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Abstract 

In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) identified that the 

global target for climate change mitigation must be a limit of 1.5 ºC warming – a target that 

requires rapid reductions in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and a coordinated 

response from all levels of government. This research seeks to explore the roles of local 

government planners in this urgent transition, and what tools they can harness to reduce 

emissions in their communities. This research examines the experiences of local 

government planners and climate action staff across the province of British Columbia 

(BC), and reviews recently adopted Climate Action Plans from local government 

jurisdictions of varying sizes and regions in BC. While findings suggest that greater 

Provincial government action and support is needed to meet the IPCC’s target, the 

research also finds that planners play important role within their local governments’ climate 

change mitigation efforts, including collaboration, advocacy, engagement, policymaking, 

and policy implementation. 

 
Keywords:  Local government; British Columbia; climate change mitigation; climate 

action planning. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

British Columbia has been said to be “on the leading edge of a major wave of local 

innovation to address climate change in Canada” (Burch, Herbert & Robinson, 2014, p. 

2). This coastal province has been a leader in climate change mitigation in North America, 

implementing the first revenue-neutral carbon tax on the continent (Peet & Harrison, 

2012), and legislating numerous other policies targeted at reducing greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions and contributing to the global fight against climate change. While 

environmental legislation is enacted at the provincial level, local governments are at the 

forefront of implementing climate action in key sectors, such as land use and waste 

management. Within British Columbia (BC), local communities have a crucial role in 

climate change mitigation and adaptation as they often have direct authority over key 

sources of emissions (Dale et al., 2019, p. 2). Local government action is necessary to 

reduce the risks associated with climate change, such as increased wildfire hazards, and 

water shortages resulting from inconsistent precipitation (Province of British Columbia, 

2008).   

In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) identified that the global 

target for climate change mitigation must be a limit of 1.5 ºC warming – a target that will 

require a “sharp decline in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030” (IPCC, 2018a, p. vi). The 

IPCC notes that while this target “is possible within the laws of chemistry and physics,” 

meeting it will “require unprecedented transitions in all aspects of society” (IPCC, 2018a, 

p. v). This target supports the need for research that focuses primarily on strategies to 
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mitigate climate change. As climate change requires a coordinated response from all 

levels of government (Bednar, Raikes, & McBean, 2018, p. 44), greater research is 

needed to understand the roles played at the local government level within this global 

effort. 

I am interested in this topic as there appears to be a critical disconnect between the 

urgency of climate change as established by the IPCC and the limited climate action being 

taken at the local government level.1 Thus, this thesis will investigate the changing role of 

local government planners in BC with regard to climate change mitigation in light of the 

IPCC’s findings that urgent action must be taken over the next ten years and will analyse 

what policy tools are available to planners. Additionally, this research will explore the 

policy implications of declaring a climate emergency at the local government level, and 

how it can be used to leverage action. This is particularly important considering how 

planners’ roles in reducing causes of climate change and associated risks are not 

straightforward, and the contested nature of environmental regulation jurisdiction in British 

Columbia, such as the attempted plastic bag ban by the City of Victoria (Stacey, 2015, p. 

47; McElroy, 2019). Thus, my overarching research question is: what is the role of local 

government planners in climate change mitigation? 

As introduced above, this research will explicitly focus on climate change mitigation. This 

is sometimes described as a “siloed” approach as opposed to a more integrated analysis 

of both mitigation and adaptation, and much of the research in the climate change 

literature has shifted towards taking a broader “sustainability” approach (Burch et al., 

 
1 This is not to imply that other levels of government are adequately addressing climate change, 

rather that local government will be the focus given that this is the level of government where 
most planners in the province work (PIBC, 2019). 
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2015, p. 128). While in practice, integrating mitigation and adaptation into local 

government policy is crucial in order to limit future community vulnerability to climate 

change, there are important reasons why mitigation is the exclusive focus of this research.  

First, as described above, the next ten years is a key window of opportunity for climate 

change mitigation as identified by the IPCC in 2018. Essentially, the IPCC creates models 

that show how different rates of emissions reductions impact the level of future warming, 

and whether the planet goes into temperature “overshoot” (IPCC, 2018a). In this context, 

overshoot is the term used to describe how the global temperature may rise above a 

certain target (in this case, 1.5ºC) and then cool back down as emissions decrease due 

to coordinated action. Avoiding overshoot is an important goal as research predicts that 

each fraction of a degree of global warming will have significant global effects, which is 

why the 2018 report stressed aiming to limit warming to 1.5ºC instead of 2ºC (IPCC, 

2018a). Current modelling suggests that reducing emissions by approximately 45% from 

2010 levels by 2030, and then reaching net zero emissions by approximately 2050 is the 

best-case scenario to meet the 1.5ºC target and avoid or limit overshoot (IPCC, 2018a, p. 

12). It is important to note that there are other areas where society can overshoot planetary 

boundaries, but this thesis will focus primarily on temperature and its role in climate 

change (Smith et al., 2014; Stockholm Resilience Centre, n.d.) 

While one could easily point out that meeting this goal is highly unlikely given the rate of 

emissions reductions required, that does not mean that all aspects of society should not 

at least attempt to do their part to reach that goal given the risks to both human and non-

human life associated with overshoot, including local governments and the planning 

profession. Further, the IPCC notes that “each year we delay the start of emissions 

reductions, the window to reach zero emissions is reduced by approximately two years on 
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a pathway to remaining below 1.5ºC” (IPCC, 2018c, p. 8). Urgent implementation of 

greenhouse gas emissions reductions is crucial. That is not to say that after a decade has 

passed, change is fruitless and there is no point in attempting to make further emissions 

reductions – certainly not – all reductions in greenhouse gas emissions are valuable to 

reduce future harms, regardless of when they take place. Rather, the perspective taken in 

this research is that this time frame serves as a key window of opportunity for mitigation, 

specifically. The sooner action is taken, the less expensive it will be long-term, and the 

more effective those actions will be.  

The second reason why mitigation is the exclusive focus of this thesis is that by limiting 

the scope, more in-depth analysis of climate change mitigation can take place, providing 

key take-aways for planners regarding the actions available to them to reduce emissions 

in their communities. Thus, while in practice climate change mitigation and adaptation 

must both be implemented in local government, the scope of this research focuses 

specifically on mitigation so that its urgency and the practical tools explored are not diluted 

in a broader discussion of integrated sustainability goals. For example, new research is 

shifting towards an approach called “low carbon resiliency,” as seen in the 2020 Port 

Moody Climate Action Plan. This approach integrates mitigation and adaptation 

throughout “all levels of policy, planning, and practice” which is said to “align climate action 

goals and advance the transition toward a more energy efficient, resilient, and sustainable 

future” (Port Moody, 2020, p. 5). This research is not aiming to minimize the importance 

of integrating the two. Rather, the focused scope allows for a deeper understanding of 

mitigation tools available to planners as they incorporate them into their policy, planning, 

and practice.  
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The research involved in this thesis is highly applied and practical, gathering primary data 

from planning practitioners and analysing planning practice and its role in climate action 

as it exists today. As the research will be primarily exploratory, generating knowledge from 

a field where there are limited theoretical foundations, this thesis will not draw from or test 

a specific theory in order to reach conclusions. 

Methods Overview 

As noted above, this research is taking an applied approach. Its primary aim is to generate 

information that is useful to planners and adds nuance to the existing, but limited, local 

government climate change mitigation literature. 

The methods for this thesis include analysis of both secondary and primary sources, and 

will gather a mix of both qualitative and quantitative data. The secondary data will primarily 

be in the form of the literature review, but secondary data will also be used to support the 

review of the legal tools available to planners. While the focus of the research is the British 

Columbian context, the literature review will begin by making the case for climate action 

generally, provide an overview of the beginnings of climate action worldwide, and then 

narrow in scope to the emergence of climate action within British Columbia specifically. 

The bulk of the research will be analysis of primary sources. This will begin with a 

legislative analysis, meaning a review of the Local Government Act and other legislative 

documents that govern local governments in British Columbia to determine what tools are 

legally available to planners. This will be followed by an evaluation of eight local 

governments’ climate action plans to assess their level of detail, level of urgency, and will 

discuss feasibility. The components of these sections will be discussed in further detail in 

the methods section. Analysis of the legal context and local government plans will be 
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supplemented by a survey distributed to local government planners across the province, 

as well as interviews of those involved with implementing the eight climate action plans 

that were analyzed. The mixed-methodology approach undertaken will help provide a rich 

illustration of the historical context of climate action in BC, how it is currently taking place, 

and what are the opportunities and challenges are moving forward. 

The primary audience that is addressed through this thesis is local government planners 

in British Columbia. It is important to note that while the information may be useful for 

designated climate action planners or coordinators (these titles vary government to 

government), there are relatively few of these positions in government so far. While this 

field is growing, it does not negate the need for planners to have the tools to integrate 

climate action into their own practices, so this research seeks to provide information for 

local government planners that will be relevant and useful in a variety of workplace and 

community contexts. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

Initial Scientific Background and the Case for Climate Action 

Scholarship generally points to the work of Canadian scientist Guy Callendar as the first 

person to hypothesize that humans were causing climate changes (e.g., Anderson, 

Hawkins & Jones, 2016; Fleming, 2007; Hawkin & Jones, 2013). It was in the 1930s that 

Callendar posited that “the production of carbon dioxide by the combustion of fossil fuels 

was responsible for a large part of warming,” a theory that became known as the 

‘Callendar Effect’ (Hawkins & Jones, 2013, p. 1961). The implications with the 

determination that fossil fuel combustion is linked to warming is that it implicitly calls out 

human activities. This hypothesis drew ire from the scientific community at the time, who 

did not believe that humans could have such an effect (Hawkins & Jones, 2013). Despite 

initial dismissal of Callendar’s work, concern regarding the implications of changes in the 

climate through the 1960s and 1970s began to take hold, with the United Nations calling 

upon the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to initiate a study on climate change 

in 1974 (Zillman, 2009). This study, which reaffirmed global warming, inspired the WMO 

to convene the first World Climate Conference in 1979 (Zillman, 2009). It was through the 

WMO and the United Nations Environment Programme that one of the most influential 

body of climate scientists formed: The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC), founded in 1988. 

Climate science has progressed substantially since that time, particularly through the work 

of the IPCC over the past thirty-two years. It is one of its most recent reports that serves 

as the catalyst and one of the foundational pieces of literature for this thesis, that being 

the “Special Report: Global Warming of 1.5°C,” released in 2018 in response to an 
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invitation from the United Nations in 2016 (IPCC, 2018a, p. 4). This is a comprehensive 

document, covering topics such as climate change impacts, mitigation pathways, global 

response, and inequality reduction. Not all of this report’s content is within the scope of 

this thesis; so, this research will focus on the findings regarding pathways to limiting 

warming to 1.5°C, and primarily the overall targets it establishes.  

One of the key take-aways from this report that supports the need for immediate climate 

change mitigation efforts is that society has the greatest opportunity to make an impact on 

reductions in future warming in the first half of this century (IPCC, 2018a). Specifically, 

“the largest differences between 1.5°C and 2°C pathways” occur where comprehensive 

mitigation action takes place before 2050 (IPCC, 2018a, p. 130), with “more stringent 

emissions reductions by 2030” (IPCC, 2018a, p. 114). While it is important to note that all 

action is important, even after 2030, this research will focus in on short term mitigation 

options that support the limitation of warming to 1.5°C. This means that the policies and 

practices that will be prioritized are those that can be enacted within the next ten years, 

and to a lesser extent, within the next thirty years.  

The IPCC also emphasizes that “there is no single pathway to achieve a specific climate 

objective” (IPCC, 2018a, p. 109). As part of their analysis, the IPCC reports over 200 

scenarios that keep warming to either 1.5°C or 2°C. This demonstrates that there is no 

one correct way to tackle the problem. Instead, all action is seen as valuable as it reduces 

the speed that society as a whole uses up the remaining carbon budget, which is 

essentially the total carbon that can be emitted while keeping warming at or below a certain 

degree.  
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Challenges and Limitations with the Literature 

Before discussing the following sections, it is important to discuss some of the challenges 

of the literature and this specific topic. As discussed in the introduction and throughout the 

first part of this literature review, this thesis is primarily focused on the role of local 

government planners in climate change mitigation. However, most literature does not 

focus specifically on local government planners, nor climate change mitigation. Instead, 

its findings are generally at the scope of the entire local government as a whole, which 

would include elected representatives, and sometimes staff. Either way, most of the 

literature is not granular enough to focus explicitly on findings about local government 

planners. As such, the role of planners is often inferred based on the researcher’s 

understanding of planners’ jurisdictions. As there is little opportunity for planner-specific 

findings, the role of planners will be addressed in greater detail through the legislative 

analysis, surveys, interviews, and plan analysis discussed later in this thesis.  

Similarly, the majority of literature does not focus exclusively on climate change mitigation. 

Instead, it discusses “climate action” which is understood in this thesis as all local 

government action that relates to reducing or responding to climate change. This includes 

both mitigation and adaptation. Climate action and climate change mitigation are two 

different terms that are not interchangeable in this thesis. However, because the literature 

typically addresses climate action broadly and climate action does include climate change 

mitigation, this language will still be used. 

While climate change mitigation is the focus of this thesis, I am aware that in practice, it is 

important to integrate both mitigation and adaptation as part of a broader climate action 

strategy or plan. As such, using the language of “climate action” is still useful is this will 
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likely be more broadly representative of what takes place within local governments. 

Indeed, as Burch et al. note, “a zero-sum relationship between development and climate 

change is less likely to occur if synergies are explored and trade-offs are avoided, and 

these are more clearly revealed through an integrated approach to community planning” 

(2015, p. 122). Integration of climate change mitigation and adaptation is important, but 

again, given the context of the 2018 IPCC Report on Global warming of 1.5°C and the key 

window for climate change mitigation before us, mitigation remains the focus of this 

research. 

The IPCC’s Case for Local Government Action 

To supplement the 2018 IPCC Special Report on Global warming of 1.5°C (or SR1.5) the 

IPCC released the “Summary for urban policy makers: What the IPCC special report on 

global warming of 1.5°C means for cities” (or Summary for Urban Policymakers). This 

report provides key support, context, and groundwork for the analysis that will be 

undertaken in this thesis. It supports the assumption that cities need to take action, it 

provides context as to how cities fit into the findings of the SR1.5, and it lays the 

groundwork for how local government plans will actually be assessed in this thesis. 

This report was produced as “climate science must be accessible to urban policymakers, 

because without them, there will be no limiting global warming to 1.5°C,” as explained in 

the report (IPCC, 2018c, p. 6). They explain this action is urgent because every year 

emissions reductions are delayed, the window of time available to reach zero emissions 

in time to remain below 1.5°C decreases by two years (IPCC, 2018c, p. 8). This is of 

concern to local jurisdictions because there are significant knowledge gaps regarding 

impacts resulting from 1.5°C versus 2.0°C, but also because there are “linkages between 
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climate risks, poverty, equity, and well-being” (IPCC, 2018c, p. 11). Essentially, while large 

scale impacts such as sea level rise and increased risk of drought are predicted, and 

predicted to be more severe at 2.0°C, localized impacts are more difficult to discern 

making targeted preparation more challenging. Fortunately, there are a growing set of 

tools to support local policymakers understand these impacts, such as data on statistically 

downscaled climate scenarios developed by the Pacific Climate Impacts Consortium 

(PCIC) through the University of Victoria (PCIC, n.d.). The Summary for Urban 

Policymakers also notes that “all 1.5°C-consistent pathways require action in and by cities, 

often in partnership with regional and national governments” (IPCC, 2018c, p. 14), further 

emphasizing the need for local government participation. The type of changes needed at 

the local government level, such as the expansion of low carbon transportation options, 

will be discussed later in this thesis. 

Local Government Climate Action Emergence: A Chronology 

As one might surmise, the emergence of local climate action in British Columbia has taken 

place in a global context. As such, in order to understand the framework in which climate 

action takes place in BC today, it is important to review the historical context and the 

picture of multi-disciplinary and multi-jurisdictional collaboration it illustrates.  

 Just under ten years after the WMO convened the first World Climate Conference, and 

following several more international conferences and reports, the City of Toronto became 

the first local government to announce that it would commit to reducing its GHG emissions 

to 20% below 1988 levels by 2005, the same year it hosted the World Conference on the 

Changing Atmosphere (Richardson, 2012; Zillman 2009). It is not clear whether this target 

was met, nor to what extent they may have fallen short. More international organizations 



 

12 

and conferences tackling climate change started to convene after this, including the United 

Nations’ Rio Earth Summit in 1992 (Betsill & Bulkeley, 2004). As Betsill and Bulkeley 

discuss, “one of the key features of the post-Rio era has been the growth in transnational 

networks of subnational governments” (2004, p. 477). During this period, local 

governments around the world were increasingly taking notice of climate change and 

taking action in response. For example, the International Council for Local Environmental 

Initiatives (ICLEI) was founded in 1990, when over 200 local governments from over 40 

countries gathered at ICLEI’s inaugural conference, the World Congress of Local 

Governments for a Sustainable Future (“Who We Are,” 2017). This organization continues 

to support climate action today. 

One of the key outcomes of this Conference was the launch of ICLEI’s Urban CO2 

Reduction Project, an international initiative that was unprecedented at the time (Torrie, 

1993). The goal of this project was to “quantify urban energy use patterns and to identify 

and analyze opportunities for local governments to take policy, planning and program 

initiatives which can reduce the energy intensity and associated CO2 emissions in urban 

environments” (Torrie, 1993, p. 1). This initiative was one of the first attempts at focusing 

on government energy policies and their impact on global warming at the local government 

level, particularly in cities. Many of the findings of this landmark research still resonate 

today, as is demonstrated throughout this review. ICLEI found that the lifestyles dominant 

in urban settlement patterns generally required less energy than those in rural and other 

patterns of settlement (Torrie, 1993).  

This project also led to the emergence of alternative transportation as a key ICLEI priority. 

As Torrie explains, “the land use/transportation/automobile nexus cannot be effectively 

addressed without local government participation and leadership, as it is municipal 
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governments that control critical ‘levers’ in areas such as land use zoning [and] proximity 

of residential neighbourhoods and work places,” among others (1993, p. 10-11). Local 

governments are crucial in reducing carbon emissions associated with transportation. The 

findings in the ICLEI report also emphasized the value of implementing district heating for 

energy efficiency and how reliance on different sources of electricity impacted community 

emissions in different ways (Torrie, 1993). While these findings may seem self-explanatory 

to the planning community now, that speaks to how these principles have become 

mainstream through the research that has come since this early initiative. This project is 

also noteworthy as it kickstarted the trend for cities to come together both internationally 

and domestically to network and devise strategies in tackling climate change, and it marks 

the first time cities came together to establish a planning framework (Lindseth, 2004). It 

also signifies the beginning of a trend for local government officials to act both as theorists 

developing and analysing new ways of addressing climate change and as practitioners 

working in the field and implementing those new developments. 

1993 brought the conclusion of the Urban CO2 Reduction Project and the beginning of 

the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign (CCPC) (Lindseth, 2004). This ICLEI initiative 

sought to reinforce communities’ commitments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions; 

circulate planning tools to promote effective and efficient CO2 emissions reductions 

policies; determine best practices for carbon emissions reductions and support key 

municipalities in leading the way; and improve multilevel governmental ties to coordinate 

national and international action plans (Lindseth, 2004). In order to become a member of 

this program, which still runs today, a local government council must adopt a resolution. 

Once involved, the government is encouraged to undertake and report on five 

“performance milestones” that help them to understand how local government decisions 
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impact energy use, and how reducing energy usage mitigates climate change and 

improves quality of life more generally (Lindseth, 2004). The earliest adopters of CCPC in 

British Columbia were the City of Victoria, City of Burnaby, and the City of Port Alberni, all 

joining in 1994, to varying degrees of success.  

In an ICLEI 1997 interim report on progress from participating cities, Lindseth revealed 

that the “key to success” was “the development of partnerships with state, provincial, and 

national governments, as well as with private financial institutions, all of which enabled 

cities to raise significant capital for climate projects” (2004, p. 330). Similar to findings in 

the Urban CO2 Reduction Project, early CCPC results found that the most effective 

initiatives were geared towards reducing energy associated with urban transportation. In 

the long term, effective initiatives were those that “required more overall planning… in 

order to design communities that are more compact and energy efficient” (Lindseth, 2004, 

p. 330). Yet, as part of framing climate action effectively overall, the CCPC emphasized 

the benefits associated with climate action rather than focusing on the implementation of 

stringent measures (Lindseth, 2004). 

Around the same time, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) assembled the 

FCM 20% Club (Pulver et. al, 2009). The FCM is known for being a “national voice for 

Canadian municipalities since the early 1900s” (Gore & Robinson, 2009, p. 145). The FCM 

20% Club was composed of the City of Toronto, Regional Municipality of Metropolitan 

Toronto, City of Vancouver, City of Edmonton, City of Regina, and the City of Ottawa as 

founding members, and had members from ICLEI on its steering committee (Richardson, 

2012). The goal of this organization was to support local governments in improving their 

capacity to manage and report on GHG emissions operationally and in their communities 

(Richardson, 2012). Similar to the Urban CO2 Reduction Project, this organization sought 
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to institute GHG reporting requirements. Unlike the previous project, this initiative targeted 

not just CO2, but methane and nitrous oxide as well, which are even more potent GHG 

emissions (Richardson, 2012). In 1997, the FCM partnered with ICLEI to create the 

Partners for Climate Protection (PCP) program, which replaced the FCM 20% Club.  The 

PCP program was the parallel Canadian version of the global CCP campaign (Pulver et. 

al, 2009).  

