
EMISSIONS 
TRANSITION

Exploring CleanBC and 
the provincial government’s 
plan for climate action

2020 is an interesting midpoint for us, as we 
have 10 years of carbon neutrality behind 
us and a 10-year out-goal to reduce the 
emissions of our public sector buildings 
by 50 per cent and our public sector fleet 
by 40 per cent. Both are ambitious goals, 
especially considering a large component 
of our fleet (e.g. medium- and heavy-duty 
vehicles) don’t have many zero emission 
options commercially available at this time.

by Natalie Bruckner

A 
BOOK CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE; it’s not 
just a cliche. Ask Chris Koski, MBA ’96 
and director of Clean Government at the 
Province of BC Ministry of Environment 
and Climate Change Strategy.

After reading The Weather Makers 
by scientist Tim Flannery—a book that 

provides scientific evidence of global warming and outlines 
the perils of complacency—Koski’s interest in climate change 
was ignited. “I always had an interest in environmental issues, 
really enjoyed environmental economics at UVic, but I had not 
connected the dots on climate change. However, after reading 
that book, I must have gone on to read 40 more, because I 
found the issue of climate change fascinating and absolutely 
terrifying.”

Koski had entered the climate change rabbit hole, and there 
was no turning back. It might seem like a shift for someone 
who, after completing his MBA, worked in finance in the 
telecommunications sector for almost a decade. However, when 
Koski acted on his new interest and joined the BC government 
in 2008 to help launch the offsets program for BC, the work 
was familiar: he found he was essentially switching financial 
analyses and forecasts for those in the climate realm.

Our understanding of climate change has evolved over the 
past 12 years, as has Koski’s role.

“When I first joined the government, we were launching an 
offsets program for BC that was intended to form the basis for 
an offsets program that would be part of the Western Climate 
Initiative’s emissions trading program. As it turned out, a 
number of provinces and US states didn’t implement cap and 
trade [a regulatory program designed to limit, or cap, the total 
level of emissions as a result of industrial activity], and neither 
did BC. However, much of what was put in place back then 
has remained in place, like the Carbon Neutral Government 
program.”

In many ways, this very program put BC on the map as a 
leader in fighting climate change in North America. In 2010, BC 
became the first government at the provincial, territorial or state 
level in North America to take 100 per cent responsibility for the 
greenhouse gas (GHG) pollution from all 128 of its public-sector 
organizations by measuring their emissions, reducing them 
where possible and purchasing offsets to cover the remainder. 
This year, Koski says, the retirement of the offsets portfolio will 
mark the 10th year of BC public sector carbon neutrality. The 
next chapter will dial in on climate change accountability.

BC was recognized for its efforts in 2016 when the Carbon 
Neutral Government program received the UN Framework 
Convention for Climate Change Momentum for Change award, 
which showcases some of the most innovative, scalable and 
replicable examples of what people and jurisdictions are doing 
to address climate change.

This isn’t the only area that Koski and his team of 12 are 
working on. “Our branch of the Ministry of Environment and Ph
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What does it 
mean to be 
carbon neutral?
Carbon neutrality means 
that you have purchased 
enough offsets to 
compensate for all your 
emissions.

What exactly are 
carbon offsets?
A carbon offset is a 
credit for greenhouse 
gas reductions achieved 
by one party that can be 
purchased and used to 
compensate the emissions 
of another party.

”
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In March 2020, Gustavson welcomed Joanna Tong 
to the school as executive director of external 
relations. Tong, who most recently served as director, 

international, at Cambridge University in the UK, has held 
numerous positions in higher education and business 
consulting in the UK, Canada and Southeast Asia. 
Business Class connected with Tong to learn more about 
her career, her path to Gustavson and where readers might 
cross paths with the school’s new external relations leader.

Business Class: Welcome to Gustavson. 
Joanna Tong: Thank you, I’m so pleased to be here.

BC: What brought you across the Atlantic to our school?
JT: Values, both the school’s and my own. There’s a really 
strong alignment there, which prompted me to uproot 
myself and make the big move from Cambridge to Victoria. 
What attracted me the most about Gustavson is that it’s 
a very values-driven school. I found the culture very 
engaging, approachable and collegial. The focus isn’t 
just on what an individual achieves; it’s about the people 
around us, the impact alumni, faculty and business 
have on society and the world, and really prioritizes 
international, cross-cultural business; sustainability; 

innovation; integrative thinking; trust and responsible 
leadership – all these are very timely issues in today’s 
fast-changing environment. So I feel the programs, the 
research, the initiatives the school stands for, fit very 
well with my personal values. The school is a recognized 
leader in these areas, and is poised to take on an even 
greater role on the international stage; and I’m excited to 
contribute my own skills to bringing the school to the next 
level. 

