
T
he essence of peak oil is that its production follows a bell 

curve and there will come a time that production will hit the 

peak of that curve. When it hits the peak, production will 

not only be less than at any point in history, but more importantly, 

it will be the point at which supply and demand diverge. From this 

point forward energy prices will go from relatively cheap and stable 

to exponentially more expensive and volatile.

Some of the potential impacts of peak oil in our city regions could be: a 

shift in lifestyle choices due to higher energy costs, higher density/mixed-

use development, escalation of local energy sources, near-urban and urban 

agriculture, a shift towards more mass-transit infrastructure and, depending 

on the severity of the decline, an economic slow-down or depression.

Given all this, municipalities should be planning to adapt their 

infrastructure and city building to prepare for a post-peak future. 

But examples of energy-descent planning are slim in Canada. Only 

four Canadian municipalities, Hamilton, Ottawa and Stratford, in 

Ontario and Burnaby, B.C., have looked at the issue.

Admittedly, there is still plenty of debate over when peak in world 

oil production will occur. The Association for the Study of Peak Oil 

puts peak at 2008, while the Energy Information Administration (an 

arm of the U.S. government) has various scenarios ranging from 2021 

to 2112. However, expert opinion seems to be coalescing around the 

International Energy Agency view of peak around 2012. There are, 

of course, many factors playing into these predictions but the reality 

is that oil is a finite resource and peak oil will occur. 

As many will point out, there are other energy sources. But with 

oil representing 39 per cent of the world’s energy mix, there is no one 

replacement. And even if there were, both renewable and non-renewable 

sources face a combination of infrastructure, environmental and social 

barriers. Bio-fuels are often a net-energy loser. Hydrogen, even with the 

trillions in infrastructure required, is just a fancy word for energy storage 

and natural gas production has already peaked in North America while 

renewables represent only a small piece of the energy pie.

In any event, oil is required to mine, produce and operate both non-

renewable and renewable energy sources. Society is therefore facing 

an ironic challenge – it needs oil to get beyond an oil economy; all the 

more reason for the transition to a post-oil economy to be undertaken 

now. Otherwise, once peak occurs, it will become exponentially more 

expensive to make the transition.

The most comprehensive planning for peak has been undertaken in 

Hamilton. As part of its Growth Related Integrated Development Strategy, 

Hamilton looked at the impacts of peak oil and a high cost energy future 

on both their infrastructure and economic development planning.

The report, completed by Richard Gilbert and entitled Hamilton: 

The Electric City, calls for making energy-use a determinant of 

land-use decisions, giving low-priority to greenfield development 

and arranging neighbourhoods around low-energy transport. 

Transportation networks are almost a “Back To The Future” 

approach – calling for the adoption of historical, yet more efficient, 

electricity-driven technologies of street cars and trolleys.

Of course, it all still requires energy. That’s why, beyond calling for 

new buildings to be built to higher efficiency standards and massive 

retrofit programs, the report also provides targets for local generation. 

Gilbert investigates potential mixes ranging from solar and wind, to 

energy from waste and district energy.

What the City of Hamilton report really provides is a framework 

for municipal adaptation to a post-peak energy world. Its 

recommendations illustrate the impact cheap oil has had on the 

development of our cities, from the sprawling expansion and distant 

food production, to the lack of transit and political will to develop 

local renewable energy sources.

Peak oil represents a turning point that will impact both city 

building and infrastructure needs. Given its potential to disrupt 

the economic, environmental and societal norms of communities, 

it behooves all municipalities to begin planning their adaptation 

strategies today.

PREPARING FOR THE PEAK: THE FORTUNES OF 

MUNICIPAL INFRASTRUCTURE IN A POST-OIL ECONOMY
A recent report for the City of Hamilton that predicts the cost of gasoline could quadruple to $4 per litre 

by 2018 indicates that municipalities will need to rethink energy infrastructure and supply, transportation 

networks and how to adapt existing municipal infrastructure for a more compact urban form.
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