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An ambitious plan 
grounded in 27 years 
of experience 
—

Canada cannot reach its 
climate targets without 
reducing emissions from its 
cities. Yet many promising 
urban low-carbon solutions 
fail to progress from proven 
concept to full-scale 
implementation.
The Atmospheric Fund (TAF) has been 
serving Toronto since 1991, collaboratively 
demonstrating low-carbon ideas and 
preparing them for scale-up. According 
to a recent cross-country consultation 
with leading urban climate solutions 
stakeholders, now is the time to adapt TAF’s 
model for use in other Canadian cities. 

Low Carbon Cities Canada (LC3) – a Pan-
Canadian network of six urban climate 
centres – will help major city regions reach 
their full emissions reduction potential 
while unlocking co-benefits such as 
improved public health, increased mobility, 
and local job creation. Ultimately, LC3 will 
be a key asset for achieving the goals set 
out in the Pan-Canadian Framework on 
Clean Growth and Climate Change at an 
advantageous cost-benefit ratio.
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Introduction 
—
Reaching Canada’s 2030 and 2050 
climate targets
Canada is on the ambitious yet achievable path to 
reach its 2030 target of reducing carbon emissions by 
30 per cent below 2005 levels. However, to reach the 
2050 target of 80 per cent reduction we need long-
term climate solutions, not just short-term measures, 
and one-off pilots.

Cities must be part of the solution
Urban areas produce roughly half of Canada’s 
emissions. Without a significant reduction in urban 
emissions, we cannot fulfil our climate commitments. 
Canadian cities strive to be climate leaders, yet 
often struggle to scale up solutions because of short 
political cycles, siloed departments, limited resources 
and risk aversion. In short, there is a pressing need to 
bolster city-level climate capacity. 

Introducing Low Carbon Cities 
Canada
In 2017, Natural Resources Canada and four 
foundations funded a TAF-led consultation to explore 
this need. After engaging 60 local stakeholders 
across Canada, a diverse group of non-profits and 
government agencies stepped forward and the Low 
Carbon Cities Canada / Ligue des Communautés 
Canadiennes sobre en Carbone (LC3) initiative was 
born. LC3 Centres will be located coast-to-coast 
in six of Canada’s largest urban areas – Vancouver, 
Edmonton, Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, and Halifax – 
representing 43 per cent of the country’s population. 

LC3 is local in focus, yet Pan-Canadian in scope 
- and cannot succeed without federal support. 
An investment in LC3 would be in the spirit of the 
Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean Growth and 
Climate Change, which recognizes municipalities as 
essential partners. LC3 will leverage and prominently 
recognize the federal government’s vital investment.

Replicating a proven model
TAF has been successfully advancing urban climate 
action in Toronto for 27 years. In 1991, TAF received 
a $23 million endowment from the City and has 
been financially self-sufficient since. To date, it has 
invested three times its original fund while retaining 
the initial working capital. While the population grew 
by 20 per cent since 1991, Toronto reduced its carbon 
emissions by 25 per cent – in part thanks to TAF’s 
work. In 2016, the Province of Ontario provided an 
additional $17 million endowment so that TAF could 
serve the entire Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area. 
The next logical step is to take this model – and its 
four proven implementation strategies – to urban 
centres across Canada. 

LC3 Centres will be located 
in six of Canada’s largest 
urban areas, representing 
43 per cent of the country’s 
population: Vancouver, 
Edmonton, Toronto, Ottawa, 
Montréal, and Halifax.“
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working capital to invest in local low-carbon ventures 
that drive local results. 

Grantmaking (public and non-profit sectors): 
Grants help to engage diverse stakeholders, build 
community capacity, test new ideas, and prepare 
proven solutions for full deployment. 

Local programs (internally-led initiatives): Where 
we identify gaps, we generate thought leadership, 
undertake policy research and convening, or create 
and pilot new technological, financial or social 
solutions. 

Strategy 4
Unlock co-benefits for communities

We need to change the way we move, live, work, 
and play to avoid the worst of climate change. 
Communities only support change when they 
are involved in the process and see value in the 
outcomes. All LC3 Centres will support opportunities 
that both reduce carbon emissions and maximize co-
benefits such as improved public health, increased 
mobility, and local job creation. 

Implementation 
—
Strategy 1
Go where public and private dollars 
can’t

When it comes to novel climate solutions, 
both public and private sectors are risk averse. 
Governments are under pressure to fund short-term 
solutions while the private sector is reluctant to 
jeopardize the bottom line. This creates a “valley of 
death” between incubation and implementation at 
scale. The nimbleness, stability and independence 
of the TAF/LC3 model allows for the necessary risk 
tolerance to remove implementation barriers for 
technologies, policies, and financial tools.

Strategy 2
Go where the emissions are

The TAF/LC3 model focuses on major emissions 
sources as we “follow the carbon.” The bulk of 
Canada’s urban emissions come from buildings, 
transportation, and landfill waste. While exact 
emissions profiles differ, all Centres will focus on 
scaling up key solutions in these areas, e.g. building 
retrofits, low-carbon alternatives to heating fuels, 
electrification of transportation, shared mobility 
and a zero-waste circular economy.

