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Abstract

Indigenous peoples are increasingly using renewable energy technologies to meet a
variety of objectives. In so-called Canada, there has been a dramatic rise in Indigenous
renewable energy projects due to economic, environmental, and legal trends. Nowhere are these
trends more evident than in the province of British Columbia (BC). In the early 2000s, the
colonial government privatized the electricity system, sparking a rapid expansion of run of river
hydro projects on Indigenous lands. Over time, and with much effort, First Nations in BC began
to participate in and ultimately benefit from the shift to independent power production. However,
just as they increased their involvement in the renewable energy sector, the government
withdrew its commitment to purchase private power for the foreseeable future. One way to
understand the implications of this policy reversal is to examine it through the lens of energy
justice. Using a justice framework, this research explores how First Nations are involved in
renewable energy developments in BC as well as the significance of this involvement for
Indigenous self-determination. Drawing from two case studies and survey data from First
Nations across the province, I argue that the decline in power procurement programs is not

simply a barrier but an injustice.

I first illustrate how provincial energy policies have shaped and been shaped by
Indigenous renewable energy ambitions. While First Nations were not the intended beneficiaries
of these policies, they nonetheless seized the opportunity to sell electricity to the grid. I also
compare the approaches of two Indigenous power producers, Kanaka Bar Indian Band and
Sts’ailes First Nation, arguing that they have generated important economic benefits by
strategically navigating the private power industry. Lastly, I document how members of Kanaka
Bar have leveraged the Kwoiek Creek hydro project to address the adverse impacts of
colonization and further their aims of self-determination. Based on these findings, I conclude that
Indigenous renewable energy projects are themselves forms of energy justice and as such, must

be supported through a variety of means.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Around the world, Indigenous peoples are involved in the development of renewable
energy projects. This phenomenon is especially apparent in the land some people call Canada,
where Indigenous participation in the renewable energy sector has risen dramatically in the last
two decades. Recent studies suggest that there are over 150 commercial-scale Indigenous
renewable energy projects across Canada and over 1,200 community-scale projects (Henderson
& Sanders, 2018; Lowan-Trudeau, 2017). Collectively, these projects generate almost 20,000
MW of electricity through various technologies including hydro, wind, solar, and biomass
(Henderson & Sanders, 2018). The growing presence of renewable energy projects on
Indigenous lands has attracted considerable interest and support from Indigenous governments
and organizations, environmental groups, and various levels of Canadian government.

A substantial number of Indigenous peoples are coming forward with success stories
about the transformative potential of renewable energy projects (CBC News, 2018; Gilpin, 2017;
Hernandez, 2017; Ireland, 2016; Kyle, 2016; Thomson, 2017; Wilt, 2018). Indigenous
organizations and developers are supporting the movement by convening large-scale gatherings,
conducting research, organizing learning events, developing funding streams, and lobbying
colonial institutions. Prominent environmental organizations are also lining up to encourage
Indigenous peoples with renewable energy ambitions. The World Wildlife Fund, the David
Suzuki Foundation, Greenpeace, and the Pembina Institute have all recently launched a variety
of initiatives designed to fund, build, and promote renewable energy projects in Indigenous
communities (Frizzell, 2017; Lovekin, 2018; Miller, 2016; Suzuki, 2018b). Together, Indigenous
leaders and environmentalists are calling upon colonial governments to do their part. The latest

push comes from a collective of Indigenous and environmental activists called The Leap. The
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Leap Manifesto, declares that “Indigenous peoples should be the first to receive support for their
own clean energy projects,” and asserts that, “power generated this way will not merely light our
homes but redistribute wealth, deepen our democracy, strengthen our economy and start to heal
the wounds that date back to this country’s founding" (para. 9 & 10, “The Leap Manifesto,”
2015).

The majority of provincial and territorial governments have in fact made explicit
commitments to support Indigenous participation in renewable energy generation. British
Columbia and Ontario were among the earliest to enact legislation promoting First Nation
involvement and other governments have subsequently introduced policies and programs of their
own. In 2011, the government of Saskatchewan signed a memorandum of understanding with
the Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations to advance Indigenous power projects, resulting
in a 10-year agreement between the public utility and a First Nations-led non-profit developer. In
2016, the government of Alberta launched the Alberta Indigenous Solar program and Alberta
Indigenous Community Energy Development Program (Graney, 2016). They have since
launched additional programs including one designed to assist First Nations in developing
commercial and community-scale renewable energy projects (Government of Alberta, 2017).
Both the government of Yukon and government of Northwest Territories (GNWT) have recently
released power procurement policies that prioritize Indigenous involvement in different ways.
Whereas Yukon’s IPP (Independent Power Producer) policy requires some percentage of First
Nation ownership in at least half of all new IPP projects, the GNWT’s community-owned
renewable generation guidelines stipulate that such projects must be majority owned by a
community or Aboriginal government (Government of Northwest Territories, 2018; Government

of Yukon, 2015). At the federal level, the government has stated its commitment to working with



remote Indigenous communities on renewable energy projects as part of the Pan-Canadian
Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change (Government of Canada, 2016) and there is a
considerable amount of new funding to support this work. Budget 2017 commits $220 million
over six years to reduce reliance on diesel fuel, $75 million over four years for innovative
technologies, $53 million over ten years for programming related to northern heat and electricity,
and $400 million towards an arctic energy fund (Fitzgerald & Lovekin, 2018).

