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As deputy CEO of 
BC Hydro, Chris 
O’Riley knows how to 
build support for big 
decisions—even when 
they are not popular.

BY SARAH FISTER GALE

Downtown Vancouver, British 
Columbia, Canada

PH
O

TO
 B

Y
 JA

M
ES

V
A

N
C

O
U

V
ER

/I
ST

O
C

K

INSIGNIAM QUARTERLY COPYRIGHT © INSIGNIAM HOLDING LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.  
CONFIDENTIAL AND PROPRIETARY. MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED IN ANY FORM, BY ELECTRONIC OR PRINT OR ANY OTHER MEANS, 

WITHOUT THE EXPRESS WRITTEN PERMISSION OF INSIGNIAM. VISIT WWW.INSIGNIAM.COM FOR CONTACTS.

SPRING 2017



44      INSIGNIAM QUARTERLY     |      Spr ing 2017

As deputy CEO of  BC Hydro, which sup-
plies 95 percent of  British Columbia’s power, 
Mr. O’Riley notes dryly that he is “the person 
responsible for keeping the lights on” in the 
province. And he is not that far off: Mr. O’Riley 
is responsible for BC Hydro’s annual CAD2.3 
billion portfolio of  projects, determining how 
the company will invest to update current in-
frastructure and develop new sources of  ener-
gy. 

His choices must meet the region’s growing 
demand for power—by 2035 BC Hydro esti-
mates its customer base will have increased by 
over 1 million people—and align with the gov-
ernment’s goal of  delivering 100 percent of  its  
new energy from renewable sources. 

Navigating the internal decision-making 
process to meet these strategic challenges is 
complicated by BC Hydro’s operating context. 
It is a government-owned company, which 
means Mr. O’Riley is ultimately answerable to 
a crucial stakeholder: the public. He must ad-
here to a capital budget based on a long-term 
plan that caps annual rate increases at 3 to 4 
percent to give customers confidence in their 
future energy costs. And he must be open to 
pushback from citizens concerned about how 
development will affect their life, their land 
and the broader environment. 

Mr. O’Riley does not see any of  this as a 
straitjacket, however.

“Both public- and private-sector companies 
today need to consider a broad array of  out-
comes beyond just the bottom line, including 
environmental and social impacts,” he says. 
“As a government-owned entity, we can take 
a longer-term view of  both the benefits and 
costs of  our infrastructure investments. We’re 
not driven by short-term earnings.”

Since being appointed deputy CEO in 2015, 
Mr. O’Riley has come to terms with the fact that 
he cannot please every stakeholder with every 
decision. Garnering needed support is a delicate 
balancing act. To get it right, he relies less on 

his gut and more on a formal process. “Leaders 
must have a structured decision-making process 
to avoid making arbitrary choices based on one 
person’s opinions,” he says. 

Beyond Bias
The bulk of  projects Mr. O’Riley currently 
oversees aims to address British Columbia’s 
aging infrastructure. In fact, the whole coun-
try is facing up to this challenge: Canada is 
home to many 100-year-old hydroelectric in-
stallations in need of  maintenance to reduce 
the risk of  outages and increase efficiency on 
the grid, according to The Conference Board 
of  Canada. The group estimates that through 
2030, $350 billion will have been invested in 
the country’s entire system to get it up to par. 

BC Hydro began ramping up its infra-
structure update efforts several years ago. But 
choosing which of  31 hydroelectric facilities, 
three natural gas-powered thermal power 
plants and more than 77,000 kilometers of  
transmission and distribution lines deserves 
the next investment is a complicated process. 
Mr. O’Riley’s team begins by reviewing the 
benefit/risk scenarios for each proposed proj-
ect and for the portfolio as a whole before set-
tling on a course of  action. Proposals are also 
reviewed by subject-matter experts to deter-
mine quality and urgency.

“Effective listening and gathering of  infor-
mation before making a decision is absolutely 
critical to ensuring we’re basing the decision on 
the complete set of  facts,” Mr. O’Riley says. “I 
rely on my management team and key func-
tional leaders to ensure we understand the risks 
and avoid groupthink in decision-making.” 

