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First
Thoughts

Alberta has been blessed with the energy resources the 
world needs, but this blessing comes with great respon-
sibility. We must develop these resources in a way that 
does as little damage to the planet as possible and we 
must use the money earned from these resources to build 
a better future.

In this issue, Governor General award-winning writer 
Andrew Nikiforuk looks into the dangers of being a petro 
state, where one industrial sector thrives at the expense 
of others and where that industry’s domination of politics 
weakens democracy.

Terry Inigo-Jones examines the growing recognition of 
the need for a national energy strategy and what that 
might look like. Tony Clark checks out the foreign interest 
in our resources and what that might imply In Who Owns 
Our Oil Sands? 

In It's Time to Get a Better Deal from Big Oil, we see how 
the Alberta government has consistently failed to get 
a fair share of revenue for Albertans from the sale of 
their resources and suggest how to get a better return. 
Goodbye to Good Jobs exposes the cost of shipping raw 
bitumen down the pipeline to the U.S. or to the Pacific 
Coast for export to Asia.

Public policy consultant and Parkland Institute research 
associate David Thompson explains how resource rev-
enue can pave the road to a green future. Gordon Laxer, a 
professor of Political Economy at the University of Alberta 
and founding and current director of Parkland Institute, 
examines how our resources might be used to secure 
Canada’s energy security.

In Get Organized!, Inigo-Jones sees opportunities for the 
labour movement as the energy industry focus moves 
from conventional oil and gas to oil-sands projects. 
Finally, Winston Gereluk of the Alberta Labour History 
Institute goes back in time to the challenges faced by 
the labour movement in organizing the energy sector in 
Hostile Terrain.

Powering Alberta's future

this issue’s theme: 

Suddenly, everybody’s talking about a national energy strategy. 

Whether it’s the head of Shell Canada, the Alberta Energy 
Minister, federal political leaders, editorials in the media or 
environmental groups, there’s recognition of the need for a  
real plan to develop our resources.  

The Alberta Federation of Labour has been saying this for  
some time. While it is gratifying that a wide range of others 
now recognize the need, it is more important than ever for 
the voice of labour to be heard. Now that the conversation has 
begun on what kind of energy strategy is required, we must act 
quickly to ensure that our views are taken into consideration.

Without labour’s involvement, Alberta and Canada could  
end up with an energy plan devised to allow corporations 
to make maximum profit, while doing as little as possible to 
improve environmental standards, and without a map for  
how the province can make the transition from fossil fuels to 
clean energy.

Alberta must find a way to meet the demand for our  
resources in an environmentally sustainable way, while 
creating jobs for Alberta workers today and building a bridge 
to a future where we are global leaders in renewable energy 
and where our children and grandchildren can work in well-
paid and secure jobs. 

We must also ensure that the province collects a fair share of 
revenue from selling these finite and transitional resources – 
which belong to the citizens of Alberta – so that we can afford 
to pay for the vital services that keep our communities alive.

Growing interest in Alberta’s oil sands provides us an 
opportunity to do all this – and more. We can build a cleaner 
future, improve government revenue, provide more stable 
public services – and we can grow the labour movement, too.  
Unions have a better a chance to organize in the energy sector 
than they have seen for many years.

These challenges must be met, these opportunities must  
be taken. The time to act is now.

Gil McGowan 
President
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alberta

&

the curse

of the

petro state

andrew nikiforuk

“We are drowning in the devil’s excrement.”
 —J uAN PABlO PeRez AlFONzO, OPeC FOu N DeR
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feature report

A     lberta now suffers from too much of 
a good thing or what some wags call 

“the paradox of plenty.”

Although blessed with the richest endowment of oil and gas 
in Canada, the bitumen exporter simply can’t pay its bills 
or manage its oil wealth in a fiscally disciplined manner. 
Moreover, the government has failed to collect its fair share of 
oil profits let alone save any of this one-time inheritance for a 
rainy day. Nor can it table a balanced budget any better than 
a tin pot banana republic. For the last four years the province 
has recorded four deficits in a row totalling $10 billion. Wedded 
to increasingly volatile oil and gas revenues that have dropped 
by 50 per cent ($7 billion) since 2006, Alberta’s government 
now offers but one innovative solution - that Albertans pray for 
another oil boom. 1 

The whole sorry predicament confirms what many citizens still 
find impossible to accept – that Alberta is just another troubled 
petro state. Although the media and academia are loath to 
recognize the condition, the province has been massively bent 
out of shape by its crippling love affair with petro dollars.

For decades, economists have thoroughly documented that 
governments that run on oil revenue don’t behave normally. 
They not only lose their civil discipline, but eventually stop 
representing taxpayers altogether. The state, in short, becomes 
oil fettered, oil stained and oil obsessed. Political scientist Terry 
Karl defines the unhealthy addiction bluntly: “Oil revenues are 
the catalyst for a chronic tendency of the state to become over-
extended, over-centralized and captured by special interests.”

