
When I started working for the Pacific Institute for 
Climate Solutions in 2009, the British Columbia (BC) 
government had introduced a carbon tax and public 
concern for climate change was higher than concern for 
the economy, education or health care. I wanted to be a 
part of this momentum to help the world deal with the 
daunting task of climate change and create solutions 
that can and will work.

Being based at the University of Northern British 
Columbia (UNBC) meant being at the forefront of the 
most acute climatic change in this province. Over the 
last 100 years, Prince 
George has had an 
average warming 
trend of 1.3 degrees 
Celsius compared to 
the global average 
of less than 1 
degree. 

The local infestation 
of mountain pine 
beetle (MPB) makes 
the issue more 
tangible. The insect 
has killed about 50% of 
commercial lodgepole pine in the province, and driving 
from Prince George to Burns Lake there are sections we 
used to call ‘the sea of red’ that stretched as far as your 
eye could see. Many of these stands have now turned 
grey and pose a greater forest fire risk than do healthy 
forests. The extreme cold spells needed to limit the 
MPB no longer occur during the winters and it is now 
threatening Canada’s Boreal forests.

Other issues that climate change raises for northerners 
are increased flooding, changes to agricultural 
conditions and transportation infrastructure, severe 
weather and emergency planning. There has also 
been a tremendous increase in resource development 
including oil and gas pipeline proposals, more hydraulic 
fracturing exploration for natural gas, the Site C 
hydroelectric project proposal, new transmission lines, 
and new mines.

Fortunately northern communities are probably among 
the most receptive to developing climate change 
solutions. As PICS UNBC program coordinator I have 
had the pleasure of working with the UNBC Green 
University Planning Committee, the Natural Resource 
and Environmental Studies Institute (NRESi), the Prince 

George Chamber of Commerce 

and the UNBC Carbon Neutral Sub-Committee and 
contributing to the establishment the new Community 
Cumulative Impacts Research Consortium (CCIRC) at 
UNBC.  I have also been a guest lecturer in dozens of 
classes on and off campus, calculated numerous carbon 
footprints as a certified Greenhouse Gas Inventory 
Quantifier (GHG-IQ), led installation of the UNBC 
campus of electric vehicle charging stations and the 
acquisition of electric mini-trucks, worked with the BC 

government on carbon assessments 
for the ancient forest west of 
Prince George, and taught the 
first two university based Carbon 
Management courses at Quest 
University in Squamish and at UNBC. 

BC has shown that revenue-neutral 
carbon taxes yield the intended 
effect; our residents are now the 
lowest per capita users of fossil fuel 
in Canada and enjoy the lowest 
income and amongst the lowest 
corporate income taxes in the 
OECD. The growth of BC’s provincial 
economy has also outpaced 

the national average. Moreover, the carbon tax and 
other climate polices put in place by the provincial 
government are credited with stimulating the clean 
technology industry in BC that is now thriving, creating 
thousands of new skilled jobs.

Therefore it somewhat discouraging that nationally and 
internationally there continues to be strong resistance 
to taking credible climate action, despite the urgency of 
the problem.  BC’s carbon tax success is an actual result 
of pricing carbon, and the rest of the world needs to 
take notice of and emulate that success. Domestically, a 
strong case can be made to resume ramping up the tax. 

I leave PICS during a time of transition. The PICS 
executive director and team he leads have been tireless 
and have positioned PICS as a leader in climate research, 
climate policy, and low carbon systems implementation. 
I wish PICS continued success as the challenge of 
climate change becomes more acute and the desire 
to address it becomes stronger. For my “patch” in 
particular, the strength of the North is its people and I 
am confident they will find the balance and solutions 
needed to address climate change while continuing to 
thrive in this beautiful part of the province. 
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PICSnews
A Retrospective from the North 
PICS bids a reluctant farewell to PICS UNBC Program Coordinator Kyle Aben, who is joining the David Suzuki 
Foundation’s climate action team

