
Feds’ 2035 green cars promise leaves unanswered questions, say
auto associations

The Liberal government’s announcement that all vehicles sold in Canada in 2035 will be
“zero-emission” has left unanswered questions about the choices Canadians will have,
and how the auto industry is going to play its part.

Transport Minister Omar Alghabra (Mississauga Centre, Ont.) announced on June 29 that
the government was setting a “mandatory target” for the year 2035: that 100 per cent of
the cars and light trucks sold that year will be zero-emission vehicles. 

Just 3.8 per cent of the light-duty vehicles sold in Canada in 2020 were zero-emission
vehicles, according to Transport Canada. The government considers vehicles powered by
electric motors, hydrogen fuel cells, or hybrid electric-gas engines to be zero-emission
vehicles.

The Liberal government had previously set 2040 as the date for its 100 per cent zero-
emissions vehicles target. Mr. Alghabra justified the decision to move up the date to 2035
by pointing to a report from the International Energy Agency, which listed the sale of only
zero-emission vehicles by 2035 as one of the steps that should be taken in order to
create a net-zero greenhouse gas emissions world by the year 2050.

The government’s announcement and subsequent communications have left lobby
groups for the auto industry in Canada calling for more details. The Liberals have not been

https://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050


clear about for whom the 2035 target will be “mandatory,” or how.

Is the government planning to ban car dealers from selling gas-powered vehicles? Or
consumers from buying them? 

It appears likely that the answer to both questions is “no,” but the government hasn’t yet
decided for certain.

Gas cars will be ‘gradually retired’

Mr. Alghabra was not available for an interview last week. Questions sent to his office
were redirected to Transport Canada and Environment and Climate Change Canada. In
written statements, spokespeople for those departments said that the government’s
announcement was “only signalling an intent” to achieve 100 per cent zero-emissions
vehicles sales by 2035. The government would use “mandatory regulated measures” to
get there, and possibly legislation.

The details will be sorted out after the government consults with industry stakeholders,
and after the United States releases its own greenhouse gas emission regulations for
vehicles.

“The Government of Canada’s signalled intent does not aim to prevent Canadians from
using [gas powered] vehicles they bought (or will buy) and that are found on roads today,”
wrote Transport Canada spokesperson Sau Sau Liu.

“As these vehicles age, they will gradually be retired from Canadian roads, which will
contribute to decarbonizing the entire vehicle fleet.”



Environment Minister Jonathan Wilkinson is sharing responsibility for the government’s
effort to curtail vehicle greenhouse gas emissions. The Liberal government has
committed to setting Canada on the path towards a net-zero greenhouse gas emission
economy by the year 2050. The Hill Times photograph by Andrew Meade 

Waiting on Biden

Lobby groups for Canada’s automakers, auto parts manufacturers, and auto dealers told
The Hill Times that the government’s 2035 target is realistic. Automakers around the
world are planning or producing electric vehicles at all performance levels and price
points, shapes and sizes. More than 100 are expected to be available in Canada within a
couple of years. 

“I think the government and the industry [are] mostly on the same page here,” said Flavio
Volpe, president of the Automotive Parts Manufacturers Association.

“We’ll see whether that date is 2033 in practice, or 2041. But there is no doubt where
we’re headed. This government just decided to say it out loud.”

However, the industry lobbyists also said the feds would have to come up with a plan to
hit their target, one that is more complex than just cutting cheques. 



The government will have to figure out how to get charging stations for electric vehicles
installed in much greater numbers all over the country, including in hard-to-reach places.
What do you do for city-dwellers who park on the street? How many downtown
condominiums will install charging stations in their concrete, underground parking
garages? 

“The most important part is the coordination with the provincial governments,” said Tim
Reuss, president and CEO of the Canadian Automobile Dealers Association. “Because
otherwise we’re going to have a quilt of local, provincial, and then federal regulations, one
on top of the other, and that’s going to be an almost impossible maze for manufacturers
and dealers to navigate.”

Mr. Reuss said he and other industry stakeholders had asked the Liberal government how
its plan for regulating vehicle emissions would square with those in Quebec and other
provinces.

