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Written Submission for the Pre-Budget Consultations in Advance of the Upcoming Federal 
Budget  

By Passive House Canada  

Buildings in Canada are responsible for an inordinate amount of greenhouse gas pollution and 
are more energy-intensive than those of other developed countries with similar climates. In 
large cities like Toronto and Vancouver, buildings account for more than 50 per cent of GHG 
emissions. A high percentage of this stock will remain operational beyond 2030. While there is a 
focus on improving standards for new builds, we cannot divert our attention from our existing 
building stock. Deep energy retrofits are one of the most economical means to improve 
Canada’s carbon footprint and resiliency. Passive House Canada believes deep energy retrofits 
can make the biggest difference which is why for this upcoming budget we believe there is an 
opportunity to signal the prioritization with deep energy retrofits and ready Canada’s 
sustainable future. 

Passive House Canada’s federal budget submission provides recommendations on: 

• How to improve the Greener Homes Grant,  
• How to deepen the National Housing Strategy’s Repair and Renewal Program to achieve 

deep energy retrofits, and 
• How to Ensure Sustainable Finance Initiatives Contribute to Climate Resilience 

Recommendation #1: Improve the Greener Homes Grant 
 
Get on a path to net-zero 
We recommend the government align the Greener Homes Grant with Passive House’s EnerPhit 
methodology for retrofits to get buildings on a path to near net-zero and climate resilience. 

• Efficient & Resilient: Insulation and air tightness brings 70-80% reduction in energy costs 
in retrofits compared to code and thermal security during power outages. 

• Healthy: Air filtration brings improved air quality, delivering health benefits and 
protection from severe air quality warnings 

• Comfortable: With no drafts, it delivers high-end comfort and its durability reduces the 
need for repairs 

The Greener Homes Grant Is not designed to get to near net-zero and as a result a number of 
buildings that are being retrofitted will need to be re-retrofitted in the next 10-20 years in order 
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to get our economy to net-zero, while leaving occupants vulnerable to transition and physical 
climate risk. 

Cut Red Tape 
We recommend the government certify contractors, not energy auditors. By eliminating the 
need for certified auditors, a larger pool of vetted contractors can service a larger group of 
homeowners. Provide energy audits by a third-party and leverage the power of energy 
efficiency software to help take the customer through audits, retrofits, and payments. 

Currently, the grant uptake is limited by the number of energy auditors available. There are not 
enough trained auditors to service the demand. Any improvements on cost or barrier 
reductions will exacerbate this bottleneck. 

Strengthen the Incentive 
We recommend the government develop a sliding scale approach to the incentives and align 
them with percentages. Develop a package of measures that increases the rebate depending on 
the package. For example, insulate your attic and receive a 15 per cent rebate, but insulate and 
seal your house, install triple-pane windows and install improved ventilation and receive a 75 
per cent rebate. Incentivize the near net-zero retrofit to boost climate mitigation and resilience. 

Currently, the incentive is too small of a financial grant to break down the cost barrier to 
incentivize homeowners to retrofit their homes beyond those who would likely have done the 
insulation regardless of the incentive. 

Incorporate a Resiliency Lens 
We recommend the government make resiliency measures mandatory in high-risk areas and 
provide deep incentives to cover the cost. Ensuring that buildings retrofitted today are climate 
resilient will reduce costs and improve health outcomes for Canadians. When extreme weather 
occurs and power is lost, studies have shown that individuals living in Passive House buildings 
can shelter in place for up to two weeks. Climate resilient buildings protect occupants from 
extreme cold weather and extreme hot weather, as experienced this past summer in British 
Columbia. 

Currently, the program does not incorporate resiliency measures and as a result retrofitted 
homes may face increased risk from physical climate risks. 

We also recommend the federal government ensure the building of at least one climate 
resilient building in smaller communities so that residents will have some place to shelter 
during extreme weather events. 
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Develop a Concierge Service & Centre of Excellence 

We recommend the government recognize deep energy retrofits are a long-haul project that 
requires a significant time and financial commitment by the federal government to breakdown 
the many barriers to action. Making it easy for the customer is key. It has to be as painless as 
possible. The barriers have to be understood and overcome using a homeowner-centered 
approach. 
There are a number of barriers, both market and behavioural, to develop a “vibrant private 
building retrofit market”, as recommended by the Expert Panel on Sustainable Finance. Those 
barriers ,more widely explained in the Annex, include market barriers (the upfront cost, lack of 
financing, the limited supply of low-carbon technology, the trades shortage, green-building 
skills shortage, and a lack of transparency), as well as behaviour barriers (lack of awareness of 
bills, misunderstanding of benefits, complexity of grant programs, inability of information 
campaigns to motivate, inconvenience to renovate, lack of trust of contractors, contractors lack 
of trust of government, misperception on total cost, and changing the status quo is hard).  
 
The path towards meeting federal net-zero building transformation targets will not be met by 
increasing the grant or reducing red tape to get more retrofits out the door (though these will 
help). There needs to be a system change driven by policies that take into account the market 
and behaviour barriers to retrofitting hundreds of thousands of homes a year. 

