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Establishing A Clean Economy or Strengthening Indigenous Sovereignty: Conflicting & Complementary 

Narratives for Energy Transitions 

  Scholarship on socio-technical transitions has theorized pathways for a transition toward sustainable energy 

systems. This research undertakes a discourse analysis to understand different visions for sustainable energy 

transitions in Canada.  More specifically, it assesses discourses used by environmental groups and Indigenous 

communities across Canada to communicate the essentiality of energy transitions. I observe that environmental 

groups emphasize sustainable energy as an economic growth opportunity. In contrast, Indigenous communities 

place greatest emphasis on sustainable energy as a means for exerting sovereignty. In Canada, the environmental 

movement has frequently conflicted with Indigenous self-determination movements. Though tensions persist, 

contemporary energy and climate politics have allowed these two spheres to establish a new relationship of 

reconciliation and solidarity. I conclude that both environmental and Indigenous advocates for sustainability 

transitions have influence on the socio-technical regime, and that an improved relationship between these spheres 

would improve the potential for an energy system transition in Canada. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1. RESEARCH CONTEXT 

Endowed with an eclectic repertoire of natural resources interspersed across its vast 

landmass, Canada's energy landscape is a rich and dynamic one.  However, just as striking as 

the range of physical and geographic properties characterizing this energy landscape are the 

various ways in which it is rhetorically constructed in different discourses. Since the turn of the 

century, governments at provincial and federal levels have championed the potential for 

Canada to emerge as an energy 'superpower' on an international stage. This rhetoric has been 

used as an instrument to garner public support for policies geared towards facilitating the 

growth of extractive energy industries, primarily oil, gas and coal. 

 Simultaneously, rhetorical devices have been used by various civil society actors in 

order to scrutinize political support for these conventional energy sources. In light of 

accelerating climate change, and the exceedingly urgent warnings issued by scientists that 

green house gas (GHG) intensive fossil fuels are " increasing the likelihood of severe, pervasive 

and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems" (IPCC, 2014, p. 8), environmentalists, 

academics, social justice advocates, and others, have begun to vocalize opposition to the 

country's 'dirty', 'destructive' and 'short-sighted' energy strategy. Across the country, there has 

been burgeoning civil society mobilization calling for an energy strategy that reflects a 

commitment to taking action on climate change.   

 Furthermore, resistance to conventional energy industries and Canada's prevailing 

energy strategy has grown in frontline Indigenous communities that are directly and 
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disproportionally affected by the negative externalities perpetuated by the extractive sector 

(Idle No More, n.d.; Wotherspoon & Hansen, 2013). As a result, interviews were conducted not 

only with members of Indigenous communities but consultants and developers that had 

experience working on Indigenous clean energy projects. Contact information for shortlisted 

communities and individuals was much more difficult to access for this sphere. There was 

greater reliance on a snow-balling sampling method, in which nearly all of the initial informants 

became door-openers for other informants.   

Across Canada, social movements calling for Indigenous rights and climate change 

mitigation have begun to vocalize calls for a transition in Canada's energy system. Drawing 

upon scholarship on social movements that has consistently demonstrated the significance of 

rhetorical devices in influencing social change (e.g. Benford & Snow, 2000; Lounsbury, 

Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003), this research explores different discourses produced by Canadian 

social movements to communicate visions for energy system transitions. Specifically, I direct my 

attention toward discourses produced by two distinct spheres: civil society actors within the 

environmental movement and Indigenous peoples and organizations engaged in sustainable 

energy development.   

The first sphere, comprised of civil society actors within the environmental movement, 

targets Canada's contributions to global green house gas emissions and its capacity as an 

affluent country to implement strong climate change mitigation initiatives. Considering that 

over 80% of national GHG emissions are produced through the production and consumption of 

energy (Environment Canada, 2013), the deployment of alternative sustainable energy sources 
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has been heavily advocated.  The immediacy of the climate crisis has spurred the creation of 

groups focused predominantly on Canadian climate and energy issues, such as the Pembina 

Institute and Clean Energy Canada; it has influenced organizations with a broader focus, such as 

the World Wildlife Fund and the David Suzuki Foundation, to establish 'climate and energy' 

campaigns. Through these campaigns, many of these large environmental organizations have 

begun to advocate for a transition towards sustainability in local, regional and national energy 

systems.  Although the environmental movement's approaches to advocating for action on 

climate change have been written about extensively in the academic literature (e.g. Carvalho, 

2007; Dryzek, 2013; Scrase & Ockwell, 2010; Stokes, 2013; Winfield & Dolter, 2014), a 

discursive analysis of this sphere's visions for energy system transitions has been lacking. 

The second sphere examined in this research is comprised of Indigenous peoples and 

organizations across Canada that are becoming increasingly engaged actors in sustainable 

energy development, and contributing to a growing community of Indigenous owned, led and 

initiated energy projects across Canada. The Pic River First Nation, based near Lake Superior in 

Ontario, was a trailblazer in this area, developing Canada's first Indigenous-led sustainable 

energy project on their traditional territories in 1991. This project was closely followed by a 

number of others: the Atlin River Project developed by the Taku River Tlingit Nation in Atlin, BC; 

the T'Sou-ke First Nation  Solar Project on the West Coast; and the Mother Earth Renewable 

Energy (MERE) Wind project developed by the M’Chigeeng First Nation on Manitoulin Island. 

These Indigenous sustainable energy projects do not simply belong to an emerging community 

of practice; they are part of burgeoning national and regional bodies of discourse. Actors 

engaged with Indigenous energy projects are increasingly communicating visions about an 
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energy system transition that engages and takes leadership from Indigenous peoples. They 

emphasize that traditional Indigenous territories encompass many of the areas with sustainable 

energy potential in Canada, and that the realization of this potential must occur through the 

active engagement of traditional landholders (Henderson, 2013). Literature examining 

Indigenous-led sustainable energy development has focused predominantly on the governance 

of specific projects and the barriers inhibiting their development (Krupa, Galbraith, & Burch, 

2013; Krupa, 2012a, 2012b).  While these initiatives have been recognized as an opportunity for 

Indigenous communities to establish financial independence and assert sovereignty (King, 

2012), a comprehensive scholarly analysis of the broader discursive orientation of these 

projects or visions driving their development has not yet been conducted. Henderson (2013) 

coins the term 'Aboriginal Power' to refer to this movement. This term has been used in this 

thesis because it one that is widely recognized by academics and practitioners seeking to 

understand the role of Indigenous peoples in sustainable energy production in Canada.  

This thesis aims to analyze and compare the discourses for energy system transitions 

communicated by environmental organizations and Indigenous groups-- a research focus that 

has been driven by two primary motivations. First and foremost, this work has been motivated 

by a curiosity about whether existing and past tensions observed between indigenous and 

environmental actors can affect the potential for Canada's energy system to experience a 

transition. Considering that both of these spheres are actively advocating for energy systems 

transitions, it is interesting to investigate potential conflict or complementarity between their 

proposed visions for transitions. Secondly, this research is driven by a motivation to fill a gap in 

literature on socio-technical regime transitions (e.g. Berkhout, Smith, & Stirling, 2004; Geels, 
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2004; Smith, Stirling, & Berkhout, 2005) that has been critiqued for neglecting to consider the 

discursive, political and social dimensions of transitions towards sustainability (e.g. Lawhon & 

Murphy, 2011; Meadowcroft, 2009; Späth & Rohracher, 2010).   

1.2. RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 

Aim: Evaluate opportunities for advancing a sustainable transition in Canada's energy 
systems by assessing the potential to overlap differing visions for transitions.  

 
 Objective 1: Contribute to socio-technical regime transitions literature by developing a 

conceptual framework for an energy system transition in Canada that accounts for political and 
social dimensions by incorporating a discursive analysis. 

 
 Objective 2: identify and analyze the visions used to construct energy system transitions in 

Canada by environmental organizations and Indigenous communities involved with sustainable 
energy production. 

 
Objective 3: Determine areas of conflict and complementarity between the visions 

communicated by these two spheres and identify opportunities for alignment in order to 
advance energy transitions in Canada. 

1.3. THESIS OUTLINE 

This thesis has been divided into seven chapters. Chapter 2 will summarize the key 

scholarly works that have informed this research and identify the driving conceptual framework 

for this work. Chapter 3 will describe the research approach undertaken for this thesis including 

a detailed summary of methodologies and guiding principles. Chapters 4 and 5 present the 

empirical findings of this research and identify the narratives for energy transitions 

communicated used by the environmental and Aboriginal Power spheres respectively to 

construct visions for transition. In this thesis, I bridge social science research on discursive 

practices with socio-technical transitions theory, by using the term 'visions.'  I define visions as 

conceptualizations of energy system transitions situated within discourses produced by actors 

within environmental organizations and advocates for Indigenous sustainable energy projects. 
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Chapter 6 offers an explanation of the relationship between environmental and Indigenous 

advocates for energy transitions based on the data collected for this thesis. Finally, Chapter 7 

offers a summary and analysis of the findings from this research and highlights some scholarly 

and practical contributions.  
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 

This research focuses on the role of discourse and narrative-building in constructing 

visions for energy-system transitions. In this chapter, I contextualize discourses about a 

Canadian energy-system transition within scholarly literature that has been used to study 

technological and socio-political transitions.  Section 2.1 summarizes some of the seminal 

contributions to scholarship on socio-technical regime transitions. Section 2.2 discusses 

academic literature on environmental governance and social movements. Section 2.3 provides 

an overview of the evolving relationship between environmental groups and Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. In section 2.4, I present the driving conceptual framework  for this research 

that has been developed by combining the scholarly insights discussed in sections 2.1, 2.2, and 

2.3. 

2.1. THE TECHNOLOGICAL DIMENSION OF TRANSITIONS  

Socio-technical regime transition theory is rooted in the concept of 'technological 

regimes' which seeks to understand normalized patterns of development in the engineering 

community (Bijker, 1995; Nelson & Winter, 1982).  This body of scholarship pertains to the 

study of the predominant technological systems embedded within social and economic 

functions, or the technological status quo, and the processes by which it experiences change 

(Berkhout, Smith, and Stirling, 2004; Berkhout, 2002; Geels and Schot, 2007; Rip and Kemp, 

1998; Smith, Stirling, and Berkhout, 2005).   

 Geels and Schot situate socio-technical regime transitions within a Multi-Level 

Perspective (MLP) that recognizes influences on a regime by two additional levels (2007). The 

first, is the 'niche innovation' level that operates as a microscopic incubator where novel, 
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radical technologies, social innovations, and governance systems are developed and 

conceptualized (Geels & Schot, 2007; Kemp, Schot, & Hoogma, 1998; Schot, 1998; Smith et al., 

2005). The second level is the 'landscape' which is the exogenous political, geographic and 

social environment that exerts external pressures on regimes and niches (Geels and Schot 2007; 

Smith et al 2005). It has been hypothesized that the occurrence of a regime transition is a 

function of the coordinated development of new technologies and landscape pressures 

(Berkhout 2002; Smith et al 2005). However, it is important to recognize that the regime level 

can have a range of interactions with the landscape and niche levels. Changes in the landscape 

can stabilize or disrupt the regime, while niches can compete or synergize with a prevailing 

regime (Geels and Schot, 2007). 

Using this framework, the concept of a regime transition has been developed. Based on 

historical case-studies of technological transitions, Geels and Schot (2007) have theorized four 

distinct pathways to transition. In the presence of landscape pressures, one potential pathway 

to a regime transition is the Transformation Pathway in which a disruptive change occurs at a 

point where niche innovations are insufficiently developed and eventually influences regime 

actors to 'reorient development trajectories' (Geels and Schot, 2007). In a Transformation 

Pathway, the external disruptive change instigates a gradual change in the actions of regime 

actors, and once the regime begins to reorient, new niche innovations that are symbiotic with 

the regime trajectory are developed (Geels and Schot, 2007). Technological Substitution, is 

another potential pathway in which a purposive transition is prompted by a defined landscape 

pressure such as a specific shock (Geels and Schot, 2007). An example of a Technological 

Substitution pathway is illustrated in Figure 2.1. In this case, the landscape pressure disrupts a 
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regime at a time when niche innovations are well developed and can subsequently enter and 

alter the regime (Geels and Schot, 2007) .   

 

FIGURE 2.1 - A SOCIO-TECHNICAL REGIME TRANSFORMATION CAN TAKE A SUBSTITUTION PATHWAY WHEN A DEFINED LANDSCAPE PRESSURE 

DISRUPTS AN EXISTING REGIME ALLOWING FOR  THE TECHNOLOGICAL SUBSTITUTION OF A WELL ESTABLISHED NICHE INNOVATION (GEELS & 

SCHOT, 2007). 

The third transition pathway conceptualized by Geels and Schot (2007) is a de-alignment 

and re-alignment pathway, this where the regime comes under a rapid, large and sudden 

landscape pressure that spurs internal problems within the regime resulting in its collapse, 

erosion and de-alignment. At this time, if niche innovations have not been sufficiently 

developed, a straightforward substitution process does not occur (Geels & Schot, 2007). 

Instead, opportunities are created for multiple niche innovations to co-exist until one emerges 

as dominant (Geels & Schot, 2007). The fourth and final transition pathway described by Geels 

and Schot (2007) is the 'reconfiguration pathway' in which radical innovations are developed in 

individual niches to resolve specific problems in the regime (Geels & Schot, 2007). They can 
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then be integrated into the regime as complementary additions or component substitutes. In 

this pathway, the new regime grows out of the incumbent one (Geels & Schot, 2007). 

This theoretical framework has been adapted and applied to various environmental 

problems. Berkhout et al. (2004, p. 3) express that efforts must be undertaken to make regime 

transitions "more responsive to environmental signals and ecological principles." Transitions 

scholars often hypothesize whether the study of past transition pathways can be used to inform 

efforts to dislodge destructive technological systems and steer a transition towards 

sustainability (Verbong & Geels, 2010). In some areas, this research has begun to have 

pragmatic influence and it has made some valuable contributions to environmental and energy 

governance. In the Netherlands, for example, socio-technical transitions have been extensively 

researched and a new concept of 'transitions management' has emerged  that has had high 

uptake by the Dutch government (Meadowcroft, 2009; Shove & Walker, 2006; Verbong & 

Geels, 2010). In fact, the Dutch government gave "transitions a central place in its fourth 

National Environmental Policy Plan, as did the Ministry of Economic Affairs in its recent Energy 

Report" (Verbong & Geels, 2010, p. 2).  

Nevertheless, scholarship on socio-technical regime transitions and transitions 

management has its limitations. While recognizing its utility and potential, critics argue that this 

literature has a narrow technocratic emphasis that neglects political processes, social systems, 

human agency, and power dynamics (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011; Meadowcroft, 2009; Shove & 

Walker, 2006; Späth & Rohracher, 2010). Meadowcroft (2009, p. 335) points out that 

mainstream literature on transitions management remains 'agnostic' about the types of policy 



11 
 

interventions necessary for influencing transition and "is not primarily concerned with the 

political interactions through which societal goals are determined and revised, collective 

decisions are enforced, and resources are authoritatively allocated." Lawhon and Murphy 

(2011, p. 362) claim that it is "imperative to understand how uneven power relations within the 

transition arena can result in a vision that includes and excludes different social priorities, [and] 

groups of people." They critique transitions literature for its bias toward elite decision-makers 

and hegemonic knowledge systems, contending that "an expansion of the range of participants 

and knowledges deemed relevant for transition management" is needed (Lawhon & Murphy, 

2011, p. 362). 

Shove and Walker (2006, p. 3) bring attention to the fact that the "idea of deliberate 

transition management supposes some kind of orienting vision." These authors raise questions 

that are frequently circumvented in transitions and transitions management literature, such as 

ones about who establishes this guiding vision and whether it is publicly scrutinized by others 

whose interests it inherently undermines (Shove & Walker, 2006). Shove and Walker (2006, p. 

4) further add that advocates of sustainable transition management do not acknowledge the 

"ambivalence of sustainability as a category and its power as a legitimizing discourse", 

specifying that often the arbitrary label of sustainability can be used to drive forward processes 

of uneven structural and economic social change. Multiple critics have advised that transition 

management scholars become more attentive to discourse and its ability to influence 

transitions (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011; Shove & Walker, 2006; Späth & Rohracher, 2010). These 

authors argue that discursive analyses are fundamental to assessing the underlying political 

dimensions of contested concepts such as transitions and sustainability. These authors' 
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understanding of discourse aligns with Watson's (1994, p. 113) definition of discourse as "a 

connected set of statements, concepts, terms and expressions which constitutes a way of 

talking and writing about a particular issue, thus framing the way people understand and act 

with respect to that issue." 

Späth and Rohracher (2010, p. 457) present an "empirical case [which] confirms the 

important role of ‘guiding visions’ in the strategies of actors attempting to influence socio- 

technical change." They observe the value of guiding visions in influencing transition by 

"travelling across spheres and levels" and "aligning actors across governance levels to increase 

authority and resources for the promotion of their visions" (Späth & Rohracher, 2010, p. 456). 

Späth and Rohracher (2010) admit, however, that there is a profound knowledge gap when it 

comes to understanding the complexity of discourses, their interaction with each other, and 

their influence on socio-technological change. In light of these critiques, transitions scholars 

have begun to acknowledge and address these concerns (Geels, 2010; Smith et al., 2005).  

2.2. TRANSFORMATIVE POLITICS: ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

LITERATURE   

Scholarship on socio-political change, frequently studied by scholars of environmental 

governance, social movements, and civil mobilization, offers a different perspective. These 

works collectively recognize the growing social and political influence of civil society on 

improving the disposition of marginalized peoples and transforming processes of 

environmental decision-making (e.g. Benford & Snow, 2000; Dryzek, 2013; Lemos & Agrawal, 

2006; Winfield & Dolter, 2014; Wotherspoon & Hansen, 2013).  Literature on environmental 

governance has noted that new forms of shared authority have increasingly begun to define 
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environmental decision-making processes. (Bulkeley and Schroeder 2011). This change is 

embodied by three characteristic features. The first is a transition from state-centric 

environmental decision-making to a 'continuum of systems of governing' in which civil society 

plays a more active role (Auer, 2000; Bulkeley & Schroeder, 2011; Bulkeley, 2005; Edwards, 

2002; Gunningham, 2007; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006).  A second characteristic of environmental 

governance is a defined devolution of environmental decision-making from the national to the 

sub-national, particularly regional and community-based levels. This has been exemplified by 

the growing emergence of community-based resource management and adaptive management 

systems (Bradshaw, 2003; Folke, Hahn, Olsson, & Norberg, 2005; Olsson, Folke, & Hahn, 2004; 

Tozer, 2013). The final definitive feature of environmental governance is the decline of a 

techno-centric environmental management approach in which there is a predominant 

application of Western positivist science to inform decision-making (Bryant and Wilson, 1998).  

Instead, There has been wide-ranging prescription across scholarship in environmental 

governance on to integrate diverse knowledge sources in environmental decision-making 

processes; in particular, there has been a strong emphasis on empowering local and Indigenous 

knowledge holders (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2007; Bryant and Wilson, 1998; Ludwig, 2001; Negev 

and Teschner, 2013). 

Confronted by the growing urgency of complex environmental problems, such as 

climate change, complex systems of environmental governance have fallen under mounting 

pressure to respond (Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). As state leadership in this area has been 

deficient, environmental governance processes have created a space for an eclectic range of 

actors to pioneer creative and unorthodox responses to climate change (Lemos and Agrawal, 
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2006). Environmental NGOs (ENGOs) in particular have done notable work in this area by both 

working within conventional governance institutions (taking an 'insider' approach) and exerting 

pressure on these institutions from the outside  to influence the emergence of strong climate 

action initiatives (Gough and Shackley, 2001; Gulbrandsen and Andresen, 2004; Hale, 2010).  

The role of civil engagement in galvanizing transitions has been recognized within a rich 

collection of literature on social movements that focuses largely on rhetorical constructions and 

the deployment of discourses in order to influence social change (e.g. Carvalho, 2007; Dryzek, 

2013; Scrase & Ockwell, 2010; Stokes, 2013; Winfield & Dolter, 2014). In his review, Williams 

(2004) notes that the primary motivation of social movements is to move culture by introducing 

new values through activism and media. Over time, there is an effort to "translate the 

generalized values into more restricted but clearly articulated policy claims," in effect 

facilitating a transformation of prevailing institutional structures (Williams, 2004, p. 99). Given 

social movements' focus on communicating values, sociologists studying them often focus on 

discourses used by architects and champions to influence social change. Benford and Snow 

(2000, p. 614) assert that specific discursive strategies "help to render events or occurrences 

meaningful and thereby function to organize experience and guide action." They examine the 

rhetorical devices used to expand the sphere of influence of feminist, minority civil rights, and 

labour movements across the world. While these strategies played a significant role in 

benefiting these individual movements, they served to align and reinforce the movements with 

each other. For instance, Snow et al. (2004, p. 531), make the argument that feminism took 

inspiration and guidance from many of the other movements in the 1960s, and, in turn, its 

"discourses, and collective identity were enormously influential on the range of movements on 
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the Left over the next several decades." Scholars in geography have found  discourses to be 

profoundly influential, and many have conducted research that seeks to "flesh out the 

processes by which stories might lead to social change" (Cameron, 2012a, p. 581). As argued by 

Cronon (1992, p. 1374), hearing a story  "makes us care," which as Cameron (2012b) points out, 

results in narratives and stories being widely recognized as forces that can facilitate changes in 

human-environment relations.  