BC: What would you define as your areas of expertise  
or passion?
JT: Personally, I have a great passion for social enterprise, 
sustainability,  higher education and leadership 
development. It’s very rewarding to see students and 
alumni fulfill their potential beyond the classroom and 
make the world better. It is an interesting time too for 
leaders to adapt their leadership style in an increasingly 
diverse and international business environment. Both are 
important and fascinating areas. 
I also have deep international, cross-cultural experience. 
I strive to have an open mind when communicating and 
exchanging ideas with people from around the world. At 
the same time I’m mindful about the cultural nuances. 
And that ability allows me to relate to people from 
different countries. I would really love to help our school 
bring its international relationships to the next level. 
I’m very keen to engage with our international alumni; 
although physically distant, they are a crucial part of the 
Gustavson community. 

BC: What conversations are you most looking forward to 
having with alumni and other stakeholders?
JT: I would so value the insight of all our alumni, and 
look forward to engaging with them in future. Obviously, 
travel is on hold for the time being, so meeting in person 
will unfortunately have to wait; but I would welcome 
any of our graduates to connect with me virtually in the 
meantime, whether it be opportunities to connect with 
business leaders in their communities, ideas to engage 
philanthropists to support the school or simply to say 
hello.

BC: What is your personal philosophy?
JT: Inspired by Albert Einstein: ‘Try not to be a person of 
success, but rather try to become a person of value.’  

BC: What do you do when not hard at work?
JT: In my spare time I run half-marathons very slowly, play 
piano with no audience allowed and I’m trying my hand 
at writing fantasy fiction. n

Gustavson welcomes Joanna Tong to external relations

Climate Change Strategy focuses on three 
areas of work: carbon measurement and 
reporting, which includes emissions 
across all public sector organizations 
and managing and supporting those 
organizations in understanding their 
carbon footprint; the purchasing of 
carbon offsets to ensure we have them 
in inventory and that we have the 
appropriate number of offsets at the 
end of the year, so we can demonstrate 
carbon neutrality; and developing policy 
and support measures to help drive us 
towards our public sector climate goals.”

While this may sound rather 
complex, Koski and his team have very 
clear goals, as set out in the CleanBC 
plan that was released in December 
2018. The plan was developed as a 
pathway to achieve the province’s 
legislated climate targets of reducing 
GHG emissions by 40 per cent by the 
year 2030, based on 2007 levels. 

“2020 is an interesting midpoint 
for us, as we have 10 years of carbon 
neutrality behind us and a 10-year 
out-goal to reduce the emissions of our 
public sector buildings by 50 per cent 
and our public sector fleet by 40 per 
cent. Both are ambitious goals, especially 
considering a large component of our 
fleet (e.g. medium- and heavy-duty 
vehicles) don’t have many zero-emission 
options commercially available at this 
time,” Koski says. 

For Koski and his team, this means 
identifying pathways to reduce 
emissions from the buildings and 
fleet that span provincial ministries, 
Crown corporations, health authorities, 
advanced education institutions and 
schools across the province. No small 
task, especially considering this impacts 
more than 120 organizations.

However, Koski is both optimistic 
and realistic: “Achieving these 
reductions is going to be a challenge, 
especially doing it at an affordable price 
point for the province, but the team is 
doing an exceptional job of providing 
well researched options and clear 
advice to decision makers on difficult 
issues that involve making trade offs.”

Working in this realm has its many 
challenges, one of which is continuing 
the education to create a shift in thinking. 
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“While addressing carbon 
emissions is now a common part of the 
conversation around tables (or, more 
recently, in virtual meeting spaces), 
we need to consider the risks posed 
by a changing climate when planning 
our investments. Our decisions today 
need to be consistent with both our 
low-carbon goals for buildings and 
transport and climate conditions that 
have already shifted and will continue 
to shift over the coming decades.”

Koski adds that to enact 
real change, accountability and 
transparency are key. “BC has taken 
an interesting approach in the Climate 
Change Accountability Act [Bill 
C-224]. Each year, the Minister of 
Environment and Climate Change 
Strategy is going to have to share a 
report on the progress that’s been 
made and how program dollars are 
allocated and have been spent, where 
the gaps are and where we are going.”

For those who might want to 
do their part but aren’t involved in 
the government’s building and fleet 
portfolio, there’s always the option 
to lead by example. Koski enjoys the 
environmental, health and financial 
benefits that result from commuting to 
work by bike, adopting a largely plant-
based diet and driving electric.  

Koski offers anyone interested in 
entering the climate change field this 
advice: “I recall the dean at Gustavson 
spoke with us about increasing our 
tolerance for ambiguity. At the time 
it didn’t make much sense, but what 
I now understand it to mean is: you 
won’t have perfect information all of 
the time, and it is hard to be successful 
if you expect clear answers before 
acting. You have to move forward 
using the information you have, and 
this applies to the critically important 
decisions we as a society need to 
make in climate policy. I believe 
having a grounding in environmental 
economics truly helped me, but above 
all, focus on your writing skills. 
So much of what we do—email, 
reports, briefing notes—requires clear 
communication in writing and the 
ability to self edit. I would actually 
apply that advice to almost any 
career.” n

You won’t have 
perfect information 
all of the time, and 
it is hard to be 
successful if you 
expect clear answers 
before acting. 

You have to move 
forward using the 
information you 
have, and this applies 
to the critically 
important decisions 
we as a society need 
to make in climate 
policy. 
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