When proposed projects do not go through 
this entire process, it calls into question the legit-
imacy of  the decision that is ultimately made, at 
least in the eyes of  Mr. O’Riley. “You prejudice 
an outcome by making a decision based on only 
some information or a single perspective on 
the right course of  action,” he says. “By going 

An aging energy infrastructure, the needs of a 
growing population, government mandates and the 
whims of public opinion… 
Chris O’Riley has a lot on his mind. 
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“Both public- and 
private-sector 
companies today 
need to consider 
a broad array of 
outcomes beyond 
just the bottom 
line, including 
environmental and 
social impacts.” 
—Chris O’Riley, deputy 
CEO, BC Hydro
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through the whole process, you ensure that you 
are considering the decision from all angles, to 
make the most informed choice,” he says.

Against the Grain
Sometimes the decision-making process leads 
him to conclusions that make his own team un-
happy. Take the nearly CAD1.1 billion project to 
replace the 125-megawatt John Hart Generating 
Station, a hydroelectric power station in Camp-
bell River, British Columbia. The 70-year-old sta-
tion was in poor condition and electricity output 
was declining. Assessments found that the facil-
ity was unlikely to withstand even a moderate 
earthquake. 

The site was prioritized for upgrades and 
work began in 2014. However, instead of  utiliz-
ing the traditional model to replace the station, 
in which the internal team designs the new fa-
cility and then bids out the build, Mr. O’Riley 
pushed BC Hydro to go with a design-build 
public-private partnership (PPP) model for 
the project. One reason for this move was the 
constraints on the site based on its location in 
a high-use public park. He also felt his team’s 
designs did not adequately address the need to 
protect a salmon habitat downstream from the 
station in the event of  a shutdown. 

 “We were looking for a more innovative ap-
proach, which we ultimately found through the 
PPP,” he says. The external designers came up 
with a design that would be less disruptive to 
the environment of  the park, while still meet-
ing safety and sustainability goals. According to 
Mr. O’Riley, the PPP was a cost-effective way to 
transfer project design and construction risk to 
an external organization.

But the decision caused consternation for many 
internal team members, especially with in-house 
engineers eager to design the new facility. “As a 
leader you have to be willing to make big declara-
tions and then follow through with action.”

To address the internal conflict, Mr. O’Riley 
created a dedicated team to write the specifica-
tions for the project and ensure the necessary 
outcomes would be achieved while communi-
cating the benefits of  the procurement model 
to the rest of  the company. “We needed people 
to be aligned. So I spent a lot of  time explaining 
the rationale for this decision to give people the 
confidence that it was the right move,” he says.

He also brought in outside consultants to 
review the lead contractor’s specs and draw-
ings throughout the project to give everyone 
ongoing confidence that things were going in 
the right direction. “You have to focus on the 
people side of  these decisions,” he says. “If  you 
can get everyone going in the same direction, 
you can overcome a lot of  barriers to change.”

The project, which is expected to finish in 
2019, has been a success thus far in the compa-
ny, opening people’s eyes to the need to bring 
an external perspective to decision-making 
when choosing and planning projects. 

“It’s an important lesson about bias and 
the need to look beyond our own internal 
strengths and weaknesses,” Mr. O’Riley says.

Error Recovery
Even with the most in-depth vetting process, 
some decisions are still a risk, and they do not al-
ways pay off. Mr. O’Riley points to one decision 
he recently supported to defer capital upgrades on 
BC Hydro’s Bridge River hydroelectric complex. 
The facility ended up deteriorating faster than ex-
pected, forcing BC Hydro to operate it at less than 
capacity in order to prolong its life. This created  
water-flow management challenges in the local 
reservoir that will take years to rectify. 

“We made the decision based on the infor-
mation we had at the time,” Mr. O’Riley says. 
“It was a bad outcome that reminded us that if  
you operate with little margin, you have fewer 
options to manage your risks.”

“You have 
to focus on 
the people 
side of these 
decisions. If 
you can get 
everyone 
going in 
the same 
direction, you 
can overcome 
a lot of 
barriers to 
change.” 
—Chris O’Riley

“As a  leader  you have to  be wil l in    g   to  make big 
declara t ions and then f ol low thr o    ugh wi th  ac t ion.” 
—Chris O’Riley
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 Infrastructure decisions are made in the 
context of  considerable uncertainty, he em-
phasizes. “It is therefore critical to under-
stand the assumptions underlying a decision 
and how those could be affected by changing 
conditions. And to recognize that sometimes 
conditions change and the assumptions don’t 
hold. Again, it’s about openness and transpar-
ency—companies and executives need to be 

open about what has changed and the implica-
tions for the decision. That may mean rework-
ing the plan.”