“So far we’re got no answers.”

Quebec and B.C. have already set up their own regulatory regimes for zero-emission
vehicles. The U.K., Japan, and several U.S. states including California set targets similar to
Canada’s 2035 target. The EU is considering doing the same, The Financial Times
reported. 

In the United States, the Obama administration opted to require that automakers improve
the fuel efficiency of their vehicles year over year. The Trump administration weakened
those standards. Current President Joe Biden has pledged $15-billion to fund the
installation of charging stations across the country, but has not, so far, committed to a
future without gas or diesel powered vehicles. His government is expected to release
changes to U.S. light-duty vehicle greenhouse gas regulations, and those will be a “key
consideration in determining Canada’s future actions,” wrote Ms. Liu.

If the White House doesn’t set a target for phasing out gas-powered vehicles, it will raise
more questions in an auto manufacturing industry that is sprawled across North America’s
borders.

“Is Canada going to prohibit the importation of internal combustion engines from the U.S.
into Canada?” said Mr. Reuss.

Feds need to make consumers ‘comfortable’: Kingston 

The government has three obvious routes to achieving its 2035 target, each with their



own benefits and drawbacks, said Joanna Kyriazis, a senior policy adviser with Clean
Energy Canada, a think-tank run out of Vancouver’s Simon Fraser University. 

The first route would be to impose increasingly strict limits on tailpipe emissions for
vehicles sold in Canada, indirectly forcing manufacturers to pivot to zero-emission
vehicles. The second, to simply signal that the sale of gas and diesel powered vehicles
will be banned in 2035, and let industry and consumers work out the details in the interim.

The third route would be to follow the example of B.C. and some other jurisdictions, and
require that manufacturers meet regular, rising sales targets for zero-emission vehicles
between now and 2035. The government has signalled that it is planning to take this
route, and will set interim targets for zero-emission vehicles sales in 2025 and 2030. 

Ms. Kyriazis said setting such interim sales targets would give some certainty to the other
players involved in the transition to zero-emission vehicles. Electrical utilities, charging
station providers, and investors will see a predictable timeline for the transition around
which to tailor their own business plans. Automakers will be held accountable between
now and 2035. 

The lobby groups for the manufacturers argue that they can give consumers a choice of
zero-emission vehicles, but they can’t make them buy.

“Where we need help is making consumers comfortable in making the switch,” said Brian
Kingston, the president and CEO of the Canadian Vehicle Manufacturers Association,
which represents the large American automakers that do some of their manufacturing in
Canada, including Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors.  

Consumers are worried about the cost of zero-emission vehicles, and how they will
charge them, said Mr. Kingston. The government can alleviate those concerns by paying
for a dramatic increase in the number of charging stations across the country; increasing
its financial rebate programs for the purchase of zero-emission vehicles; and running
public information campaigns to make Canadians aware of those programs, and the
benefits of zero-emission vehicles, he said.

The government may also need to introduce legislation into Parliament to fund the myriad
programs that will be needed to get consumers and manufacturers on the same page,
without scaring away jobs in the sector, said Mr. Volpe.

“For the effort to match the rhetoric, this is not a simple [regulatory] change,” he said.

“If it’s not one big piece of legislation, it’s a continuous dedication through multiple-year



budgets, from multiple departments, to make it happen.”

That will require political consistency that may outlast the current government. Several
federal elections will be held between now and 2035.

The Conservative opposition is currently advocating for a target of 30 per cent of vehicle
sales to be zero-emission vehicles by 2030.

So far, the Liberal government says it has committed more than one billion dollars toward
the transition to zero-emission vehicles, including $587-million to a consumer rebate
program; $460-million for charging infrastructure; $295-million for a Ford manufacturing
plant for electric vehicles; a 50 per cent tax cut for businesses manufacturing zero-
emission vehicles and components in Canada; and an untold chunk of several billion set
aside in a fund to help industrial polluters go green.

Canada is “nowhere close” to having the charging infrastructure it will need for a
transition to only zero-emission vehicles, said Mr. Kingston.

“This is a huge fundamental change in the way that Canadians live and drive,” he said.
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