
 

 

 
 
 
Briefing note: Future-proofing BC buildings toward net-zero 
  
 
Issue summary 
  
Canada has committed to achieving net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050, while 
BC has committed to reducing GHG emissions by 40% by 2030, and promised to achieve net-
zero by 2050. This means that all existing gas-powered homes will eventually need to convert to 
electric. Housing in British Columbia is currently a significant user of natural gas, with buildings 
as a whole, causing 12% of the province’s greenhouse gas emissions and over 50% of 
individual cities’ emissions. Furthermore, BC’s natural-gas homes together generate the same 
annual amount of climate pollution as > 870,000 vehicles—meaning there is no way to hit our 
climate targets without converting to clean buildings across the province. 
 
In addition to its contribution to climate change, natural gas has substantial costs for human 
health, both in the extraction process and in terms of indoor air quality when used for cooking.  
 
Hydraulic fracturing in the Peace region of northeast BC generates the vast majority of natural 
gas within our province. During the extraction and transportation processes, fracking and its 
infrastructure pollute the air, land and water in the Peace region, use vast quantities of 
freshwater, overtake BC’s valuable farmland and harm the health of families, farmers and 
Indigenous peoples locally and downstream. Research and local reports from physicians link 
increased rates of lung disease, cancer and negative pregnancy outcomes to nearby fracking; 
doctors, professionals and their families are moving away from the region due to concerns 
about the health risks. 
 
Inside people’s homes, cooking with gas pollutes indoor air with nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and is 
correlated with higher rates of childhood asthma. In 2015, Health Canada issued new indoor 
NO2 safe exposure limits, and stated that most existing Canadian gas ranges do not meet its 
long-term NO2 exposure standard. 
  
Fortunately, clean alternatives are available and cost-effective; what is required are provincial 
regulation to future-proof new buildings so they do not need retrofitting away from gas in the 
coming years, and setting a path for existing buildings to move off natural gas. 
 
  
Background 
  
Current, proven technologies exist to enable British Columbians to live in safe, healthy homes 
that will retain their value as we necessarily move away from the use of natural gas to achieve 
net-zero emissions. Every new building connected to natural gas will need to be retrofitted in the 
future to move off gas at substantial cost, whereas clean-energy technologies can be installed 
today at no additional cost to the consumer. Converting a house from natural gas to electric 
heating currently costs over $20,000; knowingly allowing new homeowners to incur a significant 



 

 

future bill does them a disservice. Additionally, during heat waves, electric heat pumps can heat 
and cool homes, while natural gas is only a heat source. The health benefits within the home 
and the collective health benefit of reducing GHG emissions make the need for this shift both 
necessary and obvious.  
 
If we do not rapidly reduce our emissions now, every child born today will face a world over 4°C 
warmer within their lifetimes. This extreme warming will cause severe heat waves, droughts, 
floods, wildfires, spread of infectious diseases and mass migration. We are seeing these effects 
in real time today. Just yesterday (June 28), a temperature of 47.9°C, the highest temperature 
ever recorded in Canada, occurred in Lytton, BC; and 3 of BC’s worst forest-fire seasons have 
occurred during the last 5 years. 
 
  
Key policy changes 
 
BC needs to take action now to protect the health of its residents. Natural gas has no place in 
clean BC homes or a warming climate.  
  
Change the Building Code and BC Energy Step Code to ensure: 

1. No new buildings are permitted to tie into gas lines as of 2022. Buildings in the north 
could be given extra time to comply.  

2. For existing buildings, identify dates by which they must switch off gas to clean energy. 
 
BC should be a leader around national building code tables. We must press for faster action on 
ending fossil-fuel use, and embed clear GHG reduction targets into building codes—not just 
efficiency targets. A provincial change to the building code rather than a piecemeal approach of 
changes from municipality to municipality will send a clear message about BC’s commitment to 
reducing emissions while standardizing construction in a way that benefits industry. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment invites the Government of British 
Columbia to take a decisive stance on emissions reductions and human health by ensuring that 
all new buildings are ready for net-zero and that existing buildings have a clear path to be 
retrofitted. 
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