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About GinkoLab
GinkoLab is a boutique consultancy providing strategy and facilitation services to support 
the collaborative stewardship of the commons: climate, health, housing, land, language.

About the Building Decarbonization Alliance
The Building Decarbonization Alliance is a non-partisan and cross-sector coalition working 
to change the narrative on building heat, inspire and inform industry and government 
leadership, and accelerate market transformation. We reach beyond rhetoric to engage 
with evidence and science, helping put in place the conditions for effective policy, change 
the narrative, and increase awareness of the benefits of decarbonized all-electric buildings. 
We’ve convened over 300 Partner organizations. We’re working hard to expand the reach 
of our Alliance and proposing an exciting slate of research and initiatives to advance our 
mission and vision. If you are interested in supporting our work, visit our website or reach 
out to us at info@buildingdecarbonization.ca to find out how you can help accelerate 
building electrification.
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Introduction
January 2025 marked the midway point of the first four years of the Deep Retrofit 
Accelerator Initiative (DRAI). The DRAI is a federal initiative that funds organizations 
(“accelerators”) and other projects supporting the development of deep retrofits in 
commercial, institutional, and mid- or high-rise multi-unit residential buildings. The 
accelerators’ goals are to boost the depth and pace of retrofits in their targeted market 
segments, helping address the sector’s shortfall in meeting emission reduction targets.

On this occasion, the Building Decarbonization Alliance conducted a series of short 
interviews with many of the accelerators as well as some academic and private-sector 
partners in order to:

1.	 Make an inventory of tools and resources in development to share with the broader 
building retrofit ecosystem; and 

2.	 Discuss solutions to remaining gaps that are holding back the depth and pace of retrofits.

The purpose of the tool inventory (Table 1) was to make the innovation happening in the 
accelerators more visible to other actors involved in facilitating retrofits in the Canadian 
ecosystem and to encourage collaboration on the development of these resources before 
they are completed. The discussion of gaps focused not so much on barriers to scaling 
retrofits (which have already been discussed and documented)1, but rather on tactical 
projects that could be advanced in the next year or so. 

Table 1 presents a brief description of over 70 tools and resources these centers have 
developed in the last year or so. This list makes it clear that the retrofit accelerators have 
the means to identify capacity or knowledge gaps in their local ecosystem and develop 
tools or resources to address them. As such, discussions on “remaining gaps” tended 
to focus on challenges and solutions that were regional or national in scope, extending 
beyond the sphere of influence or capacity of any one accelerator. These require more 
coordination across and beyond the accelerators. 

Below, we highlight five key opportunities for collaboration that emerged from our 
interviews. These are broader than what any single accelerator should pursue. Nevertheless, 
pursuing these opportunities would strengthen the accelerators’ efforts and enhance the 
overall impact of the DRAI. 

1 See for example: Pace of Progress: Achieving the Necessary Momentum to Meet Canada’s 2050 Climate 
Goals in the Residential Building Sector. Building Decarbonization Alliance, 2024; Green Retrofit Economy 
Study, CAGBC, 2022; Canada’s Retrofit Mission, Efficiency Canada, 2021; Canada’s Renovation Wave, Pembina 
Institute, 2021; and Deep Emissions Reduction in the Existing Building Stock, Pembina Institute, 2017.

https://buildingdecarbonization.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Pace-of-Progess-Report-EN%E2%80%93V1.pdf
https://buildingdecarbonization.ca/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Pace-of-Progess-Report-EN%E2%80%93V1.pdf
https://www.cagbc.org/news-resources/research-and-reports/retrofit-economy/
https://www.cagbc.org/news-resources/research-and-reports/retrofit-economy/
https://www.efficiencycanada.org/retrofit-mission/
https://www.pembina.org/pub/canadas-renovation-wave
https://www.pembina.org/pub/building-retrofits
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OPPORTUNITY 1:

National Repository  
for Retrofit Data
Each accelerator has created its own database to track the retrofits advanced under their 
watch, but because each of these were designed independently, there is no simple way 
to consolidate these results into a single database. While these local databases can be 
useful for reporting to funders, their relatively small sample size limits what insights can 
be gained from analyzing the dataset. Even as local datasets start to grow, discussion of 
retrofit outcomes still predominantly takes place using site-specific case studies. 