In other words, a curious consensus has emerged, in which almost everyone seems to
agree that Indigenous renewable energy projects are a worthwhile idea. This agreement seems
remarkable in a country with ongoing grievances between Indigenous peoples and the Canadian
state, many of which are rooted in energy conflicts driven by the continued expansion of oil and
gas production on Indigenous lands. However, Bargh (2010) argues that it is precisely this
context that gives rise to Indigenous involvement in energy transitions around the world. They
attribute the rise of Indigenous renewable energy projects to three key trends: economic,
environmental, and legal. Economically, neoliberal policies and practices have encouraged
Indigenous peoples to pursue particular types of economic development and influenced
discourses around empowerment and self-determination. Environmentally, the impacts of
climate change, along with growing energy demand, have generated significant interest in
renewable energy and positioned Indigenous lands at the forefront of production. Legally, court
cases and new laws recognizing the rights of Indigenous peoples have pushed state governments
and companies to consult Indigenous peoples on energy development and share the revenues of
these activities.

Nowhere in Canada are these trends more evident than in the province of British

Columbia. In the early 2000s, the provincial government began to radically change the provision



of electricity in BC by restructuring the public utility, BC Hydro, and encouraging private
renewable energy developments. This trend was later extended and reframed as part of the
government’s newly-instituted climate change mitigation policies (Cohen & Calvert, 2012;
Dusyk, 2016). The shift to privately-owned generation proved controversial for several reasons,
not least because it sparked a rapid expansion of independent power production on Indigenous
lands, particularly run of river hydro projects (Calvert, 2007). Over time, and with much effort,
First Nations began to participate in and ultimately benefit from many of these projects.
Leveraging landmark court decisions affirming Aboriginal rights and title, they not only sought
compensation for developments on their territories but they also initiated their own. However,
just as First Nations increased their investment in renewable energy projects, the government
reaffirmed the province’s commitment to public power generation for at least another decade and
withdrew their commitment to purchase private power. It is not yet known whether the
provincial government will allow the public utility to once again procure power from
independent sources but the rollback is already impacting First Nations with energy aspirations.
This unfortunate trajectory raises critical questions about how energy transitions can be
better structured to serve the interests of Indigenous peoples. On the one hand, there is a
tremendous amount of positive rhetoric around Indigenous renewable energy projects with
support from all corners. On the other hand, there are currently very few opportunities for
Indigenous power proponents in BC to sell electricity to the grid. The growing number of First
Nations who hope to build both commercial and community-scale projects are encountering
plenty of symbolic encouragement but few tangible ways to realize their goals. How are those
interested in Indigenous power production to make sense of the rapid decline of power

procurement programs? What is the best way to understand the contradiction between professed



support and actual opportunity? The emerging notion of energy justice offers a potential

analytical framework through which to explore this problem.

Exploring Energy Justice

Energy justice is a new area of research but recent scholarship in this area has
nonetheless demonstrated relevance to the study of Indigenous renewable energy projects. In this
section, I review energy justice from the perspective of three scholars: Benjamin Sovacool,
Shalanda Baker, and Maryam Rezaei. This review is not meant as a comprehensive overview of
energy justice but rather an introduction to the works of scholars who have connected energy
justice to Indigenous worldviews and experiences. I consider how these scholarly insights might
contribute to an analysis of the problem identified above and help guide research into this topic. I
argue that energy justice can be used to understand both the overall importance of renewable
energy projects to First Nations as well as the current concerns of Indigenous power proponents
in BC.

Benjamin Sovacool is among the most prominent scholars of energy justice, having
theorized this term across several works. Two of his recent publications provide a foundational
understanding of the field. Arguing that scholarly studies of energy have largely ignored the
ethical dimensions of energy production, distribution, and consumption, Sovacool and Dworkin
(2015) set out to demonstrate the value and importance of integrating justice into these
conversations. As some of the first to comprehensively explore the meaning and implications of
energy justice, they offer a very broad approach, characterizing energy justice as a conceptual

tool, analytical tool, and decision-making tool.