Expanding its role to support municipal emissions reductions, ICLEI launched a key GHG 

accounting resource in 1997, called the Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) Protocol: the 

“first of its kind to introduce and outline the issue of GHG accounting at the local 

government level” (ICLEI & FCM, 2018, p. 2). This was a document that served as a tool 

for participating governments that addressed issues such as “scope, boundaries, and 

levels of control” (ICLEI & FCM, 2018, p. 2). Through collaboration with local governments 

and GHG experts, the document evolved into the more nuanced Local Government GHG 

Analysis and Reporting Protocol, which served as the key guidance document for PCP 

members between 2005 and 2008 (ICLEI & FCM, 2018). As with the initiatives explored 

above, participating municipalities acted as both practitioners and theorists in developing 

new ways to effectively manage, measure, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. At the 

Federal level, the Canadian government launched the National Climate Change Process 

(NCCP) in 1998 to determine the implications of signing the Kyoto protocol and establish 

a national strategy. As part of this process, the NCCP “identified municipalities as a key 

sector to target for GHG reductions,” and essentially “endorsed the PCP Program as the 

de facto municipal GHG inventory in Canada” (Moore, 2012, p. 225). 

Around the same time ICLEI was doing its early work in Canada, British Columbian 

academics were beginning climate action research as well. Between 1999 and 2004, a 
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research team of over 30 people ran the Georgia Basin Futures Project (GBFP) (Robinson 

et al., 2006). Through various community engagement events, the GBFP sought to 

“provide a picture of how participants feel and think about sustainability issues” and assess 

how “the use of computer-based simulation tools affects the beliefs, values, and 

behaviours of the users of those tools” (Robinson et al., 2006, p. 168). At the project’s 

methodological core, was developing and using a computer modeling system, specific to 

the Georgia Basin, in order to encourage public participation by generating and evaluating 

various future environmental scenarios (Robinson et al., 2006). As the researchers 

described, “the goal was to acquaint users with the complex realities of decision making, 

specifically the uncertainties involved, the necessary trade-offs, the degree to which local 

outcomes can be influenced by local decisions, and the role of subjective values” 

(Robinson et al., 2006, p. 168). This program allowed workshop participants to explore 

what would happen in their region given the climate change effects resulting from four 

different pathways of development (Robinson et al., 2006).  

This project is important to the chronology of British Columbian local government climate 

action, as researchers partnered with three local governments as case studies during the 

project: Bowen Island (population 3,000), Richmond (population 170,000), and the 

Greater Vancouver Regional District (population 2 million) (Robinson et al., 2006). These 

three partnering governments hosted workshops which contributed to the development of 

their local environmental policies. The GBFP thus serves as one of the first initiatives used 

to engage the public in the development of climate change mitigation policy, a key 

component of successful environmental policy development (Robinson et al., 2006). 

Bizikova, Robinson, and Cohen expanded on early adaptation, mitigation, sustainable 

development, and climate research which tended to silo those issues. Instead, these 
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authors introduced an integrated approach that considers the links between climate 

change adaptation and mitigation within the overarching context of sustainable 

development, or as they call it, AMSD (Bizikova, Robinson & Cohen, 2007, p. 273). The 

AMSD approach, they explain, “emphasizes that climate change adaptation and mitigation 

are a part of the wider development goals in transition towards sustainability” (Bizikova et 

al., 2007). Further, they argue that the effectiveness of adaptation and mitigation policies 

by themselves are limited, “especially those that aim for behavioural changes without 

challenging the underlying development pathway” (Bizikova et al., 2007, p. 273). 

Essentially, the authors are saying that mitigation and adaptation policies need to be 

integrated into the greater development system so that the policies do not become glorified 

“window dressing” that may look effective but do not lead to genuine systemic change. 

Their article also prioritizes operationalizing the AMSD approach. The authors explicitly 

state that their work is “targeted towards scientists and policy-makers searching for 

innovative bottom-up approaches building on increasing local concerns about climate 

change” (Bizikova et al., 2007, p. 271). This is consistent with previous research that has 

often been conducted in collaboration with local government in order to ensure that it is 

meaningful for the practitioners who actually write and implement the policy that the 

academics study. 

While voluntary action was becoming more common at the local government level as seen 

by the local government participation in non-governmental organization and academic-

initiated actions discussed above, the BC provincial government was working on building 

the corresponding legislative foundation. 2007 and 2008 brought an array of climate 

change policies and initiatives, including several from the provincial government that 

would “dramatically alter both the expectations of municipalities and also the tools they 
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had at their disposal to achieve emissions reductions” (Burch, Shaw, Dale, & Robinson, 

2014, p. 477). 2007 for example, saw the launch of the Community Energy and Emissions 

Inventory, through which the provincial government published information on community 

GHG emissions and energy use. The longevity of this initiative was short, only publishing 

data in 2007, 2010, and 2012, after which the province no longer released GHG emission 

data with such granularity (Community Energy & Emissions Inventory, 2019). The 

province is still releasing data on energy usage at the individual community level though, 

with data available up until 2017, although this is limited to data on stationary energy use, 

not mobile energy use such as for transportation purposes (Provincial Greenhouse Gas 

Emissions Inventory, 2019). While this data cannot fully replace community specific GHG 

emissions data, it is still useful given Burch, Herbert, and Robinson’s findings that energy 

consumption in BC is generally a “strong proxy” for community emissions (2014, p. 8). 

The perhaps most ubiquitous of the initiatives during these years, however, would be the 

Carbon Tax Act, adopted by the provincial government in February 2008 (Peet & Harrison, 

2012). The initiative was celebrated by academics and environmentalists, although voters, 

particularly in rural and northern BC, were resistant (Peet & Harrison, 2012). While 

residents and businesses received corresponding tax rebates in order to make the 

initiative revenue-neutral, local governments did not benefit from such a regime. This led 

to multiple resolutions condemning the tax at that year’s Union of British Columbia 

Municipalities (UBCM) Convention, with Maple Ridge and Delta requesting a tax rebate 

as a potential solution (Peet & Harrison, 2012). The province responded by announcing 

that the municipalities could receive the tax rebate provided they signed the province’s 

Climate Action Charter. 
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This Charter, which is ongoing today, serves as a voluntary and non-binding agreement 

between local governments, UBCM, and the provincial government to mitigate climate 

change. Signing the original agreement committed parties to becoming operationally 

carbon neutral by 2012; accounting and reporting the community’s GHG emissions; and 

to “creating more complete, compact and energy-efficient communities” (Baynham & 

Stevens, 2014, p. 563). In order to receive their 100% rebate, municipalities reported on 

their outcomes via the Climate Action Revenue Incentive Program (CARIP), which also 

continues today (Baynham & Stevens, 2014; Peet & Harrison, 2012) in a modified form. 

By mid-2012, 180 out of 188 local governments had voluntarily signed the Charter 

(Baynham & Stevens, 2014). In practice, as Peet and Harrison explain, signatory 

municipalities are required to buy carbon offsets to cover any remaining emissions from 

their corporate operations that they cannot reduce outright (2012). It is worth noting that 

very limited academic research was found regarding the impacts of this legislation on 

actual GHG emissions reductions long term, nor has the Province released any reports 

on the long-term emissions reductions resulting from the Charter.  

Bill 27, one of the other key pieces of legislation adopted around that time, established 

what is now section 473(3) of the Local Government Act, which states: “an official 

community plan must include targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in the 

area covered by the plan, and policies and actions of the local government proposed with 

respect to achieving those targets” (Local Government Act, 2019). As part of the initial 

passing of the bill in 2008, local governments were required to include those reduction 

targets, policies, and actions by May 31, 2010 (Baynham & Stevens, 2014). Whereas 

setting local government GHG reduction targets was ground-breaking two decades earlier, 

this key piece of legislation created a new mandate for BC local governments 
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strengthening their legal imperative to engage with climate change mitigation policy and it 

brought a new baseline of climate action to the public sector.  

In tandem with the enactment of Bill 27, the Provincial government released the BC 

Climate Action Toolkit in 2008 in order to support local governments in their climate action 

initiatives and their compliance with the new legislation. This toolkit has served as a 

“database of tools” effective for varying climate action “targets, timeframes, and budgets,” 

and is still active today (BC Climate Action Toolkit, 2019). That same year, Environment 

Canada and the University of British Columbia published the “Canadian Communities 

Guidebook for Adaptation to Climate Change,” a resource that laid out useful tools to 

support Canadian communities in developing climate change adaptation, mitigation, and 

sustainable development policy (Bizikova, Neale & Burton, 2008). While these two 

resources are detailed and informative, the level of local government utilization of them is 

unknown. 

Following the adoption of the legislation discussed above and several others, including a 

cap-and-trade system and new vehicle emissions standards, the provincial government 

formally released its own Climate Action Plan, also in 2008. This document laid out how 

the province planned to reach its goal of reducing emissions by 33% below 2007 levels 

by 2020. It provided further details on legislation already passed and projects already 

launched; outlined the various risks of climate change specific to BC; listed opportunities 

associated with climate action; and developed specific actions for seven different 

economic sectors. Assuming every action was fully implemented and sustained, the 

province admitted that plan would still only meet 73% of their targeted reductions 

(Province of British Columbia, 2008). To fill that gap, the government established the 

British Columbia Climate Action Team to advise it on the most effective means to reduce 
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emissions (Province of British Columbia, 2008). The province called the 2008 plan its 

“phase one,” which was followed up eight years later in 2016 with the Climate Leadership 

Plan to “add targeted, coordinated, sector-specific actions” (Province of British Columbia, 

2016). Phase two will be addressed further below.  

The five years following this influx of provincial climate policy also saw a rise in research 

on the implementation of climate action in the local government sphere. This generally 

focused on mitigation and adaptation. Sarah Burch, a researcher previously based at the 

University of British Columbia, was a particularly prominent author at the time, with barriers 

to action being one of her recurring topics (i.e.: Burch, 2009; Burch 2010; Burch, 

Sheppard, Shaw & Flanders, 2010). A number of academic researchers around this time 

collaborated on projects with local governments, such as the Local Climate Change 

Visioning Project undertaken in collaboration with the City of Delta and the District of North 

Vancouver (Sheppard et al., 2011). Generally speaking, the operationalization of climate 

change mitigation and adaptation policy was a consistent theme, and their collaboration 

with local governments demonstrate that this is a field where researchers rarely stay 

confined to their ‘ivory towers’ (i.e.: Burch, Sheppard, Shaw & Flanders, 2010; Picketts et 

al., 2012; Shaw, Burch, Kristensen, Robinson & Dale, 2014).  

In 2011, a research team based at Royal Roads University began the Meeting the Climate 

Change Challenge (MC3) project (Shaw et al., 2014). This project investigated the 

“dynamics of community-level best practice responses to climate change in B.C.” including 

barriers to and opportunities for action, how to foster innovation, and the drivers of 

transformative change (Shaw et al., 2014). Echoing earlier findings, Shaw et al. 

determined that an integrated sustainability, mitigation, and adaptation approach enlisted 

the widest range of local government staff yielding a more robust organizational framework 
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that had a higher chance of withstanding electoral cycles (2014). This research also found 

that all communities surveyed credited the Climate Action Charter with “either legitimizing 

or incentivizing climate mitigation efforts occurring within their communities” (Shaw et al., 

2014, p. 45), demonstrating the importance of provincial policy in supporting local 

government climate action efforts. 

Another key study on climate change planning was Baynham and Stevens’ evaluation of 

BC local governments’ Official Community Plans. They identify this field as a key gap 

claiming that “no study has looked at the policy content of the OCPs in relation to climate 

action planning (Baynham & Stevens, 2014, p. 558). This is of particular importance given 

the provincially legislated mandate to include specific climate action policies, discussed 

above. While this study did not explicitly collaborate with local governments, their thorough 

list of policy levers available to support the implementation of climate action and detailed 

recommendations for municipal and provincial governments is nonetheless a crucial 

addition to the field. A similar study was also conducted at the national level in 2018 by 

Guyadeen et al. and included 19 BC municipalities. This study analysed the quality of 

plans based on eight characteristics. These characteristics which “focus on both the 

contents and communicative aspects of the plan” are as follows: fact based, goals, 

policies, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, inter-organizational coordination, 

participation, and plan organization and presentation (Guyadeen et al., 2019, p. 124). 

While this is the most recent and most detailed analysis of climate action plans in Canada, 

it is still limited in its assessment of plan quality, with the authors admitting that “a more 

nuanced assessment is needed to capture the complexities of plan quality characteristics” 

(Guyadeen et al., 2019, p. 128). For example, Guyadeen’s research does not include a 

longitudinal component assessing whether the plan quality had any bearing on actual 
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emissions reductions in practice. While it is not perfect, Guyadeen et al.’s plan analysis 

method will be used as part of the plan analysis for this thesis, and it will be interesting to 

see if plans reviewed for this thesis represent an improvement to those assessed by 

Guyadeen et al.  

Local Government Climate Action Affirmed 

As discussed above, local governments in North America have emerged as climate action 

leaders since the 1980s (Gore & Robinson, 2009, p. 137). In the past decade, the local 

government level has continued to grow and mature as a “key locus” for climate action 

leadership and collaboration (Ninomiya & Burch, 2018, p. 327). Looking into the future, 

climate action planning at the local government level continues to provide opportunities 

for communities to “shape their future in the face of global change, protect against climate 

hazards, achieve energy security, sustainably develop their economies, and ensure a high 

quality of life” (Boswell et al., 2019, p. ix).  

Even though climate change is a global problem, multilevel approaches are needed as 

policy tools are “often local,” such as “land use and development patterns,” transportation, 

and waste (Peterson, 2018, p. 283). As Ninomiya and Burch argue, “distributed decision-

making is, in fact, a prerequisite for success” since different levels of government only 

have jurisdiction over part of emissions produced. This is echoed by Gore and Robinson, 

who explain how, “added together, municipal governments have important opportunities 

to influence a significant volume of GHG emission reductions and to shape and constrain 

human behaviour that is GHG-intensive” (2009, p. 139), with some estimating that up to 

75% of greenhouse gas emissions may come from urbanized areas (Peterson, 2018, p. 

283). It should be noted that the author does not define the meaning of “urbanized,” but 



 

24 

the material he cites refers to these urban areas as cities and also adds that these figures 

are highly contested (Bulkeley, 2010). Even though this specific data is contested, it does 

point to an overarching finding that local governments have a clear role to play in reducing 

emissions. 

While many local governments in BC preside over non-urban areas, there are still key 

areas where local governments of varying population size have opportunities to contribute 

to this global effort over the next ten years or so. Within the British Columbian context, 

municipal experiences “indicate that an explicit multilevel governance approach, which 

actively engages and provides an incentive for strong local government action is a 

desirable and perhaps necessary component of a successful provincial climate policy” 

(Dale et al., 2018, p. 354). This is supported by Doelle and Munroe (2012) who note that 

even though literature has been skeptical in the past about the influence of local 

governments in national and global mitigation work, this perspective has generally shifted 

to a point where a combined top-down and bottom-up approach is now seen as critical to 

this mitigation work being effective. 

As highlighted by Stoett in 2009, Ronnie Lipshutz gave a few key reasons why local 

approaches of climate change mitigation are important, including how this approach can 

“more effectively assign property rights of local users of resources; locate local and 

Indigenous knowledge; increase participation of stakeholders; and display greater 

sensitivity to feedback” (p. 57). Despite this argument being made in 1994, these areas 

are applicable to planners today. Planners have influence over how land is used by owners 

through plans, bylaws, and policies; they are key players in ensuring appropriate 

engagement of stakeholders, including First Nations; and their accessibility to the public 

means that they have a greater sensitivity to feedback than people at higher levels of 
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government. While local governments and their planners certainly cannot reverse climate 

change alone, they play an important role in enabling and supporting the greater national 

and global effort (Doelle & Munroe, 2012, p. 197).  

Areas of Planning Actions 

Most of the literature focuses on climate action at the scale of the entire local government 

and does not specifically address the role of planners. This is neither right nor wrong, but 

rather illustrates an opportunity for further research that specifically applies to the 

individual practices of planners. Based on knowledge of local government planners’ roles 

at a high level, different actions can be identified as within their sphere of influence, 

although it is still important to note that planners’ roles will vary depending on the context 

of their government’s structure. As such, it is unlikely that all areas of action will be feasible 

for all local government planners. Generally speaking though, there seem to be two key 

categories where suggested climate actions fit in the literature: actions that individual 

planners can personally incorporate into the work that they do, and actions that planners 

can recommend to their organization at large through the creation of a climate action plan 

or in staff reports. For example, planners can individually incorporate a climate change 

lens when they are developing bylaws or policies (Burch et al., 2015) and making 

recommendations to Council. On the other hand, planners who are involved in climate 

action planning can recommend emissions capture technology be implemented at their 

landfill (Schwartz, 2012) even if waste management is not directly under their purview.  

There are many opportunities for climate change mitigation that fit into those two 

categories. Some of the more tangible options include the creation of policy tools and 

regulations that support climate change mitigation (Burch et al., 2015; Schwartz, 2012; 
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Boswell et al., 2019); establishing incentives that encourage voluntary action among 

potential developers so that their developments are less carbon intensive (Schwartz, 

2012; Boswell et al., 2019); influencing the shape of the city through applying policy to 

development applications (Peterson, 2018; Schwartz, 2012); implementing carbon 

capture solutions like tree planting and capturing methane from landfills (Boswell et al., 

2019; Schwartz, 2012); and monitoring and reporting emissions and emissions reductions 

so that the local government can effectively keep on track of its goals (Boswell et al., 

2019). Specific tools available to planners will be explored in greater detail in the legislative 

analysis section of the “Findings” chapter. As noted above, the reality is that the feasibility 

of these climate change mitigation opportunities varies depending on the political 

character, bureaucratic structure, and capacity of a planner’s municipality. These are the 

kinds of actions that will be addressed in greater detail through the research seen later in 

this thesis. However, there are some less tangible areas of action that are equally 

important, and that may be more widely adopted by planners regardless of their size and 

capacity.  

Collaboration as a Critical Element of Climate Action 

One of these more intangible areas of action is collaboration, which is crucial given 

jurisdictional challenges and how partnerships can enhance effectiveness (Boswell et al., 

2019; Dale et al., 2018). As Boswell et al. note, “most climate actions are sufficiently 

complex and cross-cutting that they are best implemented by developing robust, 

committed community partnerships among government agencies, businesses, and 

community groups” (2019, p. 239). There are opportunities for collaboration at a number 

of scales from the community level to the international level.  
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The impacts of climate change mitigation policy at the community level are complex. 

Participatory engagement with local stakeholders serves as a key opportunity for 

collaboration so that planners can deepen their understanding of “the interwoven 

components of a complex system” and ensure equity is considered through their 

policymaking (Ninomiya & Burch, 2018, p. 329). Boswell et al. (2019) also highlight the 

importance of building community partnerships such as working with community 

associations and non-profits and establishing citizen advisory bodies that can withstand 

election cycles and staff turnover. The authors note its role in raising awareness as well. 

They explain that ongoing engagement with the community is crucial so that they can “see 

the importance of climate action and view it as a regular and indispensable part of the 

community, such as having running water or fire protection services” (Boswell et al., 2019, 

p. 238). Working with the private sector is also an important area of collaboration as 

discussed by Ninomiya and Burch. They found that entrepreneurs could be key drivers of 

climate action within the community as they had significant capacity “to inspire, innovate, 

experiment, and collaborate with a broad range of other local level actors” (Ninomiya & 

Burch, 2018, p. 339). 

Dale et al.’s (2018) research alongside municipalities argued that collaboration between 

academia and local governments was very valuable due to the knowledge transfer 

opportunities available. Specifically, they explained that “best practices sharing among 

community innovators and with climate scholars is a major driver accelerating climate 

action” (2018, p. 350). One of these avenues of collaboration was described as “peer-to-

peer learning exchanges” which incorporated “face-to-face” interaction between local 

government staff and researchers to “accelerate the take-up of climate innovations” (2018, 

p. 350). These findings, alongside some examples of collaboration between local 
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governments and researchers discussed in the emergence of climate action in BC section 

above, illustrates how this can be an effective avenue when trying to develop and 

implement climate change mitigation actions. 

At a higher level, there are opportunities for collaboration at the intermunicipal and 

multilevel scale. In discussing the impacts of intermunicipal collaboration, Doelle and 

Munroe explain that “while there is debate about the effectiveness about these networks 

at influencing national and global action, they are generally recognized to offer important 

support and incentive for participating municipalities” (2012, p. 198). Intermunicipal 

collaboration comes in many shapes and sizes, with planners’ involvement varying along 

with it. For example, the Capital Regional District has a Climate Action Inter-Municipal 

Working Group with staff representatives from member municipalities (Capital Regional 

District, 2020). If local governments do not have designated climate action staff, the 

responsibility for involvement in these kinds of intermunicipal groups could fall to planners.  

