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        TORONTO RENEWABLE ENERGY CO-OPERATIVE

Bryan Young can see them — tall, white, three-bladed wind turbines generating electricity along the Toronto waterfront. He can send you a digital photo of them. He can see them in his mind’s eye. He can’t see them when he goes for a walk, however, because they aren’t there yet. But they will be. Soon.

Bryan Young is general manager of the Toronto Renewable Energy Co-operative (www.trec.on.ca), a citizens’ organization dedicated to the promotion and development of “green power” — energy derived from truly renewable sources — and to energy conservation, the reduction of energy demand. 

TREC’s strategy, however, goes far beyond agitation and lobbying. Its goal is to become a power producer itself, in partnership with Toronto Hydro Energy Services Inc. (THESI).  THESI and a newly-formed TREC Windpower Co-operative will each own a 50% share in the new wind turbines, and each will be entitled to 50% of the profits. 

The TREC Windpower Co-op (TWC), in turn, will be owned by Toronto residents and companies. All you have to do is buy one or more $500 shares (known as a “turbine units”) to become a full voting member.

TWC is a complex project both technically and organizationally. Wind generation is a rapidly-developing, constantly-changing field. So is the deregulation of electricity markets — which creates the opportunity for TWC to produce and sell power into the grid. It is no easy task to organize a citizens’ group to ensure that the benefits of deregulation don’t flow entirely to large corporations — and then to organize the construction, the connections, the turbines and all the other components of the system itself. In addition, someone needs to shepherd the project through environmental assessments, land acquisition, zoning applications, contract negotiations and the like. 

This is not a task for well-intentioned amateurs, and so TREC’s Board is made up of professionals — a lawyer specializing in co-operatives, an accountant, a professor of environmental studies, a meteorologist, an energy analyst and two engineers. They have been working industriously since 1997, and intensively since 1999, financed by contract work for THESI and by funding from the Toronto Community Foundation, Environment Canada, the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, the Canadian Co-operative Association, the Lever-Pond’s Foundation and half a dozen other sources. 

In early 2002, the four critical contracts were finally signed — a joint-venture agreement and a sales contract with THESI, a set of land leases with the City of Toronto, and an agreement with the Lagerwey company in the Netherlands, who will build the first of the two turbines.

Now it’s time for  the co-op equivalent of a share offering, to be marketed under the name “WindShare.” For help with that phase, TWC turned to the Community Economic Development Technical Assistance Program at Carleton University. 

“All the organizational development — writing the by-laws, membership and Director recruitment, preparing a new Web site, writing the membership agreement — all of that had to wait till we finalized the business model,” says Bryan Young. “And that’s what CEDTAP is funding. But the business model is done now, and we’re moving into the marketing phase. About 120 potential members have already pledged up to $1000 to join, and we’re hoping to reach 1000 members.”

Meanwhile, the high white wind turbines will be reaching into the Toronto skyline. One will be erected near the Ashbridges Bay treatment plant, “close to pedestrian and cycling paths,” says Young. The other will be at Exhibition Gardens place, which has the biggest and busiest trade and convention centre of its kind in North America, visited by four million people annually, mainly during the Canadian National Exhibition. The sites were carefully chosen for their impact as well as their wind regimes. 

“We wanted to do three things,” says Bryan Young. “We wanted to provide an example of creating energy where we consume it, and to grow the idea of people getting involved in their own power sources. We also wanted to create a highly-visible icon right in the heart of Canada’s financial nerve centre. And we wanted to construct a model that others could use. That’s one of CEDTAP’s central interests, and we share it”

From a community development perspective, TWC is an unusual project. It sprang from a community group, the North Toronto Green Community, but it was moulded and fashioned by a small group of skilled professionals. Now the finished organization is being turned back to the community — and to the country. 

“We’re a bleeding-edge project,” Young smiles. “But that’s been our role. Someone had to clear the stones from the road for others. We’ve created the template, and now others can replicate it.”
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