Sovacool and Dworkin (2015) define the concept of energy justice as “a global energy
system that fairly disseminates both the benefits and costs of energy services, and one that has
representative and impartial decision-making” (p. 436). As a conceptual tool, energy justice
integrates both distributive and procedural notions of justice, providing philosophers and
ethicists with a way to consider these distinct ideas together. Sovacool and Dworkin note that
their concept of energy justice mirrors recent scholarship on environmental justice. Drawing
especially from the work of Gordon Walker (2012), they contend that energy justice involves the
following key elements:

* Costs, or how the hazards and externalities of the energy system are imposed on

communities unequally, of the poor and marginalized

* Benefits, or how access to modern energy systems and services are highly uneven

* Procedures, or how many energy projects proceed with exclusionary forms of decision-

making that lack due process and representation (Sovacool and Dworkin, 2015, p. 437).

As an analytical tool, Sovacool and Dworkin argue that energy justice is useful in
transforming how energy problems are explained. Using eight distinct energy problems, they
demonstrate how such technical and economic matters can be reframed as justice themes. The
result is a relatively diverse set of concepts, influences, applications, injustices and solutions. To
avoid the philosophical conflicts that arise from these many conceptions of justice, they present a
set of principles to guide decision-making. Their energy justice framework suggests that energy
decisions ought to promote: 1) availability 2) affordability 3) due process 4) good governance 5)
sustainability 6) intergenerational equity 7) intragenerational equity, and 8) responsibility.
Sovacool and Dworkin contend that a synthetic framework of this kind - one that incorporates

many aspects of justice - is necessary because distributive and procedural notions of justice are



interrelated, as are energy injustices. As I review next, Sovacool espouses an even broader
approach in later works, recognizing that energy justice could be made much more inclusive.

Sovacool, Burke, Baker, Kotikalapudi, & Wlokas (2017) critique Sovacool and
Dworkin’s (2015) treatment of energy justice, noting the reliance on western theorists and
anthropocentric concepts. They identify ways to strengthen energy justice theory as well as
tensions and opportunities for energy justice in practice. With regards to theory, they propose a
deeper engagement with non-western and non-human-centered theories of ethics and justice. As
part of this exploration, they highlight a few Indigenous perspectives, briefly exploring the
relevance of Nuu-chah-nulth and Haudenosaunee traditions to energy justice. It is not clear,
however, whether these theories compliment or contradict those more commonly employed in
the literature so they suggest this area as a topic for further research. With regards to energy
justice in practice, Sovacool et al. suggest modifying Sovacool and Dworkin’s (2015) decision-
making framework with two additional principles: resistance and intersectionality. They credit
non-Western theorists for identifying the urgency of resisting injustices and recognizing the ways
in which energy justice is intertwined with other social issues. This updated framework thus
demands active and deliberate opposition to unjust energy projects as well as consideration
around how energy injustices occur at the intersection of multiple forms of marginality.'

Baker examines energy justice in the context of energy reforms in Mexico, where the
state is simultaneously introducing historical climate change legislation and paving the way for
private developers to exploit the country’s untapped oil and gas reserves. Rather than debate the
merits of public vs. private power, Baker recasts the reforms as an opportunity to promote

community-led energy projects among those who have been disproportionately impacted by

' Sovacool et al. (2017) focus on gender but also acknowledge marginality arising from race,
nationality, caste, religion, and class.



energy developments. She draws from research with Indigenous communities in Oaxaca to
argue that Mexico’s energy reforms could increase community participation in the renewable
energy sector. Employing the concept of energy justice, Baker identifies the ways in which the
reforms currently render Indigenous communities vulnerable and how they can be remedied.

Baker defines energy justice as the combination of three areas of law: climate justice,
environmental justice, and energy democracy. Climate justice, she explains, is the understanding
that low-income communities and developing states disproportionately shoulder the impacts of
climate change even though they are largely not responsible for its creation. Therefore, a critical
component of energy justice, based on climate justice, is ensuring that energy developments do
not increase vulnerability to climate change but rather enhance resilience among those most
marginalized. Baker then describes environmental justice, characterizing the field’s primary
theme as a concern for the ways in which low-income and rural communities are burdened by
development. Energy justice, informed by environmental justice, means preventing the damage
associated with new energy developments as well as repairing harm from ongoing or past
developments. Baker notes the potential for environmental impacts from renewable energy
projects as well as carbon-intensive energy projects. Lastly, Baker includes energy democracy in
her definition of energy justice. To her, this means allowing communities to make choices about
the energy they consume, including the type and its distribution. She notes that energy
democracy involves both procedural and distributional aspects of justice as it implies both the
opportunity to participate in procedures involved in making energy decisions as well as a fair
distribution of benefits.

