative.
The RDMW is a truly rural regional district, separated from Campbell River – the closest city – by
multiple hours of road travel. This distance and time results in a dearth of professional services
and energy efficiency products available in the region. However possible, the RDMW could
benefit from a localized, capacity-building program that would reduce these barriers and
facilitate affordable opportunities for the 4,850 homes in the region.

Funding Opportunities
Potential Source

FCM Green Municipal Fund
BC Better Homes Incentives

Amount

Details

Up to $500,000
Clean BC available Rebates Between $1000 and $4000 for space and
water heat pumps. Potentially more for
Indigenous.
$150,000
For First Nations communities only.

BC Indigenous Clean Energy
Initiative (New Relationship Trust)
BC First Nations Clean Energy
$150,000
Business Fund

Can apply up to 3years consecutively.
For First Nations communities only.
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Appendices
Appendix I: Historical Tiered & Flat Rates
During the initial analysis of tiered and flat rate impacts on RDMW, an assumption was made for two
historical flat rates that were not identified at that time for the purposes of the analysis. The assumption
involved taking the difference between known BC Hydro F2013 and F2016 flat rates in order to estimate
F2014 and F2015. These numbers were later identified in Table C-1 of BC Hydro’s Demand Side
Management Milestone Evaluations Summary Report F2018 (BC Hydro, 2018). Below is a table of BC
Hydro’s actual rates and the rates used in the analysis. For the purposes of discussion, the difference in
rates were marginal ($0.0035 and $0.0008) and the estimated rates used were larger than the actual
rates – leading to a slightly smaller impacts between tiered and flat rate structures.

Appendix II: RDMW Electricity Consumption & Connection Data
BC Hydro provided access to regional and Port McNeill electricity consumption data that enabled much
of the report’s analysis. Below are certain summary tables of the data. Additionally, Community Energy
and Emissions Inventory (CEEI) Reports that are publicly available on the province of BC’s website
contributed to the analysis as well (Province of BC, 2019). The CEEI’s provided historical information on
use of different fuel sources throughout the RDMW.

Summary of electricity consumption in the RDMW between 2010 and 2016. Used to estimate changes in
consumption per connection over the time period.
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Electricity consumption split between ‘electric’ and ‘non-electric’ consumption. Categories are decided
by BC Hydro and are related to seasonal variation in consumption, likely indicating reliance or not on
electric heating.

Difference between flat and tiered rate costs for Port McNeill from 2010-2016. Analysis identifies the
increased costs of single-detached homes and the decreased costs of apartments, row houses and
mobile homes. Overall, seven-year net difference shows a loss of $80,076 for the municipality.
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Appendix III: Quatsino First Nation Calculations & Assumptions
The average consumption of 10,000 kWh’s per year for British Columbia residents was identified in BC
Hydro’s ‘Quick Fact’ sheet for F2019,
Average household consumption and cost compared between Quatsino First Nation and province of BC I
2018. Charge and rate allocations result in Quatsino First Nation electricity costs being 267% of the
provincial average.

2019 tier 1 and 2 rates gathered from BC Hydro website. Future rates are estimated based on BC
Hydro’s 2019 announcement. Flat rates are estimated based on the flat rate being historically 119.85%
of the tier 1 rate.

Impacts show an increased charge of $1008 per household over a four-year span, resulting in $75,610 in
increased costs due to the tiered rate structure.

*4 Year Community Cost calculated by multiplying average household cost by 75 homes.
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Appendix IV: Heating Sources Cost Analysis
Implied cost per gigajoule was calculated for different heating sources.

Energy consumption broken down by end-use.

Cost per gigajoule identified from reported cost totals from the RDMW heating survey.
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Appendix V: Original RDMW Heating Survey
In November 2019, a region-wide survey was commissioned by Ecotrust Canada and conducted by
Mustel Group. Below is the original script of the phone survey that reached 215 members of the RDMW.
For more information on detailed findings, contact Ecotrust Canada.
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