Intermunicipal groups can also operate at a national and international scale, such as the 

Canadian Urban Sustainability Practitioners (CUSP) network and the Urban Sustainability 

Directors Network (USDN). Peterson (2018) finds that transnational municipal networks in 

particular can be a valuable tool for cities to collaborate in developing new solutions and 

supporting capacity building by knowledge sharing and offering technical support. As 

noted above, the ability for individual planners to participate in these networks depend on 

the context of the local government and the structure of the network itself. For example, 

some networks work through collaboration between elected officials instead of staff, 

(Peterson, 2018), such as the Canada-wide Climate Caucus, a network of elected officials 

working on climate action across the country (Climate Caucus, n.d.). 
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There are many ways that collaboration between staff and bodies outside the local 

government can take place, and there do not always need to be formal channels for 

collaboration to lead to innovation and successful implementation. For example, Schwartz 

suggests that ideas for policy appropriate for the local context could be generated 

internally, “and then politicians and staff use meetings of NGOs, intergovernmental 

organizations (IGOs) and professional organizations to figure out the best way to design 

or implement the policy by seeking out technical assistance or funding” (2012, p. 186). No 

one person or organization has all the answers for how local governments and their 

planners can effectively implement climate change mitigation, and there are certainly no 

one-size-fits-all templates for action or how collaboration should take place. As will be 

discussed below, planners face many challenges such as lack of capacity, lack of clear 

authority, lack of political will at higher levels, lack of data availability, and financial barriers. 

Collaboration is an important area of action in that it serves to support planners so that 

they do not have to face down these challenges and find the solutions by themselves. 

Framing Climate Change Mitigation for Community Traction 

Another more intangible action that planners can integrate into their practice is exercising 

care in how they frame climate change and climate change mitigation. This is particularly 

important in municipalities where fellow staff, leadership, and the community at large may 

not be as receptive to climate change mitigation. For example, Burch et al. (2015) found 

that using “sustainability” language can be more approachable and less likely to be 

rejected among more conservative stakeholders. As they explain:  

In communities where sustainability has not yet become a long-term project, or 
where there tends to be more conservative, economic culture, such as in the City 
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of Surrey, the term ‘sustainability’ helps to convey a sense of independence, 

resilience and self-sufficiency. In these communities, ‘climate change’ can be 

problematic because its perceived roots in an environmental ethos (Burch et al., 

2015, p. 131) 

This kind of framing tends to put the focus on the co-benefits of climate change mitigation, 

as many planning interventions that reduce community emissions also support other 

economic and social goals, such improving active and public transportation or reducing 

operating costs of municipal services through more energy efficient buildings. There are 

challenges with this kind of framing, though, in that it also risks understating the scale of 

action needed and overselling the value of those actions that are being recommended, 

which is discussed in more detail below. Focusing on reducing climate change risks can 

also be effective for framing, as mitigation is one of the most important adaptation actions. 

As Gore and Robinson argue, extreme weather events can “encourage municipalities to 

consider their operations and policies more holistically, bringing near, medium, and long-

term timeframes into decision making” (2009, p. 155).  

Depending on their community and its priorities, it is critical for planners to understand 

“whether to lead with the co-benefits or the direct climate benefits” in different scenarios 

as different populations may be receptive to different messages (Boswell et al., 2019, p. 

239). Framing should be approached with careful consideration, however, as people may 

not respond well if they feel misled. In regard to the sustainability framing approach 

suggested by Burch et al. above, the authors recommend caution here as well. They point 

out that “caution must be taken in regard to the nebulous nature of a sustainability framing 

to avoid obfuscation and underlying aims that may in fact directly contradict emissions 

reductions, adaptation and overall sustainability goals” (Burch et al., 2015, p. 133). 

Essentially, they are saying that if there is not enough explicit language about how certain 
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initiatives are supporting climate action, the primary purpose for that initiative could get 

overly diluted and the initiative could transform into something that ends up contradicting 

the original climate goal. Framing is a useful tool when developing external messaging as 

it can support traction with the public and potentially lead to more interdisciplinary 

collaboration (Burch et al., 2015), but this framing needs to extend from a foundation of 

climate science and an explicit plan for greenhouse gas reductions in order for the overall 

goals to be tackled in a meaningful way (Boswell et al., 2019).   

Embedding Climate Action 

Working to support the integration or embedding of climate change mitigation into the 

municipality is another more intangible area where planners can have influence. This 

starts with taking personal responsibility. Schwartz found that “personal commitments” 

among staff was an important factor in embedding climate action (2012, p. 165). Her 

research shows that planners need to first acknowledge that they do have a role to play 

in their professional positions developing and/or implementing climate change mitigation 

policies and plans.  

Organization-wide, embedding a climate change lens and the imperative to respond to 

climate change is one important key to success. Burch et al. even argue that without 

embedding “climate change policies into social, economic, technological, and 

development paths, it will be prohibitively expensive and disruptive” when trying to achieve 

climate goals (2015, p. 119). Meeting the targets set out by the 2018 IPCC report seems 

to necessitate large-scale change, particularly in urban areas where the majority of 

emissions are generated. The above research suggests in order for this large-scale 

change to be feasible in any meaningful way, a climate change mitigation lens needs to 
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be worked into all other areas of municipal work. As Boswell at al. note, “most departments 

wouldn’t think twice about being asked about the fiscal implications of a new program or 

project or for a report of their year-end budget balance” (2019, p. 226); considering the 

implications of climate change and how municipal operations contribute to or reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions should be the same.  

This kind of integration has many benefits, such as fostering innovation (Dale et al., 2018) 

and reducing the impact of organizational change at the staff and political level (Dale et 

al., 2015; Burch et al., 2015). Dale et al. (2015) found that political and staff alignment was 

a key factor for successful implementation of climate action. However, this alignment is 

certainly not always present, as staff and Council can change regularly. As such, Dale et 

al. argue that “embedding and institutionalizing policies and programs” is critical “to ‘ride 

out’ large swings in political mandates and avoid losing momentum in innovative practices” 

(2018, p. 349). This finding echoes earlier research conducted by Burch et al. which 

argued that robust operationalization of climate action across municipal organizations 

helped make it “more immune to electoral cycles” (2015, p. 135).  

The literature shows a couple different approaches to embedding climate action: diffuse 

and dedicated responsibility. The literature discussed above generally reflects a diffused 

approach to climate action integration. This is where responsibility for climate action, 

including mitigation, is shared across the organization and is worked into each 

department’s mandate (Dale et al., 2018). This is an important component of ensuring that 

climate change mitigation is addressed throughout the diverse functions of government. 

However, this can present challenges. Schwartz argues, “adding climate policy to the 

responsibility of already busy municipal bureaucrats is unlikely to result in the creation of 

significant climate policy” (2012, p. 187). Research by Schwartz (2012) and Boswell et al. 
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(2019) both point to the need for having one or more dedicated staff who have climate 

action as their primary responsibility. Dedicated staff can prioritize climate change 

mitigation initiatives and if possible, they can even have that work as their exclusive daily 

focus. Schwartz finds that having dedicated staff leads to the “development of more 

extensive climate policy” (2012, p. 188). Still, without organization-wide shared 

responsibility, the dedicated staff could encounter significant opposition and have their 

recommendations outnumbered by other staff with more traditional views (Schwartz, 

2012). 

Ultimately, this research suggests that there needs to be a mix of both diffuse and 

dedicated responsibility. Establishing dedicated staff can not only allow for full-time work 

on climate action initiatives, such as those that mitigate climate change, but they can offer 

support and coordination for the integration of climate change considerations throughout 

the rest of the organization as well, particularly where climate action is a relatively nascent 

or controversial topic (Schwartz, 2012; Boswell et al., 2019). As with previous areas 

discussed, the role of the planner in the integration of climate change mitigation seems to 

vary depending on the context. Planners need to take individual responsibility in 

incorporating a climate lens into the work that they do, whether that is in development 

planning, policy planning, or both. If there are no dedicated staff, there may be 

opportunities to for them to be leaders or “champions” in their organization, which seem 

to be a key ingredient of success even if there are dedicated staff (Boswell et al., 2019). 

If there is dedicated staff, planners can work collaboratively with them to support their 

initiatives, and at a bare minimum, not actively work against them. Having dedicated staff 

does not let planners ‘off the hook’ for implementing the climate change mitigation policies 

and plans in place within the organization to the fullest extent possible. As Boswell et al. 
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observe, “given the scope of the climate crisis and the need for ‘all hands on deck,’ the 

responsibility for climate action cannot be limited to a single individual, agency, or 

organization” (2019, p. 226). 

Key Challenges 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the literature highlights many challenges faced by local 

governments and planners in developing and/or implementing climate change mitigation 

policy or plans. These have been broadly grouped into three different categories: societal 

challenges, legislative challenges, and local implementation challenges, although these 

categories are somewhat interdependent. Societal challenges represent more high-level 

or wide-reaching issues that expand beyond the local community context; legislative 

challenges represent issues with jurisdiction and the role of senior governments; and local 

implementation challenges represent some of the more practical and logistical issues 

planners may have to account for.  

Types of societal challenges raised through this research include deeply ingrained 

unsustainable lifestyles and perspectives, the sheer scale of change needed, and the 

need for equity and ethics throughout a large-scale transformation. Unsustainable 

lifestyles and perspectives are a challenge both in a conceptual way and in a practical 

way. Stoett sums up the conceptual challenge of climate change mitigation effectively: 

“the dominant normative context of Canadian environmental politics has been a 

liberal/utilitarian approach to the environment as a storehouse of resources that can be 

transformed to commodities and sold domestically and internationally for economic 

development” (2009, p. 50). This approach to the environment and how it is treated is 

unsustainable and makes climate change mitigation challenging because the natural 
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environment is perceived as a tool to serve unending economic growth. This is not 

something that planners themselves can necessarily change, but it is important to be 

aware of some of the deeper roots to peoples’ and communities’ ingrained unsustainable 

lifestyles and perspectives.  

This interconnection is also addressed by Ninomiya and Burch, who note that “despite 

[the] proliferation of local innovation, greenhouse gas emissions grow out of deep roots: 

the design of communities … leads to an over-abundance of personal vehicles and single-

family detached homes” (2018, p. 327). The way society and government approach the 

environment as Stoett describes above has an impact on the way communities have been 

designed, which then ingrain unsustainable practices into individuals’ lifestyles, whether 

intentionally or not. As cited earlier, local government staff may also face opposition from 

within their organization from those who hold more “traditional” views of their 

responsibilities (Schwartz, 2012, p. 188). The challenges faced by planners are not 

“merely technical challenges; they will require changes in behavior and culture around 

how we build, manage, and live in our communities” (Boswell et al., 2019, p. 135). Given 

the sheer scale of change needed (Gore & Robinson, 2009; Ninomiya & Burch, 2018), this 

is not something planners can do alone, but their role in shaping how communities are 

built is a key component to the larger societal shift that is needed.  

Due to their role in shaping the built environment, equity and ethics need to be at the 

forefront of planners’ considerations throughout this shift (Boswell et al., 2019, p. 139). As 

Ninomiya and Burch explain, “decarbonization at the local scale is not simply a technical 

task involving the pursuit of renewable energy production and reduced energy 

consumption, but a deeply value-laden process that will shape the look, feel, and function 

of future communities” (2018, p. 329). Some groups of people will benefit from whatever 
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pathway is chosen, while others may experience hardship as a result. This also raises the 

importance of participatory engagement so that these kinds of implications can be brought 

to planners’ attention and addressed in a meaningful way that minimizes as much suffering 

as possible, particularly among those who have contributed to climate change the least 

(Ninomiya & Burch, 2018).  

The second broad category of challenges is that related to legislative authority and 

jurisdiction. The literature points to two key issues within this category: the lack of clear 

authority and the need for senior government leadership. Stoett has a rather grim outlook 

on this challenge, suggesting that “ultimately, the debate over the most appropriate 

political level of environmental governance in Canada may be fruitless. It is clear that all 

levels are heavily involved and none has sufficient leadership capacity to firmly take the 

helm” (2009, p. 57). On the other hand, while Ninomiya and Burch do echo these 

jurisdictional issues they offer a pathway forward, arguing that these challenges 

necessitate “a coordinated multilevel approach… to create substantial reductions in 

emissions,” which would likely be more effective than a non-coordinated multilevel 

approach anyway (2018, p. 326).  

The need for and importance of senior government leadership, which is often lacking, was 

raised by several of the authors read through this research (Stoett, 2009; Burch et al., 

2015; Ninomiya & Burch, 2018; Dale et al., 2018; Doelle & Munroe, 2012). There was a 

variety of reasons for this need for leadership. At the federal level, Stoett suggests that 

leadership is needed because pollution is generally within federal jurisdiction as “pollution 

and the protection of habitat are very much a part of providing peace, order and good 

government” (2009, p. 57) and Doelle and Munroe point out that “areas of federal 

jurisdiction are generally ‘out of bounds’ for municipalities” (2012, p. 199). While Doelle 
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and Monroe also did not find any clear exclusive federal jurisdiction over climate change 

mitigation, this general lack of clarity can give rise to competing claims (Stoett, 2009) over 

which level of government has authority to do what.  

Provincial leadership seemed to be the bigger influence, though, with clear examples 

where their leadership or lack thereof had had an impact. For example, Burch et al. found 

that all of the communities within their study “credited the provincial government’s 2008 

Climate Action Charter (CAC) for either legitimizing or incentivizing climate mitigation 

efforts occurring within their communities” (2015, p. 129). This illustrates how provincial 

leadership has both social and legal implications. Provincial policies and programs support 

those who are trying to convince decision-makers to take action on climate change 

because it adds to the social legitimacy of that action (Dale et al., 2018). On the other 

hand, new policies and building codes are also crucial because it provides a binding 

minimum standard applicable to all local governments in the province (Doelle & Munroe, 

2012). The challenge here is where the province does not provide enough of a minimum 

standard to encourage action among those who are resistant to change, or where it 

becomes a hinderance to local governments who are trying to do work on the leading edge 

where jurisdiction is murky. 

The final broad category of challenges illustrated throughout the literature were those 

related to development and implementation of climate change mitigation in practice, or 

logistical challenges faced by planners. This includes staff capacity, cost and financing, 

and data availability. Schwartz summarizes this category well, noting that “the 

bureaucratic capacity of a municipal government, measured in organizational, technical, 

fiscal and personnel terms, may influence its ability to implement measures to reduce 

GHG emissions” (2012, p. 187). Staff capacity in terms of climate change mitigation is 
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often tied to financing ability, data availability, and local political priorities as well. Climate 

change mitigation can be expensive, from planning to building, so funding is crucial to 

successful and effective implementation. As Peterson notes, “fiscal capacity is a critical 

determinant of how successful local climate change policy can be” (2018, p. 282). 

Developing fiscal capacity can be challenging in and of itself. Relying on submitting 

applications for funding that isn’t guaranteed can mean gambling staff time. As such, Dale 

et al. argue that “it is important to establish innovative financing solutions to continue 

funding larger and more difficult innovations” (2018, p. 350). Ultimately, the municipal 

budget is where its priorities can be seen most clearly – planners can write about their 

community’s vision and the urgent climate change mitigation to which it may aspire, but 

without political support to allocate funding to implement those actions, it may have little 

effect (Boswell et al., 2019).  

Availability of data can also present a critical challenge as planners try to develop plans, 

and this is particularly true for climate change as data is often changing and new research 

is constantly emerging. Boswell et al. (2019) note the importance of baseline data for 

communities as they develop emissions inventories, and conduct forecasting for 

emissions and emissions reductions. Data is crucial for effective planning (Guyadeen et 

al., 2019), but it can also be expensive to acquire, difficult to track down, not comparable 

over time, and/or require specialized technical knowledge to understand. This need for 

time and technical skills also points back to challenges associated with staff capacity, as 

not all planners have the time or the experience to deal with challenges associated with 

finding data to support their planning. 

While these challenges may seem self-evident to those working in the field right now, it is 

still important to address them. Their inclusion legitimizes the need for action broadly and 
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highlights the background and context for the proposed actions explored in the following 

sections. 
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Chapter 3. Methods 

Research Questions and Methods Used to Address Them 

The main research question for this study is: what is the role of local government planners 

in climate change mitigation in light of the 2018 IPCC report? The sub-questions 

associated with this overarching question are as follows:  

What are the changes in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? The 

purpose of this question is to use the identification of changed practices to understand 

how planning actions may be different specifically as a result of climate change, as 

opposed to general shifts in best practices within the field. It also speaks to the second 

sub-question which looks at how climate action planning is happening on the ground. This 

question is addressed through a survey sent to local government planners across the 

province and through interviews with local government staff. It is also addressed broadly 

through the literature review in the second chapter. The survey includes a question that 

specifically asks if there have been any changes to their work in light of climate change. 

The interviews include a question regarding any changes that may have resulted from the 

2018 IPCC Report, and the responses are generally be reviewed with this question in 

mind. 

How is climate action planning currently taking place in BC local governments? This 

question will help provide a baseline for what is currently taking place so that I can identify 

some of the tools and actions already being used by planners, the challenges they face, 

and where there might be a lack of urgency in their targets. The methods used to address 

this question are the plan analysis, the survey, and the interviews with local government 
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staff involved in climate action planning. The plan analysis will be crucial in understanding 

this question. It will show what the current best practices are envisioned to be through the 

visions, goals, objectives, and actions that are outlined in the selected plans. Creation of 

plans themselves can also be seen as a climate action. As mentioned above, one of the 

aims of this question is to understand potential lack of urgency, and will be determined by 

comparing the targets established in the plans with those recommended by the IPCC.  

The survey asks a specific question about the role of the planning department in 

implementing climate action, and some questions to provide context of the environment in 

which they work. Also, participants’ responses are generally reviewed with this question 

in mind. The interview questions ask participants specifically about what climate change 

mitigation policy they have been involved in implementing as well as challenges and 

successes that they have faced. It also asks some questions about their local government 

in order to understand the greater context in which planners’ work, similar to the survey. 

The literature review also provides some context, although this is only be a small 

component due to the limited existing literature in the field. 

What are the implications of declaring a climate emergency? The purpose of this question 

is to understand this growing phenomenon among local governments – sometimes directly 

in response to the 2018 IPCC Report – and how it is impacting planners’ work, if at all. 

This question is addressed through the interviews with local government staff, which had 

a specific question about their understanding of the implications of declaring a climate 

emergency. It is also addressed through some of the literature reviewed for the legislative 

analysis to understand if there are any legal implications to this kind of declaration, or if it 

is more of a performative action. 
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What are the actions and tools available to local government planners that can support 

climate change mitigation consistent with IPCC recommendations? This question is where 

I look to understand how planners can act with urgency within the local government 

legislative context. The main methods used to understand this question are the legislative 

analysis and the plan analysis. The legislative analysis reviews provincial acts that govern 

local governments in BC, primarily through the use of official toolkits and guidebooks 

released from the Province and with Provincial support that speak to what actions and 

tools are available to local government planners. The plan analysis aims to show what 

types of actions and tools are currently being proposed for implementation among local 

governments who have created their plans after the release of the 2018 IPCC report. The 

interviews will also provide some context to what is happening at the implementation stage 

on the ground. 

The methods for this thesis include the literature review, a legislative analysis of the tools 

and actions available to planners, analysis of recently released local government climate 

action plans, a survey sent to local government planners and planning departments across 

BC, and interviews with staff from the local governments chosen for the plan analysis. This 

mixed-methodology approach combines both qualitative and quantitative research. 

The Methods and Their Analysis 

Legislative analysis 

The legislative analysis involves reviewing existing legal analyses conducted by practicing 

lawyers, the relevant provincial legislation itself, as well as various toolkits and guidebooks 

released by or in partnership with the provincial government. As the Local Government 
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Act and the Community Charter are the primary documents that give local governments 

their authority, the tools included in this section are focused on those that are clearly 

prescribed in these documents. The toolkits and guidebooks are primarily used to give 

direction for where to look for the relevant sections and provide context to how they are 

used in practice. The existing legal analyses are used to direct the research, as I have 

limited legal knowledge and experience. As local government officials are limited by the 

authority given to them by the Province, the combination of these sources are crucial in 

providing some legal context to this research of local government policy. This is essentially 

another form of literature review.   

Survey 

In order to get the most participation possible, the survey was sent to each local 

government in the province, including municipalities, regional districts, the Islands Trust, 

and resort municipalities. Where possible, surveys were sent to the generic planning 

department emails with a request to forward the email to the planners in their department. 

However, not all local governments had generic planning department emails, or they were 

not publicly accessible. In those cases, emails were sent to the generic local government 

email with a request to forward the email to the planning department at their local 

government. In some small local governments where there were no generic email 

addresses at all, the email was sent directly to the planner if their contact information was 

publicly available, or to an administrator who could then forward it to their planner if they 

had one. The survey was open for approximately a month and a half through August and 

part-way through September.  
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The survey was hosted through SurveyMonkey. It was made up of fourteen questions with 

some multiple choice and some open-ended in order to get different types of information. 