Indeed, the value of discourses has been noted by researchers that have studied 

successful environmentally-oriented social movements. Lounsbury et al. (2003, p. 96) observe 

that social movements have the ability to "facilitate the creation of new economic institutions"; 

they present the exemplary case of discourses deployed by the recycling movement in the 

United States in enabling "recycling to emerge as a core solid waste solution and industry." One 

of Lounsbury et al.'s (2003) most compelling conclusions was that the success of social 

movements is often contingent on their ability to counter dominant, opposing discourses 

(Lounsbury et al., 2003). This assertion holds true for movements focused on energy and 

climate issues. Scrase and Ockwell (2010, p. 2225) conclude that a "transition to a low carbon 

energy system will require a 'reframing' of energy policy problems and solutions in a way that 

either connects with or overrides the powerful discourses that shape energy policy today."  

2.3. PAST TENSIONS BETWEEN THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

IN CANADA 

In Canada, various organizations working under the banner of the environmental 

movement and Indigenous peoples have a history of contentious and, at times, conflictual 

interactions with each other.  Indeed, there is a growing body of literature that has analyzed 
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the relationship between Indigenous groups and environmental organizations in Canada, 

offering cases where NGOs promoting social and environmental initiatives have reinforced 

neocolonial injustices against Indigenous peoples (Affolderbach, Clapp, & Hayter, 2012; Braun, 

1997; Davis, 2010; Hayter, 2003; Rossiter, 2004). Much of the work in this area has focused on 

the complex relationship between the First Nations of the Canadian West Coast and British 

Columbia's forest conservation movement. For example, Braun (1997) writes about the 

Clayquot Sound movement, widely touted by environmentalists as an iconic and successful 

conservation initiative to protect the 'pristine' old growth forests of British Columbia. It was 

considered one of the "largest collective actions of civil disobedience in Canada’s history," and a 

highly effective international market-oriented campaign that pushed local environmental 

concerns onto the global stage (Braun, 1997, p. 6). At the same time, Braun (1997, p. 7) 

contends that, throughout this resource governance struggle, "the Nuu-chah-nulth—a 

confederation of First Nations that live on the west coast of Vancouver Island—were not 

adequately consulted, even though the land at issue lay entirely within their traditional 

territories." Braun (1997) argues that during the campaign, environmental organizations 

excluded Indigenous people in its practical work, and discursively, by painting a picture of 

Clayquot Sound as an undisturbed natural landscape. These groups thereby produced a 

narrative that reinforced colonial ideologies of nature and 'wilderness' as empty spaces, 

effectively deeming  Indigenous landholders invisible or conflating them with nature when their 

presence was recognized (Braun, 1997).  

The Clayquot Sound case is reflective of other cases where the values of prominent 

environmental organizations have conflicted with, and even undermined, Indigenous rights, as 
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detailed by political ecologists critical of contemporary conservation initiatives (e.g. Adams & 

Hutton, 2007, p. 147; Coombes, Johnson, & Howitt, 2011; Cronon, 1996; Schroeder, 1993).  

Adam and Hutton (2007, p. 153) contend that in colonial societies, "imperialism, science and 

environmentalism [have] become inextricably linked." These authors' work examines the US-

conservation model of establishing 'protected areas' and its deployment, first domestically and 

then across the world, as a tool to dispossess and displace Indigenous communities (Adams & 

Hutton, 2007).  

Other scholars have studied epistemological tensions and conflicts between Indigenous 

groups and environmentalists regarding efforts to protect the so-called ‘Great Bear Rainforest’ 

(Affolderbach et al., 2012; Davis, 2010; Hayter, 2003; Low & Shaw, 2009).  The most 

noteworthy conclusion drawn by these authors is that environmentalists frequently advocated 

for complete conservation of forests without recognizing that forestry projects enable 

economic development and employment opportunities for remote communities (Affolderbach 

et al., 2012; Davis, 2010; Hayter, 2003; Low & Shaw, 2009). Encouragingly, this work observes 

that, during the Great Bear Rainforest campaign, processes of reconciliation, consultation and 

collaboration allowed environmentalists to reconstruct a more positive relationship with 

Indigenous peoples (Affolderbach et al., 2012; Davis, 2010; Hayter, 2003; Low & Shaw, 2009). 

They accomplished this most successfully by advocating for Indigenous interests, such as socio-

economic benefits, alongside conservation demands (Affolderbach et al., 2012; Davis, 2010; 

Hayter, 2003; Low & Shaw, 2009).  
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Nevertheless, in a study of discursive strategies used by Greenpeace during the Great 

Bear Rainforest conservation campaign, Rossiter (2004, p. 142) observes that the ENGO 

"visually and discursively constructs a concept of pristine nature which appeals to urban 

populations, employs a neocolonial representation of First Nations peoples and the nature 

within which they are situated, and finds authority and legitimacy." He contends that by 

centering its campaign around these images, Greenpeace conveyed an inadequate 

representation of Indigenous peoples and their interests (Rossiter, 2004). This was problematic 

given the organization's power and influence in shaping nation-wide discourses and 

perceptions of the management of BC's rainforests (Rossiter, 2004). Choudry (2010, p. 97) 

argues that this issue extends beyond conservation campaigns, commenting on the "failure of 

Canada’s larger, Left-leaning NGOs" to engage with Indigenous struggles. He maintains that 

these organizations' "White progressive economic nationalist’ position obscures and silences 

long histories of struggle for justice within and against the state by Indigenous peoples" 

(Choudry, 2010, p. 99).   

2.4. CONCEPTUALIZING AN ENERGY SYSTEM TRANSITION IN CANADA: BRIDGING SOCIAL & 

TECHNOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS  

The above reviewed research on Indigenous-ENGO relations has important applications 

for the study of energy transitions discourse in Canada. Energy policy scholars have observed 

that that environmental groups have substantial influence in sculpting public perceptions and 

influencing policy intervention regarding climate and energy issues (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012; 

Rosenbloom & Meadowcroft, 2014; Stokes, 2013; Winfield & Dolter, 2014). Stokes (2013) 

writes about the success of Ontario's Green Energy Act Alliance, led by a coalition of 
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environmental groups, in influencing the emergence of the provincial renewable energy 

deployment, Feed-in-Tariff (FIT), program. Hoberg and Rowlands (2012) discuss environmental 

groups' production of influential discourses about energy transitions. Their research highlights 

the efforts of BC-based ENGOs, such as the Wilderness Committee, in fuelling resistance to 

private power projects by framing them as "an enormous threat to the future of British 

Columbia’s environment, economy and society" (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012, p. 14). Situating 

these actors within a socio-technical transitions framework, Rosenbloom and Meadowcroft 

(2014, p. 675) note the significance of environmental groups, characterizing them as "important 

niche actors pressing for the development of a stable renewable energy policy." However, 

literature examining ENGO discourses on energy transitions does not assess how they 

complement or conflict with visions for Indigenous-led sustainable energy development. 

Considering that the ENGOs producing these discourses are often the same ones that 

marginalized Indigenous peoples in their earlier conservation campaigning efforts, it is 

imperative to investigate whether their discourses on energy transitions might perpetuate 

processes of "discursive and representational" colonization (Rossiter, 2004, p. 141). 

Furthermore, it is crucial to examine the potential for the discourses produced by each of these 

spheres to influence an energy system transition and their potential to collectively advance a 

transition. 

This research seeks to understand the Canadian energy system through the Multi Level 

Perspective developed by socio-technical transitions scholars. In application, the socio-technical 

regime that I am concerned with is Canada's incumbent energy system, including nested 

regional systems. I will focus on the niche level pressures exerted on this regime by civil society 
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actors. Specifically, in this thesis I will conduct a discourse analysis in order to better 

understand the influence of environmental and Indigenous advocates for sustainability 

transitions. I rely on discourse analysis as a tool to better understanding the positions of these 

two niche networks, and developing a more thorough understanding of the underlying politics 

and power dynamics affecting niche interactions. 
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CHAPTER 3 – RESEARCH APPROACH 

This research examines different visions for energy system transitions and their position 

within broader discourses produced by the environmental movement and Indigenous peoples 

across Canada. I draw upon Watson's (1994, p. 113) definition of discourse as "a connected set 

of statements, concepts, terms and expressions which constitutes a way of talking and writing 

about a particular issue, thus framing the way people understand and act with respect to that 

issue."  In application to this research, the aim is to investigate discursive practices that frame 

understandings of climate change and Indigenous rights issues. My approach is to extract 

narratives and stories, situated within these broader discourses, that are deployed to advocate 

for energy transitions. As has been described in Chapter 2, storytelling and narrative building 

have been widely recognized as tools for fostering social change and political mobilization 

(Cameron, 2012a). These processes are crucial to deriving meaning and establishing a shared 

understanding; as articulated by the Anishnabe writer, Gerald Vizenor, "You can't understand 

the world without telling a story" (King, 2003, p. 32). In order to bridge social science research 

on discursive practices with socio-technical transitions theory, I will use the term 'visions.'  In 

my work, visions are understood as conceptualizations of energy system transitions situated 

within narratives and discourses.  

As detailed in this chapter, a mixed-methods approach was applied to collect data and a 

critical discourse analysis was then conducted in order to make sense of these data. As 

explained by Starks and Trinidad (2007), a "discourse analysis examines how language is used to 

accomplish personal, social, and political projects." As such, many authors have used this 

approach in order to understand the discursive influence of social movements and political 
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change (e.g. Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; Dryzek, 2013; Snow et al., 2004). Similarly, in this 

research, the ability of different actors to influence socio-technical transitions by advancing 

particular visions, is best examined through an analysis of discourse. Considering that discourse 

is produced in multiple ways, documents reviews and key-informant interviews were conducted 

to establish a comprehensive data set. This research examines Canada-wide discourses, it is 

focused largely on narratives constructed and communicated by actors based out of British 

Columbia and Ontario.  This is in part due to the fact that many prominent advocates for energy 

system transitions from both climate action and Indigenous rights standpoints, are based out of 

these provinces. Additionally, this regional focus can be attributed to my positionality as a 

researcher with networks in Ontario and British Columbia.   

3.1. DOCUMENT REVIEW  

In the first stage of this research, a document review was undertaken in order to 

identify the prominent visions for sustainable energy transitions in Canada. Reports produced 

by environmental groups with a mandate or campaign focused on climate and energy issues 

were reviewed. Documents were included in the review if they were produced by members of 

an NGO, research institute, advocacy organization, or social enterprise with a sustainability 

focus. Only organizations expressing a commitment to contribute to climate change mitigation 

efforts by advocating for renewable energy development over the last five years were 

considered. An internet search was conducted on Google Canada using the following search 

terms "sustainable energy Canada," "renewable energy Canada," and "climate and energy 

campaign, Canada." Organizations that were indentified through this search were shortlisted 

based on the above criteria. Documents produced by these organizations actively advocating 
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for and promoting the deployment of renewable energy development were compiled and 

reviewed. Through the review of these documents, other organizations that met the eligibility 

criteria were identified. Upon the realization that many active climate change mitigation 

oriented organizations were provincially-based, region-specific searches were conducted in 

order to find active organizations engaging in sub-national advocacy. Reports produced by a 

total of 12 different environmental organizations from across Canada were reviewed.   

Although there are many environmental organizations producing discourses about 

energy transitions in Canada, the sampling procedure for this thesis resulted in a focus on 

environmental groups that are focused specifically on advocating for sustainable energy 

deployment.  

Identifying discourses produced by the Aboriginal Power movement was more 

challenging. As a result, extensive use was made of Chris Henderson's publication 'Aboriginal 

Power.' Henderson's book was the initial and most sizeable document reviewed in order to 

analyze the narratives used to communicate Indigenous participation in energy transitions and 

renewable energy development. Other documents specific to this sphere were identified during 

key informant interviews. Rigid eligibility criteria were not applied to this set of documents due 

to the limited availability of relevant documents.  

For both spheres, some documents were identified during key informant interviews and 

reviewed at a later stage. As such, a snowballing process for collecting documents was 

undertaken.  A complete list of reviewed documents is available in Appendix 1. 
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Following multiple close readings of collected documents, a critical discourse analysis 

was conducted through a systematic coding process facilitated by the NVivo program. This 

analysis, known as a latent discourse analysis, was conducted with attention to a deeper 

meaning directly implicated by the text (Kondracki, Wellman, & Amundson, 2002).  Initially, a 

descriptive, or open, coding process was  undertaken in which key themes were coded within 

the context of their original source (Cope, 2010).  After reflecting on the descriptive codes and a 

return to the theoretical literature, analytic codes were applied to the documents to identify 

prominently invoked visions (Cope, 2010). The application of analytic codes entailed a 

systematic de-contextualization and re-contextualization of established descriptive codes 

(Starks & Trinidad, 2007).  

3.2. KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS  

The second stage of this research involved a series of interviews with individuals 

producing discourses on sustainable energy deployment and transitions. This was done with 

respect to both spheres. Key informants are those who have specialized knowledge of a 

phenomenon and can directly address key research questions, thereby saving time and effort. 

As Tremblay (2009, p. 688) explains, key informant interviews allow for "the gathering of the 

kinds of qualitative and descriptive data that are difficult or time-consuming to unearth." In this 

study, interviews were used to further identify prominent visions invoked in discussions about 

energy transitions and renewable energy deployment, as well as to gauge potential 

opportunities where the environmental movement and the Indigenous sovereignty movements 

could overlap in order to create new opportunities for energy transitions.  
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In order to identify key informants, three criteria suggested by Tremblay (2009) were 

used. The first criterion is the informants' role in the community and whether it exposes them 

to the information desired in this research (Tremblay, 2009). Secondly, knowledge or the 

meaningful absorption of the information to which they have access is important. The third 

criterion pertains to an informants' willingness to communicate that knowledge to the 

researcher (Tremblay, 2009). As well, I applied the framework adopted by Krupa and Burch 

(2011, p. 6257), in their study of South African energy systems, by attempting, as best as 

possible, to interview informants who are "crucial producers of the renewable energy 

discourse." Tremblay recommends attentiveness to symmetry by "aiming for an equal number 

of informants in each sector [under review]" (Tremblay, 2009, p. 99). This remained a key point 

of attention in this study as an equal number of participants from each sphere were 

interviewed. Two distinct, though somewhat overlapping, processes were undertaken in order 

to identify key informants from each of the two spheres of discourse relevant to this research. 

A complete list of Key Informants can be found in Appendix 2.  

 Identifying informants from the environmental sphere involved a review of the 12 

organizations studied during the document review stage. Subsequently, the individuals 

responsible for coordinating the 'climate and energy' campaigns for these organizations were 

short listed. These individuals were contacted by e-mail or over the phone and asked to 

participate in an hour-long interview process. Once initial interviews were conducted, a 

snowballing sampling method was undertaken in which informants were asked if they would 

recommend other informants for the research. Informants often connected me to others doing 
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relevant work via e-mail which, subsequently, resulted in additional individuals being 

interviewed.  

In contrast to the environmental groups involved with climate and energy advocacy, the 

Aboriginal Power sphere does not produce a well-disseminated body of discourse. As a result, 

identifying key informants within this sphere proved to be challenging. Again, the book 

'Aboriginal Power', which represents one of the few attempts to draw overarching insights 

about Indigenous led renewable energy development, was used as a resource to identify 

individuals engaged with some of the most notable and successful Aboriginal power projects. 

For this sphere, the criteria for selection of key informants was more flexible: "any individual 

involved with an Aboriginal sustainable energy project." As a result, interviews were conducted 

not only with members of Indigenous communities but consultants and developers that had 

experience working on Indigenous clean energy projects. Contact information for shortlisted 

communities and individuals was much more difficult to access for this sphere. There was 

greater reliance on a snow-balling sampling method, in which nearly all of the initial informants 

became door-openers for other informants.   

In total, 22 interviews were conducted for this research. These participants included 

eleven individuals from environmental groups engaged with sustainable energy advocacy, three 

Indigenous leaders that have championed First Nations led energy projects, and seven 

consultants engaged with multiple Indigenous energy projects. One employee from the 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development was also interviewed but the data 

collected from that interview were not used in this research.  
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During interviews, informants were questioned about visions and storylines used to 

motivate the deployment of renewable energy. Templates of interview questions can be found 

in Appendices 3 and 4. Depending on the informant, questions were customized  in order to 

prompt reflections about specific experiences. At times, insights and conclusions drawn from 

the document analysis stage were used to modify questions from the template. Explicit 

questions were posed about the importance of language in promoting sustainable energy 

projects and the specific linguistic strategies they have employed in order to gain support. 

Informants were asked to identify the points of conflict and complementarity between the 

environmental and 'Aboriginal Power' movements. All interviews were electronically recorded 

and transcribed. Interview transcriptions were then openly coded using NVivo in order to 

identify the most commonly invoked frames and storylines.  

3.2.1. ETHICS 

This research has been approved by the Research Ethics Board at the University of 

Guelph. Prior to interviews, informants were asked to sign a consent form verifying that, 

though their identity would not be kept anonymous, the statements they shared would remain 

confidential. As a result, although all informants have been identified in Appendix 2, this thesis, 

for the most part, does not attribute quotations to corresponding informants. However, there 

are a few direct quotations in Chapter 5 that have been attributed because they highlight case-

specific stories about the emergence of different Indigenous-owned sustainable energy 

projects.  These stories have already been share publicly by these same informants and are 

highly-context dependent. As such, I found it important to identify the communities they 

pertain to and the informants that have share them.  As well, in order to equally maintain the 
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confidentiality of all informants, I have chosen to use the gender-neutral pronoun 

they/them/their instead of feminine or masculine pronouns. Considering that the majority of 

my informants are male, using gender-specific pronouns would have implications for offering 

female informants less confidentiality than male ones.  

3.3. POSITIONALITY 

Ongoing processes of colonialism and assimilation have perpetuated the marginalization 

of Indigenous populations in Canada (Braun, 1997; Cameron, 2012b). Wilson and Neville (2009, 

p. 70) point out that "vulnerable populations are exposed to risk when researched by those 

who belong to the dominant group," and recommend that researchers remain cognizant of 

their position of privilege by engaging in on-going self-reflection. I strived to remain consistently 

reflective and critical of my own position as a privileged, educated, middle-class, settler woman 

and the ways in which it affects my approach to this research (Baxter & Eyles, 1997; Tilley-

lubbs, 2009).  

In securing interviews with key informants, I reached out to numerous Indigenous 

leaders involved with championing green energy development projects. Many of these 

individuals were economic development officers for their respective communities and held 

many responsibilities in addition to the energy file. While I was fortunate enough to have a 

positive response from many of the individuals, understandably, participating in my research 

was not an urgent priority for some of them. As such, I was careful not to impose myself or be 

overly persistent in cases where potential informants were slow to respond to my outreach, or 

did not respond at all.  
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Critical reflection of my research included a concerted effort to remain cognizant of the 

fact that there has been a history of extractive research in Indigenous communities that has 

served to perpetuate injustice instead of fostering empowerment (Robbins, 2006). In August 

2014, when I attended the first National People's Social Forum, a mass-convergence of 

environmental and social justice activists from across the country, I had the opportunity to 

attend a talk delivered by Indigenous human rights activist, Ellen Gabriel. Gabriel remarked 

that, despite the fact that Indigenous peoples in Canada have been the most rigorously 

researched people in the entire world, they continue to disproportionately experience severe 

social and political marginalization. I found this statement to be highly impactful and it further 

reinforced my resolution to ensure that the outcomes of my research were disseminated back 

to the communities with which I had engaged, in accessible and helpful ways. Therefore, after 

completing my monograph, it will be crucial to re-connect with key informants in order to 

determine ways to accomplish this goal. Moreover, it was crucial for me to consistently remain 

reflective of the fact that I was drawn to this research because of a personal interest in 

environmental justice. As an activist, I am a contributing member of the environmental 

movement and, over the course of this research, have contributed to the production of 

environmental discourses on energy transitions at national and localized scales. Therefore, I 

recognize that my positionality and perspective as an activist has the potential to influence my 

analysis, and I consistently aimed to ensure that these biases had a minimal impact on my work. 
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CHAPTER 4 - RESULTS AND ANALYSIS: ENVIRONMENTAL SPHERE: VISIONS FOR 

SUSTAINABLE ENERGY TRANSITIONS 

This chapter describes and makes sense of visions used by environmental groups across 

Canada to promote sustainable energy transitions. The environmental groups under 

examination in this thesis are ones that are actively engaged in producing discourses about 

energy system advocacy through engagement in sustainable energy advocacy. In this chapter, I 

will describe the ways in which visions for an energy system transition have been discursively 

constructed within discourses produced by these groups. I will do this by detailing three 

narratives used within this sphere to promote an energy system transition. The first storyline 

promotes a green economy, the second advocates for the democratization of energy systems, 

and the third  warns of the catastrophic implications of climate change. Section 4.4. will identify 

some of the conceptual findings that can be drawn from these results.  