Taken as a whole, the datasets generated by the accelerators could generate a broader range 
of insights on costing, suitability of different solutions to different contexts, differences 
between markets, and so forth. And this could be only the beginning: after establishing 
a structure to store and interrogate this information, it might be possible to integrate 
all studies generated to access utility or government programs. With sufficient privacy 
protection, real estate firms could be convinced to further amplify the movement and 
share their studies—akin to how the Canada Green Building Council’s Disclosure Challenge 
led twelve firms with a combined $110 billion in managed real estate assets to voluntarily 
disclose the energy performance of their buildings in Energy Star Portfolio Manager. 

One could argue that the intrinsic variability in scope and methodology of retrofit studies2 
makes drawing new insights from a large dataset mostly an academic exercise, and 
thus maybe does not warrant the significant efforts required to merge the accelerators’ 
databases. Fortunately, there are already efforts underway to standardize audit reports 
and the analysis of retrofit business cases for financial objectives (e.g. Investor Confidence 
Project; Energy Performance Contracts terms) and regulatory objectives (e.g. energy 
performance standards for existing buildings). Thus while it is currently difficult to see the 
forest from the trees, even when several studies are brought into the same format, it is 
reasonable to expect that as the frequency and relevance of meta-analyses increases, so 
will the drive to standardize inputs.

2 There are several key obstacles to analyzing retrofit outcomes as ensembles: 
1.	the intrinsic complexity of deep retrofits, each of them including different technologies; 
2.	the subjectivity of defining test case and baseline renovations (i.e. what upgrades are relevant to an energy retrofit, 
and which are maintenance expenditure or basic capital renewal, and for the energy system, what would have been the 
default replacement option and schedule); and 

3.	variability in how consultants define, calculate, and report different metrics. 
Parsing the relative costs and benefits of test cases and baselines is further complicated by the addition of energy services 
(e.g. cooling, ventilation, on-site generation, storage), safety features (seismic upgrades, flood-proofing, fireproofing, radon 
remediation) or changes in floor area or end-uses (e.g. addition of units, remodeling, etc.). 
The notion of a baseline itself is a challenge, as it implies a business as usual which of course varies across different owner 
types, from “do nothing until it breaks” to “do a least the upgrades needed to meet corporate targets and ensure health of 
residents”—see conversation on baselines in REFRAMED REPORT.

https://frapsec-my.sharepoint.com/personal/tom_ginkolab_com/Documents/Documents/3.Active/2024-BDA retrofit accelerators/2.Research/representing a combined $110 billion in managed real estate assets.


Deep Retrofit Accelerators in Canada: Five Opportunities to Increase Impact | 2025  //   3 

Even before such harmonization, convergence of data on retrofits enabled by the 
accelerators would yield short-term benefits:

•	 Help communicate the current and potential impact of the initiative as a whole: 
Tallying uptakes of audits, number of buildings affected, number of residents 
engaged, possible economic ramifications if a portion of these retrofits go ahead, etc.

•	 Generate insights on conversion rates: Tracking of conversion rates at different 
locations would help identify market segments that are primed, increase insights on 
barriers to investment decisions, and improve effectiveness of different engagement 
strategies.

•	 Collect better cost data: Starting to track retrofit costs in a dynamic (and somewhat 
standardized) manner would enable feedback and improvement on costings 
provided by subscription services (e.g. RS Means); eventually paving the way to 
retrofit-specific costing data compiled by the accelerators and made available to the 
industry.

•	 Support financial literacy: Spur practitioner discussions on the use of different 
financial metrics (NPV, IRR, Discounted payback) and illuminate some divergences in 
how these are estimated in the context of retrofits. 

•	 Explore privacy concerns: Test the boundaries of data privacy issues and illustrate 
how benefits of relaxing or managing these privacy concerns justify the efforts needed 
to do so.