Direct questions about their experience with climate action in planning were asked as well 

as general questions about their background and workplace in order to add some context 

to their responses. Participants were also asked to share, voluntarily, what local 

government they worked for so that if multiple participants came from the same workplace, 

data could be adjusted so as not to overrepresent one local government. Participants from 

the same local government were colour coded so that duplicate answers were clear in the 

data analysis. This question was not used as a variable for the data analysis itself. This 

did present a challenge where participants from the same government provided different 

answers for questions about their workplace, such as whether their local government had 

a designated planner for climate action. Where there were several people from the same 

workplace with different responses, the response the majority chose was used in the 

findings. If it was split half and half between two options, one response from either option 

was kept. 

Survey distribution was selected as a method to get the broadest range of participants 

possible. The purpose of the questions was to add to the understanding of how climate 

action is implemented in practice. This is a significant gap in the existing literature as 

established in the literature review. Some questions asked participants about their 

experience with climate action at their local government, while other questions provided 

context in order to understand how variables such as size or government structure may 

impact capacity and what types of action are implemented. 

For data analysis, the responses were downloaded into a spreadsheet. The most 

important questions were the open-ended ones, which were copied into another 
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spreadsheet alongside some of the key contextual questions such as local government 

size, region, whether their local government had separated planning departments, 

whether their local government had a climate action plan, and how long the participant 

had been at their current local government. The responses were then read through once 

and key themes were written down. The responses were then read a second time and 

were put into different categories based on the themes identified. Some comments were 

put into multiple categories with the relevant part of the comment underlined, as multiple 

themes were present in their answer. Size, determined by community population with the 

methodology below, was the primary variable considered, and each comment was colour-

coded based on size in order to see trends. It is important to note that not enough planners 

participated for the data to be considered representative of planners in British Columbia, 

thus the findings illustrate high-level trends, but are not representative. 

Interviews 

Potential interviewees were selected based on the cases chosen for the plan analysis. If 

less than five people agreed to be interviewed from the selected local governments, with 

at least one from each size, then interviewees would be selected from survey participants 

who agreed to be contacted for an interview to supplement them.  Potential interviewees 

from the selected local governments were either contacted directly through publicly 

available contact information, or by sending an email to the general local government 

email and asking for whoever is responsible for the implementation of their climate action 

plan. This presented a challenge, because initially I had intended to interview planners 

who did climate action as their primary work, but in practice those are typically two different 

roles. I focused on climate-action-oriented staff instead of general planners as I thought 

they would have a broader understanding of the climate action that was taking place at 
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their local government. In a future study, it may be valuable to interview both planning staff 

and climate action staff to compare their roles and their understanding of their roles; 

planning staff likely do not have climate action in their job description, yet it should still be 

embedded into their daily work in order to support implementation of climate change 

mitigation measures throughout their local government. 

The semi-structured interviews were estimated to last approximately 45 minutes and had 

ten base questions. Participants were sent consent forms and interview questions in 

advance of the interviews, so they had the chance to ask any questions or raise any 

concerns before the scheduled interview. Interviews were held either over the phone or 

on Zoom if they preferred and were recorded using the automatic transcription software 

Otter.ai. After the interview, the transcriptions were edited and returned to the participants 

within two weeks for review, and participants had two weeks to either edit their 

transcriptions or decide to withdraw from the study.  

The purpose of this method was to get a better understanding of climate change mitigation 

work at the local government level, how it is being put into practice on the ground, and 

some of the greater context that surrounds this work. By using semi-structured interviews, 

this method also allowed me to ask follow-up questions in the moment for clarification or 

greater detail.  

To analyze the data, different themes and key comments or takeaways were colour coded. 

The transcriptions were all read through once first to get a broad sense of the common 

elements between the participants’ responses. The transcriptions were then read a 

second time to physically colour code the various themes that arose, and then a third time 

to compile the common themes together in one document, with notations so that it was 



 

47 

clear which participant said which comment. This method illustrated the prevalence of 

certain themes, and whether certain themes were more common depending on different 

factors, such as the size of the local government, the region, or whether it made a 

difference if the participant sat in the planning department or a different department in their 

local government.   

Plan analysis 

Plans were selected based on which local governments had released them most recently, 

and only plans released during or after 2018 were considered as these plans were most 

likely to take the 2018 IPCC Report into consideration. The plans that were considered for 

this study all had to have climate change mitigation as a primary purpose and they had to 

look at the community at large, not just the local government’s corporate emissions.  Two 

to three plans were selected from small, medium, and large local governments. 

Community sizes were defined based on an adapted version of the Statistics Canada 

settlement categorization methodology as follows (Statistics Canada, 2011):  

• Small: <25,000 people 

• Medium: 25,000 – 100,000 people 

• Large: 100,000+ people 

This method supports two of the lines of inquiry: how climate action is currently taking 

place among local governments and what tools and actions are available to planners. 

Climate plans themselves are key climate actions and these plans also highlight which 

tools and actions are being prioritized in local governments.  

Each plan was evaluated based on level of detail and level of urgency. Level of detail was 

determined using the climate action plan analysis method established by Guyadeen et al. 
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(2019) in their assessment of Canadian municipal climate change plans. This method uses 

43 indicators under eight categories: fact base, goals, policies, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation, inter-organizational coordination, participation, and organization and 

presentation. These 43 indicators are determined by 46 questions established in their 

article. Each plan was read in detail and each indicator was assigned either a “0” if it was 

absent or “1” if it was present. An index score was then calculated for each category with 

the highest possible score being “1” and the lowest being “0.” The category score is not 

binary but rather a range between “0” and “1.” This score was calculated for each individual 

plan and for the overall category. The overall plan quality score was calculated as the total 

of each category’s index score, with the highest possible score being “8” (Guyadeen et 

al., 2018). The level of urgency among the plans was assessed based on whether their 

short-term and long-term goals were consistent with IPCC pathways that support 

mitigation of warming to 1.5C. Each plan’s targets were written down and compared with 

the recommended targets established by the IPCC. The limited ability to assess feasibility 

from an external viewpoint is also discussed in this section. 

Finally, in order to further explore the kinds of climate change mitigation tools and actions 

available to planners, the four plans that assigned responsibility for the actions in their 

plans to specific departments were reviewed. Each mitigation action assigned to planners 

was listed and grouped into categories for analysis.  



 

49 

Chapter 4. Results and Findings 

This thesis is investigating the changing role of local government planners in BC in climate 

change mitigation in light of the IPCC’s findings that urgent action must be taken over the 

next ten years. It also seeks to analyse what policy tools are available to planners in this 

shifting role. Additionally, this research is exploring the policy implications of declaring a 

climate emergency at the local government level, and how it can be used to leverage 

action. As noted above, my overarching research question is: what is the role of local 

government planners in climate change mitigation? 

Legislative Analysis 

The purpose of the legislative analysis is to understand the jurisdictional context of climate 

change mitigation. As such, it will provide key information regarding the research question: 

what are the actions and tools available to local government planners that can support 

climate change mitigation consistent with IPCC recommendations? This section will first 

look at the 2018 IPCC Report to provide key context on what the goal is for climate change 

mitigation. Then it will review the powers available to local government planners within 

that context. That will include an overview of key documents serving as the legal 

framework in BC (i.e.: Local Government Act) and an exploration of the specific legal tools 

that planners can use to work towards the recommendations and goals established by the 

IPCC. 

As introduced previously, the 2018 IPCC Report establishes the imperative to work 

towards limiting global warming to 1.5°C. While the IPCC acknowledges that there is “no 

historical precedent for the scale of socio-cultural, economic, and technological change 
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needed limit warming to 1.5°C” (IPCC, 2018c), its research does find that there are 

pathways that can keep warming to that limit (IPCC, 2018a). All of these pathways require 

action by cities (IPCC, 2018c). If these pathways are to be possible and successful, 

“enabling conditions must be created that allow for transformational systemic change” to 

energy, infrastructure, land, urban and industrial systems (IPCC, 2018c, p.14). While local 

governments certainly cannot bring about this change by themselves, they do have 

powers that can be used to enable and push forward necessary change. The fact that 

there are many different pathways to achieving a limit of warming illustrates that there is 

no one right way to implement action. As such, this section will review the various different 

tools in planners’ proverbial ‘arsenal’ while also acknowledging that not all tools will be 

appropriate and effective for every community. 

The two most foundational pieces of legislation that give local governments and, by 

extension, planners their powers in British Columbia are the Local Government Act 

(“LGA”) and the Community Charter (“the Charter”). As stated by the Provincial 

government, these two documents “define the core authority of local governments and 

guide decision-making” (“Local government legislative framework,” n.d.). The LGA is the 

primary piece of legislation for both municipalities and regional districts, and it is this Act 

that gives local governments planning and land use powers. This section will also speak 

to the implications of the Local Government (Green Communities) Statutes Amendment 

Act (“Bill 27”) of 2008, which gave valuable climate action powers that can be used by 

planners. The Charter establishes the statutory framework for municipalities and 

establishes other areas of authority such as the regulation of buildings and structures for 

specific purposes, including the reduction of GHG emissions and the conservation of 

energy or water. The City of Vancouver has its own legislation, the Vancouver Charter, 
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which will not be included in the scope of this research. The third provincial Act that will 

be addressed through this section is the Buildings Act, which contains the standards and 

provisions that regulate new buildings in the province. While this does not give authority 

to local governments and their planners per se, local governments can choose to opt into 

two additional regulations the Solar Hot Water Ready Regulation and the BC Energy Step 

Code, which planners can then use to encourage less emissions intensive building 

practices. These two optional regulations will be discussed in greater detail below. 

The above legislation establishes what planners do and do not have the power to do when 

creating and implementing climate change mitigation strategies. This section will focus on 

the tools that are available to planners based on the powers given to them through 

provincial legislation, and how they can be used to mitigate climate change. It is important 

to note that most of the following tools can be understood from two different angles in that 

planners have been given the power to create policy, within certain limitations, and they 

have the opportunity to implement it. To illustrate, local government planners are both 

involved in the creation and updating of their community’s Official Community Plan, and 

in the application of its policies to the work that they do on a daily basis. 

The following sections will review the specific tools available to planners as established in 

provincial legislation and highlighted through various toolkits, guidebooks, and legal 

analyses that have been written to provide guidance on how these tools can be used to 

implement climate change mitigation. These tools include: Regional Growth Strategies, 

Official Community Plans, Zoning, Development Permit Areas, Development Cost 

Charges, Density Bonuses, and other types of incentives, and how they can be combined 

for greater effectiveness. Given that it has been established by the University of Victoria 

Environmental Law Centre (“ELC”) that local governments in BC can have the greatest 
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impact when addressing emissions associated with the built environment and 

transportation (ELC, 2019), those two sectors will generally be the primary focus.  

It is also important to note that the following sections serve as an overview, not as an in-

depth analysis, as this is outside of the scope of this thesis and is best provided by 

professionals with professional legal experience in interpreting legislation. The purpose 

here is to provide an introduction to the BC legislative framework and to establish a base 

understanding from which the survey, interview, and plan analysis findings can be 

analysed in the discussion section.  

Regional Growth Strategies (“RGS”) are written by regional districts and serve as an 

agreement between regional distracts and their member municipalities regarding social, 

economic, and environmental goals and actions. As stated in the LGA, the purpose of an 

RGS is to “promote human settlement that is socially, economically, and environmentally 

healthy and make efficient use of public facilities and services, land and other resources” 

(s.428). Since all bylaws and plans within a regional district must be consistent with its 

RGS, it is important that it sets clear goals and actions that support the incorporation of 

climate action through all other policy documents. Planners developing or updating an 

RGS also have the opportunity to incorporate regional conservation plans and designate 

regional greenways (Green Bylaws Toolkit, 2016), which can protect existing natural 

assets that serve as carbon sinks. Section 429(2)(d) of the LGA also establishes that 

RGSs must include “to the extent that these are regional matters, targets for the reduction 

of greenhouse gas emissions in the regional district, and policies and actions proposed 

for the regional district with respect to achieving those targets.” The use of a climate lens 

in an RGS is crucial as it not only guides development through regional district operations, 
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but member municipalities can point to strong climate change mitigation policy to support 

their own mitigation work in their Official Community Plans.  

The authority to create Official Community Plans (OCP) is primarily conferred by the LGA. 

Given that OCPs establish the overall direction of any given community and that all new 

bylaws and policy must be consistent with OCPs (s.478(2)), it is important that they include 

clear language that enables and supports the implementation of climate change mitigation 

policy and projects (ELC, 2019). At a higher level, OCPs can establish policy on land use, 

density, transportation, and environmentally sensitive areas, which can then be used to 

enable future bylaws, policies, and plans that support climate change mitigation. As is 

required in RGSs, OCPs must also include “targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas 

emissions in the area covered by the plan, and policies and actions of the local 

government proposed with respect to achieving those targets” (s.473(3)). While an actual 

plan to achieve those targets is not required by the LGA, this is something that could be 

included should the local government want to establish a stronger imperative for action 

(ELC, 2019). Even though these climate plans and the policies and actions within them 

may not be legally enforceable by themselves, they can “still play a critically important role 

for providing direction to and, communicating and mobilizing support for, the policy 

direction” (ELC, 2019, p. 12).  

The Environmental Law Centre also notes that Local Area Plans or Neighbourhood plans, 

which can be established through the OCP, can be used to pilot new or innovative targets 

and actions before implementing them in the rest of the community (ELC, 2019). Urban 

Containment Boundaries can also be used to prevent sprawl and encourage compact 

communities (Green Bylaws Toolkit, 2016) that reduce the carbon intensity of the urban 

fabric due to transportation needs. Division 7 of the LGA gives local governments the 
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power to designate Development Permit Areas (DPAs) for specific purposes, a tool that 

planners can harness to establish objectives and guidelines relating to energy 

conservation and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions within that area. DPAs will be 

discussed in further detail below. 

The power to zone for and regulate certain uses is established under section 479 of the 

LGA. Zoning is a particularly powerful tool available to planners, especially for developing 

compact communities that encourages density in close proximity to transit, services, and 

businesses (ELC, 2019). This can “significantly reduce transportation demand” which is 

one of the top contributors of greenhouse gas emissions for many local governments 

(ELC, 2019, p. 3). By developing or updating zoning bylaws with a climate lens, planners 

can incorporate strategies that reduce emissions through transit-oriented development 

and low carbon buildings (“BC Climate Action Toolkit,” n.d.). For example, zoning for low 

carbon buildings could include floor area ratio exclusions that promote thick walls and 

shading devices which can increase insulation and save energy; ensuring that solar 

equipment is excluded from building height; and permitting energy generation wherever 

appropriate (“BC Climate Action Toolkit,” n.d.). It should be recognized though that the 

effectiveness and appropriateness of these tools will vary depending on environmental 

conditions such as the amount of sun exposure in a given area. Amenity density bonusing 

can also be established through zoning, which can encourage more compact communities 

or cluster developments and improve affordability of more ‘green’ development. This will 

be discussed further below.  

Development Permit Areas, designated through OCPs, are a key tool for climate change 

mitigation strategies. In 2011, the Intergovernmental Relations and Planning Division of 

the BC Government even wrote an in-depth guide on how to harness them for energy 
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conservation, water conservation, and GHG emissions reduction, powers conferred to 

local governments under section 488 of the LGA. Section 491(9) of the LGA establishes 

five types of requirements can be put in place for those three purposes: (a) Landscaping; 

(b) Siting of Buildings and Other Structures; (c) Form and Exterior Design of Buildings and 

Other Structures; (d) Specific Features in the Development; and (e) Machinery, Equipment 

and Systems External to Buildings and Other Structures. The guide outlines several key 

strategies that can be used within each of the above five categories. For example, under 

section (a) landscaping, DPAs can be used to encourage plantings that block wind and 

promote passive solar gain and cooling, which can both reduce energy demand 

associated with heating and cooling (2011, pp. 13-14). Most of the recommended 

strategies in that guide led to reduced emissions through reduced heating and cooling 

energy consumption. However, there were also some recommendations for section (e) 

Machinery, Equipment and Systems External to Buildings and Other Structures that can 

be used to promote on-site renewable energy generation and effective waste 

management to reduce emissions (2011, pp. 22-24. Overall, a key takeaway from this 

guide and the Green Bylaws Toolkit is that DPAs are most effective when combined with 

other supportive policy. As noted in the latter, “unless there are regulatory bylaws, such 

as a tree bylaw, under which the municipality can levy a fine, there is no simple way to 

add teeth to a development permit” (Green Bylaws Toolkit, 2016, p. 90). Further 

discussion about the effectiveness of such tools in relation to limiting warming below 1.5C 

will take place in the Discussion chapter.  

As discussed in the Environmental Law Centre report, “municipalities can impose 

Development Cost Charges (“DCCs”) related to applications for building or subdivision 

permits, and may waive or reduce DCCs for certain types of developments” (2019, p. 3). 
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Specifically, section 563 of the LGA gives local governments the power to establish bylaws 

that allow DCCs to be waived for a subdivision of small lots that is designed to result in 

low greenhouse gas emissions and for eligible developments that are designed to result 

in a low environmental impact (s.563(1)). Additionally, DCCs that are collected “may be 

used for off-site infrastructure designed to reduce GHG pollution, including bus lanes, bus 

shelters, protected bicycle lanes, marked crosswalks, and sidewalks” (ELC, 2019, p. 3). 

DCC structures can also be designed to promote more compact walkable communities by 

lowering DCCs in core areas to promote density in key nodes (ELC, 2019). In its 2009 

report on the implications of Bill 27, Susan Rutherford from West Coast Environmental 

Law notes that “there is potential to be creative in crafting [these] incentives” and suggests 

several eligibility criteria for a DCC waiver such as providing district heating with 

renewable fuel sources or being in close proximity to public transit (2009, p. 9). While 

waiving DCCs itself does not reduce GHG emissions, and they should be designed to suit 

each local government’s development pattern, DCCs can reduce the financial burden on 

developers who seek to build in a less carbon intensive way. 

Section 482 of the LGA gives local governments the power to establish density bonuses 

for providing amenities. Similar to DCCs, amenity density bonuses themselves do not 

reduce GHG emissions, however they can be used to develop more compact communities 

generally and can add critical infrastructure that can promote less carbon-intensive 

lifestyles, such as cycling infrastructure (ELC, 2019). In more rural contexts, this tool can 

be used to promote clustered development that protects natural assets like forests (Green 

Bylaws Toolkit, 2016, p 79) which naturally remove carbon from the atmosphere. The 

Green Bylaws Toolkit also suggests that this tool is most effective in high-density urban 

areas and large lot rural areas where changes from density bonusing structures may not 
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be as apparent when compared to medium-sized and near-urban communities, where 

additional density may be more visually noticeable (2016, p. 79).  

The power to give Revitalization Tax Exemptions (“RTEs”) is granted to local governments 

through section 226 of the Community Charter. As discussed in the Environmental Law 

Centre report, RTEs “can be applied to land, to improvements, or to both… [and] may be 

targeted to areas that are central and compact, thereby encouraging redevelopment at 

higher densities and with more energy efficient building forms and energy sources” (2019, 

p. 26). Changes to the Charter in 2007 made it easier for ‘green’ development proposals 

to apply for RTEs, including brownfield redevelopment, infill, high efficiency buildings, and 

those with initiatives designed to reduce GHG emissions (BC Climate Action Toolkit, n.d.; 

Rutherford, 2009; ELC, 2019). As with DCCs and amenity density bonuses, RTEs 

themselves do not reduce GHG emissions, but rather facilitates more feasible and low 

carbon development practices in the community.  

As of 2017, the Building Act established the BC Energy Step Code (“BCESC”) and the 

Solar Hot Water Ready Regulation, two opt-in additions to the BC Building Code. The 

former establishes increasingly higher standards of energy efficiency in both residential 

and commercial buildings, while the latter requires new single-family homes to support 

solar hot water systems, even if they are not immediately built (ELC, 2019). While these 

are provincial regulations, local government planners do have the opportunity to develop 

policy that either requires compliance with the regulations or encourages compliance 

through incentives such as the fast-tracking of BCESC compliant applications, also known 

as “greenstreaming” (ELC, 2019, p. 20).  
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All of the above tools can also be combined in creative ways to support various other types 

of initiatives. District energy systems can be implemented through a combination of 

general land use planning, zoning, setting climate targets, and through establishing a local 

service area by bylaw (ELC, 2019; Rutherford, 2009). Integrated resource recovery can 

also be implemented through RGSs, OCPs, bylaws, zoning, tax incentives, and 

development permit processes as discussed in the Ministry of Community Development’s 

2009 “Resources from waste: A guide to integrated resource recovery” report. Waste is 

another sector where there are key opportunities to reduce GHG emissions, such as 

reclaiming wasted energy for reuse or carbon capture from landfills (Resources from 

Waste, 2009). When working to implement integrated resource recovery, planners can 

have a role in identifying and removing policy barriers that can make it harder for 

developments implement community energy systems or waste recovery on site 

(Resources from Waste, 2009).  

As seen through the various tools above, improving transportation also requires planners 

to creatively combine the use of bylaws, plans, policies, projects, and incentives. For 

example, planners can write parking bylaws so that they include parking maximums in 

addition to or instead of parking minimums. They can also incorporate powers established 

in LGA section 525(7)(a)(ii) where local governments can use money received in lieu of 

off-street parking towards “transportation infrastructure that supports walking, bicycling, 

public transit or other alternative forms of transportation.” They can also establish EV 

charging infrastructure requirements, which is not covered by the Building Act, and thus 

open to regulation at the local level (ELC, 2019).  

