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Trudeau’s Climate Deal has the potential to end Indigenous energy poverty 

 

When BC Premier Christy Clark walked out mid-session during last week’s First Ministers’ 

Meeting on a national climate agreement, Justin Trudeau must have known the news cycle had 

been lost. While the exercise in political brinksmanship marked the most dramatic display of 

opposition on a day in which Manitoba and Saskatchewan’s leaders also held back their 

approval, it did not stop the federal government from proclaiming the eventual deal an historic 

success.  

 

As Canadian journalists have filled column inches over the past ten days debating the merits of 

this claim, hardly anything has been said about the Prime Minister’s other meeting on December 

9th. That morning, Justin Trudeau sat down with Indigenous leaders from the Assembly of First 

Nations, Métis National Council, and Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami to discuss Indigenous involvement 

in Canadian climate policy.  

 

This separation has been typical of the Prime Minister’s balancing act since bringing Indigenous 

political leaders to Paris for the COP21 climate conference last December. Trudeau has made it 

clear that Indigenous voices are of the “utmost importance” in Canada’s response to the Paris 

Agreement – a clear nod to his government’s desire to reestablish a nation-to-nation relationship 

with Indigenous peoples – yet he has tied himself in knots to ensure the closest possible 

coordination between the federal government, the provinces, and Indigenous political 

organizations without ever allowing the groups to meet in the same room.  

 

The reason? Climate change and Indigenous reconciliation represent two of the federal 

government’s most complex files. Since the 2015 election campaign Trudeau’s Liberal Party has 

sought to differentiate itself from its Conservative predecessors by promising immediate action 

on both fronts. While this messaging may have resonated with voters, it oversimplifies the 

complexities of integrating a national carbon pricing scheme with developments on Aboriginal 

self-governance.    

 

The solution to this problem may be to use the Pan-Canadian Climate Framework to refocus on a 

back to basics approach at the program level. Hidden within the pages of the new agreement is a 

commitment to fund renewable energy transitions for Indigenous communities that lack access to 

provincial energy grids.  

 

While only a minor program – the document’s annex allocates $10.7 million over two years – 

off-grid electrification could make a huge difference to Indigenous development. Currently, 167 

of Canada’s 292 off-grid communities are Indigenous communities and the majority of those are 

reliant on diesel fuel. Diesel is dirty and expensive and both of these problems are amplified 

when diesel must be trucked or flown into isolated communities to power generators that are 

often years beyond their ideal lifespan.  

 

Given these conditions, it is unsurprising that rolling power outages occur frequently. What 

many may not realize is how far reaching the consequences can be. On Pikangikum First Nation 

– an off-grid Ojibwa community of 3000 people, roughly 500 kilometres northwest of Thunder 

Bay – generators are constantly operating beyond capacity. The result has meant a lack of energy 



Caleb Holden – 998869951 PPG1000 

 2 

for new housing developments and frequent school and business closures. Constant blackouts 

were even listed as a contributing factor in an Ontario coroner’s report after a cluster of youth 

suicides in the community between 2006-2008.  

 

By expanding the federal government’s commitment under the Pan-Canadian Framework, Prime 

Minister Trudeau can make immediate progress in reducing energy poverty in Indigenous 

communities across the country. The Trudeau government could tie the elimination of 

Indigenous energy poverty to the same 2030 timeline as the broader Paris Agreement and enlist 

the partnership of Indigenous leaders and provincial officials to ensure the program targeted 

those communities with the greatest need first. This would ensure that leaders from all three 

levels of government met around a common goal, reducing the likelihood that discussions would 

breakdown around relative shares of power.   

 

To help fund this program expansion, the Trudeau government could require provinces to 

allocate a portion of the revenues generated by their respective carbon pricing schemes. The 

federal government would then reward those provinces who assisted in successful installation of 

renewable energy systems by adding the cost savings associated with the diesel transition to 

provincial transfer payments.  

 

While the success of such a policy would hinge on careful political marketing and strategic 

program design, the potential to end Indigenous energy poverty would have a massive impact on 

communities across the nation and provide a realistic point for the entry of Indigenous political 

groups into intergovernmental climate policy discussions. With such positive outcomes at stake, 

Prime Minister Trudeau would do well to refocus his attention to this program level.  

 

 


