[image: OEB Logo
]



OEB Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation
and Leadership

Proponent Guideline 
[image: ]	

August 2025
	
	
	

· 
[image: OEB Logo]



Ontario Energy Board | Innovation Sandbox Challenge


[image: OEB Logo] Page 8
	1.	Overview - OEB Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership	2
2.	Submission and Review Process	2
3.	Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation
and Leadership Objectives and Scope	3
4.	Project Eligibility	4
4.1 Proponent Eligibility	4
4.2 Project Funding Eligibility	5
5.	Project Evaluation Criteria	5
6.	Form of Agreement and Funding Disbursement	6
7.	Appendices 	7
7.1 Appendix A – Contribution Agreement	7
7.2 Appendix B – Guidelines for Structuring Your Proposal Responses	7
7.3 Appendix C – Eligible Project Costs	7




TABLE OF
CONTENTS


1. [bookmark: _Toc79506882][bookmark: _Toc202366862]Overview – OEB Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership 

As Ontario's energy sector continues to evolve and respond to the energy transition, the Ontario Energy Board (OEB) is launching a new Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership, focusing on supporting Indigenous communities through the energy transition. This Challenge, which will provide funding and regulatory guidance through the OEB's Innovation Sandbox, aims to address barriers such as economic, capacity and infrastructure challenges faced by Indigenous communities and Nations in the energy transition.
The OEB Innovation Sandbox provides customized guidance and regulatory support to pilot projects in the province’s electricity and natural gas sector, including help requesting temporary relief from OEB regulatory requirements (such as OEB codes, rules and licence conditions).
In March 2023, the OEB launched its first Innovation Sandbox Challenge, providing up to $1.5 million in funding and regulatory support to six pilot projects. Now, the OEB is launching a second Innovation Sandbox Challenge to empower Indigenous innovation and support Indigenous leadership in the energy transition by identifying challenges, exploring emerging opportunities, enhancing energy services and building capacity. Through this Challenge, the OEB will seek submissions for projects with a two-year timeline that are either led by, developed in partnership with or meaningfully engage Indigenous communities or Nations.
The Challenge will provide up to $1.275 million in funding supported by the Government of Canada, along with regulatory guidance through the Innovation Sandbox to selected projects. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc202366863]Submission and Review Process

Proponents will be required to submit a full project proposal (FPP) to innovation@oeb.ca between September 2, 2025, and October 17, 2025, with the words “Innovation Sandbox Challenge FPP” in the subject line. Proposals will be assessed by an OEB staff committee, based on evaluation criteria identified in Section 5. The OEB expects to contract with proponents for projects selected for funding by January 1, 2026. 

3. [bookmark: _Toc202366864]Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership Objectives and Scope 

The Challenge aims to address barriers to Indigenous engagement in the “Four Ds” of the energy transition: decarbonization, decentralization, democratization and digitalization. The OEB will provide financial support and regulatory guidance to innovative projects that are either led by, developed in partnership with, or meaningfully engage Indigenous communities or Nations. It builds on the OEB’s previous Sandbox experience and is designed to drive meaningful engagement, ensuring that Indigenous communities have equitable access to and influence over the future of energy innovation.
The energy transition is a global shift towards a more sustainable, renewable energy future, characterized by more innovation and customer choice. The energy transition is often characterized by the following “Four Ds:”
· Decarbonization: the transition away from fossil fuel-based energy to decarbonized energy
· Digitalization: increasing reliance on digital and internet-connected technology by energy consumers, utilities and others
· Decentralization: distributed energy resources (like rooftop solar) are proliferating
· Democratization: increasing customer choice and empowerment related to energy resources and management 
By addressing key barriers that limit Indigenous engagement, the Challenge seeks to create inclusive opportunities that empower Indigenous communities to actively contribute to and benefit from the evolving energy landscape.
The Challenge objectives are: 
1. To investigate the energy transition’s impact on Indigenous communities, specifically the challenges and opportunities that may arise as the sector evolves;  
2. To support eligible projects (see section 4) that will provide information that the OEB can use to inform current and future policy related to the energy transition, and;
3. To assess the potential for innovative solutions that have the potential to provide value to Indigenous communities. 
Projects supported through this Challenge should aim to generate insights that inform future regulatory frameworks and policy development. The OEB is particularly interested in:
· Evaluating the effectiveness of pilot projects through performance indicators, community feedback and knowledge-sharing.
· Recommending tools, engagement models and regulatory reforms that support Indigenous-led innovation.
· Integrating Indigenous knowledge, values and governance into broader discussions about energy planning and decision-making.
· Supporting Indigenous-led solutions to the energy transition within Indigenous communities or Nations.
· Highlighting barriers, lessons learned and best practices from pilot design and delivery, including success factors that support scalability.
The Challenge welcomes a wide range of project types, such as:
· Community-owned renewable energy systems, including solar microgrids, wind turbines and hybrid systems with battery storage.
· Energy storage and resilience solutions for off-grid or diesel-dependent communities.
· Digital tools that support energy literacy, demand response, smart home integration or vehicle-to-grid applications.