 
The construction of such a retrofit database could also contribute to the establishment of 
a unique centralized database for all energy information at the building scale, including 
energy and building condition time series (energy, temperature, indoor air quality), 
information on assets, professional insights from studies, and audits. Considered by 
some the holy grail of market-transformation-enabling information, the merger of 
utility data, assessment data, environmental data (from smart meters and/or building 
operating systems) and contractor-generated data (depreciation reports, audits, quotes) 
into a single database accessible locally by successive owners, in fine-scale aggregate 
by government and utility planners, and in coarser-scale aggregate for development of 
commercial products or services. 

It is important to note that Natural Resources Canada does plan to share 
accelerator-related data, including tools, resources, guidance materials, 
results and outputs through their website via the Retrofit Hub, and through 
the forthcoming development of a Retrofit Toolkit. As these materials become 
available, it will be important to assess how well they support data aggregation 
and identify what additional efforts could further enable integrated analysis.
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OPPORTUNITY 2: 

Understanding of New Financial 
Offerings: From Energy Managers  
to Executives
There are several new financial offerings to pay for retrofits, following in the footsteps of 
the innovation driven by TAF with the Energy Service Performance Agreement, which led 
to the creation of Efficiency Capital. Since then, SOFIAC, BMO, Vancity, Johnson Controls 
International, ClearResult, and the Canada Infrastructure Bank, amongst others, have 
started offering new financing services to deliver energy retrofits with no or minimal 
upfront investments from the owner. Most of these newer financial products are only 
three to four years old, and despite value propositions that can be convincing, uptake has 
been slower than hoped. This can be attributed to the novelty and relative complexity 
of these new arrangements, which require early buy-in from internal champions and 
ultimate signoff from C-suite executives. 

“When SOFIAC launched in early 2022, we anticipated a straightforward process 
in establishing a pipeline of projects. However, the reality proved more complex. 
From our perspective, the value proposition was clear: we were providing 
accessible capital, enabling organizations to redirect funds that would typically 
be allocated to these projects elsewhere. Furthermore, this financing structure 
did not appear on balance sheets as debt, preserving borrowing capacity for 
future initiatives. Additionally, energy cost savings were realized from day one, 
with ownership of all equipment and programs transferring to the organization 
at the project’s conclusion—ultimately enhancing the value of their assets.

Despite these benefits, many organizations remained hesitant. While energy 
managers often championed the initiative, challenges arose primarily within 
two key groups: financial leadership, particularly CFOs, and legal counsel. 
The concern stemmed from the fact that these transactions did not follow 
traditional payback models but rather involved longer-term commitments. 
Decision-makers were wary of anything that might be perceived as restricting 
flexibility for property sales, renovations, or new tenant arrangements. Although 
contractual provisions addressed these concerns, the perceived risks often led 
to delays in adoption.”

—Christian Brosseau, President & CEO, SOFIAC Canada
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The problem is further compounded by decision makers not only needing to understand a 
new value proposition, but now facing several new offerings, each of them differing in terms 
and value proposition. 

Given this, many interviewees flagged the need for independent education resources on 
the similarities and differences between these offerings tailored to four different audiences:

•	 Coaches in accelerators, energy managers, and consultants, which often are the 
driving force bringing these solutions forward;

•	 Independent building owners or small business operators, which might be 
presented such opportunities but might not have the financial or legal background to 
assess the opportunity; 

•	 C-suite and legal teams in sophisticated property management firms, most of which 
are still unfamiliar with these novel contractual arrangements; and

•	 REIT managers, who are more familiar with investing or divesting capital by 
purchasing or selling properties than by refurbishing existing assets to generate more 
cashflow, improve valuation, or mitigate climate risks.
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OPPORTUNITY 3: 

Proving the Value Proposition of  
Virtual Audits
Several online platforms have emerged in the last few years offering virtual energy audits 
for commercial buildings (e.g. OpenTech, Adaptis, Audette, Jobi, Power TakeOff). What 
they include varies, but generally they aim to provide: information on energy systems, 
recommendations for possible energy conservation measures, and potential cost and 
carbon reduction resulting from various options. Virtual audits can be produced faster 
and at a lower cost than walk-through audits, which can be a particular advantage for 
large portfolio managers that want a timely and harmonized survey of their managed 
assets to map out and prioritize retrofit projects. 