Overall, while there are certainly jurisdictional limitations to local governments’ and 

planners’ roles in implementing climate change mitigation initiatives (Green Bylaws 
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Toolkit, 2016, p. 35), there are also many areas of opportunity, especially when various 

powers are intentionally and creatively combined. It is also important to acknowledge 

again that planners have diverse roles, and that depending on the size and structure of 

their local government, they may or may not be involved in creating and/or implementing 

these policies, plans, and bylaws. This will be addressed further in the discussion section 

of the thesis along with a discussion of the relative effectiveness of the above tools in 

terms of their ability to support limiting warming to 1.5°C.  

Survey 

The research questions addressed by the surveys are as follows: 1) what are the changes 

in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? 2) how is climate action 

planning currently taking place in BC local governments? When sharing direct quotes, the 

size of the local government in which the participant works will be shared by writing (S) for 

small, (M) for medium, or (L) for large. Due to potential perceptions that smaller local 

governments may have less capacity, it seemed important to show what participants are 

saying in the context of the population size of their jurisdiction. As noted in the methods 

section, a small local government is considered one with a population of fewer than 25,000 

people, a medium local government is considered one with a population between 25,000 

and 100,000 people, and a large local government is considered one with greater than 

100,000 people. Both regional districts and municipalities are included and categorized 

within the same system. 

What are the changes in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? 



 

60 

The survey conducted for this thesis addressed this question directly. Question 3 of the 

survey asked participants: Q3) Has climate change and/or the risk of climate change 

impacts led to any changes in your work? If so, what are they, and how has it changed? 

From this question, there were three overarching types of changes that emerged. 1) Shifts 

in peoples’ frames of understanding, both the planners themselves and the people around 

them. 2) Shifting plans, policies, and bylaws. 3) Organizational or structural shifts for their 

local government that impacted their work. These are discussed below 

1. Shifting frames of understanding 

Participants noted an increased personal interest and awareness about climate change; 

the incorporation of a climate lens in planning; shifts in environmental priorities; and 

greater awareness and expectations from their Councils, Boards, and/or communities. 

Several participants cited use of a climate lens as a change in their work. For example, 

one participant wrote that “OCPs and larger organization policy now directs staff to 

consider climate change in every staff report and make recommendations with that in 

mind” (M), while another shared that they are now “always using climate change and 

climate [change] mitigation as a lens” in their work (S). This shift in perspective was 

echoed by other participants in relation to the people they work with, such as elected 

officials and/or community members. As one participant noticed, “the most observable 

change is an increase in elected official willingness/interest to receive and engage with 

information related to our climate action” (L). Another participant noted that this had grown 

into more of an “expectation from Council,” not just an interest (S).  

2. Shifting plans, policies, and bylaws 
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Shifting plans, policies, and bylaws was the most frequently discussed change in work 

among participants. This included planning for climate-change-related risks, such as 

flooding and wildfire; implementation of new local government policies; participation in the 

development of new climate change mitigation related plans, policies, and bylaws; 

updating existing plans, policies, and bylaws to account for climate change mitigation; and 

changing recommendations to Council, such as through staff reports.  

Planning for climate-change-related risks was the most commonly cited change within this 

theme and overall. This is typically associated with adaptation, as participants who wrote 

about this generally described how they were planning to respond to current and future 

risks, rather than how they were involved in reducing the source of those risks. Flooding 

and fire were the two most commonly mentioned risks. Many participants also wrote about 

climate change mitigation policies, plans, and/or bylaws and how they were involved in 

either developing, updating, and/or implementing them. Several participants mentioned 

their involvement in the development of Climate Action Plans and Development Permit 

Areas as ways their work had changed. One planner noted the “creation of Community 

Energy Emissions Plans, Climate Action Plans and Development Permit Areas addressing 

GHG tools and emissions reduction strategies” … and that they were “starting to consider 

green building and the introduction of Step Code” (S). Participating planners also 

highlighted how bylaws, such as their OCPs and Zoning Bylaws, were being updated to 

reflect climate change risks and how climate change can be mitigated.  

3. Organizational or structural shifts for their local government that impacted 

their work 
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This theme captures participants’ who highlighted how climate action has become more 

embedded throughout their local governments; municipal investment in climate action; and 

most commonly, the local implications of changing Provincial regulations and policies, 

such as Step Code, the Climate Action Charter, and the Green Communities Statutes 

Amendment Act (Bill 27). 

No change 

It is also important to note that thirteen participants identified no changes to their work, 

although this stemmed from two different reasons. Three participants, who have been 

planners for four years or less, noted that climate change has been a key planning 

consideration for the entirety of their careers to date. Climate change has not changed 

their work because it has been a constant. One of these participants noted: “having been 

a planner for 3 years, climate change has been a topic at the forefront of consideration,” 

although they also followed this up by stating, “I’ve only heard of how it’s caused changes 

in older planners’ day-to-day anecdotally” (M). Five participants stated that climate change 

has not directly impacted their work. One participant from a medium local government 

noted that there are “minimal changes in my daily work. However, at the political level 

there is far more community dialogue from residents wishing to see the City declare a 

climate change crisis.” Meanwhile, one participant from a small local government shared 

that: “Climate change is rarely discussed as a priority in the planning department. Our 

economy is driven by the natural resource / energy sector, so I think there is some 

hesitancy for elected officials to support anti-climate-change policy because it might be 

perceived as anti-oil.” This variation highlights how economic, community, and political 

differences can have significant impacts for local government staff and the ability to do 

climate change mitigation work. Five additional participants just said “no” as their 
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response, not indicating whether this lack of change is due to climate change being a 

constant or if it does not impact their work at all.  

The results of this question did not illustrate any clear trends through the themes based 

on jurisdictional size. Further studies with greater participation and a more even 

distribution of participants across key variables, such as jurisdictional size, would be 

beneficial to capture a clearer picture.   

How is climate action currently taking place among local governments in BC? 

The second question that was addressed by the surveys was regarding how climate action 

is currently taking place among local governments in BC, and what that illustrates about 

the actions and tools currently available to planners. Most of the key findings regarding 

this research question came from the following survey question: Q8) What role does your 

planning department have in implementing climate action? The common responses that 

emerged through the survey responses were categorized into three overarching themes: 

different sectors that climate action can take place; different tools that are used by 

planning departments; and the role of planning departments in the greater local 

government organization.  

There were two primary sectors of climate action for planning departments and planners 

that emerged through participants’ responses: density and transportation. Specifically, 

increasing density and promoting and planning for active and sustainable transportation. 

Overall, though, the responses could most commonly be categorized into the second 

theme, the climate action tools used by planning departments. These responses echoed 

those in question three of the survey. The most common response within this theme was 
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in regard to the implementation of existing policy, plans, bylaws, and initiatives that include 

climate action. This included implementation of OCP policies, Regional Growth Strategy 

policies, zoning bylaws, other relevant bylaws, climate action plans or similar, design 

guidelines, and Step Code, generally during the review of development applications or 

subdivision applications. As seen through participants’ responses to this question and 

through question three above, this points to the use of a climate lens when doing 

development planning.  

On the policy planning side, participants generally highlighted their departments’ role in 

preparing new policies, plans, and bylaws that support climate action, and their role in 

reviewing and updating those policies, plans, and bylaws that already exist. While the 

types of new policy documents being created were varied, almost all participants who 

wrote about updating documents mentioned updating their OCP. As one participant 

shared, “we are entering our OCP review process and intend to do some GHG modeling 

and apply a climate lens to the entire review process” (S). 

The other actions in which participants’ departments were involved included modeling, 

seeking funding, monitoring and evaluating progress indicators, and reporting progress to 

community and Council. These tie into the role of planners and their departments within 

their local government organization. The types of internal action that participants 

described were supporting the integration of climate change considerations across 

departments, participation in intermunicipal groups, and general leadership within their 

organization in pursuing climate change mitigation. This illustrates that planners not only 

have key climate change mitigation opportunities through influencing community 

development, but an important role in creating change within their local government.  
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That said, there were also several participants who shared that their planning department 

plays a limited, unclear, or no role at all in climate change mitigation. Similar to the results 

seen above, there were distinct and different reasons why this was the case. This varied 

from a separate work unit doing climate action work, both mitigation and adaptation (L); 

lack of capacity (S); or insufficient political will (S).  

Overall, there was little in the way of significant trends and differences based on variation 

of local government population size. There was one notable variation, however. All five 

participants who wrote that their planning department took the lead in climate change 

mitigation were from small local governments. One participant stated that “planners are 

the first step in introducing change,” while another declared that “we’re the masterminds!” 

This shows that while there may be challenges of capacity among smaller local 

governments, this may not completely accurately reflect the full picture of small local 

governments’ planners’ roles in climate action. 

Additional findings of note 

Due to the somewhat limited participation in the survey, with fifty-nine respondents, the 

results do not hold statistical significance. However, there is still an important finding within 

the responses received. To give some context, seven local governments had multiple 

planners respond to the survey, which was seen through the last question of the survey 

which asked them for which jurisdiction they worked so that results could be weighted 

appropriately. Interestingly, there were multiple cases where planners from the same local 

government responded differently to questions about their local government. This included 

whether their local government had a separate long-range or policy planning division from 

development planning; whether their local government has a designated planner for 
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climate change/climate action, and whether their local government has a climate action 

plan. It is also worth noting that multiple participants did not know some key information 

about their local governments and/or communities, such as not knowing whether their 

local government had declared a climate emergency, whether their local government had 

a climate action plan, the top 4 climate risks faced by their communities and/or did not 

know what climate risks their community has already begun to face. Some of this can be 

explained by participants being relatively new to their local governments. Over half of 

those who chose “I don’t know” to one or more of those questions have been at their local 

governments for three or less years, but time at their local government ranged to over ten 

years. This illustrates that it cannot be assumed that planners have a basic understanding 

about climate change and climate action at their local governments.   

Interviews 

The research questions addressed by the interviews are as follows: 1) what are the 

changes in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? 2) how is climate 

action planning currently taking place in BC local governments? and 3) what are the 

implications of declaring a climate emergency? While all participants consented to be 

quoted directly by name, in order to reduce risk, interviewees will generally be quoted 

using assigned participant numbers. Quotes will only be attributed where it enhances the 

context of the quote in a meaningful way or where the content of the quote makes the 

participant identifiable, such as reference to a specific initiative in their community. It is 

also important to note that these findings are not statistically representative of the 

provincial picture, but rather illustrates trends. Further, when discussing the number of 
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participants who said what, this is also not necessarily representative, as certain 

participants may just not have had a given topic come to mind.  

Before exploring the results, the language used through this section must also be 

discussed. While climate action and climate change mitigation are not the same thing, 

participants often spoke of climate action and not climate change mitigation specifically 

given the interconnected nature of climate change mitigation and adaptation in practice. 

As such, the language that follows generally discusses climate action with the 

acknowledgement that this does include climate change mitigation. Additionally, I refer to 

both climate action staff and planners in the following sections, with climate action staff 

defined as individuals who were either hired to conduct climate action or who spend the 

majority of their work time on that topic. Interviewees were asked explicitly about the roles 

of planners, but there were also many areas where they spoke about their own 

experiences. Given that all except one of the interviewees are climate action staff, it is 

important to differentiate between what is relating to planners’ roles and what is relating 

to climate action staff’s roles, even though these may overlap. 

What are the changes in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? 

The interviews highlighted a several emerging climate-action-related roles that planners 

and climate action staff are doing that go beyond what may be in their job descriptions. 

These include planners as climate action collaborators, educators, and advocates. 

Certainly, some of these roles at the surface level are not “new” to planners. As with most 

careers, planners typically already collaborate and gather data in their work. However, the 

interviews suggested that climate change has added a new layer to these roles.  
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Planners as collaborators was one of the key roles that emerged through all of the 

interviews. This included collaboration with external funding partners, community groups, 

other organizations, advocacy groups, other levels of government, the private sector, and 

with other departments within their own government. Collaboration within the municipality 

emerged as one of the most commonly identified roles for planners and climate action 

staff. This was seen to be especially important in terms of embedding climate action within 

the local government. An illustrative example of this came from the City of Port Moody, 

where their staff has partnered with Simon Fraser University in the development of Low 

Carbon Resilience, an emerging climate action framework. As their Sustainability and 

Energy Coordinator explains: 

Using that low carbon resilience lens on our plan, we have been able to break 

down incredible silos within our organization. We now have staff from every single 

department within a climate action team. We meet every couple of months to talk 

about the Climate Action Plan and how implementation is going. And through that 

the staff have become so comfortable with each other and they're learning to 

speak, not only about climate action but other initiatives that are underway at the 

city that they have found it's beneficial to connect about, so we've been able to 

create different connections and synergies in the organization through this work 

and it's been leading to a lot more efficiencies and saving time and resources.  

This quote highlights how climate change has led to new kinds of inter-departmental 

collaboration in order to integrate climate action throughout the organization with powerful 

results. The importance of intentional and regular interactions between climate action staff 

and planning staff was identified among multiple participants suggesting that this may be 

a key enabler of effective climate action implementation.  
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Similar to collaboration, engagement is a role already associated with local government 

planning, although the interviews suggested that education is an even greater component 

of engagement as a result of climate change. As such, planners as educators emerged 

as a shifting role. For example, two local governments noted that they are running 

substantial campaigns to raise awareness of climate action within their communities both 

of which included educational components. Interviewee 3 described how their municipality 

is getting renderings done of key areas in their community to illustrate what increased 

density would look like so that they can help create a positive association with density, 

which is something to which people are often resistant. The Sustainability Planner at the 

District of Saanich described how her municipality is doing substantial climate action 

programming for their community, which includes their “Bring it Home for the Climate” 

initiative, which was established in partnership with the CRD, other municipalities, and a 

non-profit. This program offers virtual support and webinars for community members on 

topics such as renewable and efficient technology and the various incentives available to 

people. It also profiles residents who have done home retrofitting to highlight what they 

like about it. The Sustainability Planner also described how she gives presentations about 

the Saanich Climate Action Plan and climate change generally and what it means for 

residents.  

While this scale of educational campaign may not be as feasible in smaller local 

governments, the general importance of climate change and climate action messaging 

whether to the public or to other departments within the local government was almost 

universal among participants. In terms of messaging to the public, the interviews illustrated 

how there seems to be a need for a balanced approach when trying to communicate the 

urgency associated with climate change. As Interviewee 4 explained it, “getting that 
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messaging right is really important because you don’t want people to feel that, because 

this is important and this is so vast, that they have to stick their head in the sand.” These 

interviews showed that planning staff and climate action staff have an important role to 

play through outreach and engagement with community members so that they can 

promote understanding of climate change and the need for climate change mitigation, 

whether that be through making a Climate Action Plan, related programming, or otherwise. 

Similar to internal collaboration, the importance of internal messaging was also raised, 

especially where climate action may not be widely integrated throughout the municipality. 

Interviewee 6 noted that when collaborating with other departments, they “really wanted 

to not make it seem like we’re changing the world but aligning these actions with work and 

priorities that already exist.” As discussed in the literature review, climate action integration 

throughout municipalities was a critical enabler. As such, internal education using effective 

messaging is another role that planners may take on. The importance of planners and 

staff in other departments being educated about climate change and their local 

governments’ plans was echoed by Interviewees 1 and 4 as well. As Interviewee 1 stated, 

“planners have to understand the climate change discussion in order to help get any 

progress on mitigation.” 

The third shifting role that emerged through the interviews was how planners and climate 

action staff can work as advocates for climate action both within their own government 

and to more senior levels of government. For example, if a climate action plan has been 

passed by Council, planners can advocate for climate change considerations at the 

Council level by referring back to the plan that they have already approved. The 

importance of plans for this purpose was noted by multiple participants. The emphasis on 

the need for provincial leadership among almost every participant also pointed to a 
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potential role for planners as advocates that push for provincial leadership. For example, 

Interviewee 7 noted how they have “participated in a number of feedback and engagement 

processes about climate action for the provincial government.” The ability for any one local 

government planner to participate in these kinds of initiatives would likely depend on the 

structure and size of their government, however.  

The changes seen through the interviews generally follow a pattern. These changes are 

not really new roles, per say, but climate change and the need for urgent climate change 

mitigation has added a new dimension to these “hats” that planners wear. Interviewees 

noted several other useful ways that planners can support action, such as implementing 

regulations and writing policies and plans that support the mitigation of climate change, 

but these are things planners are already doing, just with an added layer often referred to 

as a climate lens. This idea that planners’ can and probably should be using a climate lens 

in all their work was an undercurrent throughout the interviewing process. While not all of 

the participants used that language explicitly, the need for planners to have baseline 

knowledge and be willing to get involved when trying to pursue effective climate policy 

was a key underlying theme throughout.  

How is climate action currently taking place among local governments in BC? 

The second question that was addressed by the interviews was regarding how climate 

action is currently taking place among local governments in BC, and what that illustrates 

about the actions and tools currently available to planners. This section will look at 1) the 

different areas and types of action highlighted by participants; 2) the key enablers of 

climate action identified; 3) some of the challenges that were raised, and will briefly discuss 

4) the emergence of Low Carbon Resilience. 
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1. Areas of Climate Action 

Throughout the interviews, there were generally two different ways that participants 

discussed how planners and climate action staff can approach climate action: the areas 

or sectors in which planners can effect change, and the types of tools or actions available 

to them. In terms of areas of action, participants identified transportation, waste, land use 

(typically with regards to density), buildings themselves, energy, and community-specific 

areas of opportunity.  

All but one of the participants discussed initiatives regarding electric vehicles (EVs) and/or 

electric vehicle charging infrastructure as a climate change mitigation measure either 

already implemented at their local government or in progress. This was by far the most 

common transportation action that was identified. The other form of transportation action 

taking place, identified by three participants, was the implementation and/or expansion of 

active transportation networks such as transit and bike lanes. Waste reduction or diversion 

was identified by four participants, but only one said they were directly involved with it. 

Promotion of density in terms of land use also showed up in a variety of ways through the 

interviews. It was most commonly discussed in relation to increasing density near transit, 

which was mentioned by four participants. It was also mentioned in relation to service 

delivery (Interviewee 1) and using density bonusing incentives to promote low carbon 

energy systems in new buildings (Interviewee 3). Influencing buildings as a climate change 

mitigation measure was also mentioned by four participants. This included conducting 

lifecycle costing, regulating that new buildings be EV ready, the form buildings (i.e.: 

detached, semidetached, or attached), and promoting energy efficient design and Step 

Code in buildings. Implementing Step Code as a useful planning action generally was 

mentioned by six out of the seven participants, although some of those participants noted 
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that their department or government did not have the capacity to implement it at a greater 

speed than what will be mandated by the Province. There were also community-specific 

examples of energy projects used to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. For example, 

Prince George uses waste heat from the mill as a source of renewable energy, which their 

Environmental Coordinator said saved “approximately 1,800 tonnes of GHG emissions 

annually.” This illustrates how there are opportunities for planners and climate action staff 

to explore how their own communities’ unique assets can be valuable tools for climate 

change mitigation.  

2. Types of Climate Action Tools 

The second way that participants discussed climate action approaches was the types of 

tools or actions available to planners and climate action staff. Participants mentioned the 

use of regulatory powers, enforcement, policymaking, and plan-making, although these 

sometimes overlap in practice. 

The most commonly cited opportunity for planners to effect change was through regulatory 

powers that support climate change mitigation. For example, Saanich has introduced EV 

infrastructure requirements by bylaw that came into effect September 1, 2020. As their 

Sustainability Planner explained, these will require “100% of new residential units in multi-

unit buildings [to] have access to electricity for their own electric vehicle charger.” These 

requirements, along with provisions for institutional, commercial, and industrial buildings, 

were embedded both into the Zoning Bylaw itself, and into their new Electric Vehicle Off-

Street Parking Bylaw. This gives planners powers to enforce the inclusion of this 

infrastructure in new building applications. Actively enforcing bylaws and policies was 

another type of action that interviewees identified, typically through the handling of 
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development applications. This is where planners have the opportunity to review 

applications with a climate lens and make recommendations to Council based on 

applicants’ compliance with bylaws and consistency with policies. As Interviewee 5 

explained: 

With the development planners, they're in negotiations or handling applications 

that are coming through for all of our buildings in [the municipality], so it's really 

important that they communicate the priorities around buildings and around land 

use… for them it's very important because they have to remember what the targets 

are, and what the goals are, and all the different actions that speak to or that would 

relate to buildings, and they have to communicate that to the development 

applicants that come through the [municipality] and make sure that their 

applications reflect what we're hoping to capture and what we expect in [our 

climate plan]. 