Going electric! One of Kyle Aben’s many contributions 
to UNBC



PICS “Big Five” all underway
Five issues of critical importance to British Columbia—
transportation, electrical grid integration, energy efficient 
buildings, forestry, and natural gas development—are the 
basis for five major PICS projects all underway since May 1, 
2015. The institute has committed $7.5 million to the “big 
five” (approximately $1.5 million each), subject to meeting set 
targets over the next few years, with varying start dates in 2014 
and 2015. The formal titles are:

•	 The 2060 Project: Integrated Energy System Pathways for 
British Columbia and Canada, led by Dr. Andrew Rowe, UVic

•	 The Scale of Natural Gas Development and Maximizing Net 
Social Benefits, led by Dr. Nancy Olewiler, SFU

•	 Transportation Futures for BC, led by Dr. Walter Mérida, 
UBC

•	 Energy Efficiency in the Built Environment, led by Dr. Ray 
Cole, UBC

•	 The Forest Carbon Management Project, led by Dr. Werner 
Kurz, Natural Resources Canada

Each project brings together experts including engineers, 
climate scientists, hydrologists, planners, social scientists, 
economists and representatives from First Nations. Team 
members derive from a range of institutions including 
local, provincial and federal governments, industry, the 
business community, and academia from across the four PICS 
universities.

PICS executive director Tom Pedersen says these teams 
are tasked with identifying viable pathways for achieving 
BC’s transformation to a vibrant low-carbon 
economy, incorporating the latest technological 
advances and methods to ensure widespread 
societal support for change. Anticipated 
project outcomes include policy briefs for 
government, specialist reports, academic 
papers, community and industry guides, media 
releases, conference presentations and PICS 
white papers containing actionable policy/
practitioner recommendations. Two such white 
papers have been released recently under the 
‘Built Environment’ and ‘Natural Gas’ projects: 
They are: 

LNG and Climate Change: The Global Context
This white paper by the Pembina Institute 
found that BC’s liquefied natural gas (LNG) strategy won’t help 
the problem of global climate change (as claimed by the BC 
government) in the absence of stronger policies internationally 
that limit carbon pollution. It recommends government use a 
consistent, evidence-based approach to assess the impacts of 

energy exports; that it reduce carbon pollution from domestic 
natural gas development; and that it encourage stronger 
climate policy and methane management globally. The 
report attracted strong media attention and was cited in the 
Legislature. 

Accelerating Energy Efficiency in BC’s Built Environment – Lessons 

from Massachusetts and California
The BC government could create new jobs, boost business 
competitiveness, improve environmental performance and 
save taxpayer cash if it rekindled its drive for more energy-
efficient buildings, according to the Vancouver Sun’s coverage 
of this white paper by Tom Berkhout, written as an extension 
to his PhD at UBC. Berkhout’s study compared BC’s energy-
efficiency building policies to that of US “green leader” states 
Massachusetts and California and found that despite similar 
policy platforms, this province is lagging behind, held back 
by a lack of monitoring, oversight, and political commitment. 
Buildings account for 29 per cent of energy used in BC and 
about 12 per cent of GHG emissions. Berkhout provides 
practical recommendations for BC to catch up, including 
setting up “watchdog” groups to keep progress on track and 
allowing more local flexibility to encourage building efficiency 
and innovation. 

NASA’s top climate scientist, Dr. Gavin Schmidt
Dr. Gavin Schmidt, director of the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) Goddard Institute for Space 
Studies (GISS), gave two PICS-sponsored public lectures this 
spring. Dr. Schmidt’s lectures—in Victoria on April 8th, “Climate 

change: Choose your own adventure!” and 
in Vancouver on April 9th, “What are climate 
models good for?”— focused on explaining 
how climate models work and what they can 
tell us about possible climate futures. 

Dr. Schmidt communicates the complexities 
of building a climate model by unpacking 
the huge variety of scales that must be taken 
into account. These range from the smallest 
things that impact climate, particles the size 
of a micron that will become the seeds for 
cloud droplets, to the largest, the earth itself 
– in all, spanning 14 orders of magnitude. 
The time spans involved range from events 
that last only microseconds to trends that 
take place over millennia. 