According to Baker, combining climate justice, environmental justice, and energy

democracy gives rise to a set of requirements: Just energy developments must be clean, pose



little impact on burdened and vulnerable communities, and provide both procedural and
substantive benefits to communities. Baker applies this set of requirements to Mexico,
identifying opportunities within the country's legal framework to support community-scale
developments that respect Indigenous rights and land tenure systems. Baker concludes that if
energy justice were systematically incorporated into Mexico’s energy reforms, it could disrupt
centralized energy generation and offer unprecedented opportunities for community-led
renewable energy projects. Such projects would increase climate change resiliency among
Indigenous communities and assist them in meeting their energy needs.

Rezaei (2017) explores the concept of energy justice in relation to how energy poverty is
experienced by First Nations in BC. She does not attempt to define energy justice per se but
contemplates its meaning as she develops a theoretical framework with which to analyze to
energy poverty. She argues that a justice-based framework is helpful in both describing the
experience of energy poverty as well as what can be done to address it. To develop the
framework, she first draws from foundational theories of justice, summarizing three main
categories: distributional / recognition-based notions of justice, procedural justice, and
restorative justice. She then turns to literature on Indigenous self-determination, environmental
justice, and energy justice. The result of all this theorizing is a highly adaptable framework with
several key contributions to the emerging field of energy justice.

First, Rezaei argues that there is no need to agree upon a particular definition of justice in
order to invoke the concept. Following in the footsteps of justice theorist Iris Marion Young,
Rezaei explains that when people make claims about justice or injustice, they are suggesting that
they have obligations to one another. Regardless of whether they can agree on the exact nature of

these obligations, such claims presume a politics of togetherness, which is to say, mutual



10

responsibility. Rezaei writes, “the exact shape of that responsibility depends on the specific
notion of justice invoked, but this vague notion of responsibility is at the heart of my invocations
of justice” (Rezaei, 2017, p.19). This position, that particular notions of justice are secondary to
the acknowledgement of mutual obligation, allows Rezaei to pull from diverse views on justice
while creating a framework that is sensitive to Indigenous critiques of justice.

Rezaei’s second contribution to energy justice is the way in which she integrates various
perspectives on Indigenous self-determination. In particular, she applies the work of Indigenous
resurgence scholars to critically analyze recognition-based notions of justice and put forward a
decolonial interpretation of energy justice. Recognition-based notions of justice are generally
based on the idea that some people are not afforded the same respect or recognition as others and
this lack of recognition leads to the unfair distribution of social goods and bads. Justice theorists
of this ilk often emphasize the institutional and structural nature of injustice and thus suggest that
institutions must change their practices. This body of work, although largely focused on
remedying systemic oppression, also tends to prioritize recognition from the state. As Rezaei
points out, many Indigenous scholars have rigorously rejected the politics of recognition due the
way they uphold colonialism. Among the proposed alternatives to state-recognition are acts of
self-recognition. Referencing the works of Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Glen Coulthard,
Taiaiake Alfred, and Jeff Corntassel, among others, she notes that acts of self-recognition
involve honouring relationships to land, which are both kin and place-based. In order for
Indigenous communities to engage in acts of self-recognition and to fulfill the obligations
underpinning their relationships, they require access to their homelands and the ability to govern
themselves. Rezaei concludes that, "work on (energy) justice in settler colonial contexts like

Canada must, therefore, engage with the ways in which relationships with the land are
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commoditized to create (energy) resources" (p.30). Rezaei specifically calls out the extractive
nature of centralized energy planning paradigms, arguing that resistance to these processes is
itself a critical component of energy justice. Resistance may involve halting capitalist colonial
projects as well as investing in alternative energy systems that promote Indigenous self-
determination. By integrating the work of Indigenous resurgence scholars, Rezaei offers a
particularly nuanced treatment of energy justice.

Lastly, Rezaei provides a simple approach for making justice claims by adapting a
framework that has been used to analyze environmental justice concerns. Borrowing from
Walker (2012), Rezaei outlines three components to a justice claim: “a) a description of an
inequality b) a discussion of why this inequality matters (how those who experience it are
affected by it) and c) an analysis of how it has and/or continues to come about” (2017, p.31). In
order to make a justice claim actionable, she then proposes a fourth element. Inspired by notions
of restorative justice that emphasize repairing harm, the fourth element is an analysis of what can
be done to address the injustice.