4. [bookmark: _Toc79506883][bookmark: _Toc124756982][bookmark: _Toc202366865]Project Eligibility
[bookmark: _Hlk78270001]
To be eligible for funding under the Challenge, projects must align with the objectives above and meet the requirements in the following categories: (4.1) Proponent Eligibility and (4.2) Project Funding Eligibility.

[bookmark: _Toc23854918][bookmark: _Toc23854993][bookmark: _Toc23854919][bookmark: _Toc23854994][bookmark: _Toc23854920][bookmark: _Toc23854995][bookmark: _Toc23854921][bookmark: _Toc23854996][bookmark: _Toc23854922][bookmark: _Toc23854997][bookmark: _Toc23854923][bookmark: _Toc23854998][bookmark: _Toc23854924][bookmark: _Toc23854999][bookmark: _Toc23854925][bookmark: _Toc23855000][bookmark: _Toc23854926][bookmark: _Toc23855001][bookmark: _Toc23854927][bookmark: _Toc23855002][bookmark: _Toc202366866][bookmark: _Toc79506886][bookmark: _Toc124756984]4.1 Proponent Eligibility

To be eligible, a project cannot be longer than 24 months, with a project end date no later than January 1, 2028. Non-profit and for-profit entities may submit a proposal for funding under the Challenge for a project that aligns with the objectives described in section 3. Projects must be either led by, developed in partnership with, or meaningfully engage Indigenous communities or Nations to be eligible:
· “Led By” means: The pilot project is being led by Indigenous communities or Nations, or Indigenous organizations as the lead proponent. Indigenous organizations refer to an Indigenous governing body or any other entity that represents the interests of an Indigenous group and its members. 
· “In Partnership” means: The project includes Indigenous communities or Nations as a project partner. The project is developed collaboratively with Indigenous communities. 
· “Meaningfully Engage” means: The project includes substantial and ongoing consultation, involvement and participation from Indigenous communities throughout its planning and delivery. 

Eligible entities include those regulated by the OEB, technology companies, educational institutions, public sector organizations, national and regional Indigenous councils or organizations, and Indigenous for-profit and not-for-profit organizations. OEB funding supported by the Government of Canada under the Challenge is not available to individuals, including incorporated individuals or sole proprietorships. The proponent will be asked to submit documentation to show its business structure in the Project Proposal Template.

[bookmark: _Toc202366867]4.2 Project Funding Eligibility

In total, up to $1.275 million of funding is available for the Challenge through the support of the Government of Canada.   

The Challenge will support up to a maximum of 75% of eligible project costs (see Appendix C). Proponent and partner contributions must be at least 25% in cash or in-kind contributions to the total project value. The OEB expects that proponents appropriately allocate risk between the proponent and partners and will require that the use of all OEB funds supported by the Government of Canada and in-kind contributions be auditable. The OEB may select one or more projects for funding.


5. [bookmark: _Toc79506891][bookmark: _Toc124756989][bookmark: _Toc202366868]Project Evaluation Criteria

Proposals submitted to the Challenge will be evaluated based on the following six categories:
1. Governance and Leadership (20 Points): Evaluates the governance structure of the project and the organizational structure of the proponent and project partners, as well as the experience and relevance of the partners.
2. Project Scope, Feasibility and Design (15 Points): Assesses how well the proposed solution aligns with the Challenge’s theme, focusing on practical design, budget considerations, implementation phasing and overall feasibility
3. Innovation (15 Points): Assesses how the project introduces innovative approaches, technologies or models that can generate new insights and contribute meaningfully to the broader energy sector.
4. Community Engagement (15 Points): Evaluates the depth and cultural responsiveness of community consultation and planning.
5. Broader Community and Sectoral Impact (30 Points): Evaluates the project’s contributions to the Indigenous community and its potential ripple effects across the energy sector and society.
6. Integrate Culture and Traditional Knowledge (5 Points): Evaluates how well the project integrates Indigenous cultural principles, ceremonial practices and values and the extent to which it is guided by traditional knowledge in its design and implementation.

