
Open letter to elected municipal officials on the island of Montreal  

about the proposal to ban oil heating 

from Jon Eakes  -- February 2021 

 

Speaking from my 40 years of experience as a consultant and instructor in energy efficient 

residential housing, I feel the urgent need to make you aware of the unnecessary unintended 

consequences of imposing a total ban on the use of oil as a fuel for residential heating in 

Quebec. 

Banning oil heating is a noble ecological goal – but almost suicidal for Montrealers.  

Every winter Quebec experiences electrical black-outs, some longer than others, and the Ice 

Storm of 1998 showed just how vulnerable the entire system was and still is.  To label the 

banning of oil heat as suicidal would be an exaggeration, but “shooting oneself in the foot” 

would be perfectly appropriate.  

 

NO - to a total ban on oil heating. 

YES - to a ban on heating systems  

that burn oil when the outdoor temperature is above -12°C.  

 

Establish performance criteria to control pollution 

Montreal successfully dealt with air pollution caused by wood heating with an intelligent 

performance requirement.  They did not ban wood heating, they banned inefficient and polluting 

wood heating. They did this while maintaining wood fuel as a critical backup to Hydro blackouts 

and as an alternative sustainable heating source. 

Why would we want to apply the same logic to oil heating;  to significantly reduce the polluting 

effects of oil with a performance criteria rather than a total ban on heating with oil? 

 

Hydro Québec’s use of Hybrid Heating Systems 

The complimentary use of fossil fuel heating is clearly tied to Hydro Québec’s power line 

stability via the use of “Hybrid Heating Systems”.  In transferring a portion of the residential 

heating load from electricity to fossil fuel during extremely cold periods, Hydro Québec can 

reduce their peak usage demand and the overloading of their network all while making their 

entire system more efficient and reliable. 
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One of the most useful tools that Hydro Québec has developed to encourage the use of hybrid 

heating systems is their Dual Energy program with the DT rate.  This is a program that provides 

a strong financial incentive for people to stop heating with electricity, in fact stop doing anything 

that uses a lot of electricity such as hot water and clothes dryers, whenever it gets extremely 

cold outside (-12 °C) and switch to fossil fuel energy leaving more electricity available for other 

customers. (See details on this program at the end of this letter.) 

 

Impact of an oil heating ban on Hydro Québec 

With about 115,000 homes in Quebec currently using the Hydro DT rate with either oil, natural 

gas or propane, and a large percentage of them on the island of Montreal, a Montreal by-law to 

ban oil heating could force Hydro Québec to supply as much as 1000MW in new capacity to 

safely satisfy peak loads. 

Banning oil heating, and following the same ecological logic, quickly banning gas heating, would 

force everyone to all electric heating, requiring Hydro Quebec to generate at a minimum an 

additional 2300MW – and then there would be no residential back-up for power outages except 

wood heating.  That is not very practical for a major metropolitan area.  For Hydro Québec, their 

only control of overloads from increased peak demand would be more rotating black-outs to 

avoid a system failure. 

Hydro Québec’s design of using hybrid-heating to better size and control their entire system 

would be lost and individual homeowner back-up generating or back-up heating systems would 

be more polluting than the small amount of fuel used in good hybrid-systems. It looks simple 

and honorable to ban heating oil, but there are serious individual and social consequences that 

need to be taken into account.  

 

Impact of an oil heating ban on homeowners 

Home owners have reported that for the average home, moving from oil to all electric heating 

seriously increases their annual utility bill.  If they were already on Dual Energy, it doubles or 

even triples.  

 

An ecologically responsible position on using oil for residential heating  

Most present day duel energy systems use more fossil fuel than they need to as they often fall 

back on the oil or gas furnace even when the temperature is warmer than        -12°C. The 

technology exists to squeeze tremendous carbon efficiency out of hybrid systems – basically 

using hydraulic generation of electricity combined with heat pumps, electric plenum heaters, fuel 

furnaces and good controllers all together avoiding having to use the oil or gas furnace ever 

above -12°C.  Most existing systems can be economically converted to a high-performance 
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hybrid heating system.  There are even products sold in Montreal that do this today, providing 

energy efficiencies that equal or beat geothermal heating at a fraction of the cost.   

If municipal governments want to significantly reduce the use of heating oil while protecting the 

electrical grid’s winter capacity and avoiding what would be the greatest municipality-imposed 

homeowner expense ever enacted (doubling or tripling an individual’s heating bill for the life of 

the building, not to mention conversion costs often including upgrading the electrical panel), all 

they have to do is set a performance criteria on oil heating systems.  Once a requirement is 

established that oil-based heating systems can only be used when the outdoor temperature is 

below -12 °C and specifically allowing hybrid heating systems that meet this requirement, the 

industry will respond by developing products that satisfy this requirement.  This is not an 

impossible or terribly expensive requirement, it is already being done with short payback and 

low energy bills for the life of the building. 

 

Precedent for imposing performance criteria 

Remember, the precedent has already been set in Montreal – the wood heating ban did not ban 

wood heating, it banned inefficient wood heating.  When they enacted the by-law, only one 

product met the wood burning efficiency requirements – when the law went into full effect 

including for existing wood burning appliances 5 years later, 150 wood heating appliances 

qualified.   

Define the performance target, give the industry time to meet that target and it will happen.  In 

the case of Hydro’s Dual Energy program, such a strategy would protect the entire electrical 

system and not cost a fortune to homeowners, in fact it would save them money in the long run.   

The Dual-Energy program of Hydro Québec requires the use of Hybrid-Heating systems.  It is 

possible to keep the program while drastically reducing the burning of oil, natural gas or 

propane and maintain access to the lowest heating bills possible for homeowners by imposing 

performance criteria, not a ban. 

 

 

 

Let me leave you with the realizations:  

 that there are serious secondary consequences to a blind ban on oil heating; financial 

and ecological, both for individual home owners and for the secure functioning of our 

electrical system.   

 Placing strong performance criteria, rather than a ban, on heating with oil is a win-win 

solution: for the environment, Hydro-Québec, taxpayers and the heating industry.   
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Let’s talk 

If you would like to discuss this question further with me, or for an interview or presentation 

before a municipal council, do not hesitate to contact me.  It will be my pleasure to respond to 

your questions. 

Jon Eakes 

 

On the radio in Montreal - CJAD (800AM) every Saturday morning 9am-10am 

www.JonEakes.com 

EakesJ@JonEakes.com 

Tel: (450) 442-0234 

 

Hydro Québec’s Dual Energy System 

The way it works is: 

 The home’s electrical DT rate is very low all year long.  

 At -12 °C and below, the rate jumps to about 3 times more than the ordinary 

residential rate, the thermal pump and any other electrical space heating device 

is automatically shut down forcing the fuel fired furnace to go on.  

 A red light turns on in the kitchen to warn you to put off heating water, drying 

clothes or any other large electrical use until it warms up above -12 °C.  

 The electricity monitored during this cold period is very expensive, effectively 

encouraging the homeowner to temporarily minimize the use of electricity.  

 

http://www.joneakes.com/
mailto:EakesJ@JonEakes.com