In addition to describing what a justice claim entails, Rezaei also discusses the need for a
community of adjudicators. She notes that to talk of injustice is to appeal to a transcendental
notion of community, one that acknowledges some connection between us all. Making a claim to
justice therefore creates a “community composed of those who contend an injustice has occurred
to them, and those who are deemed to be responsible (either directly, or through some notion of
political togetherness) for rectifying an injustice” (p.30). For Rezaei, whose work focuses on
energy access among First Nations in BC, this adjudicating community necessarily involves First

Nations as well as settlers. Applying the notion of togetherness, Rezaei contends that settlers
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have political responsibilities towards Indigenous peoples as well as specific responsibilities

towards settler governments.

Applying Energy Justice

The above review of scholarly work by Benjamin Sovacool, Shalanda Baker, and
Maryam Rezaei demonstrates promising connections between energy justice and the study of
Indigenous renewable energy projects. All of these analyses are somewhat helpful in
understanding the current reality of Indigenous power production in BC (i.e. declining power
procurement opportunities) but it is worth examining their contributions and limitations in more
depth to see how exactly they might be applied to the problem in question.

Sovacool and Dworkin (2015) spark a much-needed academic conversation about energy
justice by combining a remarkable number of justice theories. As such, they offer novel
analytical and decision-making tools to those who wish to study and practice energy justice.
However, even with the added emphasis on Indigenous ethics by Sovacool et al. (2017),
Benjamin Sovacool’s overall approach to energy justice does not offer much guidance around
researching Indigenous renewable energy projects in a colonial context like BC. Adding
resistance and intersectionality to the decision-making framework provides some direction but
these principles are not well developed. His work, therefore, highlights the need to investigate
the relationship between resistance and energy justice in the context of Indigenous renewable
energy projects in BC.

Baker (2016) provides a clear and compelling definition of energy justice and applies it a
way that is highly relevant to the study of Indigenous renewable energy projects in BC. Baker
wields climate justice, environmental justice, and energy democracy to analyze the implications

of Mexican energy reforms for Indigenous peoples. By demonstrating how energy privatization
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might be leveraged to strengthen Indigenous participation in the renewable energy sector, Baker
provides an example of how to analyze the policy conditions that facilitated and now constrain
Indigenous power proponents in BC. While Baker’s legal approach to energy justice is clearly
useful for policy analysis, this approach also has its limitations. Focusing on the role of state
leads Baker to situate energy justice within the politics of recognition. Unlike Rezaei (2017), she
does not engage with Indigenous critiques of recognition-based notions of justice. Although she
references Indigenous traditions to describe the potential of community-led development, her
vision of energy justice is narrower. For instance, Baker identifies climate change resiliency and
increased access to energy as the primary outcomes of just energy development. Integrating
reflections on Indigenous self-determination, and the larger conceptions of justice contained
therein, would deepen Baker’s notion of energy justice and broaden its relevance to
understanding energy aspirations among First Nations in BC.

Rezaei’s (2017) examination of energy poverty among First Nations in BC offers a
nuanced exploration of energy justice as well as a useful framework with which to analyze
injustices in colonial contexts. Rezaei’s understanding of energy justice is exceptional in that it
acknowledges Indigenous critiques of recognition-based notions of justice. Although the other
scholars described above certainly include Indigenous perspectives, only Rezaei outlines the
implications for energy justice, namely that it must examine with the way relationships to land
are commoditized. Like Baker (2016), she points a finger at centralized energy systems and like
Sovacool et al. (2017), she identifies resistance as a critical component of energy justice.
Interestingly, however, she is able to connect these concepts by drawing upon previous work on
renewable energy projects in remote Indigenous communities (Rezaei & Dowlatabadi, 2015).

For Rezaei, energy justice does not simply entail resistance to the centralized energy-planning



14

paradigm but also involves creating alternative energy developments in keeping with visions of
Indigenous self-determination. Rezaei considers Indigenous renewable energy projects as an
important form of energy justice and this interpretation is very helpful to understanding
Indigenous power production in BC. In addition to theory, Rezaei offers a straightforward way to
analyze injustices by adapting Walker’s (2012) framework for environmental justice claims. One
of the benefits of this framework, beyond its simplicity, is that it seeks to understand what
injustice feels like to those experiencing it. Rather than employing a set of pre-determined
principles that have largely been developed and applied without Indigenous peoples in mind,
Rezaei takes an inquisitive approach that is more appropriate to the study of power production
among First Nations.

