
A Pivotal Day Arrives 
The Final Report of the Citizens’ Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges went to Executive 
Committee of Edmonton City Council on April 15. This was the culmination of months of work by the Panelists, 
and years of work by ABCD (together with partners at the City of Edmonton and the Centre for Public 
Involvement). 

The Panel’s Final Report details recommendations that are insightful, extensive, and reflect their six days of 
wrestling with values, priorities, trade offs, and scientific complexity. There’s a description of the remarkable 
demographic and attitudinal diversity of the Panel (the result of a carefully considered recruitment process). And 
there’s a palpable sense of Edmontonians from all walks of life envisioning a positive energy future for the city.

 

Details of the Hearing 
Panelists and supporters came out in force for the public hearing on their Report. Seven Panelists spoke about 
their recommendations, calling on Council to extend successes with past environmental challenges (Edmonton 
is a leader in recycling, for example) to the urgent priority of energy transition. Councilors engaged respectfully 
with Panelists, but also probed at the Panel process and its impact on participants. 

Councilor Leibovici asked if the Panel had looked into costs and impacts of the proposed changes. Twilla Coates 
responded that the Panel had spent a lot of time on this, sometimes in heated debate. She noted the costs and 
benefits can become “a quagmire” but that Panelists wrestled with the issues and still mostly came together in 
their conclusions. Gerard McLellan pointed out that Panelists had “debated the term ‘costs’” because there can 
be huge costs in doing nothing, such as quality of life and perhaps our future economy. He concluded, “So 
there’s an investment, we felt, needed up front, which hopefully could pay dividends in the longer term.” 

Councilor Leibovici inquired how the Panelists would keep in touch with each other and stay involved, and this 
concern was echoed by a number of Councilors: one challenge going forward will be to keep citizen voices 
linked to each other and to the policy process as the detailed implementation plan is developed by Office of 
Environment.


Councilor Sohi wanted to know how Panelists themselves were changed by the process in terms of their 
individual actions and environmental footprints. Scott Hannah responded that the process had led him to “be 
smarter” about how he uses his vehicle, home energy use, and more. Twilla said that the Panel was a refresher 
on things she knew about personal environmental behaviors, but that inspiration came from learning about larger 
challenges the community is facing: on these, “you will see more of me!” Colleen Peterson has been reaching 
out to friends and family around Panel themes: “I learned some of the great things that the City of Edmonton has 
been doing to bring these things along, and that really impressed me. And I talked to other people and I told 
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them the things that you actually are doing now, and the things that they could probably do in the future if given 
the right incentives, opportunities, and … they’re willing. They really are.”


Gerard said, “I’ve been a tree planter while at university but I’ve never been a tree hugger.” He spoke to how 
work as a Panelist had changed his desire to live in a walkable neighborhood. He and his wife had been tempted 
to move to the suburbs with their kids, but his work on the Panel made him “reexamine and process this stuff 
more deeply,” to the point where they are now committed to remaining in an established neighborhood.


Councilor Henderson admired the Panel process—how Panelists had the benefit of information and research to 
orient themselves to the issue, and then the chance to learn from each other, in a tremendously diverse group. 
He appreciated the sense of determination that he saw in the room when he visited the Panel. He added: 
“Obviously it would be great to do that with all 830,000 citizens in the City of Edmonton and let them to go 
through that process, because it is a journey. But how can we manage—given that I absolutely believe that you 
guys ended up where those 830,000 people would end up if they had that process—but part of the challenge is 
how to allow the 830,000 to get to the same place you did, without all having to go through the way you did….” 
In response, Twilla suggested outreach and advertising that focuses on stories of positive change, with 
opportunities for citizens to support the City. Christine Tucker spoke to Panelists’ willingness to volunteer to be 
called on to support this work with the City, together with their friends and families. 

Henderson emphasized that this kind of ambassadorship by Panelists would be key. Councilor Iveson affirmed 
this: “there is an opportunity for you to be ambassadors, and think about your ability to bring your consensus out 
to other audiences in Edmonton.”