“Bit by bit we can create a jigsaw of the whole planet...(but) we 
don’t know everything that’s going on,” he explained. “Even a 
million lines of code is not more complex than the real world...
but we do get a pretty good sense of what’s going on.” 

Dr. Gavin Schmidt, NASA

http://pics.uvic.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/LNG%20Paper%202014%5B1%5D.pdf
http://pics.uvic.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/Berkhout_Accelerating%20Energy%20Efficiency.pdf
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Dr. Schmidt explained how the accuracy of climate models 
could be verified by using them to predict past climate 
patterns and then checking how closely 
they match the paleo-climate record. 
He ended his lectures with an emphasis 
on turning research into action, 
quoting Sherwood Rowland “What’s 
the use of having developed a science 
well enough to make predictions if, in 
the end, all we’re willing to do is stand 
around and wait for them to come 
true?” 

Both lectures are available on the PICS 
website. 

Renewable Cities
PICS was a major sponsor and partner 
of the highly successful Global Learning Forum held in 
Vancouver in mid-May, which saw the launch of a new five year 
program called Renewable Cities, a new initiative of the SFU 
Centre for Dialogue. The three-day forum brought together 
city staff, elected officials, businesses, NGOs, and researchers 
from around the world to participate in a solution-focused 
dialogue on implementing renewable energy and energy 
efficiency in cities.  The forum comprised plenaries, knowledge 
mobilization, peer-to-peer learning, networking, and intent 
to action sessions where participants learnt about the global 
trends that are impacting renewable energy adoption. 
Experiences were shared from 
Copenhagen, Durban, and 
Barcelona about their pathways 
to a green energy transition, and 
the actions needed for a rapid 
urban energy transformation. 
For ongoing updates from 
the program visit www.
renewablecities.ca

Inspiring climate action: 
what works, what doesn’t
The question of what works – and 
what doesn’t – for motivating 
people to take action on climate 
change is tackled head-on in a 
new PICS report produced by 
UBC’s Collaborative for Advanced 
Landscape Planning (CALP). The 
Special Report: A Synthesis of PICS-Funded Social Mobilization 
Research was formerly launched on May 15 at the Renewable 
Cities Forum in Vancouver, attracting media attention 
including Global TV BC news, and the Globe and Mail.  

The report summarizes key findings from seven PICS social 
mobilization research projects conducted in BC between 2010 

and 2014. The projects tested 
different methods for directly 
engaging with around 3,000 BC 
residents, including workshops, 
social media, a locally produced 
film, and innovative digital 
media and games that allow 
participants to visualize how 
low-carbon neighbourhoods 
and homes would look and 
function.

CALP director and report co-
author Stephen Sheppard says 

climate change action is not “on 
the radar” for most citizens, but 

this report may help change that.  “Several projects succeeded 
in reaching  ‘the silent majority’ who are not typically involved 
in climate action, while others achieved significant energy 
use reductions among participants wanting to reduce their 
carbon footprint,” he says. “Making information relatable and 
accessible to your target audience and getting community 
buy-in are essential first steps. Making the social activities fun 
and practical also helps.”

The report provides a range of recommendations—and 
pitfalls to avoid—for those wanting to mobilize communities 

effectively on climate change. 
Overall the recommendations 
emphasize: (a) the importance 
of multiple social engagement 
methods; (b) the power of digital, 
visual and social media; (c) 
benefits of collective action at 
neighbourhood scale; and (d) the 
need for coordinated top-down/
bottom-up action between 
citizens and government.

Some of the tools highlighted in 
the report were on show during 
the Renewable Cities Community 
Energy Explorer (CEE) Intent to 
Action workshop organized by 
CALP and PICS UBC Program 
Manager Sara Muir Owen. The full 

report is on the PICS website, and as 
well as a two-page summary of key 

recommendations. To learn more about CALP’s community 
energy literacy and mapping tool, visit the CEE at http://
energyexplorer.ca.

