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PITHESOWISKOWTEW: A MODEL FOR OTHER COMMUNITIES 

There are advantages to the kind of centralized electricity production that we have in Saskatchewan: it is cost-
effective, can take advantage of economies of scale, and is generally reliable. But these advantages often 
diminish for remote and northern communities. For instance, power outages are more common when the 
transmission lines that bring the power from hundreds of kilometers away are damaged by bad weather or fires. 
Because many power lines are nestled in the boreal forest, restoring power often takes longer than in the south. 
In addition, a system designed for large-scale production and distribution may not be adaptable to the needs 
and resources of local communities. As a result, some northern and remote communities are rethinking how to 
power their communities. The Lac La Ronge Indian Band is an 
example of this. 

The Manager of the Lac La Ronge Indian Band’s Community 
Energy Department, Jason Cook-Studer, is excited about the 
possibilities for his community’s energy future. Jason grew up in the 
north and has always had a strong urge to protect it. As a child he 
helped with tree planting projects. Later, as an adult he worked in 
several careers dedicated to the protection and remediation of 
the north. His Master of Energy Security from the University of 
Saskatchewan set him up for his current work which focuses on 
creating energy security for his community. He aims to take 
advantage of local resources, lower energy costs, create jobs, 
enhance environmental protection, and set an example for other 
Indigenous communities. 

Named for the Cree word for electricity, derived from “Bird-Fire” or lighting, the Pithesowiskotew Community 
Energy Planning Project was launched in 2022 with help from Natural Resources Canada’s Smart Renewable 
and Electrification Pathways Program (SREP). SREP supports grid modernization, energy storage, and renewable 
energy technologies throughout Canada. With its focus on sustainability, affordability and reliability, SREP is a 
good fit with the Band’s vision of “isi pimācihowin – nakacihtāwin – mitho kaskihtamāsowin” or “tradition – 
Innovation – success.” 

In the three years since it was established, Pithesowiskotew has accomplished a great deal: Community Energy 
Plans for each of its six communities to improve energy efficiency, integrate renewable energy systems, and 
reduce emissions; energy audits and retrofits on 350 homes; energy audits of six community schools; work on six 
community solar installations, including on trap lines; and feasibility studies on biomass district heating and small 
hydro power. 

Each Community Energy Plan analyzed energy consumption and mix and identified opportunities for clean 
energy solutions, including improved housing, transportation, and utility services. Each community has a high 
dependence on electricity, including for home heating, so the plans emphasise opportunities to reduce or 
offset reliance on electricity imported from the south. Extensive community engagement ensured that the plans 
align with local needs. 
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In all plans, energy conservation was identified as the first step supported by community education and simple, 
low-cost upgrades like smart thermostats. The next step is energy efficiency through retrofits to homes and 
buildings. To support this, the project partnered with SaskPower to conduct energy audits of homes and 
schools. In terms of potential renewable energy opportunities, recommendations varied from community to 
community to align with community needs and resources. In some cases, a biomass facility and district energy 
could take advantage of the piles of wood or “burn piles” left behind by the forestry industry. In other cases, 
solar is recommended—in one case as a productive use of contaminated land and, in another, co-located 
with agriculture.   

According to Jason, local people are increasingly engaged in a new vision for their communities—one that 
increases energy security while drawing on local resources and creating local opportunities. This is partly due to 
Pithesowiskotew’s focus on community engagement and capacity building. In addition to consulting the 
community at all steps in the planning process, partner organizations like Iron & Earth provide renewable 
energy training to support the development of a local workforce to support the deployment of clean energy. 
Jason feels that this new paradigm for energy security ensures a more consistent and safe supply of electricity, 
creates local jobs, and draws on local resources, while also reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The Lac La 
Ronge Indian Band is providing a model for other communities throughout the province 

This column is a collaborative project of the Saskatchewan Environmental Society and the Regional Centre of 
Expertise on Education for Sustainable Development – RCE Saskatchewan.  

Saskatchewan Environmental Society is a non-profit, 
registered charity that is committed to supporting sustainable 
living and sustainable resource use in Saskatchewan. We 
work with, and on behalf of, communities, organizations, 
businesses, and policy makers to encourage informed 
decision-making that moves us towards sustainability. SES’s 

current action areas include sustainable energy and climate solutions, water protection, resource conservation, 
biodiversity preservation, and reduction of toxic substances. Our work in Saskatchewan is carried out in Treaties 
2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, and our office is in Saskatoon on Treaty 6, the traditional territory of Cree peoples and the 
homeland of the Métis Nation. Learn more at: www.environmentalsociety.ca 

RCE Saskatchewan is a voluntary network of individuals, 
organizations, and experts advancing sustainable 
development in Saskatchewan. Founded in 2007, RCE 
Saskatchewan’s partners are the University of Regina, 
University of Saskatchewan, Saskatchewan Polytechnic, 
Luther College at the University of Regina, First Nations 
University of Canada, Campion College at the University of 

Regina, the City of Regina, City of Saskatoon, Craik Sustainable Living Project, and United Nations University. 
Our honourary patron is His Honour the Honourable Russ Mirasty, Lieutenant Governor of Saskatchewan. There 
are more than 190 RCEs around the globe. Learn more at: www.saskrce.ca 