It was found that environmental organizations focusing on climate and energy issues 

contextualized conversations about sustainable energy within broader discourses about 

national and regional energy system transitions. However, discourse about an energy system 

transition extends beyond a discussion limited to the deployment of sustainable energy 

sources, and encompasses wider-ranging issues such as the introduction of low-carbon 

transportation, improvement of energy efficiency measures, reduction of economic reliance on 

extractive industries, introduction of carbon-pricing policies and the implementation of changes 

in cultural understandings of energy.  

"Basic principles of compassion and justice demand that we move rapidly to phase out 
fossil fuel usage" -Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA)  
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"Our energy system is also at the heart of one of humankind’s most challenging 
problems – global climate change." - Trottier Energy Futures 

 
"We all must deal with the full reality of our energy system—from volatile prices to oil 

spills" -Greenpeace Canada 
 

“We believe Ontario is on the right track towards a green energy future that will wean us 
from dirty, old fuel sources and bring us closer to a brighter, cleaner, healthier future" -

David Suzuki, Mike Holmes Quote in GEAA report 
 

As exemplified in the above quotations, environmental groups condemn the incumbent 

energy regime in Canada. They characterize the regime's fossil fuel dependence as 'dirty' and 

'volatile' due to its role in accelerating global climate change, spurring localized environmental 

disasters and exposing markets to financial risk. In contrast, as is reflected in the final 

quotation, a transition to a sustainable energy system is described, as 'clean' and 'healthy.'  

4.1. GREEN ECONOMY NARRATIVES 

The intricately constructed narrative of a 'green economy' or fostering 'green growth' 

has offered the foundation for environmental discourses that advocate for an energy system 

transition. Literature produced by all of the organizations studied in the document review stage 

(n = 13), in some way, correlated sustainable energy development with enhanced economic 

growth. As well, all of the key informants from the environmental sphere that were interviewed 

in this research expressed that this narrative was a central component of their communication. 

The concept of a green economy is frequently juxtaposed with the incumbent 'dirty economy.' 

In stark contrast to economic growth that places a large social and environmental burden, 

green economic growth is described as a means of alleviating these burdens while generating 

prosperity. As divulged in the key informant interviews below, for many organizations, the 

concept of a green economy is an integral component of their driving visions: 
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"[Clean Energy Canada] has the long term vision of 100% renewables and an economy 
that runs on renewable energy."  

"Our current vision is a prosperous Ontario, powered, heated, cooled and moved by a 
portfolio of sustainable energy."  

"The Pembina Institute's interest is in developing a long-term, prosperous, low-carbon 
energy economy." 

The environmental organizations reviewed in this thesis develop the concept of the 

'green economy' as a modified system that offers Canadians more equitable and wider-ranging 

benefits than the incumbent one. For one thing, a green economy is framed as a strategic 

measure to protect Canadians from the volatility and fluctuations of a fossil-fuel-centered 

market. Secondly, a green economy reduces the burden of external costs borne by society in a 

'dirty' economy. A third, and final, defining factor of a green economy is that it is characterized 

by the emergence of new 'green jobs.'  

The first defining element of the green economy narrative, as has been stressed in the 

Energy [r]evolution report published by Greenpeace Canada, is that any sort of transformation 

in the energy system is contingent on efforts to ''decouple economic growth from the 

consumption of fossil fuels." This call to 'decouple' offers a two-pronged proposition. The most 

obvious insinuation is that electricity systems generating power for industrial growth must 

reduce reliance on fossil fuel sources. The second, is that Canada's economy can no longer 

remain tied to the fossil fuel industry. As such, when sustainable energy-dependence is 

identified as a characteristic feature of a new, green economy, there is an implication that 

these technologies have the potential to substitute conventional fuels on grids, and as export 

commodities. 
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The environmental sphere's discourses assert that reliance on fossil fuels as a source of 

power for economic growth is not only undesirable but it has become irrational given the 

industry's inherent volatility and instability. "As oil extraction increasingly shifts toward 

unconventional sources and more difficult-to-access conventional ones," notes the Tottier 

Energy Futures Report "costs of production are expected to rise." Other ENGOs, discuss the 

ways in which conventional energy sources on the grid heighten volatility for ratepayers: 

"We all want a program that works, adds value to Ontario’s electricity system and 
protects ratepayers from the volatility in fossil-fuel prices," - Green Energy Act Alliance 

(GEAA); Joint FIT Submission 
 

"Over the past few years oil prices have gone up and down like a rollercoaster, jumping 
to a record high in July 2008 of $147.27 and then falling back again to $33.87 in 

December... At the same time, with gas prices in Europe rising in line with the price of oil, 
the impact on both the heating and power sectors has been huge." -Greenpeace Energy 

[r]evolution 
 

Some ENGOs have even theorized that Canada's reliance on the fossil fuel sector is 

symptomatic of  an infliction of the Dutch Disease, in that it has coincided with a decline in 

manufacturing to a process of de-industrialization in favour of extractive industries. 

Environmental Defence argues that if rates of oilsands expansion are "allowed to triple over the 

next decade as the federal government intends, and oil prices continue to rise, Canada’s Dutch 

Disease could get much worse, adversely affecting manufacturing jobs across the country." The 

organization uses the term 'petro-loonie' to communicate concerns about the close connection 

between the value of the Canadian dollar and the price of oil.  

The second definitive component of the green economy narrative, as described by the 

environmental organizations reviewed in this thesis, is that it internalizes the external costs 

borne by society within a neoclassical economic system. The core contention is that there is 
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currently an accounting defect, whereby "our energy prices currently do not include a range of 

environmental and social externalities." As the Ontario Sustainable Energy Association and 

Environmental Defence point out in a joined report: "polluting energy in Ontario does not yet 

pay for its health and climate impacts that show up in places like hospital costs." 

In conceptualizing a green economy, these environmental organizations strive to 

integrate spatial and temporal dimensions in order to enrich measurements of economic 

growth and prosperity. They advocate for improved economic analyses that account for the 

costs of maintaining reliance on fossil fuels borne inter-generationally and by geographically 

distributed populations. In order to reinforce this argument, and concretely quantify costs 

borne by society, groups often use monetary values. For instance, Clean Energy Canada argues 

that "by avoiding the health and environmental costs of coal power, Ontario saves $3.4 billion 

each year" (Ontario Ministry of Energy, 2014). These groups additionally critique mainstream 

economics for, what they argue, is its inherent shortsightedness. As the Canadian World 

Wildlife Fund report points out, the "challenge now is to overcome the clamour for short-term 

profits and recognize the long-term opportunities." Naturally, the sensible response, according 

to grey literature, is to implement reforms in order to rectify this deficiency.  Environmental 

groups calls into question these inherent shortcomings of status quo economics and frames 

their reform as an inevitable and rational evolution. The Pembina Institute, for instance, gives 

voice to this perspective: "markets will increasingly favour renewable energy as society forces 

existing companies to bear the full cost of their pollution."  

In their interviews some key informants commented on the necessity of introducing a 

paradigm shift in modes of economic analysis: "our neoclassical economic model is leading to 
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the degradation of the very systems on which we depend for life... [Organization Name]'s 

mandate and perhaps the mandate of other environmental groups involves a complete 

paradigm shift in everything we do and the energy systems are  just one example of that. 

Neoclassical economics, the way we've configured it now is fundamentally unsustainable." In 

echoing this standpoint, another informant spoke to the necessity of introducing tools to 

facilitate this paradigm shift; "we work to promote new financial models to allow people to 

manage the high upfront costs of sustainable energy." 

The final defining aspect of the green economy narrative is that it frequently invokes the 

rhetoric of 'green jobs.' Thus, conceptualizations of a green or sustainable economy are 

commonly punctuated with data and projections of potential employment opportunities. Clean 

Energy Canada's report on a Clean Energy Revolution received an immense amount of media 

attention when it announced that "by 2013 the clean energy sector — encompassing 

manufacturing, energy efficiency, and biofuels — accounted for more direct Canadian jobs than 

the oil sands." In a report titled 'Falling Behind: Canada's Lost Clean Energy Jobs,' 

Environmental Defence explains that a range of industry professionals would benefit from 

'green job' opportunities including "welders, sheet metal workers, engineers, accountants, 

construction workers, [and] journey-men." The report adds that "studies in the U.S. have shown 

that these are well-paying relative to other sectors of the labour market." Organizations 

working out of Ontario, such as the Ontario Sustainable Energy Association, bring attention to 

the employment opportunities generated by the province's Feed in Tariff (FIT) program: "Wind 

power is creating thousands of jobs across Ontario." Other reports argue that continued 

support of these sectors will continue to enhance job creation:  
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"As the development of renewable energy technologies becomes a higher priority for 
government, there will be significant employment opportunities in the installation and 

maintenance of renewable energy systems and in retail sales for renewable energy 
systems" -CCPA Report 

 
"Sustained and steady development of renewable energy will not only maintain the jobs 

created by the existing FIT program, but will also create new jobs as the new FIT 
program rolls out." -GEAA Report 

 
"Investments in energy efficiency and renewable energy produce substantially higher 

levels of employment than equivalent levels of investment in conventional energy 
supply." -Pembina- Greening the Grid Report 

 
In addition to explaining the ways in which a green economy would foster distributed 

benefits, architects in the environmental sphere identify a lack of political will as the most 

significant barrier to establishing a green economy. As a Clean Energy Canada report puts it, 

with the technological and governance tool being easily accessible, "all that’s missing is 

leadership." Frequently, environmental groups drive home this point by bringing attention to 

international jurisdictions that have begun to instigate this shift: "While other countries are 

investing in retooling their economies to shift to clean energy and harness the new jobs being 

created in the booming clean energy sector, Canada is hitching its economic future to polluting 

fossil fuels like the tar sands."  The rhetoric that Canada is "lagging behind" is frequently used to 

highlight political leaders' failure to follow the trajectory undertaken by  their international 

counterparts.  "The world's biggest economies – China, USA, and the EU – are all making 

significant financial and political investments into defining what will power the world in the 

century to come," the Trottier Report affirms, arguing that Canada is "well poised to join in this 

race." Greenpeace's Advanced Energy [R]evolution report similarly argues that with the right 

governance tools in place, "by 2050, renewable energy sources could provide 96% of the 

electricity produced in Canada."  
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The environmental discourses studied in this research have critiqued Canadian 

policymakers for their lack of initiative in dismantling the barriers preventing the emergence of 

a green economy. These groups recommend three major political actions in order to rectify this 

gap. The first is the implementation of green house gas regulations, namely, carbon pricing 

mechanisms. The second is direct investment in sustainable technology, such as renewable 

energy. As Clean Energy Canada's Energy Revolution report asserts, "wind and solar could 

affordably and reliably provide half of Canada’s electricity needs by 2050 — more than 10 times 

the amount generated today. This would involve an investment of around $400 billion over the 

next 40 years." Finally, these groups frequently advocate for the implementation of a Feed In 

Tariff program whereby the government guarantees a fixed price for each kW of renewable 

energy that is sold do the grid. Jurisdictions such as Ontario are commended for implementing a 

Feed In Tariff.  

 
Certainly, the discursive emphasis placed on the green economy can be seen as, one 

informant put it, a "reflection of the current place of the public debate." In applying this 

strategy, environmental groups are often rebutting the assertions of political adversaries that 

claim the existence of a dichotomy that pits action on climate change against economic growth. 

As this informant explained, "probably why the economic frame gets discussed or has been 

discussed more often is because that's just a general response to where some of the negative 

pushback has been on developing renewables-- claims that it's going to be X more expensive." 

One informant stressed that ENGOs "have to win that rhetorical debate," particularly in light of 

adversaries consistently "convincing huge amount of Canadians daily that this isn't the path 
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forward, it's going to hurt everybody, it's going to wreck the economy."  These sentiments were 

widely shared by the ENGO leaders interviewed in this research: 

"I think in the last five years, especially, the story's been able to change from renewable 
energy is expensive but it's good for the environment... So I think the story can be very well-

rounded now, where one can lead with the economic development and job story, and 
competitive electricity prices first and environmental benefits can be part of that story, but 

can often come second." -Environmental Leader  
 

"I think the crux of it is that people think it's environmental protection or economic 
development and they're at odds with each other, and that's the thing that just needs to be 
shattered. It's not true. It's a very persistent misconception amongst the general public that 

somehow we can't have both those things." -Environmental Leader 

4.2. DEMOCRATIZING AND DECENTRALIZING ENERGY SYSTEMS NARRATIVES  

Another narrative used extensively to promote sustainable energy transitions, invoked 

by all except one of the organizations studied in this research, is one that advocates for a 

democratization of the energy system. As with the green economy narrative, environmentalists 

begin by highlighting the shortcomings of the incumbent energy system and proceed to explain 

how an alternative system would abolish these deficiencies. The primary issue, as highlighted 

by these groups, is that dependence on conventional sources of energy perpetuates 

exclusionary decision-making processes.  For one thing, information about the impacts and 

benefits of the fossil fuel industry is not readily accessible to the public.  As a Greenpeace 

report points out, "data about oil and gas reserves are strikingly inconsistent, and potentially 

unreliable—for legal, commercial, historical and sometimes political reasons." Groups argue 

that the resulting lack of accountability fosters an exploitative relationship between energy 

producers and the public. Environmentalists raise concerns about limited opportunities for civil 

engagement in decision-making around energy issues. The Trottier Energy Futures Report 

contends that this contradicts national values, "[a]s citizens of a democratic country with a 
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strong civic tradition, Canadians expect decisions on important and contentious matters to be 

made in an open and transparent manner." 

These problematic aspects of a status quo are overturned in visions for sustainable 

energy systems. Indeed, an inclusive governance system is a core component of 50by30's, a 

Manitoba-based energy advocacy group, definition of sustainability:"sustainability requires 

concerted action by citizens, informal and formal community groups, civil society organizations, 

businesses, and governments, all working together." One respondent remarked that advocating 

for "technological fixes" alone would contradict organizational values, "you could have a low 

green house gas energy system that's still not sustainable; it could be based on large hydro and 

big nuclear." This was a position shared by other Climate and Energy campaigners:  

"We don't want to simply replace big coal with big renewables. We're looking at 

how do you democratize an energy system, [and increase] people power... 

Decentralized renewables are much more amenable to that than large 

centralized generation." 

 -ENGO Leader 

 

The environmental sphere places an overwhelming emphasis on democratizing energy 

systems, however, different groups take differing positions on how to foster this 

democratization.  To borrow from the hierarchy of public participation proposed by Arnstein 

(1969), environmental groups advocate for a spectrum of actions that will enrich civil 

engagement in the energy sector, from 'informing' the public to differing to 'citizen control.'  

Transparent processes of information dissemination to citizens is the most basic 

demand for democratizing the system." 50by30 suggests, the need for "a regular, publicly 

accessible process of accountability, with regularly scheduled reviews." In its reported 

recommendations for improvements to the Feed in Tariff program, the Green Energy Act 
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Alliance of Ontario made the actionable demand that the Ontario Power Authority make 

contracts for electricity generation "fully public," in order to allow for "stakeholders and the 

broader public to understand the tradeoffs in rebuilding Ontario’s electricity infrastructure."  

Greenpeace argues that efforts to increase transparency and accountability are essential, and 

that any sort of "a revolution in our energy system"  is contingent on "an informed public 

debate." 

Moving up the ladder, more meaningful and in-depth processes of participatory 

governance are heavily advocated. In a joint report on the deployment of wind energy in 

Ontario, Ontario Sustainable Energy Association (OSEA) and Environmental Defence argue that 

all decisions about the development of new  projects "must be made in consultation with the 

community." The BC Sustainable Energy Association, similarly, dedicates itself to ensuring  "that 

the review process is open enough that public concerns about potential... issues will be 

addressed." These quotations demonstrate environmentalists' concerns about the preservation 

of democratic principles during consultation stages for an environmental  assessment process 

for specific projects.  However, others advocate for civil engagement in macroscopic, 

economically and politically driven processes as well. "To solve the challenge of rapidly 

transitioning our energy system," the Trottier Energy Futures report argues that "we will need 

ideas and engagement from all backgrounds and regions. This will only happen if we empower 

people through a participatory process where everyone can see how their input will affect 

decisions." 

Most environmental groups articulate their support for the highest level of public 

engagement: empowering communities to take control of their energy systems. About two 
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thirds of the groups reviewed in this research invoked the rhetoric of 'community power' when 

explaining their visions of sustainable energy transitions. This can be attributed to widespread 

support within the environmental community for transitioning from prevailing monopoly and 

utility-based generation systems towards decentralized and geographically dispersed modes of 

energy production. The implementation of this technological shift is frequently discussed as a 

means of restructuring the system in a way that makes it more conducive to democratization. 

These groups argue that when energy is produced locally, inevitably, there are new 

opportunities for community engagement, often in the form of ownership.  One key informant 

asserted that the deployment of renewable energy was fundamental to democratizing the 

incumbent energy system:   

"The traditional model of electricity in Canada has been great big utility-owned, 

usually government-owned operations generation connected to loads, to the 

audiences, with great big transmission lines. That's the nuclear model. That's the 

great big hydro plant model. The opportunity of distributed renewables allows 

for much more ownership."  

-ENGO Leader 

 

Community power rhetoric was highly recurrent in conversations with informants; "the 

key is community," said one key informant as they explained their organization's vision for a 

provincial energy transition. They situated this vision within a global "Energie Wiende" or the 

"energy rebellion," that, at its core, involved a "transition towards community power, 

distributed generation, [and] sustainable energy." Another Climate and Energy campaigner also 

indicated that they privilege this narrative, "I would always work in[to] my communications 

local benefit as well," they added that this is a  "narrative that people actually resonate with if 

you talk to them about it... dollars spent in the community actually stay in the community."  
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Widespread support for a transition towards decentralized energy is reflected in the 

recommendations that these reports make in favour of Feed in Tariff Systems. The CCPA report 

'Transforming Saskatchewan's Electricity Future' alludes to a preference for a "feed in tariff 

program in Saskatchewan that focuses on community owned projects," adding that "it would 

be geared to encouraging the installation of renewable energy systems in which majority 

ownership is held by homeowners, farmers, local co-ops, universities, local municipalities and 

Saskatchewan First Nations reserves."  Similarly, while the Green Energy Act Alliance's analysis 

of Ontario's Feed In Tariff (FIT) program commends FIT for its ability to amplify renewable 

deployment across the province, it affirms that changes must be made to better "support 

community power" by setting firm targets. 

These groups argue that community power must be at the crux of any sort of an energy 

transition, as it offers wide-ranging benefits. Not only does ownership preserve democratic 

principles when "control is in the local community," instead of with a  "distant corporation," 

Greenpeace argues that this will, in fact, help propel the transition: "when the community 

identifies the project rather than the project identifying the community, the result is generally 

faster bottom-up growth of the renewables sector." They cite the successes of small 

community-scale hydro in Bangladesh and wind farms in Denmark and Germany to evidence 

this claim.  The Green Energy Act alliance echoes this sentiment: "public support for renewable 

energy in Ontario depends, in part, on the ability of citizens to participate directly in developing 

and owning renewable energy projects." A report by the Pembina Institute mentions that "local 

community involvement" is crucial for the deployment of renewable energy technologies, 

particularly, hydro-electric facilities which often face "steep public opposition" as a result of 
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fears of flooding, and habitat destruction. In a report addressing anti-wind claims, OSEA and 

Environmental Defence begin by emphasizing that that "communities must be real partners in 

development" in order to "spread greater benefits locally." 

"If we look at a lot of the social friction in Ontario," said one informant, "a lot of it has to 

do with communities feeling like they have to host something but they don't actually get 

anything out of the equation, or that people didn't actually engage them in the process." 

