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Using wind and sunlight to generate electricity is controversial. Advocates urge increased reliance on
these variable renewable energy (VRE) sources because they are seen as a low-cost way of mitigating a
looming climate-change crisis. Critics take the opposite stance, claiming wind and solar power are costly,
and the environmental benefits negligible at best. Some Canadian provinces have gone to considerable
lengths to encourage adoption of these technologies, but the results have been mixed.
This study shows that both positions contain elements of
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primarily in the financial burden that results from efforts to

users and taxpayers. Higher utility rates for businesses and

increase electricity generating capacity using VRE sources.

households and higher taxes and cutbacks to public services

This includes the costs wind and solar power impose on the

dampen economic activity and reduce living standards.
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(for example, natural-gas-powered turbines) that would not

bad thing. Prince Edward Island has successfully integrated a

otherwise be incurred. The first part of this study examines

substantial amount of wind power into its electricity system

how electricity systems work in order to evaluate the con-
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tradictory claims made about VRE. Whether or not wind

operates several wind farms but the rest of the electricity sys-

and solar power are clean and cheap depends on how the
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and solar technologies can be quite different from the impact
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erating capacity in the Ontario electricity system backfired
badly, leading to soaring electricity rates for both consumers
and manufacturers. Between 2015 and 2019, the Alberta

The reality of renewable energy production is often
more complicated and costly than we imagine

government worked towards installing even more wind and
solar capacity than had proved politically and economically
unsustainable in Ontario, but the electorate allowed that
government only a single term in office.
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Canadian wind and solar energy policy shows that they led
to consequences consistent with those in other jurisdictions:
ramping up electricity production using these power sourc-
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es results in increased costs for taxpayers and consumers
when account is taken of the impact these technologies
have on the electricity system as a whole and, when done

The second part of the study shows how the system-wide

on any significant scale, generally negative and unnecessary

costs and benefits of adding wind and solar power to an

environmental consequences.

existing electricity system are affected by the policies of
provincial governments, the cost of electricity, the conventional generating assets already in place, and the structure
of the electricity system. Comparing experiences with VRE in
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different provinces illustrates the importance of these factors.
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Cross-Canada comparisons show that electricity utilities
themselves are usually best placed to determine whether or
not the system-wide cost of these technologies is justified.
Prior to 2015, Alberta demonstrated how a competitive
wholesale market for electricity determined the extent to
which wind and solar energy is economically feasible. Neither
is the involvement of provincial governments necessarily a
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