The fact that there are many technology providers offering virtual audits is healthy for the 
retrofit innovation ecosystem, but this diversity, and the relative novelty of the tools, also 
poses some challenges:

•	 Interested users must infer from a range of promotional materials what functionalities 
are included in each platform and try to find the best fit for their needs. This creates 
an additional burden on building owners and the difficulty in comparing the different 
products may reduce total uptake.  

•	 There are inconsistent levels of trust in the quantitative rigour of the insights provided 
by these tools, and uncertainty as to whether these are comparable to numbers 
generated by professionals after a walk-through. Most utilities and governments 
programs still require a walk-through audit to be completed to access custom 
incentive programs. 

•	 The lack of familiarity with the methodology of energy audits and their quantitative 
limitations makes it difficult for a typical user to assess where a statistical inference 
might be as good as, or even superior to, the judgement calls made by professionals. 
Users of energy audits may not know which parameters used in the energy models are 
based on hard evidence (on-site observation or measurements), and which are based 
on professional judgement based on typical values. The lack of quantitative intuition 
on the sensitivity of energy models to the different assumptions that go into them 
further compounds this issue.
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Given these challenges, several interviewees discussed the need for a third-party review 
of different virtual audit platform to:

1.	 Facilitate selection of a tool by building managers; 

2.	 Encourage utilities and governments to accept some virtual tools as intake for custom 
programs; and 

3.	 Stimulate ongoing improvement in the statistical analysis engine of the virtual platforms.

Results on baselines and projections would be compared to each other to clarify where 
the different tools converge or diverge (gauging precision) and compared to ground-
truthed information not provided at intake (gauging accuracy). This could help compare 
between virtual tools and with current auditing approaches.

Because these platforms evolve over time, we believe an agile approach would be better 
suited than a one time “in depth” study. By keeping the process relatively simple, we 
can get results out quickly even if some areas of uncertainty remain and propose further 
iterations to refine insights where more subtleties are needed. This would allow the 
platforms more regular opportunities to test their product, keep the stakes manageable 
at each iteration, and reward ongoing improvement.
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OPPORTUNITY 4: 

Support for Social Procurement  
and Mentorship
Several accelerators are pursuing social procurement or mentorship programs to provide 
additional benefits to local communities. Potentially transformative, these programs 
require specific knowledge and skill to run properly. To optimize impact, these programs 
should account for variations in design based on considerations including region, type of 
community, and additional supports required to encourage and/or enable participation. 
As such, their development and implementation can go beyond the usual skillset of 
retrofit accelerator staff.  

SOCIAL PROCUREMENT 

Social procurement is a way to get more community benefit from construction 
and renovation projects. It means including social goals—like employment, 
training, or local business support—when planning and delivering a project, 
alongside the usual focus on budget and timelines.

In practice, construction companies aren’t usually expected to hire equity-
seeking workers directly. Instead, they often partner with local employment or 
workforce development organizations. These groups specialize in connecting 
people from underrepresented communities—such as youth, newcomers, 
or people with disabilities—with job and training opportunities. Contractors 
commit to creating those opportunities, while the local partners do the 
recruitment, support, and coordination. Social procurement can also involve 
working with social enterprises, Indigenous businesses, or local suppliers to 
deliver parts of the project.

The idea is to use existing construction activity to create broader value: 
helping people get experience in the trades, supporting inclusive hiring, and 
keeping more economic benefits within the community. It shouldn’t add much 
complexity to the build itself, but it brings intentionality to who benefits from 
the work being done.
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Interviewees flagged two specific issues:

•	 In areas where there are not yet established non-profits providing social 
procurement services for construction projects, who can accelerators connect 
with to spur the establishment of such entities? The potential of having an initial 
demand for these services could act as a catalyst, but it is beyond the capacity 
and expertise of accelerators to bring in local stakeholders to establish social 
procurement non-profits. Are there national organisations with the mandate and 
capacity to initiate these programs? 