Another prominent environmental leader acknowledged that a more democratized approach to 

encouraging wind energy deployment in Ontario would have perhaps tapered the emergence 

of visceral opposition: "I think the government also made a mistake when they came out very 

quickly and dismissed it as NIMBYism." They maintained that giving greater credence to early 

anti-wind activists and addressing their concerns as legitimate ones would have been a better 

approach. Instead, the "dismissive" approach of the provincial government was reminiscent of 

"what [environmental groups] criticizes the Harper government for doing around tarsands." 

Other informants concurred: "I firmly believe that one of the biggest barriers of success 

to deployment of renewables will be social license." He also assigned deficiencies in public 

engagement as one of the reasons for resistance in rural Ontario to wind development, 

proposing community power as a solution:  

"Getting social license for renewable energy development is going to be huge. It's going 

to determine our success on renewable energy development. So developing good 

sustainability and environmental criteria to guide and inform decisions and community 

engagement will be really important." - Environmental Leader 

Some groups spoke to the role of community power in alleviating energy poverty. The 

World Wildlife Fund in their report on global renewable potential affirms that community 
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ownership significantly enhances project success and adds that community based-distributed 

generation has a fundamental role to play in combating issues of energy insecurity and poverty. 

The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) contends that one way to "bring electricity to those who are 

not connected to the grid" is through "solar, micro-hyrdro, wind power or small-scale biomass 

plants." The Pembina Institute similarly recommends government support for distributed 

sustainable energy systems to combat energy insecurity and energy poverty in remote, diesel 

dependent communities located in Northern Canada. 

In addition to discussing the wider-ranging distribution of profits and increased public 

support, respondents  used the frame of enhanced resilience in order to substantiate their 

support for decentralized energy systems. According to one informant, local, distributed 

generation offers opportunities to "increase resilience and, resistance to outside 

perturbations." This position was echoed by other environmental leaders who voiced a disdain 

for "huge transmissions lines" that have become increasingly unreliable, and  explained that 

their organizations emphasized the storyline of "communities being resilient, community 

ownership, participation, and benefits from projects in their backyards." 

Representatives from other organizations echoed support for decentralization but from 

a more moderate position. One informant, had less criticisms for incumbent energy generation 

and transmission systems, saying that "our provincial grids are great, [and] our national grids 

are great... there's a role for smaller scale projects to be contributing to more distributed 

energy production and security," particularly considering that  "having local control over your 

energy source" improves resiliency. Similarly, another informant voiced that a "lot of new 

development that needs to happen" at  large and small scales.  
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4.3. MITIGATING CATASTROPHIC CLIMATE CHANGE NARRATIVES 

In building narratives to communicate a vision for an energy system transition, the 

environmental sphere seems to notably under-emphasize climate change mitigation. While 

rhetorical devices were employed to communicate the severity of climate change by twelve out 

of the thirteen organizations studied in the document review stage, the details and 

complexities of extreme variations in weather patterns were largely omitted in these 

documents. "Perhaps no environmental issue is more important than climate change," lists 

50by30 as its final justification for selecting an energy focus for its 'Tomorrow Now Plan,' after 

identifying three economic motivations.  The report provides no further explanation, nor does it 

mention climate change again. Similarly, in developing the case for a national Energy 

Revolution, Clean Energy Canada articulates that investment in clean energy is needed "to avoid 

the worst impacts of climate change," and, without elaboration, promptly returns to a 

discussion of economic benefits. OSEA and Environmental Defence grimly (and briefly) note 

"make no mistake, the stark reality of climate change is forcing us to shift rapidly away from 

fossil fuels and towards renewable energy." All of these statements allude to the idea that 

inaction will lead to irreversible devastation, but do not make this impending catastrophe a 

focal component of their discussion. 

In contrast, the DSF-sponsored Trottier Energy Futures Report, Greenpeace's Energy 

[r]evolution study, as well as publications released by British Columbia Sustainable Energy 

Association (BCSEA), the WWF and the CCPA all substantially develop the narrative of mitigating 

catastrophic climate change by instigating an energy transition. This is demonstrated in the 

excerpts below:  
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"Climate change will contribute to food and water scarcity, will increase the spread of 
disease, and may spur or exacerbate mass migration. While climate change alone does 
not cause conflict, it may act as an accelerant of instability or conflict, placing a burden 

to respond on civilian institutions and militaries around the world." -Trottier Energy 
Futures Report 

 
 

"Hundreds of millions of people worldwide are already affected by water shortages, crop 
failures, tropical diseases, flooding and extreme weather events – conditions that are 

likely to be made worse by increasing concentrations of greenhouse gasses in the Earth’s 
atmosphere. The WHO estimates that climate change is already causing more than 

150,000 deaths a year"  
-WWF Report 

 
The narratives communicated by these groups describe the social impacts of climate 

change and some acknowledge that they are disproportionately borne by the world's most 

marginalized populations.  In doing so, some of these reports draw upon the fundamentals of 

environmental justice philosophies. The impacts on the global south are duly noted, by 

Greenpeace which reports that "over the coming decades, the resulting changes are likely to 

destroy the livelihoods of millions of people, especially in the developing world, as well as 

ecosystems and species." The CCPA similarly quantifies the destruction of the 2010 floods in 

Pakistan: "Twenty million people were affected and at least six million had urgent need for 

food, clean water and health care."  The WWF, alternatively, enumerates climatic damage in 

economic terms, "a recent report suggests that by 2030, the world may need to spend more 

than €200 billion on measures such as building flood defences, transporting water for 

agriculture and rebuilding infrastructure affected by climate change." Nevertheless, the overall 

tone remains rather optimistic in these reports, with groups punctuating their sobering 

descriptions of climate change impacts with a moral call to action. "In the left hand, we have 

the steady spread of awareness that things are going profoundly wrong, and something has to 
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shift;" reads BCSEA's Annual report adding, "in the right hand, we have the growing 

determination by individuals in BC and around the world to become a part of that shift, to find 

a way to play their part."  

These organizations speak to fulfilling an intergenerational obligation to act on climate 

change. The Bullfrog Power Annual report, for instance, consistently frames the emergence of 

an energy transition as one that will build a favourable future, and in particular one that will 

"mean cleaner air and water, healthier, happier people—and future generations inheriting a 

better world."  Others more explicitly emphasize a responsibility to future generations: 

"Faced with the threat of serious harm from climate change in this century, within the 
lifetime of today’s children, decision-makers around the world have an obligation to act 

decisively."  
- Trottier Energy Futures Report 

 
" We owe this to all the potential victims of climate change, locally, nationally and 

globally, in our generation and in generations to come." -CCPA Report 
 

" Will we look into the eyes of our children and confess that we had the opportunity, but 
lacked the courage? That we had the technology, but lacked the vision?” -Greenpeace 

Report 
 

This more ethically-rooted narrative is certainly important, however, it is one that 

supplements arguments that are used to communicate the narratives discussed earlier. Despite 

the severity of climate change impacts and their moral appeal, they notably remain a secondary 

point of discussion, shadowed by warnings of economic repercussions. "Energy [r]evolution is 

the central challenge of our time," reads the opening foreword for the Greenpeace Energy 

[r]evolution report "our response to that challenge will define our character, shape our 

economy, and to a large extent, determine our future." In recognizing the achievements of 

Ontario's Feed in Tariff Program, the GEAA first celebrates that "Ontario [has] established itself 
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as the North American leader on job creation," and then its complementary achievements in  

leading the "fight to stop climate change." The Trottier Energy Futures report communicates a 

similar prioritization of concerns, in numbering the different reinforcing drivers for an energy 

transition in Canada. Moreover, it highlights economic benefits and the achievement of greater 

energy security before delving into the "need to reduce the cumulative environmental impacts 

of energy extraction and consumption." 

During their interviews, respondents shed some light on how organizational priorities 

differed from communicated priorities. "While it is true that environmental groups are primarily 

concerned about climate change," explained one ENGO leader, "That is the driving reason why 

we're interested in renewable energy... it's been very secondary in terms of our 

communication." Instead, organizations have chosen to prioritize narratives with greater public 

resonance. Other key informants acknowledge climate concerns as important, despite the 

contrary message communicated in their publications.  Interviews generally indicated that 

undoubtedly climate action is a key motivational factor for environmental groups' energy 

transitions visions. "I would say, we're primarily a climate change organization," confirmed 

another environmental leader. Another respondent had a similar response: "Climate change is a 

big priority for us globally, as well as in Canada, for the obvious reason that it puts at risk all 

that we've achieved in our last 60 years, and it's the greatest threat to ecosystems and life on 

earth."  One of the key informants interviewed offered a rationale for this strategic de-

emphasis. They explained that despite the fact that "the environmental side has really won all 

the arguments," when it came to energy and climate, their advocacy has had a limited impact 

on policy change, which, as a result, has motivated a new strategy to "to communicate that this 
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[climate change mitigation action] is an economic winner." 

4.4. ENVIRONMENTAL SPHERE VISIONS: POTENTIAL TO INFLUENCE TRANSITION 

As the data presented in this chapter has shown, environmental NGOs advocating for 

energy system transitions in Canada have predominantly placed a emphasis on the emergence 

of a 'green economy.' The narratives produced by this sphere highlight the distributed 

economic benefits of a transition particularly in terms of employment generation. A secondary 

narrative that many of these groups privilege is that of transitioning to a new, democratized 

energy system. This narrative asserts that a distributed, renewable-dependent energy system is 

much more amenable to meaningful citizen engagement than the incumbent system. 

Community ownership and control over energy generation as one means of participatory 

governance has been significantly emphasized. Finally, environmental organizations producing 

discourses on energy transitions identify the urgency of mitigating catastrophic climate change 

as a driving motivation for instigating an energy system transition. However, it is evident that 

discourses produced by the environmental sphere present the climate change mitigation 

narrative as a supplementary one to the more central narratives of establishing a green 

economy and democratization. The extraction of these common themes from environmental 

discourses about energy transitions allows for the development of a generalized understanding 

of the environmental sphere's visions for energy transitions. I conclude that, collectively, 

environmental groups present a vision for an energy system transition that will spur improved 

and distributive economic growth while empowering communities and citizens to engage with 

energy governance, and, as an added benefit, this transition will supplement efforts to mitigate 

the impacts of global climate change.  
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This vision has intriguing implications for influencing an energy system transition in 

Canada. Environmental leaders' rationales for privileging the green economy storyline align 

with Dryzek's analysis that since its emergence in the 1970s, the discourse of 'looming tragedy' 

which focuses on planetary boundaries and makes an emotional appeal  for environmental 

action has shown "few signs of being adopted anywhere;" particularly, it has had little influence 

on "political practice" or "institutional design." Despite a scientific consensus on atmospheric 

limits, there has been persistent international inaction, indicating a failure of this discourse to 

drive social change. Dryzek conjectures that these past experiences can explain why often the 

looming tragedy narrative has been under-emphasized in favour of economic and governance-

centered storylines.  

Other authors concur. Scrase and Ockwell (2010, p. 2225) contend that a "transition to a 

low carbon energy system will require a 'reframing' of energy policy problems and solutions in a 

way that either connects with or overrides the powerful discourses that shape energy policy 

today." Based on data they collected while researching the discursive frames that influence 

policy development in the UK, Scrase and Ockwell (2010, p. 2230) argue that rhetorical frames 

used to propose energy transitions must be structured in a way that they "speak to core 

government imperatives," as opposed to challenging them. Similarly, Carvalho's (2007) study of 

approaches to framing climate debates observes that conservative opposition to climate action 

frequently represents a perspective of free-market individualism. Carvalho (2007, p. 237) 

concludes that calls to act on climate change are met with the most resistance  when they 

present a "threat to the ideological principles and arrangements in the political, social and 
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economic realm." Thus, it would be strategically favourable to present a call of action in a way 

that does not explicitly challenge the status quo (Carvalho, 2007).  

The data presented in this chapter demonstrates that as niche actors, leaders of 

prominent environmental organizations in Canada have undertaken the task of influencing 

changes in the socio-technical regime, or incumbent energy regime, by adopting digestible 

narratives that can easily garner mainstream political support for a transition. Dryzek would 

categorize these discourses as part of an ecological modernization paradigm which proposes 

the moderate "restructuring of the capitalist economy around more environmentally sound 

lines" (Dryzek, 2013, p. 170).  Considering that the environmental groups reviewed in this 

research are not advocating for economic 'degrowth' or the deconstruction of a capitalist 

economy, this chapter empirically supports Gibbs and O'Niell's (2015) observations that 

ecological modernization discourses used by advocates for sustainability transitions 

predominantly propose moderate change that does not radically challenge core elements of 

the regime or landscape. 

 

In the case of Canada, there is evidence to suggest that the deployment of ecological 

modernist narratives has enabled environmental organizations to become niche actors with  

increasing influence on the energy regime. Statements by key informants interviewed in this 

research reinforce the findings of scholars such as Stokes (2013) and Winfield and Dolter (2014) 

who argue that the emphasis on the green economy narrative placed by Ontario's Green Energy 

Act Alliance, led by a number of high-profile environmental groups, ultimately resulted in the 

successful emergence of the province's Green Energy and Economy Act. 
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Nevertheless, this privileging of the ecological modernist paradigm has some 

problematic implications.  For one thing, Gibbs and O'Niell's (2015) point out that a focus on 

'mainstreaming' sustainability transition visions results in the negligent consideration of 

behavioral, cultural  and systemic change as a core component of transition. This begets the 

question of whether an energy transition can even be truly effective if the status quo of liberal 

capitalism and excessive energy consumption is maintained. Secondly, as many scholars (e.g. 

Lawhon & Murphy, 2011; Meadowcroft, 2009; Späth & Rohracher, 2010) have pointed out, 

power dynamics are inherent to sustainability visions, yet, save for some brief discussions about 

climate justice, the discourses produced by these organizations largely disengage with 

discussions about social justice and the impact of a transition on marginalized populations. 

Finally, as has been theorized by social movement scholars (e.g. Benford & Snow, 2000; 

Cameron, 2012a; Cronon, 1992; Snow, 2004), social change is often driven by citizen 

mobilization. However, citizens are galvanized by emotionally compelling narratives, and while 

the pragmatist and rationalist pitch for green growth and democratization might have 

mainstream appeal, these narratives do not hold the emotional depth necessary for driving a 

mass-mobilization that might be necessary for regime destabilization (Benford & Snow, 2000; 

Cameron, 2012a; Cronon, 1992; Snow, 2004). 
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CHAPTER 5 - RESULTS AND ANALYSIS: ABORIGINAL POWER SPHERE: VISIONS 

FOR SUSTAINABLE ENERGY TRANSITIONS 

In this chapter, I describe and analyze the narratives used to promote the deployment of 

sustainable energy as an Indigenous empowerment opportunity. Sections 5.1, and 5.2. highlight 

the two central narratives used by and within the 'Aboriginal Power' sphere to communicate 

visions for this transition. Section 5.3. identifies conceptual findings drawn from the analysis of 

these narratives. The first narrative communicated by this sphere focuses on the role of 

sustainable energy in enabling First Nations to assert their independence, while the second is 

centered around the ways in which these projects complement traditional Indigenous values. 

These narratives differ from the ones communicated by environmental organizations in that 

they are not easily assigned to a particular movement, and they are not systematically 

disseminated through purposeful advocacy and educational campaigns. These narratives are 

rooted in stories that belong to specific Indigenous communities across Canada and are even 

more heterogeneous than the ones examined in Chapter 4. I have studied these community-

specific stories and extracted common themes as well as shared philosophical underpinnings in 

an attempt to construct overarching narratives. In doing so, I remain highly cognizant of 

ensuring that I do not homogenize these distinct lived-experiences or make generalizations 

about the highly diverse and geographically dispersed Indigenous peoples of Canada. I have 

used the term 'Aboriginal Power' to denote this burgeoning movement because it is simple and 

widely-recognized. However, its usage might be considered problematic due to the fact that it 

was coined by a non-Indigenous energy consultant.  As well, many Indigenous peoples do not 

identify as “aboriginal” as it is a term used by the Canadian government term to describe First 
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Nation, Métis and Inuit in a melting pot approach that does not reflect the differences in the 

three groups. 

Indeed, as one key informant put it, Indigenous owned and led sustainable energy 

projects have the potential to play a role in "changing the fortunes of First Nations." Similarly to 

the narratives examined in Chapter 4, the stories analyzed in this chapter situate sustainable 

energy development within a broader transition. The transition that actors in the 'Aboriginal 

Power' sphere speak to is one that brings with it greater sovereignty and improved social 

wellbeing for Indigenous peoples. Though this transition is envisioned as one that would 

influence various aspects of Canadian society, it would be embodied in a transformation of 

energy systems.  

5.1. ASSERTING INDEPENDENCE NARRATIVES 

All of the key informants interviewed from the 'Aboriginal Power' sphere emphasized 

the opportunities that sustainable energy development creates for First Nations to assert their 

independence by strengthening autonomy and sovereignty. In more concrete terms, these 

informants expressed that taking leadership in sustainable energy development enables 

Indigenous communities to access non-governmental sources of revenue, thereby, breaking a 

highly tense relationship of dependency on the federal department of Aboriginal Affairs and 

Northern Development Canada (AANDC— formerly known as the Department of Indian Affairs). 

This additionally fosters opportunities for greater economic self-sufficiency, which better 

enables communities to address prevailing social concerns. Finally, sustainable energy projects 

allow communities to strengthen energy security by ending dependence on unreliable power 

sources (especially in remote communities).  
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Key informants frequently spoke to the benefits of sustainable energy development in 

terms of helping communities generate revenue independently and without perpetuating 

dependence on the federal government. One First Nations energy consultant asserted, "by and 

large, the communities I've worked with are not excited about the fact that Aboriginal Affairs 

Canada is writing cheques that support their communities; they would value independence 

more than that."  Another consultant that has worked intensively on numerous Indigenous-led 

energy projects, spoke to the significance of independence from AANDC as well. They said, 

"there is a deep and abiding interest on the part of Aboriginal communities to get away from 

the dependency culture that has existed for the last 100 years and particularly since the Indian 

Act was propagated." This perspective was shared by champions of specific Indigenous-led 

sustainable energy projects. The Director of Energy for one of the first Indigenous communities 

in Canada to develop a community-owned renewable energy project, echoed this assertion: 

"what's special about energy that lends itself so well to First Nation needs? You're looking at 

long term, non-governmental sources of revenue." Another visionary for a First Nations energy 

project indicated that reduced dependence on AANDC was one of the project's most celebrated 

successes: "When we finally pay off all of our debt, we will be making one and a half times the 

money we get from Indian Affairs every year... For us that's huge." 

One informant equated reliance on the government, particularly in times of hardship, to 

'begging,' or "having to go hat in hand looking for money." This metaphor was also invoked by 

an Indigenous leader who had championed a sustainable energy project in BC. This leader told 

the story of the emergence of their community's project at a time when the community filed a 

legal challenge against the federal government over a treaty violation: 
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"Our citizens said [that] we need to go out and get our own sources of revenue so we 
don't have to go hat in hand, to ask the government if we can have money from them to fight 

them in court as they continue to do injustice to us. That was the alarm bell for us: that we need 
to get more active. We need to do something." -Indigenous Leader 

This Leader expressed a frustration with perpetuating an unbalanced relationship of 

financial dependence that placed governments in a position of power over First Nations:  

"people want to get out from under the thumb of other governments." Other sources of data 

demonstrated a frustration with dependence on an institution that consistently failed to meet 

the needs of Indigenous peoples. This emphasis was also observed during a document analysis. 

When one First Nation in BC began developing their hydro project in partnership with a private 

developer, the Nation's Chief Administrative Office, issued a statement confirming the project's 

value in helping the community break free from "AANDC funding cycles, where there is never 

enough funding" for community needs.  

Moreover, research has found that renewable energy projects have high appeal for 

Indigenous communities across Canada because they provide a source of independent revenue 

that can be sustained overtime.  Individuals sharing stories about Indigenous energy projects 

frequently spoke to the potential for renewable energy to offer inter-generational economic 

benefits. "I'll be dust, and my grandsons will still be saying 'good thing he was thinking way back 

when, generating revenue for the community, just to maintain our community," said one 

Indigenous leader in an interview.  In a document analysis of media coverage for a well-known 

First Nations energy project established in Ontario, the community's chief was quoted making a 

similar statement, "[this project will be a] sustainable foundation for our community for 

generations and generations." In British Columbia, media coverage of First Nations hydro 
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projects indicated similar perceptions of renewable energy development as an opportunity to 

"realize millions in annual royalties from the project that will benefit future generations."  