Tom Pedersen, PICS executive director, and Margery Moore, 
director – Environmental Strategic Alliance, at  Renewable 
Cities  

CALP director and report co-author Stephen Sheppard 
interviewed on Global News 

http://pics.uvic.ca/events/archive
http://pics.uvic.ca/events/archive
http://www.renewablecities.ca
http://www.renewablecities.ca
http://energyexplorer.ca
http://energyexplorer.ca
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Motivating climate action: 
Katharine Hayhoe 
“We are naïve in thinking the truth will win, or 
facts are enough.”

More than 1000 Vancouverites took the 
opportunity to hear from Texas Tech University 
atmospheric scientist, author and climate 
change evangelist, Katharine Hayhoe, during 
her two free public talks co-sponsored by PICS.  
The first talk Earthkeeping: A Climate for Change 
with Dr. Katharine Hayhoe on May 7th at UBC was 
organized by A Rocha, an international Christian 
organization; and the second, Talking Climate: Why 
Facts are Not Enough, took place on May 8th at 
SFU.  

Dr. Hayhoe hails from West Texas, which, in her 
words, is the most conservative part of the United 
States, and a tough place to be a scientist.  At one 
point she came close to quitting her profession 
due to disillusionment with the PR spin against 
climate change, and the growing public mistrust of 
scientists. However, despite feeling “like a boy scout 
fighting against marines” she says her own personal 
battle to get Americans to accept the reality of 
climate change has yielded 
some key pointers.

For starters, don’t lead with 
the facts. “Scientists keep 
churning out reports...
mistakenly believing that 
people are blank slates to 
be written on,” she says. “The 
roots of climate denial lie in 
(American) ideology, because 
the government has no right to 
tell me what to do.”

Instead, she suggests, bond 
with your audience by finding commonalities 
(such as business security, skiing or their children’s 
future), and then offer relevant climate information 
that connects with that shared interest. Finally, 
inspire hope by offering viable actionable solutions, 
because without it there is only fear and paralysis.

Dr. Hayhoe says collaboration is essential 
for climate change solutions, and that 
demonizing businesses or human activities is 
counterproductive and only deepens the divide. 
“It’s not driving the car that is causing climate 
change – it’s driving the gasoline powered car. We 
have to offer a solution that every person can do. 
We have to have a price on carbon.”

Video archives 
of both talks 
are available 
online, with 
the UBC event 
including 
a panel 
discussion 
with Dr. 
Hayhoe, Peter 

Robinson, CEO, David Suzuki Foundation, Preston 
Manning, former Opposition Leader, and Jeffrey 
Greenman, President, Regent College.  Dr. Hayhoe 
was named one of TIME Magazine’s 100 Most 
Influential People in the World in 2014

PICS at Science Rendezvous
Science Rendezvous is the largest science festival 
in Canada that seeks to engage the public (and 
especially kids!) through interactive science 
activities, demonstrations, and laboratory 
experiences at various locations across the country.  
This is third consecutive year that PICS SFU has 
participated in this event at SFU.  More than 7,000 
people attended the May 9 event, and the PICS 
booth was full of hand on activities that aim to 

motivate action on reducing our 
carbon footprints.  Also on display 
was the PICS Climate Insight 101 
education video – What you can 
do about climate change – which 
drew a lot of attention from both 
parents and children.   

Other Spring 2015 events 
available on the PICS 
website
From Local to Global Challenges, 

What Needs to Be Done for a Successful Climate 
Conference in Paris 2015?  Vancouver, March 26.

Panelists: Nicolas Chapuis, French Ambassador to 
Canada; Mary Polak, BC Minister of Environment, 
and Gregor Robertson, Mayor of Vancouver. 
Moderated by Michael Small, executive director 
of Carbon Talks, with discussant Tom Pedersen, 
executive director, PICS. 

Dealing with dragons: deciding if, when and how 
to intervene in ecosystems in a rapidly changing 
world. Vancouver, May 19. Talk by Richard Hobbs, 
2011 Western Australian Scientist of the Year. 

CONTACTS 

Nastenka Calle, PICS SFU Program 
Coordinator, demonstrating activities 
during Science Rendezvous

Dr. Katharine Hayhoe during her PICS talk 
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