•	 Mentorship or job-shadowing programs can be transformational for youth or 
other equity-deserving groups with an interest in entering the trades or becoming 
construction professionals. While a few accelerators have created such program, they 
observed that they lack the resources or know-how to accompany the participants 
through the process so they can address challenges and make most of the 
opportunities. Are there national or local organisations such as Mentor Canada   that 
can be brought in to provide that personalized accompaniment, if the accelerators set 
up the initial opportunity?
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OPPORTUNITY 5: 

Nurture and Extend  
Community of Practice
The interviews we conducted included only a subset of the many organisations that are 
actively trying to accelerate the rate and depth of retrofits in Canada; others include 
non-profits, industry associations or coalitions, research groups, private innovators, 
demand-side management branches of leading energy utilities, as well as various federal 
and provincial agencies. Alongside these different groups with a specific focus on the 
built environment and/or retrofits, there are other sectors with ancillary interests that are 
of importance to the retrofit effort, or conversely on which retrofits could have material 
impact: health, insurance and finance, labour and immigration, electricity planning, 
technological innovation, economic development, etc.   

Natural Resources Canada is hosting regular calls between the retrofit accelerators 
(jointly the Retrofit Accelerator Network), but beyond a few conferences, there is 
currently no entity tasked with nurturing this broader ecosystem—facilitating sharing of 
information, coordination of projects, consolidation of resources, networking, mentoring, 
and coordination of advocacy. There are several formal and informal networks and 
sharing platforms already in place, but they are often, by design or by accident, 
impervious to each other and drawn along transversals rather than verticals: government 
employees of a certain level may talk to each other, staff from demand-side management 
teams at different utilities may collaborate, local government energy managers and/
or planners have networks (CUSP, CEM, USDN), etc.—but there are fewer avenues to 
bring people from different sectors, and different levels of seniority, to collaborate with 
each other and forge trusted relations. Coordination of different working groups or 
communities of practice amongst this ecosystem—in horizontals, verticals, and across 
sectors—would lead to increased collaboration and accelerated innovation. 
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There is a scale challenge inherent in attempting to weave these threads: the more parties 
involved, the more resources it requires to connect them and pool resources, and the 
more complex the resulting data and insights become. To the geometric scale problem, 
advancements in AI and hosting technologies may offer some solutions. AI-driven 
Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) could help structure and synthesize this knowledge 
by creating a dynamic repository where users can search for ongoing projects, research 
findings, and lessons learned. Over time, this tool could expand to house comprehensive 
retrofit market intelligence, reducing duplication and accelerating collaboration. 

In addition, having access to a shared pool of tactical funding with the explicit goal of 
saving time at the onset of collaboration could save precious time by providing resources 
to start the work while cost sharing agreements for the budget as a whole are being 
sorted out across different parties. This initial fund would be reimbursed by the project 
proponent once the project is successfully launched, or absorbed as a loss by the fund 
if the collaboration fails to take off. This type of “quick start” funding is particularly 
important when partners from different sectors are brought together, since their models 
for resourcing projects can differ greatly, and significant efforts might be required by the 
driving force(s) behind the partnership to secure contributions (cash or in-kind) from the 
groups involved.

Conclusion
As Canada progresses towards its emissions targets, the DRAI has emerged as a vital 
enabler for commercial retrofits. The interviews and compiled tool inventory reveal 
that accelerators are not only addressing local gaps with creative solutions, but also 
identifying common systemic challenges that extend beyond their individual mandates. 
The five opportunities outlined—developing a national retrofit data repository, expanding 
understanding of new financial mechanisms, building confidence in virtual audits, scaling 
social procurement and mentorship programs, and nurturing a pan-Canadian community 
of practice—represent concrete actions to amplify the initiative’s collective impact. By 
coordinating efforts, sharing resources, and engaging cross-sector allies, the accelerators 
and their partners can help shape a retrofit ecosystem that is more integrated, resilient, 
and ready to meet the scale of the retrofit challenge.
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