As mentioned, all of the above scholars offer interesting insights into energy justice that
can help guide research into Indigenous power production in BC. Like Rezaei, who follows
philosopher, Iris Marion Young, I do not think it is necessary to choose one conceptualization of
energy justice over another. However, given the nuance and contextual relevance of Rezaei's
work, I am inclined to apply both her perspective on energy justice as well as her framework for
analyzing justice claims. What would this look like in the context of the problem I outlined at the
beginning? In BC, there are very few opportunities for First Nations to develop sizeable
renewable energy project because the state is no longer interested in purchasing this electricity.
Recalling Rezaei’s conclusion that renewable energy projects can be a form of energy justice for
some First Nations, I believe the framework can be used to support the following claim: since
Indigenous renewable energy projects attempt to remedy injustice, impeding these projects or
removing the conditions that enable them, is unjust. However, to make this claim and use the

framework as Rezaei does (which is to describe the inequality, why this inequality is unjust, how
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it came to be, and what can be done about it), it is necessary to first describe Indigenous
renewable energy projects, why they matter, and how they came to be. The framework is thus a
helpful way to organize this research as well as make a justice claim. I begin by applying it to the
current research context, examining how scholars have described Indigenous renewable energy

projects in Canada and why they believe these projects matter.

Literature Review

What is happening?

Research into Indigenous renewable energy projects in Canada is relatively new, with
almost all material on the topic emerging within the last decade. Until recently, most of the
information on Indigenous renewable energy projects was contained in reports and toolkits
(Campbell, 2011; Henderson, 2013; Lipp & Bale, 2018; Sayers, 2015a; TREC Renewable
Energy Co-operative & Chiefs of Ontario, 2016). This grey literature largely contains
recommendations for policy makers and Indigenous communities. While these documents are
helpful guides for those in need, they are not meant to describe or assess the implications of a
national phenomenon. Several new works, mostly scholarly, now offer a clearer picture of
Indigenous involvement in renewable energy projects across the country.

Krupa (2012) argues that Indigenous peoples in Canada are well positioned to benefit
from the rising demand for renewable energy but face several barriers. He remarks that grid-
connected First Nations are involved in renewable energy projects but does not provide any
details regarding the scope or nature of this involvement. Recent survey findings (Henderson &
Sanders, 2018; Lowan-Trudeau, 2017) have attempted to fill this gap by detailing the number of
projects with Indigenous involvement as well as their technology, capacity, and location.

Although not an academic undertaking, Henderson & Sanders (2018) provide the most detail into
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Indigenous renewable energy in Canada. They identify 152 medium-large scale projects across
the country, the majority (52%) of which are located in British Columbia.” Their survey defines
Indigenous participation quite broadly, including either:
Indigenous ownership; a memorandum of understanding with economic benefits; royalty
agreements; evidence of Indigenous financing; revenue sharing agreements; lease
agreements; Impact Benefit Agreements (IBAs); and/or partnership agreements (p.7).
Henderson and Sanders do not identify the number of projects owned by Indigenous peoples but
note that when Indigenous ownership occurs, it is usually around 25% per project. Lowan-
Trudeau (2017) identifies 311 renewable energy projects (in various stages of development)
across 194 Indigenous communities. Rather than describing what this participation entails, he
notes some general trends. Observing, for instance, that many Indigenous power proponents are
partnering with private developers as they move their projects into development, he raises critical
questions about the implications of these arrangements for rights, profits, and ownership.
Karanasios & Parker (2018) also attempt to quantify Indigenous participation in
renewable energy projects but focus on remote Indigenous communities that rely on diesel for
electricity generation. Based on data from 133 communities, they identify 71 renewable energy
projects developed between 1980 and 2016. Unlike Henderson and Sanderson’s findings, these
findings do not necessarily represent operational projects or projects with Indigenous
involvement, only attempts to deploy renewable energy technologies in places where Indigenous
peoples reside. The real objective of their work is to analyze what drives renewable energy
uptake. Examining governance processes using a multi-layered approach, they note a distinct
shift from utility-led generation to community-led generation around the year 2000. Karanasios

and Parker conclude that, “remote indigenous communities now reject the role of passive

? They define medium-large scale projects as those that generate over 1 MW of electricity, enough
to supply roughly 400-500 homes.
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recipients of technologies promoted by non-aboriginal interests. Instead, active participation in
transforming electrical systems is sought...” p. (169).

The above findings support what anecdotal and media accounts have reported for a while:
Indigenous peoples across Canada are interested and involved in renewable energy projects. The
findings also demonstrate the potential for more Indigenous involvement, both in terms of the
number of projects in which Indigenous peoples are involved as well as the depth of their
participation. However, the literature on Indigenous renewable energy projects has yet to explore
what active engagement might entail, and what its implications might be. There is a need for
more information about Indigenous leadership in this area, including what it means for projects
to be Indigenous-driven and the significance of ownership in this regard.