In addition to helping communities establish a sustainable non-governmental form of 

revenue generation, sustainable energy projects seem to hold high appeal for First Nations 

communities as a means of increasing economic self-sufficiency. In an official statement, one 

chief expressed that "We shall re-invest earnings from the project wisely in economic 

development, community infrastructure and facilities, and membership services.”  An OSEA 

study investigating the predominant motivations for Ontario First Nations when it came to 

renewable energy development concluded that profit generation was the number one 

motivation for communities to pursue the development of these projects. In 'Aboriginal Power,' 

Henderson (2013) extensively discusses the economic benefits that the renewables industry 

offers First Nations communities.  Even projects that are not owned by First Nations offer 

financial benefits in the form of granted or purchased equities, or 'equity buy-in rights,' that are 

negotiated prior to development as well as 'profit sharing' once the project is operational 

(Henderson, 2013). With ownership, there is a consistent flow of income which is often directed 

towards an economic development fund that grows overtime. Key Informant interviews 

confirmed that opportunities for economic growth were a huge motivational factor for 

communities pursuing energy development. A financial consultant for First Nations energy 

projects across BC, explained that the revenue generated from renewables generally helps 

communities establish a "base economy," which in turn allows First Nations to "invest into 

more risky businesses like tourism, or even forestry, or fisheries" which results in employment 

generation.  
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In addition to producing high economic returns, conversations with key informants 

indicated that these projects held substantial benefits in terms of improving community 

morale.  One informant said, "I think it also instills in the community a pride that we can 

actually do something, we can contribute to the diversity of the [local] economy." Another 

informant had similar observations, "our community was just unbelievably proud," when the 

project went live, he said, "people even today carry themselves differently. Some of the 

historical beliefs about Aboriginal peoples' place in Canadian society has changed in their mind. 

After years and years of being told directly and indirectly that you're less than others." A sense 

of ownership was another source of pride: "You see how involved we are with the projects that 

are under our control, and that's something that we're very proud of; we own these projects." 

This assertion was echoed by others. One Indigenous leader confirmed that while "every 

community would like to own things 100%, capacity is the challenge." An energy consultant 

similarly observed that ownership was  one of the "key goals" of communities developing 

energy projects, and even in cases where communities had partial ownership or shared-

benefits agreements, the objective was that "eventually they'll build the capacity to do it 100% 

from the beginning to the end by themselves." 

Speaking from their experiences working on First Nations energy projects across British 

Columbia, one prominent advocate for First Nations energy projects offered a more detailed 

perspective that highlighted the multi-pronged benefits of sustainable energy development in 

terms of helping First Nations establish autonomy. They spoke to the ways in which these 

projects enable "First Nations to manage their territories" and engage in economic 

development that will not "impact their rights and title." They noted the opportunities First 
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Nations energy projects provide for building capacity: "that's through employment, it's through 

construction, it's through development, it's through running boards, the operation and 

maintenance of the plant, you know it's huge." They spoke to the ways in which this industry 

allowed First Nations to occupy a novel space in Canadian society and adopt a "voice where 

we've never had that voice before." 

Another aspect of autonomy that is facilitated by the development of sustainable 

energy projects is the opportunity it provides for energy independence. In his book, Henderson 

(2013) states that there are about 300 remote, mostly Indigenous, communities across the 

Canadian North that are not connected to electricity grids and rely on diesel generation to meet 

their energy needs. These communities meet their energy needs through reliance on fly-in 

diesel or diesel imports via increasingly unreliable ice-roads. Subject to significant price 

volatility, diesel is quite an expensive fuel source and it detrimentally impacts the environment. 

In addition to being highly green house gas intensive, and harmful for local air quality, there 

have been numerous oil spills in Northern communities that have contaminated surrounding 

environments. Diesel imports, which are administered most commonly by AANDC and some 

provincial energy authorities, such as Hydro One in Ontario, further reinforce a dependence on 

outside governments which can be an additional source of tension. 

 One BC-based consultant for a First Nations energy project confirmed they had worked 

with "First Nations that literally go in deficit hundreds of thousands of dollars every year paying 

for the cost of producing electricity for their communities." A consultant that had worked on 

First Nations energy projects in Ontario had similar insights, they stated that many communities 
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were highly concerned about the risks associated with diesel: "with diesel fuel prices going up 

and up and up, it was about mitigating those rising costs for fuel." 

Discourses from the Aboriginal Power sphere emphasized the adversity and social 

injustices experienced by Indigenous peoples, and the various ways in which they are 

reinforced by mainstream Canadian society. Informants and documents both identified cycles 

of poverty in which Indigenous communities across Canada are entrenched, and the structural 

barriers preventing Indigenous participation in economic activities. One informant discussed 

the resonating impact of residential schools, and the lack of recognition of the fact that 

Indigenous communities continue to be highly defined by the institutional and inter-

generational abuse resulting from the residential school system. This informant described their 

own personal experiences taking part in negotiations where developers and government 

agencies tasked Indigenous leaders with responding to highly technical reports with little 

consideration for the fact that their audience included "residential school survivors that opted 

out of school in grade 6 and grade 7."  

Informants also spoke to the significant misalignment between the reality of this 

injustice and mainstream discourses that inaccurately represent Indigenous peoples as 

beneficiaries of many privileges: "media and the federal government keep messaging how 

fortunate First Nations people are, how lucky they are to have health benefits, education 

benefits... My god, aren't they so lucky?" One informant said, "everyone looks at us as a cost," 

without recognizing that it is unreasonable to "expect Aboriginal communities to succeed if 
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you're never going to give them the opportunity, or if you're never going to support that 

opportunity."  

At large, though key informants spoke to their experiences working on case-specific 

projects, many of them expressed a sense of solidarity with a larger community of Indigenous 

communities pursuing sustainable energy development. "Since '89, we've been advocating to 

other communities to get involved in renewable energy projects," said one Indigenous leader, 

alluding to their community holding a responsibility to apply insights from its own experiences 

with development to helping other communities succeed: "Why should a community have to 

learn an expensive lesson that we've had to learn the hard way?" Similarly, in British Columbia, 

another expressed a similar obligation: "we have a group of experts that goes around and 

mentors other First Nations in BC." Another Indigenous leader explained that this solidarity 

extended beyond case-by-case partnerships to the policy-level: "various First Nations joined to 

form a Working Group to lobby the provincial government into creating new opportunities for 

Indigenous energy projects." 

This sense of solidarity between different communities pursuing sustainable energy 

development, as well as their shared narratives, indicates that Indigenous sustainable energy 

projects have a broader orientation than the specificity of each case. Informants suggest that 

these projects are part of a community of practice that challenges conventional approaches to 

economic development, energy generation, and, most importantly, mainstream understandings 

of Indigenous peoples' position in Canadian society.  As such, participants seem to contextualize 

their visions for an energy system transition within a broader transition towards a society in 
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which Indigenous peoples have greater autonomy and richer opportunities to participate 

actively in economic activities, and in which energy systems are compatible with environmental 

stewardship. In an editorial for the Vancouver Sun, Judith Sayers, former Chief for the 

Hupacasath First Nation and prominent champion for Indigenous sustainable energy projects, 

described sustainable energy development as a "game changer" for First nations who "want 

natural resource developments that meet standards that protect the environment, build lasting 

legacy infrastructure and embrace sustainable development." Sayers aptly summarized many of 

the convictions identified in this research: "It is not just about our generation but others who 

will follow and inherit our legacy. As First Nation leaders we support clean and renewable 

energy because it meets the environmental and economic principles enunciated above and 

there is an abundance of cost-effective opportunities [for new projects]." 

5.2. HONOURING TRADITIONAL VALUES NARRATIVES 

The Aboriginal Power discourses examined in this research strongly indicate that 

renewable energy development is valued most in the 'Aboriginal Power' sphere for the 

opportunities it provides for Indigenous autonomy. However, a secondary narrative observed in 

this research asserts that these projects are particularly valuable because they present 

opportunities for Indigenous communities to assert their independence while honouring 

traditional values. In particular, these discourses articulate that Indigenous engagement in 

sustainable energy development allows communities to uphold a responsibility to act as 

environmental stewards and  sustain horizontal governance structures. 

"Native people have an original role to play in protecting our Earth. The struggle 

between environment and development is often much more immediate to First Nation 
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communities than to anyone else," so begins a report on Ontario First Nations and Renewable 

Energy. This statement reflects much of the data collected in this research. When asked about 

their communities' primary motivations for undertaking a hydro development project, Judith 

Sayers, former Chief for the Hupacasath First Nation, responded saying that the primary 

impetus was a desire in the community to "be part of the solution." She explained that the 

China Creek Hydro project was developed as a response to BC Hydro's proposal to build a 

natural gas generation plant in the Port Alberni area. By raising concerns about the 

environmental impacts of the project, the community was ultimately successful in blocking its 

progress. Though this triumph was celebrated, Sayers said it also sparked some introspection: 

"my community started thinking 'well, we can't always be saying not in my backyard. What is 

viable clean energy or green energy? What can we do?'" After assessing potential for a variety 

of renewable energy projects, they settled on run-of-river hydro generation, "we loved the 

project because it was so in keeping with our traditional values. I mean there's minimal impact 

on the environment." She spoke to the ways in which opportunities for community leadership 

in developing the hydro project made it compatible with traditional values. For one thing, they 

steered away from creeks of spiritual significance, while minimizing impacts on fish habitats, 

particularly salmon. The Hupacasath story exemplifies the tensions between traditional 

Indigenous values for environmental stewardship and a desire for economic  progress; in the 

end, sustainable energy development was perceived as an effective resolution.  

Another informant confirmed observing similar motivations amongst First Nations 

communities, "They [specific First Nations community] really had a strong stewardship duty to 

the Earth," this informant said, "they felt that the way the energy was being produced in this 
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province, through large scale hydro projects is not a good way to produce energy, and they felt 

like they wanted to be off the grid." In this case, the community was drawn to wind energy 

development as a result of their values for environmental stewardship, and in particular their 

opposition to large-scale hydro projects.  In fact, "through an extensive community visioning 

process, the First Nations community determined that it was an important priority for them to 

lead the way in clean energy." 

Honouring traditional environmental stewardship values was integral to the growth of 

the Pic River First Nations' energy corporation. Director, Byron Leclair, expressed that he had an 

acute awareness in the early years of the company's emergence that it was "behaving just like 

every other company." Realizing this, he approached an elders council in the community in an 

attempt to determine what needed to be done in order to ensure that company values 

"resonate with the values of the community."  After collaborating with community elders for a 

year, they settled on a number of core values that would proceed to guide the corporation's 

practices. Similar to the other cases discussed above, the stewardship of water systems was of 

particular importance to Pic River, this resulted in a focus on run-of-river hydro projects and a 

concerted effort to avoid large-scale impoundments.  

"Water is sacred.  Before it produces kilowatt hours, it supports life, the trees, the 
life around us. The abundance that we have is owed to water, so everything that we do, 

can't be harmful to the quality of water." -Byron Leclair 
 

In a reversed sequence, Andrew Moore, champion for the T'Sou-ke First Nations' solar 

energy project explained that the renewable energy project emerged as a product of the T'Sou-

ke First Nations' Comprehensive Community Planning process in which the entire community 
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convened to discuss what they would  "need to have in place now in order to have a 

community that's sustainable, running well, and still sustainable in a hundred years." Energy 

autonomy through renewable energy development was identified as one of the shared 

priorities amongst community members.  Moore referenced the T'Sou-ke First Nations 'Power 

to the People' report: 

"T’Sou-ke believes that the only people who have ever lived sustainably for any amount 
of time on the North American continent have been the First Nations, some tribes for 

thousands of years. It was a matter of going back to those early values, such as a deep 
respect for Mother Earth, which indicated the way forward." -Statement from Power to the 

People Report 
 

Moore said that the community often referred to this as "First Nations leading the way 

back to being sustainable once more." Indigenous peoples' inherent connectedness to the land 

was a topic that was discussed by all of the settler consultants  interviewed in this research. 

One consultant noted that the First Nations that they had worked with were particularly 

interested in project ownership because they wanted to have control over limiting the 

environmental impacts for a project.  

"One thing that I always try to remind myself is that First Nations are there forever. They're 

there. They've always been in their traditional lands, and they're always going to be in their 

traditional lands. They're not like a corporation, where if the tailing pond fails, they pay a bunch 

of money and move on, they can't move on. They're not going to come and go. So they're 

limited in terms of the business opportunities may arise in that particular area." -Consultant 

Another consultant's statement above highlights their observation that traditional 

Indigenous lifestyles are highly compatible with sources of economic development that are 

location specific, inexhaustible and exert minimal impact on the land. Sustainable renewable 

energy fulfills these criteria quite neatly.  This informant noted that as a consultant for 

Indigenous energy projects, "commitment to place" was a value that they came across  
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repeatedly, and it was one that contrasted significantly with their own "very nomadic"  

personal relationship to the land as a settler. 

"They know where 100% of their ancestors are buried... They say very off hand, 'and I'm 

going to live here the rest of my life.' Like it's obvious, and nobody really needs to say it, 

because it's obvious... This is the place. They don't use the phrase 'traditional territory,' or 

'our territory,' or 'our land,' they use the phrase 'caretaker area,' Their job is to take care of 

this space, and it's not for them to give away or cede it in a treaty, it's for them to protect 

this place." -Indigenous Energy Project Consultant 

Informants frequently expressed that sustainable energy projects seemed an ideal 

development opportunity for First Nations. A high-ranking manager at a renewable energy 

development company, that has demonstrated a consistent commitment to empowering First 

Nations, suggested that "it creates a real win-win opportunity from an economic perspective 

without crossing or being in conflict with their traditional values of wanting to care for the 

environment." A renowned consultant for Indigenous-led energy projects offered a similar 

explanation: 

"I think what they want to do is develop their own way forward and clean energy [allows 

for this] because, one, it's fundamentally territorial based [which means it] fits into 

Aboriginal culture and, laterally, because it means using land wisely and doing things like 

combating climate change and green house gas emissions." -Chris Henderson, 

Consultant 

In his book, Henderson (2013) asserts that First Nations are drawn to sustainable energy 

development not only because of its minimal impacts on the land, as compared to other means 

of economic development, but because of projects' potential to contribute to GHG reduction 

efforts.  Another consultant interviewed in this research noted this as well, adding that even in 
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cases where diesel reliance did not impose a financial burden, there was strong support for 

phasing it out due to environmental concerns.   

"First Nations, generally, are so tied to their land and their territory. They really are 

environmentalists at their core. So they really don't like burning diesel. They're always 

looking for cleaner ways to do things. The First Nations I've worked with anyway." -

Consultant 

An Indigenous leader, responsible for championing a trailblazing Indigenous sustainable 

energy project articulated that they saw the community's energy production efforts as a 

contribution to a larger movement towards reducing GHGs. "Climate change will affect us all," 

this informant said, emphasizing the benefits of their projects in terms of GHG mitigation. 

Environmental stewardship was frequently discussed as a motivation for the pursuit of 

sustainable energy projects, however, most informants indicated that this concern was 

secondary to the opportunities for community-generated revenue creation offered by 

renewable energy development. An OSEA report also found that surveyed First Nations in 

Ontario cited "community pride and environmental sustainability" as second  to profits when 

they were asked about "reasons for pursuing such projects."   

Another valued aspect of sustainable energy development, as expressed by key 

informants engaged within the Aboriginal Power sphere, was the opportunity it created for 

meaningful community engagement in resource management. As discussed in Chapter 4, 

ENGOs often emphasize the 'community power' frame in their communications about energy 

system transitions, highlighting the conduciveness of decentralized energy production systems 

to democratized and participatory forms of governance. First Nations energy projects which are 
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territorially based and, often community-owned, are well-suited for horizontal governance 

systems. According to informants, this aspect of renewable energy development further aligns 

these projects with traditional Indigenous values.   

"First Nations communities, perhaps more than general society, hold a desire to bring 

everybody along equally," explained one Indigenous leader who had championed a well-known 

First Nations energy project. He emphasized the importance of informing and consulting all 

members of the community when it came to decision-making. All informants who had been 

involved with leading First Nations energy projects in their communities similarly conveyed that 

community engagement and involvement has been key to the initiation of  energy projects and 

their governance overtime. As has been discussed already, the T'Sou-ke First Nation's solar 

energy project emerged as a product of a Comprehensive Community Planning process. Its 

purpose was to establish energy independence, one of the core objectives that had emerged 

from the community planning process: "Virtually a hundred percent of the people in the 

community were involved" in the planning and consultation process. Pic River Energy has 

upheld a commitment to facilitating community involvement throughout development and 

operations. "Our people are in fact our purpose, " the community's Director of Energy, Byron 

Leclair said, "This is why we're doing it. Companies will generate revenues for dividends to 

shareholders, we're doing it to sustain our community." He outlined the different ways in which 

the corporation ensured it was meeting its core purpose-- to serve the community: 

"It's our obligation as a development company to educate our people so that if there's an 

objection, it's not based upon misinformation, or misunderstanding. The obligation is 

first ours, but we give them the voice throughout the development process, so that if 
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they have a problem with our project, we can identify it. "-Byron Leclair, Director of 

Energy, Pic River First Nation 

Stories from the Aboriginal Power sphere unanimously place a heavy emphasis on 

community engagement in Indigenous renewable energy development. Discourses indicate 

that these projects are commonly developed and operated through participatory governance 

structures, and, furthermore, that the benefits that they generate must be distributed across 

the community. One informant discussed the potential for community engagement processes 

to not only help align project development with traditional Indigenous values but for projects to 

serve as a medium embodying these values. They described their experiences working on a 

solar heating project with community artwork painted on its panels: "we printed a Coast Salish 

image of a sun, made by a community artist, on a solar panel and we put it in and installed it in 

the community centre, and we got a local carver to do a wood frame around it and another 

artist to paint the cedar frame in four directions." This consultant suggested that the product of 

this collaboration was a project that the "community clearly accepted as their own work," 

adding that "the relationship to the physical manifestation of renewable energy is very different 

when the community's involved in it. 

5.3. ABORIGINAL POWER SPHERE VISIONS: POTENTIAL TO INFLUENCE TRANSITION 

This chapter has demonstrated that the primary driving force for Indigenous 

engagement in sustainable energy development has been a motivation on the part of 

communities to assert their independence and sovereignty through the use and management 

of their resources within their territories. The opportunities that sustainable energy 

development provides for securing a non-governmental source of revenue are deeply valued by 
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Indigenous communities engaged with sustainable energy development. On a secondary level, 

this means of promoting local economic growth receives appreciation in this sphere because it 

aligns with traditional values, such as environmental stewardship. An examination of discourses 

produced by the 'Aboriginal Power' sphere demonstrates that there is an overarching vision 

that any regional or national energy system transition must empower Indigenous peoples and, 

where possible, seek their leadership.  

This vision is compatible with prevailing landscape pressures on the incumbent energy 

regime in Canada. Indigenous resistance to resource extraction industries has longstanding 

historical roots, however, more recently, these acts of resistance have become highly influential 

(King, 2012; Wotherspoon & Hansen, 2013). In British Columbia, a number of precedent setting 

supreme court rulings, such as in Haida Nation v. British Columbia (2004) and the Taku River 

Tlingit First Nation v. British Columbia (2004), have deemed that in the absence of efforts by the 

government to meaningfully consult and accommodate Indigenous peoples, resource 

development may not proceed on lands under Indigenous claim (Olynyk, 2005). Most recently, 

in its ruling for the Tsilhqot'in Nation v. British Columbia (2014) case, the Canadian Supreme 

Court stated that projects may be subjected to cancellation if they proceed without the consent 

of Indigenous landholders (McMillan LLP, 2014).  These landmark victories signify that Canada's 

political and legal landscape has begun to evolve in a way that allocates new powers to 

Indigenous peoples over resource extraction and development taking place on their traditional 

territories. In the context of Canada's energy regime, it has become apparent that new 

developments encountering Indigenous resistance will be challenging to sustain under 

prevailing landscape pressures.   
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In fact, some of the most disruptive landscape pressures on the incumbent energy 

regime in Canada have emerged as a result of Indigenous opposition to energy projects that has 

taken shape most notably in the form of blockades and legal action. The most well-recognized 

struggle is that of Indigenous resistance to the expansion of Alberta's oil sands (Wotherspoon & 

Hansen, 2013). There has been substantial opposition to the extraction of bitumen from the oil 

sands by communities such as the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation as well as opposition by 

Indigenous groups across Canada to proposed transportation corridors, namely pipeline and 

tanker projects. For instance, all nine nations in the Coastal First Nations alliance in British 

Columbia have adopted a firm stance against the Northern Gateway Pipeline, and even taken 

up a court battle against the government's approval (Hume, 2015). It is clear that Canada's 

energy regime faces new landscape pressures as Indigenous resistance against energy projects 

intensifies and, simultaneously, Canada's legal landscape evolves to better recognize and 

protect Indigenous rights and title. 