Strategy 3
Go to where the ideas are

There’s no shortage of low-carbon ideas in cities. 
Many are already technically and financially viable, 
yet cities lack the capacity to scale up these ideas to 
full impact. In the TAF/LC3 model, it doesn’t matter 
where a good idea originates – in the private, public, 
or non-profit sector - so long as we have the right 
tools to amplify them. Core tools include:

Impact investing (for-profit entities): Leveraging the 
impact investing expertise of TAF, we will mobilize 

TowerWise
TAF recently reduced emissions in ten social 
housing buildings by 20 to 30 per cent through 
its TowerWise retrofit program. The upgrades 
also lowered operating costs, improved indoor 
air quality and resident comfort. They also 
created local jobs, including for people with 
barriers to employment.
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LC3 Structure 
—
Six local centres: A diverse 
and experienced set of local 
host organizations will lead the 
creation and operation of the 
LC3 Centres.

One national organization
To complement local activities, we will establish an 
independent, non-profit national organization to: 

• Provide shared professional services; 

• Facilitate knowledge exchange among 
members and with non-members; 

• Develop shared performance metrics; and 

• Build local impact investing capacity during 
the start-up phase

Many local partners
LC3 Centres will mobilize community support to 
co-create and advance locally relevant low-carbon 
strategies. The Centres will collaborate with a 
diverse set of local groups, including Indigenous 
communities, and those who do not traditionally 
participate in climate action discussions. 

Impact 
—
Based on TAF’s 27-year pre-deployment track 
record, we conservatively estimate that LC3 can 
unlock eight megatonnes of emissions reductions 
annually by 2030. Given the $161 million funding 
request, this represents an average cost of $20 per 
tonne in annual reductions ($145 million is revolving 
and potentially returnable, so the cost could be as 
low as $5 per tonne).

Vancouver
City of Vancouver Zero Emissions 
Building Centre for Excellence

• Demonstration projects (i.e. 
low-carbon buildings)

• Knowledge transfer and capacity 
building

• Industry collaboration

Edmonton
Alberta Ecotrust Foundation (est. 1991)

• Grantmaking experience
• Established partnership with the City 

of Edmonton
• Capacity building and programming

Ottawa
Ottawa Community Foundation (est. 1987)

• Grantmaking experience
• Public, private, philanthropic 

partnerships
• Impact investing

Toronto
The Atmospheric Fund (est. 1991)

• Grantmaking experience
• Impact investing
• Program work, incl. demonstration 

projects and policy development

Montreal
The Trottier Family Foundation (est. 2000)

• Grantmaking experience
• Low-carbon economy and climate 

change expertise
• Cross-sector collaborator

Halifax
The Province of Nova Scotia and 
EfficiencyOne (est. 2010)

• Community engagement on energy 
efficiency

• Program delivery experience
• Demonstration projects (i.e. 

low-carbon buildings)
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Budget 
—

To make the LC3 initiative 
a reality, we request federal 
support of $161 million 
including:  

Working capital of $145 million
Each local Centre requires working capital to 
create financial self-sufficiency and to stable 
funding for LC3 Centre activities. Similar to 
an endowment, funds will be implemented 
to achieve low-carbon impact on a revolving 
basis. Each Centre will retain its working 
capital for the duration of the agreement, at 
which point it can be returned or continued. 

Local start-up operating funds of 
$12 million over three years
Start-up funds will provide a stepped-down 
supplement to investment earnings and local 
fundraising until working capital earnings can 
cover expenses.

National office operating funds 
$4 million over five years
The national organization will require five-year 
bridge funding, after which it will be supported 
through membership fees.

$150 million in matching funds
We aim to leverage federal funds with at 
least $150 million in contributions (with $46 
million already committed) from provincial, 
municipal, and philanthropic partners to 
boost working capital pools and operating 
support.

Federal Investment

Matching Partners

Funding Model 
—

National 
Operating 

Funds

Local 
Operating 

Funds

Working 
Capital

Local 
Operations

Impact 
Investing

National 
Office

Proceeds

Working 
Capital
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Conclusion 
—

Now is the time for federal 
investment in city-level 
climate action. Equipped 
with $161 million in federal 
funding and local sources of 
capital, the LC3 network will 
leverage the successful TAF 
model and scale it up in five 
other large urban regions 
across Canada. By bridging 
the “valley of death” for climate 
solutions, the LC3 Centres 
will accelerate Canada’s 
transition to the low-carbon 
economy and unlock social 
and environmental benefits. 
Yet the impact need not end at 
our borders – the LC3 initiative 
can serve as a new model 
for federal/city-level climate 
cooperation, underscoring 
Canada’s climate leadership. 

Timeline 
—

Year 1 • Governance structures established 
for all LC3 Centres and national 
organization;

• Local strategic and operational plans 
completed, shared Key Performance 
Indicators defined; 

• Groundwork laid for local impact 
investing, grantmaking, program work; 

Year 2 • Three to five direct investments 
undertaken nationally; 

• First grants awarded by each Centre;

• Minimum of one program per Centre 
operational;

• Matching funding agreements 
finalized;

Year 3 • Impact investing and local programs 
fully operational;

• Six to eight grants awarded by each 
Centre;

Year 4 • LC3 Centres reach financial self-
sufficiency;

• Sustainability plan developed for the 
national organization;

• One or two key partnerships 
governed by formal MOUs held by 
each Centre;

Year 5 • Review of progress with funders; 

• New milestones to 2030 established;
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75 Elizabeth Street 
Toronto, ON, M5G 1P4 
www.lc3.ca

Vancouver

Edmonton

Toronto

Montreal

Ottawa

Halifax