Iveson shared his view of the rationale for the Panel process:  
“One of the reasons why the Office of Environment, with some encouragement from me as the lead on the 
Environment Initiative, saw value in doing this was because after we passed the environmental strategic plan, 
Council had some feedback based on some of the public consultation at the time that showed that citizens 
weren’t really that sure where we should go with this, how serious these concerns were, and it kind of broke 
down to a third that thought, yeah, on energy and climate we need to take bold action, a third that think we’re 
doing enough or should even slow down, and a third that really aren’t sure. And so I think one of the intentions 
with this process was to try to reflect that diversity at the beginning but then rather than just a reaction to a 
telephone survey, where that’s your first reaction, give you an in-depth learning opportunity and more 
importantly, a chance to discuss with each other what to do about it and where to go from there. And what I’m 
hearing is that you were, despite a diversity of views, able to come to a consensus on this. And so my question 
isn’t directly about the consensus, it’s more about whether you would suggest that this is a good process for the 
City to use when we have that kind of divergence of opinion in our city on complex issues.” 

Scott replied: “I would say yes because what I’ve found in this process doing it myself is that there’s more than 
enough people willing to participate, and you get a good idea where the citizens stood by having a panel like 
this, and you can get some good, creative ideas out of it. All you have to do is ask. And so to answer your 
question: the Panel is a great idea for coming up with innovative ways for moving the city forward.” 

https://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/city_vision_and_strategic_plan/the-way-we-green.aspx


Councilor Leibovici added: “One of the things I found interesting was how many recommendations you had that 
really would require Provincial and in some cases federal will. Do any of you have comments about how any of 
you could have input into anything that the Province is doing? Or was that even brought up for discussion?” 
Twilla answered: “We did address some concerns about how much of the budget our City puts toward trying to 
interact with them but yeah, beyond that we discussed maybe doing letter writing campaigns and things of that 
nature…petitioning for certain actions to be taken.”


***


Check out the Executive’s Agenda (item 6.8) that links to video of the hearing including extended Q&A between 
Councilors and Administrators about how this policy process will move forward. Administration will be building 
on the Panel recommendations (and an expert Discussion Paper) to develop a costed energy transition plan for 
the City that will come back to Council in early 2014. Administration will need to do a lot of number crunching 
and cost/benefit analysis, and they plan to engage with stakeholder groups to assess the viability of different 
recommendations. Whether they engage further with citizens (or Panelists) is an open question, and we’ll be 
following up on it.

 

What’s Next? 
While Councilors expressed enthusiasm, overall, for the Panel process, they struck a much more cautious tone 
with Administration. There were repeated calls for Administration to come back with an Implementation Plan that 
Council can act on quickly, within its jurisdiction. This reflects a desire to act, which is encouraging. Councilors 
also asked repeatedly for a prioritized list of actions. Afterwards, some panelists expressed concern that these 
requests might reflect a desire to address a relatively small subset of a comprehensive set of recommendations. 
It’s unknown to what extent Councilors absorbed the Panel’s considered view that the City needs to exercise 
leadership not only by acting aggressively on energy transition within City jurisdiction but by using all the 
influence it can muster with other orders of government, especially around greening the provincial grid (coal fired 
power generation is responsible for the largest part of the City’s GHG footprint).


The months (and years) ahead will reveal what political weight the Panel and its recommendations are able to 
have with the City. The formal commitment from the City is via Administration: they will take the 
recommendations seriously; report to Panelists on which of their recommendations are adopted, which aren’t, 
and why; and ensure that the Panel Final Report travels to Council alongside the Energy Transition 
Implementation Plan that’s proposed.

 

My Thoughts 
One interesting reflection that I heard from a number of Panelists after the Hearing was that Council’s questions 
and deliberations were similar to Panelists’ own reactions on the first day or two of the Panel (i.e. uncertainty and 
some distrust on these general issues, questions about the extent of our responsibility compared to that of other 
players). Some panelists saw this as a challenge to better communicate the rigor of the process, while others 
were a little discouraged at the potential for their work to be watered down because of the restricted time 
Councilors have to focus on any one topic. This alongside energy and commitment from Panelists to continuing 
to have their voices heard.
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There is a lot of reflection and research on the Panel process to come. ABCD (together with partners and 
Panelists) will do its best to make the Panel’s recommendations a prominent and influential part of the political 
process ahead.


I am eager to hear perspectives from others on the hearing, and on where we’ve got to so far with the Citizens’ 
Panel on Edmonton’s Energy and Climate Challenges. Speaking personally, it feels fantastic to have reached the 
milestone of getting the Report to Council!
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