The Aboriginal Power sphere is an emerging, perhaps even a burgeoning, niche network 

seeking to advance a transition in Canada's prevailing energy system. However, it complements 

a number of landscape pressures on the existing energy regime which, in turn, allows this niche 

sphere to subject substantial influence over a potential transition. In fact, the growing 

emergence of Indigenous-led sustainable energy projects and partnerships between the 

renewable energy industry and Indigenous peoples demonstrate the success of this sphere in 

influencing the regime even as a small niche group. The Aboriginal Power sphere's ability to 

exert pressures on the regime may be further strengthened by its appeal to individuals and 

groups across the political spectrum in Canada, with advocates ranging from former right-wing 
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Albertan premier and oil sands advocate, Jim Prentice, to Indigenous leaders such as Dr. Judith 

Sayers that vocally opposed new extractive projects.  
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CHAPTER 6 - RESULTS AND ANALYSIS: ALLIANCE BUILDING BETWEEN THE 

ENVIRONMENTAL AND ABORIGINAL POWER SPHERES 

In this chapter, I will examine the relationship between the Environmental and 

Aboriginal Power spheres and the potential to establish a stronger alliance between the two in 

order to advance an energy system transition. Section 6.1 draws upon data from key informant 

interviews with environmental leaders to relay a snapshot of their perspectives on Indigenous-

Environmental relations. Section 6.2. presents data from interviews with individuals involved 

with the Aboriginal Power sphere and makes sense of their perspectives on the relationship 

between these two spheres. In section 6.3., I will provide an analysis of the areas of conflict and 

complementarity between these two spheres and recommendations for building this alliance in 

order to advance an energy system transition.  

6.1. PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ENVIRONMENTAL SPHERE 

Interviews with key informants revealed efforts by members of the environmental 

sphere to build relationships with Indigenous peoples in order to advance their visions for 

transitions. All key informants from the environmental sphere spoke in strong support of 

Indigenous involvement in renewable energy development, and articulated their respective 

organizations' interest in supporting this engagement. Some of the informants acknowledged 

areas of past and current tensions between these two spheres, and the potential to reconcile 

and improve this relationship by finding ways to collaborate to advance shared objectives. One 

climate and energy campaigner expressed that engagement with Indigenous communities is 

"something that we [in the environmental movement] haven't done well. We have to 

acknowledge we haven't done it well. We have to go back and rebuild the relationship." 
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Another prominent campaigner for Canada-wide climate action recalled that "the forestry 

campaigns from the 90s and early 2000s are examples of how powerful it can be to work 

together and how disempowering it can be to work separately." This ENGO representative 

observed with optimism that "the pipeline fights have illustrated how incredibly powerful it can 

be for environmental groups and Aboriginal groups to work together."  

Most informants from this sphere discussed the strong alliance that had recently 

emerged between the environmental movement and First Nations on the energy front with 

regard to opposing fossil fuel development, particularly tarsands expansion and the 

construction of pipelines. However, as one informant put it, ENGOs are striving to grow this 

relationship: "I will say that among the large environmental groups involved in the tarsands 

battle and the pipelines, there's a definite, active desire to work with First Nations on the 

solutions side...  a genuine way forward that's for something." Certainly, the informants 

interviewed in this research articulated eagerness on the part of their respective organizations 

to build a relationship with Indigenous peoples on the sustainable energy front, but had diverse 

ideas about how that could be accomplished.  

Most informants concurred that ENGO political advocacy for sustainable energy 

transitions must create a space for Indigenous peoples. However, they supported this assertion 

from a variety of ideological standpoints. One prominent energy campaigner asserted that it 

was "absolutely an obligation" for ENGOs to engage Indigenous peoples in their sustainable 

energy advocacy work, while another long-time environmental leader, reluctant to pinpoint this 

as an obligation, stated instead that, not doing so would be "strategically silly and [political] 
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suicide." Even representatives from ENGOs that were more oriented towards wildlife 

preservation, and, in turn, subjected to greater scrutiny from Indigenous communities, agreed 

that "what we're lobbying for in federal and provincial policies [must] reflect and include 

considerations from the First Nations community." Another environmental leader asserted that 

this would enhance the viability of recommended policies, considering that, "legally, if a policy 

is changed or regulations are changed, anything that affects the land base requires consultation 

and accommodation [with Aboriginal peoples]," and from a moral standpoint, if "Canada is 

making transitions broadly as a country, this can't happen without First Nations being a part of 

it."  

Some informants expressed that there was a profound interest on the part of their 

organization to support Indigenous sovereignty efforts: "if there are ways to think about the 

development of renewable energy in a way that better respects First Nations rights and title, 

their sovereignty over their land and social justice issues, that's fantastic and very much in line 

with what [Organization Name] would want to see happen." Environmental leaders frequently 

spoke to the multi-pronged benefits of coalition building at the policy development stage: 

"The role we can play is to create the support of policy and make sure those 
policies are designed in a way that actually works for First Nations, and actually 

consistent with their ability to participate." - Environmental leader 

Informants from the environmental sphere seemed to be acutely aware of the capacity 

limitations in Indigenous communities to engage in the mechanics of sustainable energy 

development or relevant policy advocacy. Many conjectured that the first step to relationship 

building might entail efforts to help communities build capacity. "Capacity building is the key," 

said one environmental leader with experience working on Indigenous sustainable energy 
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projects, recommending that NGOs offer their skills and expertise to enable "capacity building 

at various levels," through training, education and poverty prevention programs.1 ENGO 

representatives with less experience working with First Nations communities admitted to 

having less knowledge about the challenges and barriers encountered by First Nations, but 

suggested that their organization might benefit from examining case studies and offering 

assistance "in terms of capacity, finding co-funding arrangements or looking at novel ways to 

advance this work." Another ENGO leader expressed some reluctance at the idea of "walking in, 

naively saying we want to help." This informant offered an alternative approach:  

"I think that question should first be approached [with environmental leaders] asking, 

'What do you need? What would you need in order to test your interest in and pursue 

renewable energy?' And they might say 'we need data and information,' some of which 

we might then be able to provide... We don't know their values but we've got some 

methodologies and tools we could bring to the table. " -Environmental Leader 

Though all informants were able to identify synergies between environmental and 

Indigenous approaches to promoting sustainable energy transitions, many expressed that there 

were a number of challenges to relationship building. Most environmental leaders expressed 

that the potential for these approaches to reinforce each other was constrained as a result of 

divergent agendas, and the differing scales which these two spheres occupy. One climate 

change campaign coordinator for a prominent national ENGO argued that the promotion of 

Aboriginal power projects could not be neatly encompassed within a broader agenda to 

significantly reduce green house gas emissions: 

                                                                 
1
 It is important to note that the concept of 'capacity building' is highly contentious especially when discussed by 

settlers. In reading a final version of this thesis, one Indigenous leader commented "I find poverty prevention 
programs very paternalistic. I think the focus should be on training and education in business development, 
development, construction and maintenance of the project and board governance. Training and education is in 
itself key to preventing poverty." 
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"When you're talking about Aboriginal power development it's almost, by definition, 
small scale. When you look at global emissions, Canadian emissions, the 600 million tons 

of emissions, the CO2 we emit per year, if you want to really, seriously make a dent in 
that within the next 5-10 years to meet Canada's federal 2020 commitments, for 

example, you can't do it by small-scale, distributed renewable energy development in 
Aboriginal communities. So it's not the way to get the biggest bang for buck on 

reductions." -ENGO Leader 
 

An individual holding a similar position echoed this sentiment, adding that it was not 

within the mandate of ENGOs to initiate or offer assistance at a project-by-project level, "it's 

not the environmental groups' responsibility to create projects. That's where the big disconnect 

comes."  Many informants voiced concerns about the impact of resource constraints on 

relationship building.  They admitted that ENGOs often lacked the resources to offer any 

financial support to Indigenous communities seeking funds for their renewable energy projects: 

"I mean Aboriginal communities often need investment. They have a really hard time accessing 

investment, and that's not something we can really help them with." Informants expressed that 

a lack of resources limited ENGOs' ability to conduct sufficient outreach into Indigenous 

communities.  When one environmental leader was asked whether they were interested in 

increasing collaboration between these two spheres, they responded "absolutely, but, 

unfortunately, it's not in my budget." Another informant who has been intensively involved 

with renewable energy advocacy, including working with several First Nations’ communities on 

developing their own renewable energy projects, asserted that a combination of resource 

constraints and diverging mandates made collaboration even more challenging. "I wouldn't say 

[there's a] disconnect, but the movements are pursuing their own ends," the informant 

asserted. They spoke to personal experiences working in a "cash strapped NGO" with a limited 

amount of resources to distribute to different projects:  
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"I don't think that it's totally always an ENGO's area of expertise or, frankly, their 
mandate, to be involved in some of the broader Aboriginal issues. Not for a lack of 

interest or good will, or concern about a lot of Aboriginal issues, but there's only so much 
that anyone can do effectively." -Environmental Leader 

Nevertheless, many informants were able to recount positive experiences of 

collaboration with Indigenous communities and articulated concrete commitments on the part 

of their respective organizations to strengthen this relationship. One ENGO sought to 

accomplish this by establishing an Aboriginal engagement policy, including Indigenous 

representatives on its board of directors, and creating a system whereby it could offer expert 

environmental opinion on particular resource development issues to Indigenous communities.  

Another ENGO leader expressed a commitment to seeking reconciliation for past 

transgressions: "we recently published an op-ed apologizing for the impacts of the fur trade 

[campaigns] from the seventies on their [Indigenous] economies and subsistence." For 

advocates working in Ontario, the story of the provincial Green Energy Act Alliance represented 

a profound effort to foster strong relations on the sustainable energy transitions front. Many of 

the informants recounted their experiences partaking in the coalition that included 

environmental groups, Indigenous leaders and the Ontario Federation of Agriculture. The 

advocacy efforts of this alliance were ultimately successful in influencing the emergence of 

Ontario's Green Energy and Green Economy Act (GEGEA). This was an outcome celebrated by 

environmental organizations and Indigenous peoples as the GEGEA legislation incentivized and 

facilitated the production of renewable energy in the province and included an 'Aboriginal 

adder' provision which offered a higher fixed-rate for Indigenous-owned power projects.  
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The Green Energy Act Alliance, represented a "broad coalition of groups," including the 

newly established First Nations Energy Alliance, that was able to coalesce to develop a shared 

narrative in support for a Feed in Tariff program that "focused heavily on ensuring that there 

was a large open space for locally owned, locally controlled, community power, as well as 

Aboriginal owned energy." However, since the act was passed, the First Nations Energy Alliance 

has disintegrated, and environmental groups from the Green Energy Alliance now conduct their 

outreach through the Chiefs of Ontario. Though it was certainly a milestone at the time, 

informants characterized it as a "small step" in the right direction: 

"I think it was actually done okay in Ontario but it would be better if the coalition 
was led by First Nations, as opposed to them just being invited. And that's an important 

theme in all of our environmental work right now, we're trying our best to actually be led 
by First Nations instead of just showing up and telling them what we think." -

Environmental Leader 

Though this concept of taking leadership from Indigenous peoples, or adopting an 

"Indigenous lens" was a value shared by a few informants from the environmental sphere, most 

informants were unsure about how to enact this value. However, a few informants were able to 

identify some concrete steps that their organization had taken. One representative expressed 

that their ENGO's commitment was exemplified in a newly launched First Nations renewable 

energy outreach campaign that is directed by an Indigenous employee.  

Overall, interviews with informants from the environmental sphere revealed 

heterogeneous perspectives, experiences and ideological understandings on ENGO-Indigenous 

relationships, especially in the context of energy advocacy.  Some informants expressed a 

sincere desire to engage Indigenous peoples in sustainable energy advocacy work. However, 

other informants acknowledged the importance of engagement but cited disjointed mandates 
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and limited resources as barriers to follow-through. All informants from this sphere certainly 

recognized that a nation-wide energy transition would need to incorporate adequate 

consultation efforts with traditional landholders. However, very few of the organizations these 

informants represented seemed dedicated to aligning their advocacy work with the struggle for 

Indigenous sovereignty. It is deducible that this lack of alignment or representation of 

Indigenous interests is a product of limited opportunities for engagement with Indigenous 

peoples involved with sustainable energy development.  

6.2. PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ABORIGINAL POWER SPHERE 

The complex and sometimes contentious relationships between Indigenous groups and 

ENGOs across Canada, as documented by Braun (1997), Davis (2010) and others, resonated 

with the informants interviewed from the Aboriginal Power sphere. In their interviews, energy 

consultants and Indigenous leaders described past instances of dissonance and conflict 

between environmental groups and Indigenous communities.  Many of these informants 

proceeded to add that the memories and resonating impacts of these negative encounters 

continue to inhibit present-day relations between these two spheres. One Indigenous leader 

said that although there is substantial potential for a mutually beneficial partnership to emerge 

between First Nations and ENGOs, Indigenous communities have "experienced a lot of the 

opposite, unfortunately, in British Columbia." This leader explained that "some of these 

environmental NGOs seem to come in and take over the First Nations agenda, and only use 

them." As a result, communities have become wary about collaborating again: "we just don't 

want environmental groups coming in and taking over, which has happened and we don't want 

to see it happen again." 
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Another Indigenous leader spoke to the "strong relations with environmental groups" 

that emerged when their community mobilized in opposition to a project proposed by a 

resource developer. However, this informant proceeded to add that instead of being premised 

on a sense of solidarity with the Indigenous struggle, a defining aspect of these partnerships 

was that "conservation-area minded folks kind of ran the agenda."  

"It's all good, as long as the conservation dollars, I'll say, the conservation people, who 

have those dollars, are having their needs met. I don't want to sound too much like a 

cynic here but that's kind of the way the world works. I have money. I want certain 

things done, you can have my money if those things get done. It's a transaction or 

purchase of a good or service. So if that interest in purchasing a good or service 

diminishes, so does the dollar flow." - Indigenous leader 

This same informant spoke more concretely about the ways in which indigenous 

sovereignty initiatives, such as the development of sustainable energy projects, were often 

opportunities for local economic growth and, therefore, did not fit in with ENGOs' driving 

mandate for protecting the environment.  

"Those environmental groups, as much as they supported getting rid of diesel and going 
to green energy, they don't have money for economic development projects. They have money 
for conservation type things. So they weren't able to contribute, all of the ones that I knew, and 
had connections, and met before for different conservation [projects]... I talked to all of them, 

probably twenty, and everyone of them said 'no.'" -Indigenous Leader 

This Indigenous community was not the only one that met with disappointment after 

reaching out to environmental groups. "I think we found ourselves quite alone when we started 

this project," divulged an informant who was intimately involved with one of the trail-blazing 

Indigenous power projects, "We got very little support; certainly not from the environmental 

movement." This informant recounted experiences of contacting a prominent local 

environmental group to seek a letter of support for their application for funding and receiving a 
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surprisingly negative response: "I was dumbfounded when we got these sort of responses. That 

you couldn't quite put your finger on what was wrong." In the end, the informant concluded 

that NGOs' reluctance to engage in a dialogue with the community, despite "obvious" common 

objectives, was an indication of ingrained, institutional prejudices within this environmental 

group against Indigenous peoples.  

Another informant observed anti-Indigenous racism within the environmental 

movement: "They just don't like Indians. They don't want to see us succeed." When this 

Indigenous leader was asked about their own community's experiences working with ENGOs, 

they responded saying "we've fought environmental groups." This community had experienced 

harassment and legal challenge on the part of an individual opposing their proposal to develop 

a hydro-power project. They believed that the individual was funded by a prominent ENGO. 

Tensions culminated when the adversary attended an open house accosting the community for 

being poor environmental stewards. The informant contended that the comments directed at 

the community during the confrontation were essentially racial prejudice under the guise of 

environmental concern. 

"'You're bad Indians! Your ancestors are rolling over in their graves. You shouldn't be 

doing this. You hunt too much. You fish too much,' [The adversary said.] Just a litany. You 

look at that type of development, small-mindedness, that very redneck type of mentality, 

and you can find it right across Canada, as to why people oppose projects, but of course, 

shrouded in my concern for the environment... This is why we never do open houses 

anymore." -Indigenous Leader 

The community ended up in court, spending over $300,000 in legal fees to defend its 

permits. Although, in the end, the First Nation came out victorious in the court proceedings, 

their perspective of environmental groups had been irreversibly tarnished. The informant 
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expressed their disappointment in the particular ENGO for allegedly funding this "bigotry," 

adding that this "was an experience early on in my career but it's made me really weary of 

environmental movements and the Indigenous relationship with those movements." The 

informant contended that anti-Indigenous racism extended beyond this particular case and was 

incumbent in the unjust standards to which First Nations energy projects are held, as compared 

to other developments. "You look at a conservation group," said the respondent, "and they're 

opposed on principle to hydro, without understanding there's differences in the types of hydro 

we talk about. [Our project is] run of river, [there's] no impact. Why are we talking 

impoundment? Why are talking mercury? Why are talking flooding? None of these things exist! 

Yet as an Aboriginal company, we're held to the same standard of questioning that they would 

ask James Bay or a Site C developer." Indeed, these experiences many of which the community 

found were rooted in racial prejudice, had irreversibly affected the First Nation's perspective of 

most prominent ENGOs, even ones they had not interacted with in the past: 

"I'll be in my position until I retire, and for every environmental group that comes 
through our doors, there's a certain degree of suspicion in terms of our interactions with 

them. Greenpeace, Outward Bounds, Canadian Environmental Defense Fund, Sierra Club, all 
of these groups, I have no use for 'em." -Indigenous Leader 

The consultants for Indigenous sustainable energy projects interviewed in this research 

observed areas of tension between Indigenous communities and ENGOs; many of them spoke 

to some of the areas of political and ideological dissonance between the two spheres. Many of 

these informants, similarly to the ones quoted above, suspected that the environmental 

movement's primary mandate, to promote environmental conservation, could potentially 

conflict with the primary motivation of most First Nations communities to pursue renewable 
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energy development: enabling economic growth.  One of the most experienced consultants 

contrasted most Indigenous communities' pragmatic approach to weighing the costs and 

benefits of a sustainable energy projects with the environmentalist stance which they believed 

to be more rigid and uncompromising:  

"I mean Aboriginal communities, they'll say 'if there's an environmental impact, is 
that an environmental impact we think should be borne by mother earth and by the 

community?' And in some cases they'll say no. They'll oppose projects going ahead... But 
environmental groups don't have that trade off premise, they're saying 'what we want is 
greenhouse gas reductions, but we don't want any other environmental impacts.' That's 
not a bad premise to start with but it's largely going to be impossible to do." -Consultant 

This expert suspected that while environmental groups are quick to "embrace wind and 

solar," they hold substantial "misperceptions about hydro," and tend to discount it as 

inherently bad for the environment. This could be highly problematic considering that the 

richest opportunities for profitable Indigenous renewable energy projects are in hydro 

development initiatives, that could be "done well" with adequate provisions for managing 

impacts on land and aquatic environments.  

A second energy consultant with experience working on Indigenous hydro projects 

suggested that these distinct priorities could contribute to tension. "Environmental 

organizations may just wear one hat all the time," the informant observed, "They may just wear 

the hat of preservation and protection, and I think that First Nations want to look at the 

economic development side and becoming developers, project managers and owners." One of 

the Indigenous leaders noted that this perspective indicated that environmental groups held a 

different philosophical understanding of human-environment relations: 
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"The conservation folks, are talking about making sure that there's sustainability 
in things. That the land stays whole and this kind of language. You know, to sustain the 
land, our land, we have to be sustained. So if you sustain the [Name of Informant's First 

Nation], then you will sustain the land." -Indigenous Leader 

When it came to British Columbia's energy regime, some informants expressed that 

there was some misalignment between the energy policy solutions supported by environmental 

groups and ones supported  by First Nations. While First Nations stood to benefit from 

regulations that encouraged the emergence of privately owned Independent Power Projects 

(IPPs), some ENGOs had expressed vocal opposition to IPPs, advocating instead for maintaining 

public sector control of energy resources. One consultant observed that certain NGOs,  "some 

of the right-winged ones like Wilderness Committee, or Western Canada Wilderness Committee 

fully oppose the renewable energy industry" in BC, including run-of-river hydro projects owned 

by IPPs. An Indigenous leader had found that conflicting perspectives on IPPs were a source of 

tension between these two spheres: "They're against run of the river projects because [they 

say] we're privatizing the rivers in British Columbia.  Which is just ridiculous and ludicrous." 