In addition to the national perspectives mentioned above, there is also new scholarship on
Indigenous renewable energy projects within specific regions. A fair amount of research has
been done on Indigenous renewable energy projects in northern Canada compared to the rest of
Canada (see for example: Cherniak, Dufresne, Keyte, Mallett, & Schott, 2015; Das & Canizares,
2016; InterGroup Consultants of Winnipeg, 2017; Lovekin & Dronkers, 2016; Navigant
Consulting Ltd., 2017; Standing Senate Committee on Energy, the Environment, and Natural
Resources, 2015; Touchette, Gass, & Echevarria, 2017). This research tends to focus on
improving the technical and financial viability of renewable energy projects given the difficulty
and expense of building in arctic and sub-arctic conditions. Apart from the North, the majority of
scholarly studies about Indigenous renewable energy projects are based in BC and Ontario. The
relatively large number of Indigenous renewable energy projects in these regions has allowed
researchers to produce case studies of particular projects in addition to examining the conditions

that foster renewable energy developments. Reviewing the literature in BC, however, reveals a
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preoccupation with off-grid communities, which is curious given that most First Nations in the
province are connected to the grid.

Inglis (2012) examines barriers to renewable energy development in seven remote
Indigenous communities as part of a master’s in public policy. She proposes changes to BC
Hydro’s Remote Community Electrification (RCE) program to increase access to renewable
energy options. Similarly, Kennedy (2017) explores barriers to reducing diesel reliance through
renewable energy and energy efficiency. Based on interviews with First Nations as well as
representatives from the private, public, and non-profits sectors, Kennedy proposes four policy
solutions meant to mitigate challenges across remote Indigenous communities. Karanasios and
Parker (2016) provide a more general overview of energy provision in BC’s 23 remote
Indigenous communities, describing current electricity systems, past renewable energy projects,
and potential resource development. They also highlight the influence of provincial energy
policies, noting the role of certain targets and programs in promoting the development of local
hydro, solar, and biomass projects. Relatedly, Rezaei and Dowlatabadi (2015) discuss BC
Hydro’s RCE program as a way of critiquing colonial narratives around Indigenous renewable
energy projects - an important perspective which I revisit later. Apart from Rezaei and
Dowlatabadi (2015), the above works suggest that mitigating the negative impacts of diesel is the
main reason off-grid Indigenous communities are developing renewable energy projects. Given
that grid-connected First Nations do not rely on diesel for electricity generation, there is a need
to better understand what motivates them to pursue renewable energy.

There are a few case studies that focus on grid-connected renewable energy projects, but
they are limited to the experiences of three First Nations. Ozog (2012) examines a renewable

energy mentorship between T’Sou-Ke First Nation and Skidegate Band Council and outlines the
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factors that contributed to the success of the partnership. Bhattacharya (2017) also focuses on

T’Sou-Ke First Nation, documenting their involvement in solar energy and energy conservation.
Lastly, Rodman (2013) examines community reactions to four proposed wind projects on
Gixaala First Nation. While individually interesting, these studies are not designed to convey
information about the overall scope of involvement in renewable energy among grid-connected
First Nations. In order to explore the relationship between Indigenous renewable energy projects
and energy justice in BC, more information is needed about how grid-connected First Nations
are participating in the renewable energy sector. Additionally, there is a need to examine how
BC energy politics affect this involvement so as to assess how Indigenous peoples might be
better supported in their pursuits. The above research on off-grid Indigenous communities
(Inglis, 2012; Karanasios & Parker, 2016; Kennedy, 2017; Rezaei & Dowlatabadi, 2015) reviews
energy policies related to the uptake of renewable energy technologies® but the same has not

been done for First Nations hoping to sell electricity to the grid.*

Why does it matter?

In addition to describing the nature and scope of Indigenous involvement in the
renewable energy sector, scholars are also discussing why this involvement matters.
In doing so, the literature on Indigenous renewable energy projects, much like the literature on
renewable energy more broadly, is shifting beyond a technoeconomic focus to include social and
political concerns. As mentioned, a fair amount of research on Indigenous renewable energy

projects focuses on increasing the technical and financial viability of renewable energy projects

* The research primarily notes the shortcomings of specific programs. Karanasios & Parker (2016)
summarize a broad range of energy policies but do not assess the implications of these policies.

* Only Rodman examines provincial energy politics, exploring uncertainty within BC’s renewable
energy industry and the implications for First Nations with energy aspirations.
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(see Arriaga, Canizares, & Kazerani, 2013; McLaughlin, McDonald, Nguyan, & Pearce, 2010;