This points to the importance of plan-making and policymaking with a climate lens as well, 

as planners cannot meaningfully enforce or encourage what is not within them. This was 

highlighted by almost every participant. For example, Interviewee 2 noted how planners 

have a role in “setting the policy parameters for development… to help guide the 

development of the community in a way that reduces emissions and provides opportunities 

for [a] low carbon lifestyle.” Specifically, participants highlighted how planners play a role 

in developing guiding plans such as Official Community Plans (OCPs) and Local Area 

Plans, and that they have the opportunity to do so with climate change considerations in 

mind. Planners were noted to have a similar role in developing policies with climate change 

in mind, even though they may not be binding to the extent that bylaws are.  
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3. Enablers of Climate Action 

Through the interview process, there were certain factors that seemed to either enable or 

cause challenges when trying to implement climate action. These factors included funding, 

data availability, the Province, and collaboration and partnerships. In some cases, such 

as funding, these factors enabled action if local governments had them, and caused 

challenges when they did not. Others, such as declaring a climate emergency, were 

perceived to help or hinder differently depending on the context of the local government.  

The importance of funding was highlighted by every participant, and it generally came in 

one of three forms: external funding, internal funding, or a hybrid. When discussing 

external funding, participants noted that this was often critical to successful projects that 

would have been beyond the financial feasibility for their governments’ own budgets. For 

example, Interviewee 2 emphasized how “it makes it a lot easier to do a $7 million project 

when $6 million of that is coming from a third party.” In a similar vein, Interviewee 6 shared 

that “it can be challenging to really get a budget to do these things so when we can apply 

for a grant with BC Hydro and get our energy audits covered by BC Hydro and then 

potentially our upgrades covered by BC Hydro, those are our biggest successes.”  

Some of the avenues for funding identified by participants included ICLEI, the Federation 

of Canadian Municipalities (FCM), the province’s Clean BC initiative, BC Hydro, and 

Natural Resources Canada. Multiple participants also discussed how projects were funded 

internally. Naturally, budgets and taxes were mentioned, but two participants highlighted 

some environmentally specific funding mechanisms: The Carbon Fund and the Green 

Revolving Fund. The Carbon Fund model is where municipalities can “set money aside 

for projects equivalent of carbon offsets,” as described by the CAO of Ucluelet, however 
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he did also note that this is typically more effective in larger local governments where their 

communities’ carbon footprints are much larger. To illustrate, he noted that for Saanich, 

they could end up setting aside around $120,000 for climate action work, whereas it may 

only be approximately $2,000 of savings for Ucluelet. Somewhat similarly, in the Green 

Revolving Fund model, the local government establishes seed funding that can be loaned 

to itself, which is then repaid through energy savings, as discussed by Interviewee 2. 

CARIP funding was also highlighted by almost every participant and was treated as a 

hybrid form of funding for the purposes of this research. 

While it was a source of several of the interviewees’ successes, finding funding also 

presented certain challenges. Beyond the issue of not getting funding at all, the funding 

application process itself can pose issues. In Interviewee 5’s words: 

It's a very, very competitive space to stand out in the funding world and be 

innovative. And then [you have to] spend the time and prove to your organization 

as well that it was worth spending all that time and dedicating staff and other 

funding from your municipality to justify all of that, and you may not even be 

successful. 

So not only are climate action projects expensive themselves, but the process to apply for 

funding for those projects can be expensive as well in terms of staff time and resources to 

make the case to the funding body. 

A second key enabler of climate action was access to data, which had multiple co-benefits. 

This was seen as important for setting emissions reductions targets, ensuring measures 

would be effective through modelling, comparison of various potential options, tracking 

progress, and for illustrating the results of climate actions. This also tied into the IPCC 

2018 report, in that the report served as new data that informed four of the participants’ 



 

77 

climate action plans, typically leading to a more urgent emissions reduction timeline to 

align with the IPCC’s findings. But while almost all of the participants identified data as a 

key tool for success, it was also a source of challenges. This tension was particularly 

evident in the interview with Interviewee 5, who noted that data is one of their municipality’s 

biggest challenges, and that many other municipalities struggle with it as well. As they 

explained: 

Better data at the community scale and also at the provincial scale is definitely 

necessary to make sure that we're tracking things properly over time. We have all 

these broken databases and we're gathering information from all these different 

sources every time so it can be frustrating and then it also makes it really difficult 

to track consistently over time. 

Similar to funding, data was shown to be a key tool for climate action, but it is not always 

consistent and reliable when planners and climate action staff need to access it and report 

on it for the initiatives they are trying to pursue. 

The provincial government emerged as both an enabler of climate action and a hindrance 

to climate action depending on the local government and the context. For example, five of 

the participants noted that provincial leadership is helpful, pointing to how it establishes 

regulatory baselines, provides financial incentives, and/or can allow local governments to 

shift potential controversy away from themselves by pointing to provincial guidance. 

However, five participants also noted that these baselines are likely not strong enough to 

meet the need for urgent action, and that this provincial lag can limit municipal action 

where it does not have the regulatory ability to go beyond those baselines. As Interviewee 

7 shared: 
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While our permit system at the local government allows us to give out permits for 

new natural gas connections in our community, there's a provincial Act that doesn't 

allow us to review those permits for climate reasons. So, we cannot refuse to issue 

a permit for any gas connections for climate reasons. 

This was a priority within that participant’s local government, as the expanded use of 

natural gas for energy does not align with their emissions reduction targets. 

While planners as collaborators was already discussed above, collaboration and 

partnership as an enabler of climate action is worth briefly revisiting since it was addressed 

by every participant. When collaboration was not present, it made it very difficult for 

participants to push climate action forward. When it was present, it was crucial in 

supporting effective action and fostering innovation, as seen through SFU’s partnerships 

with Summerland and Port Moody in the development of Low Carbon Resilience.  

What are the implications of declaring a climate emergency? 

The implications of declaring a climate emergency echoed some of the findings associated 

with the enabling factors of climate action. In some cases, participants viewed it as an 

enabling factor, whereas in others, it was not. Declaration of a climate emergency was 

seen as useful for four participants, neutral for one, and counter-productive by two. For 

those who saw it as useful, they pointed to its value in affirming work already being done, 

pushing for accelerated action, and leading to larger municipal investments in budgets 

and staff. Even though there was no mention of any legally binding implications, 

participants did note that it allowed staff to have something to refer to when implementing 

actions afterwards. Those who saw it as counter-productive mainly suggested that it could 

cause unneeded distraction and controversy taking away from the climate action that is 
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already happening. Whether climate emergency declarations were viewed as helpful or 

not seemed to depend on each community’s unique context. 

Plan Analysis 

This section outlines the findings from the plan analysis conducted for eight local 

government climate action plans, which included evaluation of the level of detail and level 

of urgency within these plans. This section will also briefly speak to feasibility at a high 

level. This analysis was also used to understand two of the research questions: a) how is 

climate action currently taking place in BC local governments? and b) what are the actions 

and tools available to local government planners that can support climate change 

mitigation consistent with IPCC recommendations? 

Plans were selected based on which local governments had adopted them the most 

recently, with at least one plan from Vancouver Island and one plan from the mainland for 

each size category. The timeframe of plans included were those between 2018 and the 

August 2020, when the selection process was completed. Regional Districts were not 

intentionally excluded, but at the time the plans were selected, no Regional Districts had 

recently adopted Climate Action Plans. The 2018 cut-off was chosen so that there was a 

greater chance that they had included considerations from the 2018 IPCC Report 

referenced throughout this thesis.  

To analyze level of detail and understand how climate action planning is currently taking 

place in BC, this research replicated that which was published by Guyadeen et al. in 2019, 

who evaluated 63 climate plans across Canada. Their research evaluated plans based on 

eight categories and was composed of 46 indicators (Guyadeen et al., 2019). As with 
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Guyadeen et al.’s research, each indicator was assigned either a “0” if it was absent or “1” 

if it was present. For each category, an index score was then calculated with the highest 

possible score being “1” and the lowest being “0.” The overall plan quality score was 

calculated as the total of each category’s index score, with the highest possible score 

being “8” (Guyadeen et al., 2018). As four of the local governments’ plans reviewed for 

this thesis had earlier plans evaluated by Guyadeen et al., using the same methodology 

allows for a greater ability to compare the results. While different researchers conducted 

the two analyses, meaning they are not completely comparable, broad connections can 

still be drawn. It is also important to note that given the small size of the sample of plans 

reviewed, results are not necessarily representative of plans across British Columbia. 

The eight categories used for the level of detail analysis were: fact base, goals, policies, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation, inter-organizational coordination, 

participation, and organization and presentation. The strongest plans overall belonged to 

Saanich, with a score of 7.48; Summerland, with a score of 6.87; and Port Moody, with a 

score of 6.82 (see Figure 1 for complete ranking). These plans were the strongest because 

they were generally consistently strong in almost every category, while some of the 

weaker plans had significant gaps in several categories. For example, even though it was 

one of the plans with the most proposed policies, Victoria’s plan ranked the weakest with 

a score of 4.83, and scored 0.25 or less in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation, 

and participation categories.  
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Figure 1. Plan Ranking 

 

The mean score of the Fact-Based category was 0.65. Some of the key findings in this 

category were that almost no local governments included vulnerability assessments in 

their climate plans in line with the listed indicators, which accounted for three out of eleven 

indicators in that category. Two local governments – Saanich and Port Moody – had a 

form of vulnerability assessment, but they did not really address the indicators established 

by Guyadeen et al. which looked for identification of geographic areas, demographic 

populations, and certain industries that would be disproportionately affected by climate 

change. Summerland and Victoria’s plans said they would be conducting vulnerability 

assessments in the future, and Saanich’s plan noted that there would be an extended 

vulnerability assessment released outside of the plan. This seems to suggest that local 

governments may be conducting vulnerability assessments primarily outside of their 

climate plans, although the size of this sample prevents making any definitive claims.  
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If not including the three vulnerability assessment indicators, the plans were generally 

strong in this category with a mean score of 0.88. Interestingly, the other key shortcoming 

in this category was the climate change awareness indicator, with only half of the plans 

included a description of the causes of climate change. It is worth highlighting that all eight 

plans did include both emissions inventories (overall and broken down) and emissions 

trends forecasting, both of which are crucial to understanding where local emissions are 

coming from and which sectors need to be prioritized for effective community emissions 

reductions.  

The Goals category was also generally strong through these plans, with the most common 

shortcoming being a lack of adaptation goals. Even though adaptation was not a key 

component of this thesis, it was a part of Guyadeen et al.’s methodology and was retained 

for the purpose of consistency when calculating the final scores. The mean score for the 

Goals category was 0.81, although if the adaptation indicators were removed that score 

increased to 0.94. Not including the adaptation indicators, six out of the eight plans spoke 

to all four other indicators, and the remaining two only missed inclusion of a goal for 

municipal emissions reductions. All eight plans included broad goals for community 

emissions, and both short- and long-term targets for emissions reductions. 

The Policies category through all eight plans scored the same as the Goals category, with 

a mean score of 0.81. This category assessed the range of types of climate 

policies/actions that could be included in plans. Individual scores ranged from 0.5 to 1.0, 

with over half scoring 0.9 or above. Every plan had policy on transportation, energy 

efficiency, and waste management, and seven out of eight plans had policies on 

communication with the public, land use, and renewable energy. It is important to 

acknowledge one of the limitations with the methods of analysis here. Each of the 
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indicators only asked if the plan had at least one policy of each type. As such, this category 

does not differentiate between plans with many policies in each category and those with 

just one. It also does not capture the difference of strength between policies, as one plan 

may say the local government will do a certain action whereas another plan may say the 

local government will investigate doing a certain action. Even where multiple plans may 

score well, not all plans are ‘created equally’ in terms of the quality of those policies. 

Implementation was one of the weakest and least consistent categories seen through 

these plans, with a mean overall score of 0.7 and individual plans scoring between 0.2 

and 1.0. While all eight plans did identify some sort of timeline for implementation of 

policies, only three of those plans prioritized the policies. As with the Policies category, 

the indicators do not evaluate quality in a nuanced way. For example, one indicator was 

the inclusion of a policy on financial mechanisms to incentivize action or collect revenue 

related to climate change. Plans ranged from allocating CARIP money towards climate 

action to establishing a Climate Action Reserve Fund and carbon price policy.  

Similar to the Implementation category, Monitoring and Evaluation had a wide range of 

scores between 0.25 and 1.0, with an overall mean score of 0.72. The most commonly 

missed indicator in this category was organization responsibility: whether or not the plan 

identified departments (or in one case an individual) responsible for monitoring the 

implementation. There were no indicators that were met by every plan. It is important to 

note that this analysis can only address planned monitoring and evaluation, not the 

monitoring and evaluation itself, as these plans are all very recent and not enough time 

has passed for local governments to report on progress. 
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Interorganizational Coordination was the strongest category with all eight plans meeting 

both indicators, giving a mean score of 1.0. All plans included at least one horizontal 

connection with other local plans or programs, such as their Official Community Plan or 

Transportation Master Plan, and at least one vertical connection to federal, provincial, or 

regional plans, such as CleanBC. 

Participation had the lowest mean score, 0.56. This was because no plans included one 

of the four indicators, the purpose of stakeholder participation, and two plans met none of 

the participation indicators receiving a score of 0.0. Aside from those two plans, the rest 

did consistently meet the other three indicators identifying the organizations and 

stakeholders involved, identifying the public as part of the plan making process, and 

describing the evolution of the plan.  

The final category, Organization and Presentation, received a mean score of 0.78, with 

individual scores ranging between 0.75 and 1.0. All plans included a table of contents and 

clear illustrations, and almost all plans included an executive summary. The most 

noticeable gap was that only two plans included a glossary or defined key terms, which is 

important given the potentially inaccessible language or “esoteric terminology sometimes 

used in climate change discussions” (Guyadeen et al., 2019, p. 132). 

As noted above, given the small sample size of this study and that that different 

researchers compiled the results of the 2019 study and this replication, results are not 

completely comparable. However, there are some notable trends that can be highlighted. 

Generally speaking, climate plans do seem to be getting stronger overall as time goes on, 

with the mean score of almost every category higher than in the Guyadeen et al. (2019) 

study. The only exception was the Implementation category, which decreased from a 
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mean score of 0.83 to 0.7. Additional replication with a larger sample size would be 

valuable to determine whether these trends are accurate at a larger scale, particularly 

whether the implementation category is a growing weakness, which could point to 

challenges in the likelihood these plans are put in practice. 

Level of urgency, not a component of the Guyadeen et al. (2019) study, was also reviewed 

for this analysis by comparing the targets established in the plans with the emissions 

reductions recommended by the IPCC for little to no overshoot of 1.5C. The two indicators 

that were used to determine level of urgency were whether plans set a 2030 target 

between 40-60% for reductions from 2010 levels and whether plans set a 2050 target of 

net zero emissions (IPCC, 2018b).  

There were a couple of challenges when assessing this indicator. First, was that most of 

the plans did not use 2010 as their base year for emissions reductions. Most of them used 

2007, likely because BC’s targets are based on a 2007 baseline, one used 2010, and one 

used 2017. Given that emissions were most likely lower in 2007 versus 2010, that 

suggests that targets from a 2007 baseline may be more stringent than from a 2010 

baseline, but it does make it more challenging to compare between jurisdictions. For the 

sake of this analysis, targets with a baseline of 2007 were considered consistent with 

those from the IPCC. The second challenge was that there were sometimes differences 

between a plan’s vision and what reductions were actually planned for. For example, 

Saanich and Squamish’s plans both had envisioned targets that aligned with the IPCC’s 

recommendations, but Squamish’s 2030 goal and Saanich’s 2050 goal both included 

qualifiers that there were not enough measures included in the plan to reach those goals. 

Given that both their overall short- and long-term goals did align with the IPCC’s 

recommended reductions, and that more technologies and tools will likely develop in the 



 

86 

future to fill the existing gaps in their plans, both of these plans were considered consistent 

with the level of urgency outlined by the IPCC. Port Moody’s plan also had targets that 

met the above indicators.  

The remaining five plans had a range of goals. For short term goals, three out of five had 

targets more consistent with pathways that lead to 2C warming (between 10-30% 

reductions by 2030) (IPCC, 2018b), one set 40% reductions as their target, and one set 

50% as their target, which is consistent with 1.5C warming pathways. None of these five 

plans set a target of net zero emissions by 2050. Four out of five established goals of 80% 

reductions by 2050, and one set a target of 64% reductions by 2050. While 80% reductions 

by 2050 is not consistent with the urgency set out by the IPCC, that is the Provincial target. 

This may suggest the importance of Provincial leadership in setting strong reduction 

targets.  

The third area of plan analysis is feasibility. Due to the complex nature of understanding 

the feasibility of a plan as well as the need for knowledge about the workings within a local 

government, there was a limited ability to make meaningful assessments of feasibility in 

this study. While the implementation sections of the above analysis suggest that certain 

plans are more rigorous than others in establishing a functional framework for putting the 

actions identified into practice, this is also subject to more abstract variables within a local 

government. For example, a local government’s plan may be weak in the implementation 

category, but also have significant political support that could help push it forward, 

whereas another plan may be strong on paper, but have very limited political support 

making the identified actions more difficult to put into practice. This political support may 

also strengthen or weaken as Councils change over time impacting this feasibility. OCPs 

are another area that could point to feasibility, as inconsistency with an OCP could make 
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it challenging to put certain actions into practice. However again, given that OCPs are 

broad visionary documents, as long as there are no outright policies that oppose climate 

action, the influence that OCPs might have to hinder a climate action plan is not clear. 

While certain factors may enhance the feasibility of a plan, such as clear designation of 

responsibility, financial mechanisms to pay for planned actions, and political support, 

feasibility may only become apparent in hindsight once plans have either been put into 

action successfully or not. 

So, what does the plan analysis illustrate about what tools and actions are available to 

local government planners to support climate change mitigation consistent with IPCC 

recommendations? Creating the climate plan itself can be a key tool in implementing 

climate change mitigation as it provides a roadmap for action to guide work throughout the 

local government. Ideally, these plans outline who is responsible for each action, which 

then points to what roles are envisioned for planners in climate change mitigation. Four of 

the eight plans reviewed included which departments are responsible for each action: 

Summerland, Port Moody, Saanich, and Kelowna. All of the actions and policies that had 

planning departments or similar listed as the lead department were written down and 

categorized. Some key themes arose through this process. For example, many of the 

actions that had planners listed as responsible parties also had other departments listed 

sharing that responsibility. Multi-department responsibility was primarily seen in 

Summerland and Kelowna’s plans, although several of the advocacy items in Saanich’s 

plan called for shared responsibility with Council.  

Further, there were some clear different types of actions and policies emerged. These 

were categorized as follows: Advocacy; education, public engagement, and outreach; the 

development or updating of organizational policy or operations; the development or 



 

88 

updating of community-wide policy or regulations; implementation of policy or regulations; 

assessment of feasibility; programming; partnership; and development of incentives and 

financial measures (see Figure 2 for a breakdown).  

Figure 2. Types of Planning Climate Actions 

 

These categories echo those that emerged through the interviews. The category with the 

most different actions was the development or updating of community-wide policy or 

regulations. This category had 31 actions across the four plans. These included creation 

of DPAs, expanding EV infrastructure regulations, developing strategies around green 

building and Step Code, and updating various bylaws to incentivize or reduce barriers for 

less emissions-intensive development practices (i.e.: OCPs, Zoning, Subdivision, Traffic).  

Education, public engagement, and outreach had 19 actions. These generally focused on 

working with the development community, schools, industry, businesses, and residents to 
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encourage less emissions-intensive practices and lifestyles. This also included 

engagement on new policy that may impact them, such as Step Code. 

Implementation of policy and regulations included 18 actions. This was where the policies 

or regulations created or updated as described above would be put into practice. This 

included requiring certain information from developers, such as transportation demand 

management strategies in large proposals, requiring EV infrastructure, and encouraging 

low-carbon construction. 

Assessment of feasibility had 17 actions. This category included any actions that used the 

words “explore” and “investigate” as the verb. These may be perceived as soft actions that 

do not themselves mitigate climate change, but they are still worth highlighting given that 

this kind of preliminary research work may be valuable in ensuring the most effective and 

efficient use of local government resources while maximizing impact. Not all actions have 

an equal impact in each jurisdiction. The types of actions included for feasibility 

assessment included partnering with organizations to produce renewable energy, 

potential use of regulatory powers, implementation of Step Code early, and assessment 

of potential financing models. 

Development or updating of organizational policy or operations had 16 actions across the 

four plans. This category primarily focused on actions that related to corporate processes. 

This included actions such as updating assessment tools for the sustainability of new 

developments, developing internal capacity, and implementing policies for green building 

in corporate buildings. 
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The advocacy category, composed of 12 actions, included those that sought to promote 

change at higher levels of governments. Almost all of the 12 actions were from the Saanich 

plan, and included advocacy in the realm of rebate programs, financial tools, Building 

Code, and production of renewable energy. 

The programming category was composed of proposed projects that would be led by the 

local government, such as piloting projects to incentivize use of electric bikes or home 

retrofits. This category included 6 actions, and similar to advocacy, almost all of them were 

from the Saanich plan. Some of these were similar to actions in the development of 

incentives and financial measures category. This category had 4 actions that related to 

financial incentives that could support use of renewable energy systems and energy 

retrofits. Methods of incentivizing this shift included rebates and grant programs. 

The last category was partnership, which was composed of 6 actions. Some of these 

actions spoke of working with “partners” in a broad sense, while others were more specific, 

such as collaborating with First Nations, researchers, and FortisBC. These actions 

generally did not identify specific programs on which they would work together. 