Other informants found that ENGOs would have challenges establishing a relationship of 

solidarity with Indigenous peoples because they lacked an understanding of complex social and 

cultural contexts. "I think probably most NGOs are simply unaware of the plight of some of 

these remote First Nations," noted one consultant in response to the lack of attention to 

remote-community electrification in the environmental energy-transition discourses. Another 

consultant recounted an experience speaking to an environmental group about collaborating 

with First Nations: "We were talking about racism and she goes 'well, there's no more racism 
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anymore, right?' I was like 'okay, this person is going to have a challenging time working with 

First Nations.'" 

The crux of much of the tension between environmental groups and First Nations was 

highlighted by one Indigenous leader: "I think that environmental groups are notorious for 

knowing what's in the best interest of First Nations." This paternalistic approach which many 

informants found has often characterized ENGO-Indigenous relations in Canada, bears many 

parallels to the colonial exploitation of Indigenous communities. "First Nations have huge 

experience of outsiders coming in and taking their resources," explained one energy consultant. 

"The communities are still struggling with the wounds created by the residential school system. 

So there're all these massive storylines associated with outsiders coming in and saying this is 

how we're doing things. So [when] environmental groups come in, the first impression is 'you're 

another outsider coming in, saying what's best for us.'" 

These parallels might be particularly sensitive given the ways in which the evolution of 

North America's conservation movement has been deeply intertwined with the 

disenfranchisement of Indigenous peoples. In their interview, one Indigenous leader spoke at 

length about the ways in which conservation initiatives such as provincial and national parks 

represented initiatives that aimed to preserve white, settler environmental values at the 

expense of traditional landholders. 

"We celebrate Quetico Provincial Park as an important jewel within the provincial park 

system, but what a lot of people, I would say 99.999% of the people don't realize is that 

that land was vacated [in 1940] by the Canadian army. They showed up with guns and 

forced the First Nations of out of that territory, their homeland. I don't know if they're 
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still alive. I know that there were people with living memories of leaving the village, just 

cresting the hill and seeing their houses being torched." -Indigenous Leader 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this erasure of Indigenous peoples in the interest of 

conservation occurred again in the 1990s during the iconic Clayoquot Sound campaign. One 

informant found that these tensions resurfaced again most recently when ENGOS and animal 

rights activists vocalized opposition to the fur trade and seal hunts without recognizing the 

cultural and economic significance of these activities for Indigenous peoples. Though these past 

experiences do not directly relate to sustainable energy development or advocacy, for many 

communities, they have raised suspicion that environmentalist and Indigenous values may be 

incompatible. As well, past conflicts and tensions have heightened a distrust of environmental 

organizations. 

"I don't trust them. I don't trust them" - Indigenous Leader 

Despite past injustices, most informants agreed that the relationship between the 

environmental groups and First Nations was beginning to change, even when it came to issues 

that had been highly contentious in the past, such as, conservation:  

"First Nations that are working collaboratively with ENGOs and the Canadian 
Parks and Wilderness Society, in developing new protective areas and putting them 

forward to government. I mean these things take years and years to bring to a successful 
conclusion, but it's all about building the relationship, and having folks in the 

environmental groups that have the knowledge and the skills to work with other cultures 
and to be able to accept that things are different in First Nations." -Consultant 

While all informants involved with Indigenous power projects had many insights to 

share when it came to identifying the areas of misalignment between the two spheres studied 

in this research, all of them had suggestions for improving this relationship in an effort to 



88 
 

advance a shared objective of facilitating an energy transition. Many informants found that 

there were various new opportunities to establish alliances when it comes to broader issues 

regarding climate change mitigation and energy, as was demonstrated by "Indigenous 

engagement and alignment on the fossil fuel, tar sands, and pipelines front." 

One consultant with intensive experience working on First Nations clean energy projects 

underlined two predominant areas of "common sharing:" the first was a "very strong shared 

interest against fossil fuel development," and, the second, was a motivation to support action 

on climate change. The informant had observed that "Aboriginal communities are very 

concerned about climate change, they understand it deeply; they see it changing their land." 

Other interviewees, even ones whose perspectives of environmental groups have been tainted 

by past negative experience observed a heartening, emerging alliance between these two 

groups. "Everyone knows that the only way that the Enbridge project is going to be stopped is 

from First Nations preventing the pipeline from coming across their traditional territories," one 

such informant said, referencing the strong Indigenous and ENGO opposition to the proposed 

Northern Gateway Pipeline in British Columbia, "There is an alliance there. Hopefully that will 

develop well as time goes by."  

Despite strong solidarity when it came to opposing conventional energy sectors, all 

informants agreed that there was a weak alliance between Indigenous peoples and 

environmental organizations on the sustainable energy development and advocacy front. 

Nevertheless, most interviews included a discussion about strengthening this relationship. 

Informants from the Aboriginal Power sphere, almost unanimously, concurred that any sort of 
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collaboration between members of these two spheres would need to include a commitment on 

the part of environmental groups to advance the interests of Indigenous peoples. Particularly, 

informants spoke in favour of collaboration on two fronts: policy recommendations and 

capacity building. 

The Indigenous leaders interviewed in this research frequently spoke to the advocacy 

work they had engaged in to influence the emergence of policies that enabled sustainable 

energy development. These informants noted the beneficial impacts of an environmental-

Indigenous collaboration on this front. One of the leaders acknowledged, with appreciation, the 

David Suzuki Foundation's recommendation for an 'Aboriginal adder' provision' to Ontario's 

Green Energy and Green Economy Act.  When asked whether environmental groups 

recommending policies for sustainable energy deployment had an obligation to engage 

Indigenous peoples in their work, another Indigenous leader responded saying, "Absolutely, 

there's no question... think of your house. If somebody starts doing crap to your house, would 

you want to have a conversation with them before that happens?"  Others did not think that 

consultation was an obligation on the part of ENGOs but certainly agreed that it would enable 

environmental groups would be more effective in their work: 

"The way I understand Section 35 of the constitution: if those policies have any 
effect on Aboriginal and treaty rights, they [the government] have a duty to consult, and 
so it would definitely make a stronger policy if First Nations are being included in those 

discussions right from the outset." -Consultant 

A number of informants made concrete suggestions for environmental groups 

interested in engaging Indigenous peoples in policy work.  A consultant for First Nations energy 

projects recommended outreach to First Nations actively engaged with renewable energy 



90 
 

development and those striving to get involved, to understand the impact of different 

legislation on Indigenous communities, adding that this might require persistence on the part of 

environmental groups because they would likely need to engage with individuals in Indigenous 

communities that are already "stretched thin." The informant recommended that 

environmental groups remain cognizant of resource and capacity restraints within 

communities, and take measures to compensate Indigenous participants for any travel 

expenses and "provide honoraria to people that are engaged, especially for those people that 

don't have full time employment, like elders." In conducting their outreach, environmental 

groups were advised to become familiar with the cultural context of each individual First 

Nation: "I can't emphasize enough that understanding those cultural differences is key for 

environmental groups working with Indigenous communities or organizations." This informant 

suggested that ENGOs hire First Nations as part of their energy advocacy teams as one possible 

approach to accomplishing this. The importance of understanding "First Nations values" was 

highlighted by one of the Indigenous leaders before any progress could be made towards 

advancing common goals. In order to do this, one consultant advised that the "path to 

engagement is to develop a dialogue," that begins with a desire to understand the other party. 

Ultimately, as one Indigenous leader put it, effective collaboration would occur on the policy 

development front so long as an environmental groups were helping raise Indigenous voices 

and "not becoming the spokesperson for the First Nation."  

The second area of potential collaboration between Indigenous communities and 

environmental groups pertains to capacity development. In discussing the struggles 

encountered by most First Nations when it come to renewable energy development, most of 
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the informants spoke to the deficiencies in financial and technical capacity within communities. 

One consultant explained that there was little knowledge about the technicalities of renewable 

energy development and policies in many of the communities where they had worked, and that 

there were not enough funds to hire experts. Therefore, communities could benefit 

substantially from the support of environmental groups that could aid in building community 

capacity.  However, the consultant suspected that environmental groups might find this kind of 

work "tangential" to their bigger picture efforts to influence large-scale reductions in green 

house gas emissions. Another consultant had as similar perspective: 

"I think it would be beneficial if some NGOs or other groups who have 
administrative capacity, and financial backing were able to provide that capacity to First 

Nations, and were willing to partner with them. There's probably limited gain in that 
you're not going to have a huge project that's going to offset thousands of tons of 

carbon or anything like that but I think it would be beneficial to the First Nations. It can't 
hurt the NGOs as far as publicity. And it's the right thing to do. I feel that we owe First 

Nations a lot, and we should be doing what we can for them." -Consultant 

The informants that recounted positive experiences of Indigenous communities working 

with environmental groups on the renewable energy front, most often spoke to the efforts of 

environmental organizations such as the Pembina Institute and the Ontario Sustainable Energy 

Association which had supported the development of specific Indigenous energy projects. 

Nevertheless, though project-specific assistance was highly valuable, one Indigenous leader 

remained resolute that genuine solidarity between these two spheres would emerge when 

environmental groups committed themselves to opposing the systemic injustices affecting 

Indigenous peoples. This leader said that in order to build capacity to enable Indigenous 

peoples to support and lead renewable energy development, they would need support from 
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general Canadian society to overcome the resonating harms of colonial assimilation and 

disenfranchisement projects:  

"What I'm describing in a round-about way is a multi-year and multi-generational 

project. This is not some organization coming in for a day, or a week, or a month, or two 

years, or five years, saying 'okay, we're done now, everything is good." -Indigenous 

Leader  

6.3. ALLIANCE BUILDING BETWEEN THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND ABORIGINAL POWER SPHERES 

6.3.1 - ANALYSIS OF EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The discourse analysis conducted in this research indicates that there are four 

predominant areas of tension between these two spheres. Firstly, as has been confirmed 

through data collection, the emerging community of practice of Indigenous power projects that 

spans across Canada is built upon a foundational ideology that in the face of imminent 

environmental and social concerns, Canada must sustainably transition its energy systems and, 

considering that areas with sustainable energy potential fall on Indigenous traditional 

territories, "First Peoples must play a central role in the development of clean energy 

resources" (Henderson, 2013, p. 15).  As Chapter 5 indicates, many Indigenous communities are 

seeking out opportunities to establish economic independence from profitable, local, 

sustainable initiatives, and have found that sustainable renewable energy has the potential to 

meet this objective. However, a document analysis of Canadian ENGO publications indicates 

that often environmental organizations do not explicitly recognize the ways in which issues of 

Indigenous rights and title intersect with the deployment of sustainable energy development. 

To the contrary, this research has found that most ENGOs advocating for the deployment of 

renewables do not include Indigenous peoples in the vision for sustainable energy transitions 

that they communicate in their external outreach. Despite this, Indigenous peoples across 
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Canada that are involved with sustainable energy development have expressed that ENGOs 

have a role in respectfully showing solidarity and supporting Indigenous lobbying efforts in this 

area (without co-opting the Indigenous narrative).  This is the most crucial area of divergence 

between energy transition visions communicated respectively by the 'Aboriginal Power' and 

environmental spheres.  Although this research has found that Indigenous peoples involved 

with sustainable energy development  

 

Secondly, distrust of the environmental movement by Indigenous communities often 

stems from past experiences of these organizations oppressing Indigenous interests or 

engaging in tokenistic coalition building exercises. Some key informants engaged in Indigenous 

power projects recounted experiences of conservation-focused groups engaging in negotiations 

to advance their own agenda without considering mechanisms with which to balance the 

relationship.  Other informants communicated a frustration with environmental groups 

becoming self-proclaimed spokespersons for Indigenous communities or entering discussions 

with pre-conceived notions of communities' best interests. Moreover, a number of informants 

explained that some Indigenous communities had become disillusioned by ENGOs after 

receiving adversarial or indifferent reactions to their  proposals for energy projects. All of the 

informants from the Aboriginal Power sphere (n = 10) identified substantial areas of tension 

and conflict between the two spheres that had transpired as a result of past transgressions. 

Some informants asserted that institutionalized anti-Indigenous racism in environmental 

organizations remained a barrier to collaboration. There is reluctance amongst Indigenous 
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communities to engage in potentially extractive relations with environmental groups.  Many 

leaders communicated suspicions about environmental groups establishing new relations to 

advance their own organizational agendas without considering Indigenous concerns. Some 

informants asserted that a meaningful process of reconciliation would need to stem from 

environmental groups aligning themselves in solidarity with the broader Indigenous struggle 

against ongoing colonial injustice, thereby establishing an alliance that extended beyond energy 

transition advocacy.   

A third point of discord between the environmental sphere and Indigenous communities 

is that these two spheres hold fundamentally distinct ideological standpoints. Many of the 

'Aboriginal Power' informants that have been interviewed in this research expressed doubts 

about the environmental movement's inclination toward endorsing run-of-river projects due to 

concerns about conservation impacts. These informants explained that while Indigenous 

communities conduct cost-benefit analyses and often allow for some environmental damage in 

order to sustain their communities, environmental groups do not make these trade-offs. 

Informants often expressed that these concerns stemmed from the inherent tension between 

the environmental movement's paradigm, which distinguishes humans from the environment, 

and Indigenous paradigms, which situate humans as an integral part of their external 

environments. As an example, data collection has signified that ENGO visions which promote 

public or utility ownership of energy generation systems have been ill-received by proponents 

of Indigenous sustainable energy initiatives. This has been a particular point of contention for 

ENGO-Indigenous relations in British Columbia where conservation organizations such as the 

Wilderness Committee, have articulated opposition to Independent Power Projects (IPPs) 
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when, in fact, the IPP governance model has enabled the emergence of First Nations-owned 

sustainable energy initiatives.  

Finally, as many informants engaged with Indigenous power projects pointed out, 

members of the environmental movement must fundamentally recognize Indigenous peoples 

as original landholders with rights and title over land and resource development. This entails a 

recognition of the fact that Indigenous peoples must be centrally engaged in the development 

of new sustainable energy projects, but also that it is critical to include Indigenous peoples in 

processes of policy development and advocacy.  

6.3.2. CONCEPTUAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

Drawing upon the findings summarized above, this research makes three central 

conceptual contributions. First, I find that environmental organizations advocating for energy 

transitions must improve their engagement with issues of Indigenous sovereignty in order to 

prevent the reproduction of neocolonial and extractive Indigenous-environmental relations 

that have existed in the past. Secondly, the empirical evidence collected for this research 

confirms the concerns of transitions management critics that visions for sustainability 

transitions can be highly contested. Thirdly, I conclude that richer opportunities to advance a 

socio-technical energy transition can emerge if there is a stronger alliance between 

environmental and Indigenous advocates for sustainability transitions.  

The first conceptual contribution that this research makes adds to scholarship on the 

dynamic relationship between Indigenous peoples and environmental groups in Canada (e.g. 

Affolderbach et al., 2012; Braun, 1997; Choudry, 2010; Davis, 2010, 2011; Hayter, 2003; Low & 

Shaw, 2009; Rossiter, 2004). As has been discussed extensively in Chapter 2, change driven by 
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the environmental movement has directly undermined Indigenous sovereignty struggles and 

perpetuated colonial injustices. In practice, this has occurred through the physical displacement 

of Indigenous landholders from their traditional lands (Adams & Hutton, 2007; Cronon, 1996), 

and discursively, as was evident during the Clayquot Sound and Great Beat Rainforest 

campaigns in British Columbia, in which leading ENGOs projected images of an untouched and 

'pristine' nature to advance conservation movements (Braun, 1997; Rossiter, 2004). Critics of 

these depictions assert that it is crucial to consider the "role of power in articulating particular 

visions of what nature is or should be" (Rossiter, 2004, p. 141). 

 This research has demonstrated that many prominent environmental groups across 

Canada publicly communicate visions for energy transitions that discursively erase Indigenous 

peoples from energy landscapes (Braun, 1997; Rossiter, 2004). This is problematic because 

these environmental organizations holds substantial discursive power, especially in terms of 

sculpting public perceptions of energy transitions and influencing governance systems. In 

effect, environmental leaders can be identified as highly influential niche actors that are already 

beginning to play a profound role in driving social change which can destabilize incumbent 

energy regimes. The visions for 'sustainable'  transitions communicated by these ENGOs may be 

well-intentioned and sincere attempts at advocating for improved and benevolent energy 

systems. However, the legitimization of certain narratives and visions as widely beneficial 

results in a lack of critical interrogation of their implication for marginalized and vulnerable 

populations. When considering sustainability transitions visions proposed by actors in Canadian 

environmental organizations, this interrogation is imperative because these organizations are 

led by privileged individuals which have anchored their discourses predominantly in ecological 
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modernism and democratic pragmatism. Choudry (2010, p. 99) assigns such narratives to the 

"White progressive economic nationalist position." This position enables environmental 

organizations to deploy its discursive power to influence an energy system transition that will 

potentially perpetuate the marginalization of Indigenous voices.  

Second, the data presented in earlier sections confirms the driving hypothesis for this 

research: visions of sustainability transitions are heterogeneous and, more specifically, 

environmental and Indigenous advocates for energy system transitions in Canada communicate 

differing visions. This adds further support to the work of transitions management critics such 

as Späth & Rohracher (2010) and Shove & Walker (2006) that argue that sustainability 

transition visions can be highly contested and can often serve to reinforce skewed power 

dynamics. As has been detailed above, there is immense potential for environmental 

organizations in Canada to advance visions for a sustainable transition that perpetuate the 

ongoing colonization of Indigenous peoples. In addition to affirming that there are multiple 

distinct conceptualizations of energy system transitions, this research confirmed the ambivalent 

nature of 'sustainability' as a concept. Though it is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss this 

finding in greater detail, Appendix 5 details informants' differing and, at times, conflicting 

understandings of 'sustainable energy,' and other related terms. These disputed definitions can 

have problematic implications in the context of transitions management considering that the 

concept of sustainability holds "power as a legitimizing discourse" (Shove & Walker, 2006, p. 4). 

Meaning that often times, transition management can be shaped and led by powerful actors 

projecting a certain perspective of sustainability that may not hold resonance with other less 

privileged groups. 
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The final conceptual contribution that this thesis makes is that improved opportunities 

for influencing national and regional energy transitions will emerge if the relationship between 

environmental and Indigenous advocates is strengthened. As has been detailed in sections 4.4 

and 5.3, each of these two spheres can be characterized as powerful niche networks with 

substantial influence over the incumbent energy regime. Environmental organizations hold 

discursive power allowing them to sculpt public perceptions of energy systems and impact 

policy and governance decisions. On the other hand, the Aboriginal Power sphere exerts 

pressures on the energy regime that coalesce with existing landscape pressures exerted as a 

result of growing Indigenous resistance and precedent-setting Supreme Court decisions that 

empower traditional landholders with control over resource development. Given the respective 

influence of these spheres over the energy regime, the likelihood of advancing an energy 

transition is greater if these two spheres align their individual efforts.  

I make three practical recommendations for improving this alliance: 

I. A more cohesive community of practice must be established for the Aboriginal 

Power sphere. Considering that actors within this sphere express a sense of 

solidarity with each other and are communicating similar visions for energy 

transitions, it would be highly beneficial to establish concrete regional and 

national Aboriginal Power networks. Developing this community of practice 

would allow communities with successful projects to share resources and 

knowledge with others that are in more preliminary stages of project 

development. This network would allow for the emergence of a stronger and 
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more representative narrative in support of Indigenous engagement in energy 

transitions. In turn, this will create a more unified advocacy position for this 

sphere. As expressed by multiple informants in this research, Indigenous peoples 

have become highly weary of external parties becoming self-proclaimed 

spokespersons for Indigenous voices. Perhaps creating a formal space where 

members of the Aboriginal Power sphere  can communicate with themselves 

and others will amplify Indigenous voices and better enable them to advance 

their own vision for a sustainable energy transition.  

II. Many Indigenous communities are struggling to secure the financial, technical 

and institutional capacity necessary for initiating and sustaining an independent 

energy project. Environmental groups generally employ staff with some 

expertise in these areas. This research has shown that Indigenous communities 

have often reached out to environmental groups for assistance with capacity 

building and have received disappointing responses.  If environmental groups are 

seeking to strengthen their positions as allies, as this thesis asserts they must, 

they are best positioned to do so by showing solidarity in the way that actors in 

the Aboriginal Power sphere have asked them to. Assistance with on-the ground 

energy projects is the area where Indigenous advocates for energy transitions 

feel an alliance with environmental groups would be most valuable.   

III. Environmental groups advocating for energy transitions must position 

Indigenous peoples within their visions for energy transitions. This means that a 

space must be created in ENGO advocacy efforts for engaging Indigenous 
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peoples. This can be accomplished most effectively if a cohesive Aboriginal 

Power community of practice emerges, as has been recommended earlier, that 

can be consistently consulted. However, regardless, environmental groups would 

benefit from consulting Indigenous leaders and community members that are 

involved with developing sustainable energy projects or producing the discourse 

around energy transitions. In doing so, environmental groups must ensure that 

they are not imposing their external agenda on communities and individuals, and 

are showing general solidarity for a broader Indigenous sovereignty struggle. 