Thompson & Duggirala, 2009; Weis, Ilinca, & Pinard, 2008). These early studies, largely based
on remote areas, tend to frame the benefits of renewable energy in economic and environmental
terms. Most researchers rationalize their work by referencing the urgent need to displace diesel-
based electricity generation, arguing that renewables can help address energy poverty, improve
health outcomes, and decrease GHG emissions. This emphasis is shifting as a new generation of
scholars examines what Indigenous peoples have to say about renewable energy projects.
Rezaei & Dowlatabadi (2015) critique academics and policy makers for characterizing
remote Indigenous communities as “low-hanging fruit” in the move towards sustainable energy
systems. They argue that the typical rationales given for integrating renewables in community
energy systems (i.e. the financial, social, and environmental impacts of diesel) obscure
Indigenous interests in renewable energy. Accordingly, they seek to understand 1) what
Indigenous communities want from these projects and 2) the ways in which these visions
contrast with those of colonial governments. Rezaei and Dowlatabadi find some overlap in
motivations but note that Indigenous communities primarily view renewable energy projects as
means to increase self-sufficiency. Similarly, Jaffar (2015) analyzes different visions for a
sustainable energy transition in Canada by comparing the perspectives of environmental groups
with the “Aboriginal Power Sphere” i.e. those involved in Indigenous renewable energy
developments. She finds that environmental groups emphasize economic growth while the
Aboriginal Power Sphere connects renewable energy projects to sovereignty. The works of
Jaffar and Rezaei and Dowlatabadi not only highlight the importance of centering Indigenous
narratives in examining Indigenous renewable energy projects but also point to an emerging

discussion about the significance of these projects.
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A number of scholars are beginning to characterize the transformative potential of Indigenous
renewable energy projects. Despite their engagement with different literatures, they are using
similar terms to describe the meaning of renewable energy projects to Indigenous peoples
including: independence, autonomy, sovereignty, self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and self-
determination. As mentioned, Rezaei and Dowlatabadi (2015) find that remote Indigenous
communities are interested in renewable energy projects as opportunities to achieve self-
sufficiency but self-sufficiency is a layered concept with both material and political implications.
Materially, renewable energy projects can promote self-sufficiency by displacing diesel and
increasing reliance on locally available resources. Politically, self-sufficiency is an expression of
self-determination. Rezaei and Dowlatabadi identify several ways in which community
renewable energy projects are tied to the pursuit of self-determination including reducing
dependence on colonial institutions through economic development, promoting the development
of intangibles such as pride and community empowerment, and correcting the historic injustices
of colonialism by returning resource decisions to the community. Renewable energy projects are
thus considered part of larger decolonization efforts, in which relationships to land are restored.
Rezaei and Dowlatabadi emphasize that such projects are not valued for their economic benefits
alone but rather their potential to disrupt capitalist-colonial systems.

Likewise, Jaffar (2015) observes that those in the Aboriginal Power Sphere, namely
Indigenous power proponents and non-Indigenous energy consultants, generally view renewable
energy projects as way of increasing Indigenous sovereignty and well being. She identifies two
prominent narratives associated with sovereignty: 1) asserting independence and 2) honouring
traditional values. Within the independence narrative, Jaffar highlights that renewable energy

projects are appealing because they offer revenue-generating opportunities. Most importantly,
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this revenue can be used to reduce dependency on colonial institutions and create economic self-
sufficiency through reinvestment in other initiatives. Jaffar also highlights the way in which such
undertakings promote pride, especially where ownership is involved. Within the narrative about
honouring traditional values, Jaffar discusses how renewable energy projects enable Indigenous
communities to uphold their responsibility to act as environmental stewards and sustain
horizontal governance structures. She notes that many Indigenous power proponents see
renewable energy as compatible with traditional ways of being on the land and as forms of
resistance to harmful energy developments.

Lowan-Trudeau (2017) also addresses the topic stewardship but warns against overly
romanticized views of Indigenous environmental traditions, believing that such views can lead a
false binary between protecting Indigenous sovereignty and participating in contemporary
developments. Using Kevin Bruyneel’s notion of “Third Space,” Lowan-Trudeau argues that
Indigenous renewable energy project are neither traditional, nor contemporary. Instead they
occupy a space that is both within and outside established political systems. Consequently, he
views these projects as “a potential source of political and economic sovereignty” and “a
reclamation of land and environmental rights” (p. 602). Using different language but referencing
similar ideas, Keyte (2015) finds that autonomy and self-reliance are critical factors in the energy
decisions of northern Indigenous communities. He notes that these qualities are related to well
being, pride in place, and enhanced resilience. Bargh (2010) also notes the importance of pride as
both a motivation and outcome of Indigenous renewable energy projects in Canada and
elsewhere. Even Rodman (2013), who documents negative associations to proposed wind

turbines among members of Gixaala First Nation, acknowledges that these projects could
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provide meaningful opportunities if conceptualized and implemented by the community rather
than outside developers.

The above works demonstrate that there is a fair amount of conceptual overlap in how
scholars are describing the transformative potential of Indigenous renewable energy projects.
What is missing in the above discussion, however, is an exploration of outcomes, not just
motivations or potentials. By emphasizing how Indigenous visio