The content within the plans reviewed for this plan analysis serve as examples for what 

kind of climate action planning is being done in BC right now. While these plans do not 

stand as a representative sample, they do shed light on potential trends in planning for 

climate change mitigation, and the types of actions available to planning departments. 

Certainly, additional studies with larger sample sizes are critical in pulling out more 

detailed and transferable findings. The implications of the findings for the legal analysis, 

interviews, surveys, and plan analysis will be explored in the following discussion section. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

In this final section, the four sub-research questions will be discussed in light of the key 

themes that emerged through the literature review and various research methods used in 

this thesis. This will be followed by a review of some of the limitations of this study and 

where further research would be useful.  

What are the changes in local government planners’ roles in light of climate change? 

While an overhaul in planners’ work was not seen through this research, the addition of a 

climate lens to existing work was a notable trend. This is where planning work such as 

strategic planning, policymaking, and development application review is done with climate 

change and/or climate change mitigation in mind so that the work is as consistent as 

possible with climate change goals such as emissions reduction targets. This was seen 

most commonly in the research with interviewees and survey participants, who described 

how they were involved in updating or writing policy to incorporate climate change 

mitigation goals, such as the integration of BC Step Code. The change was not that writing 

policy is a new planning activity, but that climate change has become more of a significant 

factor to consider as the policy writing is taking place. 

One of the interviewees made a particularly revealing comment about the crossover 

between existing planning best practices and the growing trend to incorporate climate 

action: “It all comes down to the sticky issues of parking, of density, of having renters and 

duplexes in your single-family house neighborhood. All of those really sticky planning 

issues are climate issues as well” (Interviewee 7). Again, planning around transportation 

and housing are not new activities for planners, but climate change brings a new urgency 
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to implementing existing best practices in the field, such as transit-oriented development 

and creating compact communities where amenities and job opportunities are in close 

proximity to residential areas.  

Similarly, collaboration is not necessarily a new activity for local government planners, but 

the need for climate change mitigation has led to a new need for a variety of cooperative 

efforts. The literature review highlighted multiple different forms of collaboration: within the 

local government, between local governments, between different levels of government, 

with educational institutions and non-governmental organizations, and with the 

community. Collaboration within the local government was one of the most consistently 

identified areas of opportunity found through the interviews and surveys, both informally 

and formally. Informally, several of the interviewees noted how they regularly interact or 

work with planning staff to support integration of climate action in the organization. Several 

of the survey participants also shared that they work with other staff in their organizations 

to bring in climate action policy and practices. Informal or unstructured collaboration was 

much more commonly seen than a more formalized structure, such as the climate action 

team at the City of Port Moody that has staff representatives from each department, as 

described by their Sustainability and Energy Coordinator in an interview. Given that hiring 

several climate action oriented staff is likely beyond financial capacity of most local 

governments, establishing a formalized working group or team with diverse staff 

representation could be a more cost effective and resource efficient solution.  

While it was not the most common form of collaboration mentioned, the effects of 

collaboration with non-governmental organizations, such as educational institutions, are 

worth noting. Both the District of Summerland and the City of Port Moody collaborated 

with Simon Fraser University in the development and implementation of a Low Carbon 
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Resilience lens through the creation of their climate plans. Besides the District of Saanich, 

these two plans received the second and third highest scores respectively through the 

plan analysis. Again, while these results cannot be taken as representative of all 

collaborative plans, these results do suggest that collaboration with external organizations 

can be a useful tool in developing strong plans when there are opportunities to do so.  

Engagement is another key area of change that emerged through the research. As seen 

again and again, engaging with the community is something planners already do, but this 

role takes on a new layer with climate change. The implementation of comprehensive 

climate change mitigation policy likely necessitates significant changes at a community 

level and getting the community on board is important to ensure that it ‘sticks.’ As 

Interviewee 4 stated: “we have to make every effort to bring as many people along as 

possible, because if we don’t, the Councillors that are supporting our work get voted out, 

and we’ll stall.” The way that planners inform the public and get them involved is key to 

success. For example, highlighting the co-benefits of climate change mitigation was one 

of the methods emphasized by multiple interviewees and through the literature review. 

Since many best practices for climate change mitigation have positive impacts beyond 

emissions reductions, focusing on the co-benefits when trying to get community support 

for certain initiatives can be a useful communication tool. As Interviewee 2 noted:  

I don’t really talk about the environment very much, to be honest, I don’t really talk 

about saving the environment. I talk about protecting human health and our viability 

as a species. I talk about the economy and the economics of the things that we do. 

Framing climate change mitigation in a way that is tailored to a community’s social context, 

climate risks, and community-specific areas of opportunity can be a useful tool in getting 

that community’s support. Framing the conversation around ‘how’ climate change 
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mitigation can be implemented instead of ‘if’ it should be implemented may also be a useful 

starting place.  

Finally, many of the planning department roles highlighted by survey participants seem to 

suggest that effective climate change mitigation at a local level requires planners to be 

very informed, both about changing science and local government policy and regulations 

in particular. Tools to implement climate change mitigation may be found across several 

different policies, plans, and regulations, particularly if there is no specific climate action 

plan. Even with a climate action plan, some of the actions may be to implement the tools 

in other documents, such as transportation plans and waste management plans 

(Guyadeen et al., 2019). As such, when reviewing applications or developing new climate-

oriented policy or plans, planners have to know what tools, targets, and regulations have 

already been established in order to put them into practice. Planners must also have a 

baseline understanding of the causes and impacts of climate science so that they can be 

effectively communicated to the public.  

It is also important to reiterate that 10 out of the 59 survey participants cited that climate 

change had not led to any changes in their work (this increases to 13 including those who 

said there was no change because climate change had always been a part of their work). 

While this is not a representative sample, it does suggest that there is still a need for local 

government planners to learn more about the role they can play in climate change 

mitigation as individuals and integrate that into their work.  
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How is climate action planning currently taking place in BC local governments? 

It is first important to note that climate action planning looks different depending on the 

structure of the local government. For example, having staff specifically dedicated to 

climate action can have a significant impact. These kinds of staff members ensure that 

climate action work is always happening, as it is not dependent on the changing capacity 

of development or policy planners who have to balance other responsibilities. They can 

also serve in key coordination roles to collaboratively bring various departments together 

and support the embedding of climate action within the different arms of their local 

government. As the literature review discussed, there is a need for both dedicated and 

diffuse responsibility so that climate action work is consistently implemented. The 

interviews and survey findings were consistent with this literature. Those with dedicated 

responsibility, typically some form of climate staff, served as critical leaders in their 

organizations. The presence and importance of diffuse responsibility, in the form of staff 

from other departments, was also seen through this research. While climate staff serve 

key roles in developing climate policy and implementing specific initiatives, it is the 

development planners in particular who apply that policy to the proposed developments 

that shape their communities. 

Where there were no designated climate staff, as seen through many of the responses to 

the survey, there was no clear trend in who held responsibility for climate action. Most 

respondents shared that planning had a role in climate action in their local government, 

but very few specifically identified planning departments as the locus of responsibility. As 

seen in the findings section, all five of those participants who identified their planning 

department as the leaders were small local governments. Again, while these findings are 

not necessarily representative given the small sample size, this does suggest that 
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planning departments in small local governments may have key opportunities to take the 

lead, especially since it is much less likely they will have their own dedicated climate staff.  

The creation and updating of climate action plans is another way that climate action 

planning is taking place across the province. Through the research conducted to select 

climate plans for review, a list of all local governments with such plans was created in 

order to determine which had the most recent plans. While this process was not meant to 

be a key component of data collection, it did suggest that there have been two waves of 

climate plan creation or updating. Over half of all the local governments with climate plans 

or who have publicly announced they have plans in progress, had them adopted between 

2010 and 2013, around the same time that there were new requirements from the Province 

surrounding setting GHG emissions reduction targets. There now seems to be a second 

wave 2017 and onwards with almost a third of the total plans adopted or in progress taking 

place in the past four years.2 While a clear root for this second wave was not clear, newer 

plans after 2018 may have been triggered by the new information released in the IPCC’s 

2018 report. Some of this second wave may also be attributed to local governments 

updating their earlier plans, although the extent to which this was a factor was difficult to 

discern because some organizations may not have retained their old plans or references 

to those plans on their websites once new ones were created. While the majority of local 

governments do not have climate plans, they do seem to be on the rise again. This is an 

important and encouraging trend given the importance that interviewees placed on their 

plans for effective action.  

 
2 Please note that the data collection period ended August 2020, so plans released September 

2021 and onwards are not included in this data. 
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The types of plans being created are also shifting. Earlier plans had more language around 

sustainability and community energy in them, while newer plans are more likely to explicitly 

refer to climate action and renewable energy. For example, over the past two years, nine 

West Kootenay local governments, most of which would fall into the ‘small’ category in this 

study, have been working together to develop a 100% Renewable Energy Plan that each 

participating local government can then individually adopt (West Kootenay EcoSociety, 

2020). This also points to the value of inter-municipal collaboration, which seems to be a 

valuable tool that smaller local governments can use to share resources and create a 

more regionally cohesive strategy.   

What are the implications of declaring a climate emergency? 

Based on comments from the interviews, the implications of declaring a climate 

emergency generally depend on what implications are built into that declaration when a 

local government Council adopts it. Legally, declaring a climate emergency is symbolic 

with no established legal framework. Local governments do have the power to declare a 

State of Local Emergency through the Emergency Program Act, but the powers conferred 

through this Act are primarily around evacuation, which is not a tool that supports climate 

change mitigation (Emergency Management BC, 2020). 

Declaring a climate emergency as a local government is thus as powerful or non-powerful 

as their elected bodies choose. This is reflected in the interviews. As the Manager of 

Sustainability and Climate Change at the District of Squamish described, in declaring the 

climate emergency, “they committed to creating the climate plan and they also committed 

to creating the position that I am now in.” In this case, declaring the climate emergency 

did have a significant impact. Meanwhile, Interviewee 2 shared: “I honestly feel like it’s a 
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distraction. I feel like in our case, it’s already a priority. We already have staff, we already 

have funding, we’re already doing work. So, what more will declaring an emergency do?” 

They also went on to point out that it would stir up controversy in their community as well, 

pointing to the potentially counterproductive effects that this kind of declaration could 

create. These two experiences suggest that there is no right or wrong answer as long as 

the decision either way supports effective continued climate change mitigation efforts. 

What does this mean for planners? Interviewee 2 noted that declaring a climate 

emergency could take up hours of staff time to do research, prepare reports, and present 

the implications of this decision to Council. The nature of a planner’s involvement also 

seems to depend on how Council approaches a climate emergency declaration, as they 

may not require a staff report and simply take the initiative to move and adopt without one, 

as was the case for a couple of the other interviewees. Should planners have the 

responsibility to write a report on the topic, it is important to consider carefully what kind 

of goals and accompanying resource allocation commitments can be built into it to make 

it as meaningful and robust as possible. While it is unlikely that elected bodies would give 

their own governments real consequences in case of failing an established commitment, 

recommending tangible actions such as hiring a new staff member with dedicated 

responsibility and/or allocating consistent funding could help combat some of the key 

challenges that have been seen throughout this research. This may also be a good 

opportunity to reach out to relevant educational institutions or other similar local 

governments who have already undertaken this step to see what was useful to include 

and what was not. At a higher level, this could also be an area of advocacy to the Provincial 

government in establishing provincially consistent guidelines for the meaning and 
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implications of climate emergency declarations, or even advocating for access to new 

powers that can be used to reduce GHG emissions at the local government level.  

What are the actions and tools available to local government planners that can support 

climate change mitigation consistent with IPCC recommendations? 

As seen through the literature review, there are two broad categories of actions and tools 

that are available to planners: those that individual planners can personally incorporate 

into the work that they do, such as applying Sustainability Checklists to proposed 

development applications, and those that they can recommend to their organization at 

large either through staff reports or the creation of plans that apply across their 

organization. There are dozens of actions available to planners in both of these categories 

as seen through the plans reviewed for this thesis and through the toolkits and guidebooks 

released by the provincial government and non-governmental organizations. While there 

are many different actions that can be put in practice, several of the legally enforceable 

tools discussed in the legislative analysis, such as OCPs and DPAs, are updated 

infrequently due to the substantial processes those changes require. This means that 

some of these tools may not be nimble enough to keep up with changing science which 

could limit their effectiveness as new data about climate change emerges.  

The challenge with assessing whether tools and actions are consistent with IPCC 

recommendations is that the effectiveness of each tool will depend on the community and 

what their greatest sources of emissions are. As such, climate change mitigation 

strategies need to be based on recent local emissions inventories so that the most 

effective tools can be used to meet each community’s targets, ideally targets that match 

up to the IPCC’s targets of 40-60% emissions reductions by 2030, and net zero emissions 
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by 2050 to keep warming below 1.5C. Given the complex nature of BC’s legislative 

documents that give local governments jurisdiction, it’s also important to get sound legal 

advice to ensure that any strategy proposed is within the authority of the local government 

to reduce the risk that it will be taken to court. Attempting to determine the relative 

effectiveness of various tools raises an important distinction for this thesis: there appears 

to be a gap between what is needed for ambitious climate change mitigation over the next 

ten years sufficient to limit warming to 1.5C, such as widespread fuel-switching to non-

fossil fuel sources (Saanich, 2020), and what local governments and their planners are 

legally allowed to do at this point in time. 

This ties into the role of advocacy for planners where there are opportunities to do so, and 

an important question that stems from this research: if all planners were to deploy all the 

tools available to their maximum extent, would that create an emissions reduction pathway 

consistent with the IPCC’s? I would suggest probably not. While it is certainly valuable to 

do as much as possible as every bit of emissions reduction helps, more legal tools are 

needed, especially if the Provincial government does not start passing strong regulations 

on emissions reductions very soon. For example, as already cited in the interview findings 

section, provincial legislation does not allow local governments to review and/or refuse 

natural gas connection permits for climate reasons, a valuable power given that fuel 

switching is one of the more effective short term emissions reduction strategies, as noted 

above. Engaging in advocacy for increased Provincial climate change mitigation 

legislation, such as the Zero-Emission Vehicles (ZEV) Act and ZEV Regulation that 

applies Province-wide, supports consistency across the province for residents and 

developers. Advocating for more tools available to local governments and their planners 

is also important both to raise the minimum standard level of action and to create space 
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for potential innovative solutions at the local level that may be community specific. The 

former may be particularly useful, such as requiring plans to achieve the already-required 

GHG emissions reductions targets in OCPs as established by the Local Government Act. 

Along the line of innovation, planners may also have opportunities to support private sector 

developers that want to engage in less emissions-intensive building practices by reducing 

or removing the barriers to this kind of development. Planners can review their local 

government’s existing policies, plans, and regulations in place, such as their Zoning Bylaw 

or Parking Bylaw, with a climate lens in mind. As discussed in the legislative analysis, 

there are opportunities to implement changes like height regulation exclusions to reduce 

barriers to renewable energy generation on the tops of buildings.  

Political and public will appears to be a critical source of tension in climate change 

mitigation, and perhaps unsurprisingly, the local government level is no exception. This 

political context may temper the ability of planners to deploy the full range of tools available 

to them. As such, being well informed of climate policy, basic climate science, and 

especially relevant co-benefits is valuable when engaging with politicians and the public 

to ensure that concerns can be addressed in a scientifically sound but accessible way. 

While this may seem straightforward, some of the mixed results seen in the survey where 

planners from the same local government responded differently to non-subjective 

questions about their own local governments suggests that there is likely a need for 

broader training among local government planners on their respective climate strategies. 

For planners to actively engage the public and elected officials about climate change and 

climate policy, they must be well-informed themselves. This is critical as a lack of political 

and public support could become a major hinderance as more aggressive climate policies 
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and regulations are put into place that align with IPCC emissions reduction targets that 

support limiting warming to 1.5C.  

Summary of Recommendations for Planners and the Profession 

The following is a summary list of recommendations for local government planners based 

on the findings of this research and the above discussion: 

Recommendations for integrating a climate lens into practice 

• When updating an OCP, assign departmental responsibility for the actions 
associated with emissions reductions targets as required by the LGA 
(s.473(3)) 

• If no climate action plan (or similar) is already in place, local government 
planners can recommend developing one to Council. 

o If developing a climate action plan, ensure that plan assigns responsibility 
to specific departments. 

o If developing a climate action plan, ensure that prioritized actions are based 
on a recent greenhouse gas emissions inventory. 

• When developing or updating local government policy, bylaws, and other 
regulations, include analysis on how they could impact or be impacted by 
climate change.  

• Investigate the possibility of establishing a Carbon Fund or Green Revolving 
Fund to help finance climate action internally 

• If a Council/Board is considering declaring a Climate Emergency, recommend 
the allotment of financial resources to support the implementation of climate 
action. Also consider recommending hiring a staff member dedicated to 
climate action (if no such specific role exists already). 

Recommendations for climate change and climate action literacy 

• Ensure familiarity with one’s local government’s climate action plan (or similar) 
and other climate-related policy. 

• Review the BC Climate Action Toolkit to learn about the climate action tools 
available to planners in BC. 

• Familiarize oneself with any information available on localized climate risks in 
your community. This can be helpful when communicating the importance of 
climate action to the public or elected officials. 
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• Seek to understand co-benefits associated with different climate actions (i.e., 
health benefits associated with reduced pollution). This can be helpful when 
communicating the importance of climate action to the public or elected 
officials. 

Recommendations for advocacy and engagement 

• Understand existing local government climate action so that it can be 
communicated clearly with the public and elected officials. 

• When facilitating engagement events, frame the climate change conversation 
around “what” is going to be done, not “if” something should be done.  

• Climate change and equity are interconnected. Ensure engagement includes 
representation from diverse communities so that impacts of both climate 
change and climate action specific to certain populations are not missed. 

• If the opportunity to participate in advocacy with the Provincial and/or Federal 
governments arises, highlight the need for their leadership and setting 
rigorous baseline regulations that support the IPCC’s targets. 

Recommendations for collaboration 

• Establish an inter-departmental climate action working group to find synergies 
where possible and identify potential challenges early. 

• When introducing climate action opportunities to other departments, highlight 
how it may already align with existing priorities and work. 

• Reach out to planners at other local governments in your region for support 
and to learn about their successes and challenges. If there is staff capacity, 
participate in or initiate an inter-municipal working group. 

• If there is an opportunity to collaborate with an NGO, academic institution, or 
the private sector, strongly consider how it might support climate action. 

• Recognize that collaboration does not always need to be formalized. Connect 
with researchers who may be able to share their expertise for free. 

While the above are actions recommended to individual practitioners, there are also 

actions that can be identified more broadly for the planning profession as an institution 

and which might be considered by CIP or its provincial affiliates. 

Recommendations for the Planning Profession and Planning Institutions 

• Recognize that climate change is only going to increase in risk without urgent 
action. Future planners (i.e., those in planning schools) should receive 
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adequate training in basic climate science and effective climate change 
mitigation and adaptation measures. 

• Climate change and climate action planning knowledge should be 
incorporated into accreditation standards. 

• Dedicate time and funding to further research on best practices for climate 
action planning. 

• Actively advocate for climate action from Provincial and Federal governments. 

Limitations and Future Research Opportunities Moving Forward 

There are several areas of limitation to this research and areas that would benefit from 

further research. The small sample size of the survey meant that results were not 

representative and that there was a limited ability to analyse the results with much 

granularity. Further research directed specifically at local government planners would be 

valuable in drawing more useful conclusions. On a similar note, much of the existing local 

government climate change mitigation research, toolkits, and guidelines are not 

specifically related to planners making it a challenge to determine what is within their 

scope of work versus other departments or elected officials. This is further complicated by 

the diverse structures of local governments across the province. Tools that may be within 

a planner’s scope of work at one local government may not be within the scope of work 

for a planner at a different local government. This is especially so between municipalities 

and regional districts, where the varying scopes of work are even greater due to different 

authorities and responsibilities conferred through the Local Government Act. Additional 

research with a detailed legal analysis drilling specifically into all of the policy and 

regulatory tools, such as the creative use of Zoning Bylaw updates, DPAs, and 

Revitalization Tax Exemptions, would be an especially valuable and tangible piece of 

research for planners, and could be an entire thesis unto itself.  
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Another key limitation is the implications of the language used in this field. Climate action 

and climate change mitigation are not the same thing as previously discussed, but different 

people and authors use different terms making it challenging to compare. For example, 

while climate change mitigation was the focus for this thesis in order to maintain a clear 

scope and address the need for urgent emissions reductions, the reality is that in a local 

government context, this work is often being done concurrently with climate change 

adaptation and/or resilience, and this is often discussed using the more all-encompassing 

term “climate action.” This is not a bad thing in practice, as mitigation and adaptation both 

need to be addressed, but it does make it challenging to pull out what is relevant to 

mitigation without distorting intended meanings. Additionally, emerging trends with new 

language can add to this complexity. The District of Ucluelet’s plan that was reviewed for 

this thesis is a “100% Renewable Energy Plan,” an increasingly common form of climate 

action plan that has gained particular traction in the West Kootenays (West Kootenay 

EcoSociety, 2020). The title does not explicitly say it is a climate action or climate change 

mitigation plan, but the implications of its policies does mean that it fits within that category. 