Ultimately, in their advocacy efforts, it is important for environmental groups to 

show support for Indigenous visions for energy transitions in their advocacy 

efforts while ensuring that they are positioning themselves as allies and not 

spokespeople.  
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CHAPTER 7 - SUMMARY AND  CONTRIBUTIONS 

Socio-technical regime transitions literature seeks to understand the trajectories of 

historical transitions in socially embedded technological systems. Scholarly contributors to this 

discipline situate these trajectories within the conceptual framework of the Multi-Level 

Perspective (MLP) which postulates that transitions in 'socio-technical regimes', or the 

technological status quo, occur when there is an exogenous 'landscape' disruption or an 

intervention by 'niche' actors' (Geels and Schot, 2007; Rip and Kemp, 1998; Smith et al., 2005). 

Contemporary contributors to this field theorize strategies for transitions management and, in 

particular, steering socio-technical regime systems towards sustainability. In light of pressing 

concerns about climate change and the volatility of conventional energy markets, this work is 

often directed towards assessing strategies for galvanizing a transition towards sustainable, 

'decarbonized'  energy systems (Rosenbloom & Meadowcroft, 2014; Verbong & Geels, 2010). 

While transitions theorists make valuable assertions about potential pathways to 

implementing technological changes in incumbent energy systems, their scholarly approaches 

have been critiqued for a deficient consideration of sociological, political and geographical 

factors (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011; Meadowcroft, 2009; Shove & Walker, 2006; Späth & 

Rohracher, 2010). An overarching point of contention raised by all these critics is that transition 

management scholars often neglect to consider the discursive power dynamics that sculpt and 

drive transitions through the assertion of 'guiding visions' (Lawhon & Murphy, 2011; Shove & 

Walker, 2006; Späth & Rohracher, 2010). Critics highlight that inherently, the process of 

selecting a transition pathway is a highly political process. Lawhon and Murphy (2011, p. 362) 

assert that it is "imperative to understand how uneven power relations within the transition 
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arena can result in a vision that includes and excludes different social priorities, [and] groups of 

people." This bears the risk that certain pathways can play a role in perpetuating inequity and 

the systematic political exclusion of disadvantaged populations. Transition scholars not only 

omit a crucial dimension from their analysis by neglecting to assess discourses or political 

forces, but they often project the problematic perspective that a transition towards 

sustainability will offer wide-ranging benefits to society (Shove & Walker, 2006). As Shove and 

Walker (2006, p. 4) explain, "advocates of sustainable transition management do not always 

appreciate the deep ambivalence of sustainability as a category." 

The central aim of this thesis is to address some of these critiques of literature on socio-

technical transitions by evaluating opportunities for advancing a sustainable transition in 

Canada's energy system by assessing the potential to overlap differing visions for transitions. As 

is made evident through both document review and key informant interviews, advocates for 

sustainable energy development in Canada do not share one, unified vision for an energy 

transition. A discourse analysis found that prominent actors in Canada's environmental 

movement communicate narratives that frame an energy transition as an opportunity to 

develop a low-carbon, democratized economy that is effective at mitigating climate change. 

This vision differs from ones communicated by actors within another, burgeoning sphere of 

that asserts Indigenous peoples in Canada must stand at the forefront of an energy system 

transition, particularly given the compatibility of sustainable energy with Indigenous 

sovereignty struggles and traditional values. The crucial point of discord between these two 

distinct visions is that visions constructed by environmental organizations for energy system 
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transitions omit discussions about the intersection between Indigenous rights and energy 

system transitions. 

Individually, both of these spheres have substantial potential to influence regional and 

national transitions. As a niche group, the environmental sphere holds discursive power over 

Canada's incumbent energy regime that enables it to influence public perceptions of transitions 

and relevant policies. As a niche network, the Aboriginal Power sphere holds a position that is 

highly complementary to landscape pressures on the incumbent energy regime asserted as a 

result of successful acts of Indigenous resistance. If both of these spheres were to better align, 

they would project an even more powerful vision for an energy transition, reinforced by the 

discursive power of the environmental movement and synergetic to disruptive landscape 

pressures. This alliance can be strengthened with the emergence of a strong Aboriginal Power 

community of practice, efforts on the part of environmental actors to assist Indigenous 

communities with on-the-ground sustainable energy projects and improved solidarity amongst 

members of the environmental movement to show solidarity with Indigenous visions for 

transitions, particularly when conducting advocacy.  
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APPENDIX 1 - DOCUMENTS REVIEWED 

Environmental Movement:  

Organization  Document(s) & Year  

50by30  Tomorrow Now (2012)  

BC Sustainable Energy Association  Annual Report (2012)  

Bullfrog Power  Annual Progress Report (2013)  

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives Transforming Saskatchewan’s Electrical Future (2011)  

Clean Energy Canada Tracking the Energy Revolution (2014) 

Council of Canadians  Advantages of Public & Community Ownership (n.d); 
Energy Efficiency & Renewable Power Potential (n.d)  

David Suzuki Foundation The Trottier Energy Futures Project: Setting the Stage for a Sustainable Energy Strategy (2010)  

Environmental Defense  Falling Behind : Canada’s Lost Clean Energy Jobs (2010)  

Green Energy Act Alliance  Ontario Feed in Tariff Review (2011)  

Greenpeace Canada Energy (r)evolution: Sustainable Energy Outlook (2010)  

Ontario Sustainable Energy Association Blowing Smoke: Correcting Anti-Wind Myths (2011) ; 20/20 Roadmap (2014) 

Pembina Institute Renewable is Doable for Ontario (2013); Strategic Opportunities for Canada (2013); Greening the Grid: 
Powering Alberta's Future with Renewable Energy (2009) 

World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Energy Report: 100% Renewable by 2050  (2011)  

 

Aboriginal Power:  

Author Document(s) & Year  

Chris Henderson Aboriginal Power (2013) 

Judith Sayers First Nations See Clean Energy As Game Changer (2014); First Nations in BC Website  

Ontario Sustainable Energy Association Ontario First Nations and Renewable Energy Report (n.d.)  

Ontario Sustainable Energy Association Ontario's First 100% First Nations Project Opens on Manitoulin Island (2012) 

Waterpower Working Group Aboriginal Project Success Stories (n.d.) 

Peter Kirby The Atlin Hydro Project: Generation for  Generations (2009) 

T'Sou-ke First Nation Power to the People: T'Sou-ke Nation's Community Energy Solutions 
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APPENDIX 2 - KEY INFORMANTS  
Sharing a list of informants interviewed in this thesis is allowable given the consent agreement signed by 

participants. In particular, the excerpt from the consent agreement that specified to participants that their consent 

"will be solicited to attribute certain pieces of information to you or your 

company/organization/agency/community. If consent is not granted, the information will be presented without 

identifying the source or it will be entirely omitted (upon your request)." Permission to include informants' names 

in an appendix was also sought explicitly during the dissemination stage. A list of informants has been provided to 

offer readers a holistic understanding of the breadth of participants interviewed in this research.   

Informant Title (at the time of interview) 

Adam Scott  Climate & Energy Program Manager, Environmental Defence 

Andrew Moore Solar Project Director, T'Souke First Nation 

Byron Leclair Director of Energy, Pic River First Nation 

Chris Henderson Author, Aboriginal Power; President, Lumos Energy  

Clare Demerse Senior Policy Advisor, Clean Energy Canada 

Joe Thwaites CEO and Co-Founder, First Power 

Josh Laughren  Energy & Climate Change Portfolio, World Wildlife Fund Canada 

Judith Sayers Former Chief, Hupacasath First Nation  

Keith Stewart Climate & Energy Director, Greenpeace Canada 

Mara Kerry Science & Policy Director, David Suzuki Foundation 

Nigel Protter Executive Director, BCSEA 

Robin Fenn President, Robin Fenn Consulting 

Sean Magee Director of Community Energy Projects, Bullfrog Power 

Shaunna Morgan Former Consultant for First Nations Energy Projects 

Tami Sugarman Projects Team Manager, Blu Metric Energy 

Tim Weis  Former Program Director Renewable, Pembina Institute  

Anonymous Informant 
 

Anonymous Informant 
 

Anonymous Informant 
 

Anonymous Informant 
 

Anonymous Informant 
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APPENDIX 3 - INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT  
1. Do you distinguish among the terms renewable energy, green energy, clean energy and sustainable 

energy or do you consider them to be synonymous? Do you have a preference for one over another? 

Why or why not? 

 

2. Could you speak briefly about the work that your organization is involved with regarding climate and 

energy, particularly in the area of renewable energy, and the work that you were engaged with in this 

area? 

 

3. What are the advantages of renewable energy development that are most strongly emphasized by 

your organization?  

 

4. Do you think it is an obligation for environmental groups promoting renewable energy development 

in Canada to engage indigenous peoples in their work? If yes, what should that engagement ideally 

look like? 

 

5. [Brief explanation of Aboriginal Power Sphere] Do you believe that organizations like yours and 

others with a similar mandate could benefit from aligning their case for renewable energy more with 

the case developed by Aboriginal power advocate?  

APPENDIX 4 - INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - ABORIGINAL POWER 
1.  Do you distinguish among the terms renewable energy, green energy, clean energy and sustainable 

energy or do you consider them to be synonymous? Do you have a preference for one over another? 

Why or why not? 

 

2. Could you speak briefly about [Community/Organization's] involvement with Aboriginal renewable 

energy projects and the role you played in the development of this project? 

 

3. Why is renewable energy development important for your organization/community? On a broader 

level, why would you say that Aboriginal communities across Canada are increasingly engaged in, 

and even leading renewable energy development?  

 

4. On what grounds do you advocate renewable energy development? What are the benefits of these 

projects in Canada?  

 

5. What's your experience collaborating with environmental groups?  

 

6. Do you think it is important for environmental groups promoting renewable energy development in 

Canada to engage indigenous peoples in their work? If yes, what should that engagement ideally look 

like.  

 

7.  My final question is whether you feel that some of the barriers to renewable energy development in 

Canada can be overcome if there was greater partnership between ENGOs and Indigenous 

communities that are hoping to engage in renewable energy development? 
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APPENDIX 5 - DEFINING CLEAN/RENEWABLE/GREEN/SUSTAINABLE ENERGY 

Term  Informant Responses 

'Clean Energy'  

I tend to use the word clean energy more than others mainly because you're trying to promote the fact 

that you're using energy that is cleaner and, I don't really worry about the definition. I mean, people go 

clean energy is hydro, wind, biomass, and solar that kind of stuff. People go 'okay, well that's good for 

me.' 

 

He was up here and he was talking about clean coal. Clean coal technology! The only thing that's clean 

about coal power is their marketing, because what you're not seeing is the footprint... to bathe this coal in 

mercury, to leach out all of the chemicals... you don't see the footprint... and to bury it!  

 

I was watching Saturday morning cartoons with my grandson, and all of a sudden there was this 

advertisement for nuclear power... and it was this cloud in the sky and it was like blue sky, white cloud, 

changing words, eh? 'New clear!" And I was like what are they doing? No one's talking about the 

thousand year legacy that this site is going to leave behind, it's just being projected as something that's 

non-emitting in that it's absolutely clean and environmentally benign. 

 

We didn't do anything related to nuclear energy, so sometimes renewable energy was used for nuclear 

energy. That's why we tended to use the term clean energy. 

 

So coming back to your clean energy as well, large scale hydro has adopted clean energy, and that's 

another form of development that we did not promote, because of the huge impacts that it has on 

many First Nations communities.  

 

I think clean energy, like green energy is a marketing term. So I use all four in different contexts and in 

different ways. Clean energy tends to be a less hippy, crunchy granola kind of marketing term, story-

telling term, than green energy.  

 

We use clean energy a lot but we are also often asked to define what that means. So the way we use it 

is synonymous with renewable energy, meaning electricity produced from renewable power sources: 

wind, solar, water, geothermal, biomass etc. But you're absolutely right. We get questions... what about 

nuclear? Do you include natural gas because it's lower carbon? 

 

The nuclear power industry has really set out to earn the term clean energy. You've got the coal 

industry pedalling clean coal, because it's reduced NOx and SOx but not reduced CO2. 

 

Then we have clean energy, which often times, people use to include nuclear. 

 

I tend to say green energy or clean energy, just because I think the word sustainable is a bit overused 

and people don't really have a lot of resonance with that term anymore 

 

Something like clean energy, I find people could clump natural gas... So clean energy, I find it gets used 

as a more general term, because it almost, kind of, implies... For some reason, when I hear about it, it's 

the effluent of the energy-- if that can be clean, then it's a clean energy. That's how I've heard it talked 

about. It's almost in the same category as clean coal. If you can clean it up, then it's okay, but it doesn't 

really take into consideration the whole lifecycle.  

 

So clean energy, yeah, tends to be co-opted. 

 

Clean energy is something that all the focus group testing say people really like, so it's used a lot just 

because... environmentalists know what you mean by green energy but the general public doesn't, so if 

you say green energy, they might not know what you mean. If you say clean energy, most people think 

they know what that means and they like it. However, practically, it often includes natural gas as 
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cleaner than coal. I'm sure the clean coal people would like to include the non-existent coal with CCS. 

Those would be my distinctions. 

'Green Energy' 

 The term green energy, to me, that would probably be... I don't know what that means. I don't know 

how you can produce electricity without having impact? Green energy... I guess that's no energy. I 

mean, nothing is 100% green and you can try to minimize your impact, but at the end of the day, 

everybody has impact. 

 

Green Energy, we tended to veer away from as well because sometimes we thought people could just 

use that green energy to, I don't know, it just seemed too easy to greenwash things. Because what does 

green energy really mean? 

 

I think green energy would be those that you can actually get green credits for and if it's displacing 

energy that creates green house gases. Sometimes I think green energy should be in a category on its 

own. Any kind of energy project that doesn't produce green house gases and contribute to climate 

change, and it could also displace green house gas emitting energies. 

 

Green. So green energy, for me, is a marketing term. A story telling term. A value that a type of 

renewable energy, some subset of renewable energy, might bring. Some renewable energy can be 

green energy. 

 

We stay away from 'green energy' just because it can be a little bit more vague. 

 

I'm not sure if people know specifically what that means. But I think it resonates with people, it brings 

an image into to their mind that is roughly in the ballpark of what I'm trying to say. If I want to have a 

more specific conversation, then I would get more specific, but, generally speaking, I think that term 

works.  

 

Green, I think is a little bit more closely connected. I would use green in place of renewable just to 

make it more understandable or colloquial really, if people aren't really sure what renewable energy 

means.  

 

And then green energy, I think was synonymous [to sustainable energy] but I think, also there were 

attempts to hijack it as there is with clean energy. 

 

Green energy, the nuclear industry actually got told they couldn't use it. There was actually a legal case 

where they were sued, and they were told you cannot promote yourself as green energy. So a lot of the 

ENGOs in Ontario went after them.  

 

I would, normally, use green energy as synonymous with sustainable energy. Once you get into the 

labelling system, like ecologo, I was involved ages ago with ecologo, then you have to get down to the 

precise things, but in a general sense, by green energy we... you know, I would take... my version of 

that would be renewable energy that is being harvested in a sustainable way. 

Renewable Energy 

I mean are those renewable energy? Yes, but then there's arguments with that, you can say whether 

certain types of biomass are renewable or not. I tend to use clean energy more than any other. 
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When I see something as principled as renewable energy, there's a market need that we're trying to 

meet but there's a larger social objective in terms of addressing climate change initiatives, when I see 

those principles co-opted by coal power producers, who use the term 'clean coal,' for me, it becomes 

extremely important to understand what you mean by... Can you imagine a coal power producer 

responding to a FIT procurement? As renewable? 

 

Site C is not renewable energy, it may be hydro in that it's water driven, but the scale and scope of that 

development, take it into a realm of impact that it would be hard for someone like me to even 

comprehend. 

 

We didn't do anything related to nuclear energy, so sometimes renewable energy was used for nuclear 

energy. 

 

I guess, for me, renewable energy is a technical term around energy that the source doesn't get 

depleted by using the energy.  So some version of that definition-- so that's a technical term. 

Renewable. 

 

Our power sources that we want to emphasize are those renewable fuels and so that's to us is what 

renewable or clean means.  

 

Renewables are clearly those things that are based on renewable resources so things like hydro, solar, 

geothermal, wind and, potentially, biofuels. 

 

Renewables, technically speaking, does include large scale hydro, just by definition. Just by definition 

and that it's renewable. It's renewing, even if it's not the preferred type that think we can we can really 

have in Canada from now on huge growth, and large scale hydropower.  

 

So I mean essentially the distinctions to my mind are that renewable energy is something that is using 

renewable resources as the power source. We're all kind of clear on what that is, what that doesn't 

take into account though is that there are very significant impacts from certain kinds of renewable 

energy projects,  especially big ones. Then we have the term 'low impact renewable energy' which 

tends to exclude things like large dams and run of river projects that might have significant impacts in 

a local area, or sometimes even really big wind farms might get excluded out of that definition as well. 

 

The term renewable is just a bit techy and I don't think it really grabs people.  

 

Renewable energy has a very specific meaning to me. It is something that is, by definition, renewable. 

It has to be something that's reusable time and time again 

 

Depends on the situation. Efforts in terms of communication to people, it depends on the situation. I 

use renewable energy the most, mostly because it's the most accurate 

 

I use renewable energy, and then when we start to get more detailed, I say, well, low-impact 

renewable energy. We're not talking about large scale hydro. 

 

I think renewable energy is one that has a very clear definition. It would not include fossil fuels. Would 

not include nuclear.  
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Sustainable Energy 

If you keep using the same words all the time it's a bit boring... So the reason why I use clean energy is 

that I think sustainability in my view is a word that people don't understand as well. Because it's so 

over used now. So people say, well, what does sustainability mean? 

 

It's sustainable because it's renewable. It's long term. Little changes over the course of 100 years of 

operating these plants, not only are they sustainable from an operations perspective, but their 

contribution to community economies-- I think they create sustainable communities. Long term, 

sustainable communities that aren't... We used to be involved in forestry, very heavily involved in 

forestry... commercial harvesters, but we were always subject to the very cyclical nature of that 

forestry market. So you weren't always able to be sustainable, or plan sustainably in that fashion. I 

think sustainable, renewable energy is a title that I think is appropriate for what we do.  

 

We didn't really use the term sustainable energy but other terms were often used. 

 

Sustainable energy tends to incorporate other values than just the technical values. So to me, if it's 

non-renewable, it can't be sustainable, but not all renewables are sustainable because they have other 

environmental impacts and social impacts. 

 

So you also had sustainable energy. Ok so in that one, I used to do a lot more work on oil and gas, and 

pipelines, and so on. People would sometimes talk about 'well, how do we make the oilsands 

sustainable'? Or let's make oil more sustainable, and our answer was almost always 'well, you can't.' It 

is by definition, not a sustainable enterprise.  

 

Sustainability is such a hard thing to define and the term has been so overused and sometimes co-

opted by others to mean sustainable profits [for example]. We use the Brundtland Commission 

definition for sustainability which is about future generations primarily but I do think there are 

distinctions between those terms.  

 

I mean trying to define 'sustainable' is horrifically difficult, because it depends on what kind of time 

scale you're looking at, what kind of certainty, what kind of risks, you know, so I don't find it 

particularly helpful to spend too much time trying to develop it. 

 

I tend to say green energy or clean energy, just because I think the word sustainable is a bit overused 

and people don't really have a lot of resonance with that term anymore. 

 

So there's a lot more that comes along with what does it mean to be a sustainable energy source? 

Because then you get down to the minutia of is all hydro sustainable? Or is micro-hydro, run-of-river, 

so like scale, take into consideration the social implications, so you know, thinking about wind energy, 

there's concerns of impacts on animal habitats. So just because wind is renewable source, doesn't 

make it a sustainable source, if it's placed in the middle of a sustainable habitat where you have bird 

migration. So I think that term on its own really requires a higher level of distinction from other 

categories.  

 

Also the term sustainability is morphing so often that it's hard to know where it makes sense, so for 

me, renewable energy keeps it consistent and it's still accurate, and it's meaningful to pretty much any 

audience 

 

I would take sustainable energy as meaning renewable energy that's actually being accessed or 

harvested at a sustainable rate. So for instance, bioenergy is theoretically renewable, but it can be 

done in such a way that the resource is not actually renewed. And hydropower, can also have similar 

types of impacts, where you're altering ecosystem flows in such a way that that the local ecosystem 

isn't being renewed.  

  