[bookmark: _Toc202366869][bookmark: _Toc79506893][bookmark: _Toc124756991]6. Form of Agreement and Funding Disbursement 

Proponents selected for funding will be required to enter into a standard form agreement with the OEB as provided in Appendix A – Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership. Note: this agreement is non-negotiable; the OEB will not make changes to the agreement for individual proponents and any proponents to the Challenge should ensure they are comfortable signing the agreement as it is written before submitting the Project Proposal Template.   
Funding will be disbursed on a milestone basis as projects complete key deliverables. Proponents should include their proposed milestones as part of their Project Proposal template.
Proponents are advised that the Challenge is operating within the requirements of federal government funding by the Government of Canada, which is allocated on a fiscal year basis. As a result, project milestone timelines must be strictly adhered to, with limited flexibility for adjustments following the execution of the contribution agreement.
During the contract finalization phase, the OEB will work with proponents to ensure that proposed milestones included in the agreement are appropriately aligned with federal funding requirements. While there may be some adjustments to milestone budgets and timelines during this period, such changes will be made solely to ensure compliance with federal funding requirements.

[bookmark: _Toc202366870][bookmark: _Toc79506894]7. Appendices 
[bookmark: _Toc202366871]7.1 Appendix A – Contribution Agreement
Posted to the Innovation Sandbox Challenge: Empowering Indigenous Innovation and Leadership Engage with Us page.
[bookmark: _Toc202366872]7.2 Appendix B – Guidelines for Structuring Proposal Responses
To support you in completing your application, please consider the following:
· Sample Responses: Select questions include sample answers based on a hypothetical project. These examples are provided to prompt your thinking and clarify expectations, particularly for questions that may be less familiar or are more specific to Indigenous community contexts. Please note that these samples are illustrative only and may not reflect your specific project proposal. 

· SMART Principles: Where appropriate, please structure your responses using the SMART framework. It stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound. This approach ensures your responses are clear, actionable and aligned with your project’s objectives.

· Indigenous-Driven Evidence: Applications from -Indigenous-led proponents will be prioritized. Applicants that do not meet this criterion must demonstrate active partnership(s) and/or meaningful Indigenous engagement. Wherever possible, it would be advisable to include supporting documentation from Indigenous communities or partners demonstrating this engagement.  
[bookmark: _Toc202366873]7.3 Appendix C – Eligible Project Costs
Eligible costs are those directly related to the design, development, demonstration, installation, implementation, testing, measurement and performance verification of the project. The following table summarizes eligible and ineligible expenses.


	Eligible Expenses
	Ineligible Expenses

	✔ Project-specific materials, equipment, products and services
✔ Salaries and benefits of employees directly involved in the design, selection, purchase and installation/completion of the project
✔ Professional, engineering, scientific, technical, management and contracting services, including training
✔ Permits and licence fees
✔ Funding for marketing, communications and workshops directly related to project activities
✔ Costs associated with the monitoring, verification and evaluation of the project’s impacts, including data collection, processing, analysis and management
✔ Equipment and products, including diagnostic and testing tools and instruments and associated software
✔ Costs associated with providing approved incentives to project participants
	✖ Budget deficits
✖ Activities completed or costs incurred before the Contribution Agreement is entered into or after the project is completed
✖ Costs for any single consultant or contractor that has not been selected through a competitive process
✖ Costs associated with the purchase of real estate
✖ Any overhead costs generated by the lead proponent or third parties, such as operating costs related to general maintenance and repair
✖ Hospitality, incidental or food expenses for the project team
✖ Hospitality or travel costs not in compliance with the National Joint Council Rates
✖ Any costs not directly related to the achievement of the project’s objectives as defined in the Contribution Agreement between the OEB and Proponent
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