This is similar to the emergence of “Low Carbon Resilience” plans as seen through those 

adopted by Port Moody, Summerland, and other local governments created in partnership 

with Simon Fraser University. Both of these emerging trends are worthy of further 

research. In particular, it would be interesting to see whether the type of plan makes a 

difference to its effectiveness or if the critical factor is just having any kind of plan at all. 

Understanding effectiveness and feasibility of various climate change mitigation strategies 

is another critical limitation, as these require inside knowledge of the internal workings of 

governments and the passage of time in order to have a more meaningful analysis. This 

is especially true when trying to evaluate the implementation and monitoring stages. A 
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longitudinal analysis would be valuable here. The challenge is that given the time sensitive 

nature of climate change and climate change mitigation, waiting for results of long-term 

studies before implementing decisive action could have substantial negative effects, as 

the longer that action is delayed, the less likely the IPCC’s targets for limiting warming will 

be met.  

As described above, there are still significant research opportunities moving forward as 

the analysis of climate action and climate change mitigation at the local government 

planner level is limited. Diving deeper into the specific legislative and non-legislative tools 

available to planners and their varying effectiveness and urgency would be particularly 

valuable given that the development and implementation of policy, plans, and regulations 

were by far the most commonly cited areas of opportunity for planners. This would also 

provide more tangible final products that could be distributed to planners.  

Ultimately, this research has shown that local government planners play a key role in 

climate change mitigation at the community level even though the nature of that work can 

be complex, murky, and regularly changing. They are on the front lines of shaping their 

communities by carefully applying policy and regulations to proposed development and 

they are crucial players in developing the policy ecosystem within the local government 

that serves as the framework for all future development. There are still many unknowns 

about the best way integrate climate change mitigation into planning, and it can be hard 

to imagine the kind of radical change needed in our communities in order to reduce 

emissions enough to limit warming to 1.5C. The tools available to planners today may not 

even be strong enough to reach that target. Still, to be active participants in the global 

movement to mitigate climate change, it is crucial for planners to continue to push forward 
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ambitious action where possible and actively work with the community and other levels of 

government to advocate for change when it is beyond their own scope of work. 

 

 



 

108 

References 

“B.C. Climate Action Charter.” (n.d.). Province of British Columbia. Retrieved from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/local-governments/climate-
action/bc-climate-action-charter.  

“Climate Caucus.” (n.d.). Climate Caucus. https://www.climatecaucus.ca.  

“Climate emergency declarations in 1,480 jurisdictions and local governments cover 820 
million citizens.” (March 26, 2020). Retrieved from: 
https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-
15-million-citizens/.  

“Community Energy & Emissions Inventory.” (n.d.). Province of British Columbia. 
Retrieved from: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climate-
change/data/ceei.  

“History of the IPCC.” (n.d.). Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Retrieved 
from: https://www.ipcc.ch/about/history/.  

“Partners for Climate Protection.” (n.d.). Federation of Canadian Municipalities. 
Retrieved from: https://fcm.ca/en/programs/partners-climate-protection.  

“Provincial Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory.” (n.d.). Province of British Columbia. 
Retrieved from: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climate-
change/data/provincial-inventory.  

“The British Columbia Climate Action Charter.” ([2007]). Province of British Columbia. 
Retrieved from: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-
governments/local-governments/planning-land-
use/bc_climate_action_charter.pdf.  

“The Tools.” (n.d.). BC Climate Action Toolkit. Retrieved from: 
https://www.toolkit.bc.ca/more-resources.  

“Who We Are.” (2017). ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability. Retrieved from: 
https://icleicanada.org/about-iclei/.  

Anderson, T.R., Hawkins, E., & Jones, P.D. (2016). CO2, the greenhouse effect and 
global warming: From the pioneering work of Arrhenius and Callendar to today’s 
Earth System Models. Endeavour 40(3), 178-187. doi: 
10.1016/j.endeavour.2016.07.002.  

Baynham, M. & Stevens, M. (2014). Are we planning effectively for climate change? An 
evaluation of official community plans in British Columbia. Journal of 



 

109 

Environmental Planning and Management 57(4), 557-587. 
doi: 10.1080/09640568.2012.756805. 

Bednar, D., Raikes, J., & McBean, G. (2018). The governance of climate change 
adaptation in Canada. ICLR Research Paper Series no. 60. Retrieved from 
https://www.iclr.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/cca-climate-change-report-
2018.pdf. 

Betsill, M. & Bulkeley, H. (2004). Transnational networks and global environmental 
governance: The cities for climate protection program. International Studies 
Quarterly 48(2), 471-493. 

Bizikova, L., Neale, T., & Burtan, I. (2008). Canadian communities’ guidebook for 
adaptation to climate change. Including an approach to mitigation co-benefits in 
the context of sustainable development. First Edition. Environment Canada and 
University of British Columbia.  

Bizikova, L., Robinson, J., & Cohen, S. (2007). Linking climate change and sustainable 
development at the local level. Climate Policy 7, 271-277. 

Boswell, M. R., Greve, A. I., & Seale, T. L. (2019). Climate action planning: A guide to 
creating low-carbon, resilient communities. Island Press. 

Bulkeley, H. (2010). Cities and the governing of climate change. Annual Review of 
Environment and Resources 35, 229-259. 

Burch, S. (2009). In pursuit of resilient, low carbon communities: An examination of 
barriers to action in three Canadian cities. Energy Policy 38, 7575-7585.  

Burch, S. (2010). Transforming barriers into enablers of action on climate change: 
Insights from three municipal case studies in British Columbia, Canada. Global 
Environmental Change 20, 287-297. 

Burch, S., Herbert, Y. & Robinson, J. (2014). Meeting the climate change challenge: A 
scan of greenhouse gas emissions in BC communities. Local Environment, 1-19. 
doi: 10.1080/13549839.2014.902370. 

Burch, S., Shaw, A., Dale, A. & Robinson, J. (2014). Triggering transformative change: A 
development path approach to climate change response in communities. Climate 
Policy 14(4), 467-487. doi: 10.1080/14693062.2014.876342. 

Burch, S., Shaw, A., Kristensen, F., Robinson, J., & Dale, A. (2015). Urban climate 
governance through a sustainability lens: Exploring the integration of adaptation 
and mitigation in four British Columbian cities. In C. Johnson, N. Toly, & H. 
Schroeder (Eds.), The urban climate challenge: Rethinking the role of cities in the 
global climate regime. (119-138). Routledge. 



 

110 

Burch, S., Sheppard, S.R.J., Shaw, A., & Flanders, D. (2010). Planning for climate 
change in a flood-prone community: Municipal barriers to policy action and the 
use of visualizations as decision support tools. Journal of Flood Risk 
Management 3(2), 126-139. doi: 10.1111/ j.1753-318X.2010.01062.x. 

Capital Regional District. (2020). 2019 climate action annual report. Retrieved from: 
https://www.crd.bc.ca/docs/default-source/crd-document-library/plans-
reports/climate/2019-reports/2019-crd-climate-action-annual-
report.pdf?sfvrsn=4bad28cc_2  

City of Kelowna. (2018). Our Kelowna as we take action: Kelowna’s community climate 
action plan. Retrieved from 
https://www.kelowna.ca/sites/files/1/docs/community/community_climate_action_
plan_june_2018_final.pdf 

City of Port Moody. (2020). Climate action plan. Retrieved from 
https://www.portmoody.ca/en/city-hall/climate-action-plan.aspx 

City of Prince George. (2020). Climate change mitigation plan. Retrieved from 
https://www.princegeorge.ca/City%20Services/Documents/Environment/Climate
%20Action/COPG_Climate%20Change%20Plan%20-
%20Mayors%20Letter%20%28proof_V2%29.pdf 

City of Victoria. (2018). Climate leadership plan. Retrieved from 
https://www.victoria.ca/assets/Departments/Sustainability/Documents/City%20of
%20Victoria%20Climate%20Action%20Plan.pdf  

Dale, A., Burch, S., Robinson, J., & Strashok, C. (2018). Multilevel governance of 
sustainability transitions in Canada: Policy alignment, innovation, and evaluation. 
In S. Hughes, E. K. Chu, & S. G. Mason (Eds.), Climate change in cities: 
Innovations in multi-level governance. (343-360). Springer. 

Dale, A., Robinson, J., King, L., Burch, S., Newell, R., Shaw, A., & Jost, F. (2019). 
Meeting the climate change challenge: Local government climate action in British 
Columbia, Canada. Climate Policy. https://www-tandfonline-
com.ezproxy.viu.ca/doi/pdf/10.1080/14693062.2019.1651244?needAccess=true 

District of Saanich. (2020). Climate plan: 100% renewable and resilient Saanich. 
Retrieved from 
https://www.saanich.ca/assets/Community/Documents/Planning/sustainability/20
20-climate-plan-web-v13.0.pdf 

District of Squamish. (2020). Community climate action plan. Prepared by the 
Community Energy Association and Centre for Sustainability Whistler. Retrieved 
from https://squamish.ca/assets/5a46b62375/CCAP-Update-January-2020-
v2.pdf 



 

111 

District of Summerland. (2020). Community energy and emissions plan. Prepared by the 
Community Energy Association. Retrieved from 
https://www.summerland.ca/docs/default-source/climate-action/20_02_17_ceerp-
report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=16e3f0fb_0 

District of Ucluelet. (2019). Clean energy for the safe harbour: District of Ucluelet 100% 
renewable energy plan. Retrieved from 
https://www.ucluelet.ca/images/Clean_Energy_for_the_Safe_Harbour_March_29
.pdf  

Doelle, M., & Munroe, K. B. (2012). Climate governance at the municipal level in 
Canada: a case study of mitigation efforts in Halifax. In B. J. Richardson (Ed.), 
Local climate change law: Environmental regulation in cities and other localities. 
(195-220) Edward Elgar Publishing, Inc.  

Environmental Law Centre. (2019). Tools for municipal governments in BC to implement 
a target of 100% renewable energy by 2015. University of Victoria. 
https://elc.uvic.ca/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/100-RE-Tools-for-
Municipal-Governments-in-BC.pdf 

Emergency Management BC. (2020). Declaring a state of local emergency in BC. 
Retrieved from: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-
services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/policies/guidelines-
declaring_a_state_of_local_emergency_in_bc.pdf  

Fleming, J.R. (2007). The Callendar effect: The life and work of Guy Stewart Callendar 
(1898-1964), the scientist who established the carbon dioxide theory of climate 
change. Boston, Massachussetts: American Meteorological Society. 

Guyadeen, D., Thistlethwaite, J. & Henstra, D. (2019). Evaluating the quality of 
municipal climate change plans in Canada. Climate Change 152, 121-143. 
doi: 10.1007/s10584-018-2312-1. 

Gore, C., & Robinson, P. (2009). Local government response to climate change: Our 
last, best hope? In H. Selin & S. D. VanDeveer (Eds.), Changing climates in 
North American politics: Institutions, policymaking, and multilevel governance. 
(pp. 137-158). MIT Press. 

Hawkins, E. & Jones, P. D. (2013). On increasing global temperatures: 75 years after 
Callendar. Quarterly Journal of the Royal Meteorological Society 139(677), 1961-
1963. 

ICLEI– Local Governments for Sustainability & Federation of Canadian Municipalities. 
(2018). PCP protocol: Canadian supplement to the international emissions 
analysis protocol. Retrieved from: https://icleicanada.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/10/PCP-Protocol-2.pdf.  



 

112 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2018a). Global Warming of 1.5°C. An 
IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5°C above pre-
industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the 
context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, 
sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty [Masson-Delmotte, V., 
P. Zhai, H.-O. Pörtner, D. Roberts, J. Skea, P.R. Shukla, A. … T. Waterfield 
(eds.)]. In Press. 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2018b). “Summary for policymakers.” In: 
Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global 
warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas 
emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the 
threat of climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate 
poverty [Masson-Delmotte, V., P. Zhai, H.-O. Pörtner, D. Roberts, J. Skea, P.R. 
Shukla, A. Pirani, W. Moufouma-Okia, C. Péan, R. Pidcock, S. Connors, J.B.R. 
Matthews, Y. Chen, X. Zhou, M.I. Gomis, E. Lonnoy, T. Maycock, M. Tignor, and 
T. Waterfield (eds.)].  

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2018c). Summary for urban policy 
makers: What the IPCC special report on Global Warming of 1.5°C means for 
cities. Bazaz, A., Bertoldi, P., Buckeridge, M., Cartwright, A., de Coninck, H., 
Engelbrecht, F. … Waisman, H. 

Lindseth, G. (2004). The cities for climate protection campaign (CCPC) and the framing 
of local climate policy. Local Environment 9(4), 325-336. 
doi: 10.1080/1354983042000246252. 

McElroy, J. (2019). “Victoria’s plastic bag ban quashed by B.C. court.” CBC News. 
Retrieved from https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/plastic-bag-
ban-court-appeal-victoria-1.5208625. 

Ministry of Community Development. British Columbia. (2009). Resources from waste: A 
guide to integrated resource recovery. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-
columbians-our-governments/local-governments/planning-land-
use/resources_from_waste_irr_guide.pdf  

Ministry of Community, Sport, and Cultural Development. British Columbia. (2011). 
Development permit areas for climate action: A guide for energy conservation, 
water conservation, and GHG emissions reduction. 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/local-
governments/planning-land-
use/development_permit_areas_climate_action_guide.pdf 

Moore, J. (2012). Measuring climate action in Vancouver: Comparing a city’s 
greenhouse gas emissions inventory protocol to the inventory of consumption. In 
B. J. Richardson (Ed.), Local climate change law: Environmental regulation in 
cities and other localities. (221-242) Edward Elgar Publishing, Inc.  



 

113 

Ninomiya S. M., & Burch S. (2018). Beyond ‘the business case’: The emerging role of 
entrepreneurs in the multilevel governance of urban decarbonization in Canada. 
In S. Hughes, E. K. Chu, & S. G. Mason (Eds.), Climate change in cities: 
Innovations in multi-level governance. (325-342). Springer. 

PCIC. (n.d.). Statistically downscaled climate scenarios. Pacific Climate Impacts 
Consortium. https://www.pacificclimate.org/data/statistically-downscaled-climate-
scenarios  

Peet, C. & Harrison, K. (2012). Historical legacies and policy reform: Diverse regional 
reactions to British Columbia’s carbon tax. BC Studies 173(4), 97-122. 

Pembina Institute. (2019). State of Climate Policy in B.C. Pembina Institute. Retrieved 
from: https://www.pembina.org/reports/bcce-state-of-climate-policy.pdf. 

Peterson, J. (2018). Multilevel governance and innovations in the financing of urban 
climate change strategies. In S. Hughes, E. K. Chu, & S. G. Mason (Eds.), 
Climate change in cities: Innovations in multi-level governance. (281-298). 
Springer. 

Picketts, I.M., Werner, A.T., Murdock, T.Q., Curry, J., Déry, S.J. & Dyer, D. (2012). 
Planning for climate change adaptation: Lessons learned from a community-
based workshop. Environmental Science & Policy 27, 82-93. 

Planning Institute of British Columbia. (2019). Canadian professional planners national 
compensation and benefits survey: Report for the Planning Institute of British 
Columbia. Prepared by Bramm Research Inc. 
https://www.pibc.bc.ca/sites/default/files/internal_pages_pdfs/news-and-
events/PIBC-2019-Comp&Benefits-Report-Final-Nov18-19.pdf  

Province of British Columbia. (2008). Climate Action Plan. Retrieved from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/climate-
change/action/cap/climateaction_plan_web.pdf.  

Province of British Columbia. (2016). Climate Leadership Plan. Retrieved from: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/climate-
change/action/clp/clp_booklet_web.pdf.  

Pulver, S., Stoett, P.J., Rabe, B.G., Farrell, A.E., Hanemann, W.M., Gore, C., … 
VanDeever, S.D. (2009). Changing climates in North American politics: 
Institutions, policymaking, and multilevel governance. H. Selin & S.D. VanDeveer 
(Eds.). MIT Press. 

Richardson, B. (2012). Local climate change law: Environmental regulation in cities and 
other localities. Edward Elgar Publishing. 



 

114 

Robinson, J., Carmichael, J., VanWynsberghe, R., Tansey, J., Journeay, M. & Rogers, 
L. (2006). Sustainability as a problem of design: Interactive science in the 
Georgia Basin. Integrated Assessment Journal 6(4), 165-192. 

Rutherford, S. (2009). Bill 27: Opportunities and strategies for green action by BC local 
governments. West Coast Environmental Law. 
https://toolkit.bc.ca/sites/default/files/WCEL_Bill27_Opports_and_Strategies_for_
Green_Action.pdf 

Schwartz, E. (2012). Local solutions to a global problem? Climate change policy-making 
in Vancouver. In B. J. Richardson (Ed.), Local climate change law: Environmental 
regulation in cities and other localities. (164-194) Edward Elgar Publishing, Inc.  

Shaw, A., Burch, S., Kristensen, F., Robinson, J. & Dale, A. (2014). Accelerating the 
sustainability transition: Exploring synergies between adaptation and mitigation in 
British Columbian communities. Global Environmental Change 25, 41-51.  

Sheppard, S.R.J., Shaw, A., Flanders. D., Burch, S., Wiek, A., Carmichael, J., Robinson, 
J. & Cohen, S. (2011). Future visioning of local climate change: A framework for 
community engagement and planning with scenarios and visualisation. Futures 
43, 400-412. 

Sussams, L. (2018). Carbon budgets explained. Carbon Tracker. 
https://carbontracker.org/carbon-budgets-explained/  

Smith, N.J., McDonald, G.W., & Patterson, M.G. (2014). Is there overshoot of planetary 
limits? Now indicators of human appropriation of the global biogeochemical 
cycles relative to their regenerative capacity based on ‘ecotime’ analysis. 
Ecological Economics 104, 80-92. 

Stacey, Jocelyn. (2015). The environmental emergency and the legality of discretion in 
environmental law. Osgoode Hall Law Journal 53(1). Retrieved from 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2619688 

Statistics Canada. (2011). Settlements in Canada. Retrieved from Statistics Canada 
website: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/16-002-x/2011002/part-partie4-
eng.htm 

Stevens, M. & Senbel, M. (2012). Examining municipal response to a provincial climate 
action planning mandate in British Columbia, Canada. Local Environment 17(8), 
837-861. 

Stockholm Resilience Centre. (n.d.). “The nine planetary boundaries.” Stockholm 
University. Retreived from: 
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries/planetary-
boundaries/about-the-research/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html  



 

115 

Stoett, P. J. (2009). Looking for leadership: Canada and climate change policy. In H. 
Selin & S. D. VanDeveer (Eds.), Changing climates in North American politics: 
Institutions, policymaking, and multilevel governance. (pp. 47-64). MIT Press. 

Tang, Z., Brody, S.D., Quinn, C., Chang, L., & Wei, T. (2010). Moving from agenda to 
action: Evaluating local climate change action plans. Journal of Environmental 
Planning and Management 53(1), 41-62. doi: 10.1080/09640560903399772.  

Torrie, R. (1993). Findings and policy implications from the urban CO2 reduction project. 
International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives.  

West Kootenay EcoSociety. (December 11, 2020). Renewable energy plan ready to go 
before West Kootenay councils. Nelson Star. Retrieved from:  
https://www.nelsonstar.com/news/renewable-energy-plan-ready-to-go-before-
west-kootenay-councils/  

Zillman, J.W. (2009). “A history of climate activities.” World Meteorological Organization. 
Retrieved from: https://public.wmo.int/en/bulletin/history-climate-activities.  

 
  



 

116 

Appendix A.  
 
Legal Tools for Climate Change Mitigation 

The following is a list of tools mentioned in the Legislative Analysis section of the thesis. 

Please note this is not an exhaustive list off all the tools available to planners in BC. Visit 

the BC Climate Action Toolkit site for more information (https://www.toolkit.bc.ca/tools). 

• Regional Growth Strategies 
o Regional Conservation Plans 
o Designation of Regional Greenways 
o Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Targets 

• Official Community Plans 
o Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Targets 
o Local Area Plans or Neighbourhood Plans 
o Urban Containment Boundaries 

• Zoning Bylaws 
o Floor area ratio exclusions (i.e.: to promote thick walls and shading 

devices) 
o Exclusion of solar equipment from building height 
o Permitting energy generation wherever appropriate 
o Amenity Density Bonusing 

• Development Permit Areas 
o Permitted DPA purposes 

§ Energy conservation DPA 
§ Water conservation DPA 
§ GHG emissions reduction DPA 

o Permitted DPA requirements 
§ Landscaping 
§ Siting of buildings and other structures 
§ Form and exterior design of buildings and other structures 
§ Specific features in the development 
§ Machinery, equipment and systems external to buildings and other 

structures 
• Development Cost Charges 
• Amenity Density Bonuses 
• Revitalization Tax Exemptions 
• EV charging infrastructure requirements 
• Use of money received in lieu of off-street parking towards transportation 

infrastructure that supports walking, bicycling, public transit, or other alternative 
forms of transportation 

• Fast-track applications consistent with Provincial policy 
o BC Energy Step Code 
o Solar Hot Water regulation  




