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Hydro: The Decline and 

Fall of Ontario’s Electric 

Empire looks at the past 
to answer the question:

How do we keep the 
lights on without frying 
the planet?

Short answer: Use less 
energy and use what we 
do truly need more 
creatively, working with 
and within, rather than 
against, nature. 



Choosing our Path

The decisions we make today will 
shaper our electricity system for 
the next 25 years. 

Coal is being phased out and the 
options on the table are to 
continue down the nuclear path, 
or to go green.

This is not simply a technical 
decision. The energy path we 
choose will have profound 
political, social and ecological 
implications. 



Thesis of TEA’s OPA submission: 
No one wants electricity!

• It is a mistake to think of electricity as a commodity or 
as a fuel (Walt Patterson).

• We want energy services:
– light, comfortable homes and workplaces, safe storage & 

preparation of food, motive power, information handling.

• The best way to meet these needs:
– Efficient use of energy;

– Infrastructural energy (small-scale, decentralized, local 
systems that rely on flows of renewable energy rather than 
fossil or nuclear fuels).

• Challenge: intellectual inertia and vested interests 
within existing hub-and-spoke system.

See full report at www.torontoenvironment.org/node/282



The Green Alternative

1. Use the energy we truly need as efficiently as 
possible, while living within democratically-
determined social and ecological limits.

2. Get this energy from sources that are:
o renewable

o diverse

o smaller-scale, local systems 

o used to do what they do best.

3. The intelligent use of fossil fuels (e.g. natural 
gas) for a transition. 

4. Address energy poverty by ensuring universal 
access to adequate, safe energy.



System Planning 1977 – 2005

System planners have overestimated demand growth 
and assumed that the hub-and-spoke model is the 
only possible option to meet an economy-determined 
level of demand.

Key enviro message to Ontario Power Authority & 
Ontario government:

1. Plan to meet needs, not to deliver kilowatts: 
• electricity consumption has been ‘decoupled’

from economic growth.
2. Efficiency works, so don’t be stampeded into new 

construction.
• Greens have better record of predicting future 

demand than old-style system planners.



Actual versus Predicted Peak Demand in Ontario, 1977 – 1992
(Source: Ontario Hydro Annual Reports and Ontario Hydro Statistical Yearbooks)
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Ontario Hydro 1989 Demand-Supply Plan:
Actual vs. Predicted Consumption (1989 - 2003)
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Predicting the Future: 
The 21st century version

• Taskforce established by Ernie Eves says demand 
will grow at 1.1% / year.
– Yet demand has only grown at 0.7% / year since 1989, 

without any serious attempt to reduce consumption.

• Conservation can only slow rate of growth (to 
0.5%).
– McGuinty government has scaled back conservation 

commitment from reducing demand by 5% by 2007 to 
slowing rate of growth of peak demand.

• Green power is nice window-dressing, but real men 
build nukes (and really want to keep coal).

• But… taskforce was dominated by energy industry, 
which doesn’t make a lot of money by not selling 
you something.



What Could We do if we Tried?: Power for the Future
(2004 report by Pembina Institute & Canadian Environmental Law Association)

• Pembina and CELA used CIMS computer model to 
show how existing technology could reduce grid 
electricity demand by 40% relative to business-as-
usual projections by 2020.

• $18 billion investment in efficiency, fuel switching 
and co-generation required over next 15 years, but 
95% of this would be recovered by energy 
consumers through energy cost savings.

• Providing the same amount of electricity that 
could be saved by these investments through the 
construction of new nuclear generating facilities 
would cost more than $32 billion.



Proposed System Mix in Power for the Future
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“To survive in the world we have transformed, we 

must learn to think in a new way. As never before, 

the future of each depends on the good of all.”
Statement of 100 Nobel Laureates on climate change and global peace

Oslo, December 2001