Recommendation #2: Deepen the Repair and Renewal 
Program to achieve deep energy retrofits  
 

The government must look beyond energy savings and focus on reducing carbon usage (both 
operational and embodied) while creating buildings that are safe, healthy and comfortable.  

We recommend the government boost the minimum reduction in energy use and GHG 
emissions relative to pre-repair performance from the current 25% to 65% in the National 
Housing Strategy Repair and Renewal Program for larger buildings. Rather than provide low 
interest loans, the federal government could provide zero-interest loans and grants to help 
support the increase in efficiency. 

Currently, there is not enough money to do a deep energy retrofit all single-family residences in 
Canada. For example, the 2021 Budget sets out an investment of $4.4 billion over five years to 
retrofit 200,000 households. However, to retrofit all existing residential buildings, 600,000 
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dwellings will need to be retrofitted each year from now until 2040, and the Green Homes 
Grant only accounts for minor upgrades, not deep retrofits. 

With a limited amount of funding, focusing on affordable Multi-Unit Residential Buildings 
(MURBs) will yield lower cost GHG reductions while helping lower-income Canadians. A 
program focused on a near net-zero tower retrofit program of Canada’s ageing apartment 
housing stock, represents over 700,000 units of housing and over $50 billion in potential 
construction activity, according to the Tower Renewal Project. 

Start with Older and Larger Buildings with a Justice Lens 
Older, large buildings currently offer the greatest opportunity to drive down emissions through 
deep energy retrofits. It is for this reason that social housing providers across Canada are 
leading in deep energy retrofits of their building stock including to the Passive House retrofit 
standard (EnerPHit). 

A strong business case exists for building owners and operators, like social housing providers, 
who need to address deferred capital repairs but also want to improve tenant health and 
quality of life, drive down emissions, increase climate resilience and increase their operational 
savings.  

There is also an opportunity in this sector to replicate building design to more effectively and 
rapidly scale up deep energy retrofits. In Ontario, social housing providers that are capitalizing 
on this approach currently include Toronto Community Housing, Ottawa Community Housing, 
Windsor Essex Community Housing and CityHousing Hamilton. They are driving the market for 
local production of high-performance building products and calling on industry to adapt to be 
ready to respond to their RFPs. This is one sector that needs greater government support to 
continue its progress. 

Thankfully, the federal government wisely recognized the need to do repairs to these ageing 
towers through the National Housing Strategy Repair and Renewal Program. The program 
provides long term, low-interest loans to help revitalize affordable housing, but the program is 
not designed to achieve deep-energy retrofits.  

Analysis of the Cost of the Recommendation 
An increase in efficiency will increase the initial up-front cost but will decrease the total cost. In 
an effort to ease industry into these changes, Canada is currently incentivizing and driving the 
retrofit of buildings targeting mid-level performance. This approach will cost us more in the 
long run. Each retrofit targeting efficiency improvements ranging from 25-40%, when 60%-70% 
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is feasible, will require further investment, redesign and construction in the near future to 
achieve Canada’s 2050 targets. 

Data is increasingly available demonstrating that net-zero building practices don’t need to be 
associated with higher costs of construction. We know that as Passive House buildings and 
EnerPHit deep energy retrofits are delivered at scale, costs decrease. For example, the largest 
North American dataset for new construction of affordable housing from the Pennsylvania 
Housing Finance Authority is tracking 268 projects, 74 of which are Passive House projects. In 
the first year of their program, when few Passive House projects existed in the state, Passive 
House projects cost an average of 5.8% above conventional buildings. In the second year, that 
premium dropped to 1.6% and by the third year Passive House projects were, on average, 3.3% 
cheaper than conventional buildings. Over those three years the average cost of a Passive 
House project was 1.7% less than other projects. Affordability and high-performance buildings 
can co-exist.  

Ken Soble Tower Case Study 
The Ken Soble Tower Transformation will modernize 146 units of affordable seniors’ housing, 
while reinvigorating community spaces and outdoor gathering areas, planning for aging-in-
place and barrier-free living, and a changing climate. One of the first Passive House retrofits in 
North America, at 18 storeys and more than 80,000 sqft, the Ken Soble Tower is one of the 
largest EnerPHit-certified projects in the world. 

The project has demonstrated a number of energy-retrofit solutions that will advance industry 
capacity, including high-performance envelope and building system retrofits targeting more 
than 90% greenhouse gas emission reductions, alongside a host of co-benefits including 
healthy, and comfortable indoor environments. 

Deploy a Whole-of-Building Approach 
We recommend the federal government deploy a Whole-of-Building Approach to facilitate 
faster and deeper retrofits, this takes into account the building envelope, triple-pane windows, 
air sealing, ventilation, solar heat, design elements, durability, and energy source, as well as 
tenant/resident experience and total cost of ownership. 