Ultimately, there is no way to guarantee per-
fection in every decision. “As a leader, the key is 
making the most informed decision possible,” 
Mr. O’Riley says. “Then do whatever you can to 
build support and drive the right outcomes for 
those decisions you have made.” IQ

Perhaps the biggest source of pushback 
on any decision Chris O’Riley makes is 
the public. 

“It is getting increasingly difficult 
to site projects anywhere in the 
province,” says Mr. O’Riley, deputy 
CEO of BC Hydro. 

The company’s CAD9 billion effort 
to build a third dam and hydroelectric 
generating station on the Peace River 
in northeast British Columbia, called 
the Site C Clean Energy Project, is 
the most prominent example of this 
challenge. One of the largest resource 
development efforts in Canada, the 
project will produce 5,100 gigawatt 
hours of clean, cost-effective energy 
per year for more than 100 years. 
During the first 50 years of the project 
life, ratepayers will save an average 
of $650 million to $900 million each 
year, compared to alternatives.

There has been much public outcry 
against this project, including from 
several of the First Nations people, 
who make up a significant portion of 
Canada’s aboriginal population. They 
have been opposed to Site C since 
it was first proposed in the 1970s, 
arguing the project would drive them 
off the land, drown their farmland and 
destroy fishing and game habitats. To 
date, however, five judicial reviews of 
environmental approvals and Site C 
permits have been dismissed.

In the end, the decision to move 

forward on Site C was left up to the 
government, with British Columbia’s 
premier, Christy Clark, saying in a 
statement, “It was not an easy decision 
to come to. In order for our economy to 
grow, we need to ensure there is power.” 

The decision has not stemmed 
negative public opinion, so it has 
become Mr. O’Riley’s job to move for-
ward in a way that curbs tension by 
being as transparent as possible and 
working toward amicable compro-
mises. “Openness and transparency 
are just good business, and when 
you are government-owned and a 
monopoly provider, it becomes really 
important,” he says. 

“Our society seems to be 
exhibiting a growing level of distrust 
toward large institutions, at a time 
when we need those institutions to 
combat big challenges such as aging 
infrastructure and global warming. 
Greater openness and transparency 
helps us oppose this trend and build 
confidence in decisions.”

To build that confidence with citizens, 
Mr. O’Riley’s team holds regular commu-
nity meetings and distributes information 
via news articles and social media. 
“Community involvement is so important 
to this process,” he says. “People want to 
understand what you are doing and they 
want to be a part of the process.” 

The team also uses social media and 
news outlets to combat misinforma-

tion. They spend a lot of time clarifying 
the facts and reiterating the benefits of 
clean, reliable energy to the communi-
ty—while remaining respectful to the 
people fighting the project. 

“BC Hydro is building the Site C 
dam to meet the long-term need for 
electricity in our province,” Mr. O’Riley 
says. “It will provide clean, low-cost, 
reliable power with a fraction of the 
reservoir footprint of the upstream 
W.A.C. Bennett Dam. BC Hydro has 
been consulting with First Nations 
about the project for almost 10 years. 
We have reached agreements and 
terms with a number of First Nations 
impacted by the project and significant 
financial, procurement and employ-
ment benefits are flowing as a result 
of the project. Two First Nations have 
continued to oppose the project in 
court; to date, all these court actions 
have been dismissed.”

And while they will continue to 
face resistance from these groups, 
Mr. O’Riley is confident that extensive 
environmental reviews and broad 
community support will help ensure 
the project is a success.

“As a  leader  you have to  be wil l in    g   to  make big 
declara t ions and then f ol low thr o    ugh wi th  ac t ion.” 
—Chris O’Riley

Fighting for Site C

“Companies 
and executives 
need to be 
open about 
what has 
changed 
and the 
implications  
for the 
decision.  
That may mean 
reworking  
the plan.”
—Chris O’Riley

Rendering of the Site C 
Clean Energy Project in 
northeast British Columbia
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