Effective deep energy retrofits result in lower energy costs, reduced maintenance 
requirements, improved indoor air quality, increased climate resilience, increased interior 
comfort and health, increased property value, and reduced emissions. These outcomes can be 
achieved when a whole-of-building approach is taken with an integrated design approach 
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upfront to maximize efficiency and utilize simpler mechanical systems and high-quality 
components.   

A whole-of-building approach that minimizes the disruption to tenants is preferred to ensure 
tenants are not renovicted and given adequate living arrangements. While a total cost of 
ownership perspective that takes into account the utilities, carbon tax, component 
maintenance an renewal, mortgage interest, insurance, and property tax, reveals that on 
average high-performance buildings cost 3 to 10% more to build, but have a 30 to 40% lower 
Total Cost of Building Ownership (TCBO), according to analysis by Engineer and financial 
analyst, Jim Nostedt of SEEFAR Building Analytics. 

Recommendation #3: Ensure Sustainable Finance 
Initiatives Contribute to Climate Resilience  
 

In alignment with Climate Proof Canada, we recommend the federal government work on 
ensuring sustainable finance accelerates resilience across the private sector by developing a 
federal framework to price climate risk, which is needed to attract private-sector investment to 
infrastructure projects, including natural infrastructure. 

We recommend ensuring that future Bank of Canada and Office of the Superintendent of 
Financial Institutions work prioritizes climate-related financial disclosure of both transition risk 
and physical risk. 

We recommend the government fund the establishment of the Canadian Centre for Climate 
Information and Analytics as a first priority under the Sustainable Finance Action Council to help 
public and private sector organizations assess, disclose, and manage escalating physical climate-
related risks. 

We have confidence that the Sustainable Finance Action Council will fulfill its objective to 
establish the terms of reference and governance structure for the Canadian Centre for Climate 
Information and Analytics, in alignment with Recommendation 4 in the Sustainable Finance 
Expert Panel Report. The Canadian Centre for Climate Information Working Group and 
governance structure should include representation from the insurance industry to leverage 
the industry’s insights on physical climate risks, data needs, flood mapping and other physical 
climate data that is essential for pricing climate risks effectively, as well as its growing 
collaborative and essential connection to communities in taking evidence-informed action.  
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ANNEX 
Barriers to Near Net-zero Home Retrofits 
In order to meet greenhouse gas targets in the building sector, Canada and provinces need to 
dramatically quintuple the number of home retrofits, while also deepening the efficiency 
improvements to near net-zero. There are a number of barriers, both market and behaviour, to 
achieve wide scale near net-zero building retrofits for homeowners. 

Market: 
• Cost: The price differential between natural gas and electricity (66% of homes are 

heated by natural gas). (Geothermal heating & cooling has no payback when switching 
from gas).  

• Financing: Lack of easy to access low-cost, long-term, property-attached financing for 
deep-retrofits, eliminating another tool to help lubricate the home retrofit toolkit. Retail 
banking institutions generally do not extend credit for energy efficiency projects. (CMHC 
reports loans are on their way; this will help)  

• Supply: The relatively low-demand market for low-carbon technology results in little to 
no local manufacturing base and only a small supply chain of local installers for most 
technologies. 

• Trades Shortage: Scaling to quickly meet an expanded market will not be easy, since 
Canada is also facing a trades shortage to build the rapid increase in housing this 
country requires.  

• Training: Contractors & technology installers are often not trained/educated on 
different low-carbon measures and are generally small shops. They enjoy installing and 
the paperwork associated with scaling their business. 

• Transparency: Energy efficiency (e.g. reduction in operational energy costs over building 
measure life) and the carbon profile of homes is not valued by home appraisers and the 
Real estate sector. Furthermore, it is opposed by the real estate industry because it 
comes with added costs and needs to be managed by a certified auditor (an existing 
problem). 

Behaviour  
• Awareness: Many homeowners do not understand basic information provided on 

monthly utility bills or options to improve the energy performance of their house;  
• Benefits: Lack of awareness/knowledge about the benefits (cost savings; home comfort; 

health, environmental).  
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• Complexity: Confusion associated with navigating the grant programs & administratively 
complex  

• Information: Information campaigns to educate do not result in behaviour change  
• Motivation: The bulk of Ontario building owners are driven by cost savings (not 

environmental) but rational economic self-interest does not result in change. The status 
quo bias is a strong pull to do nothing.  

• Inconvenient: Inconvenience & complexity of retrofitting building 
mechanical/ventilation systems and envelope. (Renos are typically done within 12 
months after a home purchase; avg $21K) 

• Trust: Lack of homeowner trust in contractors and technology installers. Installers and 
contractors are aware that the short-term nature of these grants bring huge risks to 
scale. 

• Perception of Costs: Upfront cost is real, whereas potential cost savings are 
hypothetical and in the future. ‘Energy efficiency gap’ between potential and actual 
adoption is well documented 

• Change is hard: Environmental behaviour change is not driven by more information or 
rational self-interest, rather cultural practices, social interaction, and emotion. 

 
 
 
 