Karl, who teaches at California’s Stanford University, knows 
what she’s talking about. Thirty years ago, Juan Pablo Perez 
Alfonzo, the Venezuela lawyer and father of OPEC, advised the 
budding political scientist to study “what oil is doing to us” 
because Alfonzo believed the money “will bring us ruin.”

Stirred by Alfonzo’s prescient advice (Venezuela is poorer 
today than when Alfonzo issued his warning), Karl has been 
analyzing the fortunes of petro states ever since. Drawing on 
the seminal work of Canadian economic historian Harold Innis, 
Karl specifically looked at how a government dependence on 
income from a single staple such as bitumen or natural gas, can 
weaken institutions, dumb down policy, concentrate power, 
cripple the economy and even hinder democracy.

“Petro states are not like other states,” concluded Karl in 
trailblazing 1998 book The Paradox of Plenty: Oil Booms and 
Petro States.

She discovered that oil left a tell-tale crude imprint on nations 
as diverse as Algeria, Qatar, Ecuador, Russia, Alaska and Iraq. 
Oil booms not only engendered spending manias but poor 
statecraft, pathetic tax regimes, political extremism and long 
periods of often authoritarian rule.  Oil-exporting nations, 
she wrote in a 1998 essay, The Perils of the Petro-State, “rely 
on an unsustainable development trajectory fuelled by an 
exhaustible resource – and the very rents produced this 
resource form an implacable barrier to change.” She found but 
few exceptions: Norway and Britain. And even they have oily 
problems. 2

Karl’s conclusions have been confirmed and buttressed by a 
legion of scholars. Researchers as varied as Michael Ross at the 
University of Southern California and the Nobel prize-winning 
economist Joseph Stiglitz have commented on the peculiar 
and often destructive character of petro states. In an essay 
on Russia’s petro rulers, Peter Rutland, a U.S. scholar, recently 
noted that resource wealth also poses a hefty moral hazard: 
“The society (and its leaders) start to think that it is richer 
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than it really is, and fritters away the energy rents in excessive 
consumption or infrastructure investment. Social inequality 
and political instability tends to increase.” 3

By definition petro states, whether Christian or Muslim, earn 
more than 20 per cent of their revenue from hydrocarbons. 
That’s makes Alberta a bona fide member of the global 
petroleum fraternity.  Oil and gas account for nearly a quarter 
of the province’s GDP as well as one-third of government 
revenues and more than 70 per cent of all exports. In contrast 
Libya, a morbidly dark petro state, depends on oil for 90 per 
cent of its export sales and a quarter of its GDP, too. (Norway 
offers a similar profile: Oil and gas account for 25 per cent of the 
GDP and more than half of all exports. And so on.) 

Perhaps the first major symptom of “petrolization” are low 
taxes. Oil states, such as Wyoming, Alaska and Saudi Arabia run 
on hydrocarbon revenue and tax their citizens lightly or not at 
all, notes Karl.

Even Alberta Finance, which can’t balance a provincial budget, 
still proudly proclaims on its website that the province has 
the lowest personal taxes in Canada and among the lowest 
business taxes.4  While neighbouring Saskatchewan and B.C. 
governments collect an average of $1,000 in sales taxes from 
their citizens, Alberta demands but $141. As a consequence oil 
profits, not citizens, pay for roads, schools and hospitals.

This reliance on oil, one of the world’s most volatile 
commodities, leads to bust-and-boom government spending 
sprees. A 2010 report by the C.D. Howe Institute disclosed that 
Alberta has the most volatile government revenues, with the 
most predictable of  results: “Volatile revenues can lead to the 
inefficient provision of government services” and “stop-go” 
fiscal policies.5

A petro state’s dependence on petro dollars, changes both the 
governed and quality of governance argues Karl. Oil revenue 
not only detaches the government from duly representing 
its citizenry but produces a citizenry “less likely to demand 
accountability from and representation in government.”

No representation without taxation might also explain why 
Alberta records some of the lowest voter turn-outs in the 
country. In 2008, 60 per cent of eligible Alberta voters stayed 
away from the polls. In the absence of direct taxation, notes 
Karl, the residents of petro states, “tend to politically inactive, 
relatively obedient and surprisingly loyal.”

Over time, oil revenue can either strengthen authoritarian 
regimes or weaken democratic ones. The reasons are 
simple: oil states can, with petro dollars, buy consensus or 
marginalize dissidents. With few exceptions (Norway again) 
most oil-exporting nations tend to be ruled by long-reigning 
demagogues (even Louisiana had the demagogue Huey Long) 
or a single governing party for extraordinary lengths of time.

Alberta disturbingly supports Karl’s analysis. In fact, one highly 
centralized party has ruled the province for 40 years. No other 
North American jurisdiction boasts such an unparallelled 
record of political control except Mexico. The extremely 
autocratic and corrupt Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) 
governed that country for nearly 70 years with the help of 
Mexico’s formidable oil wealth. Oil dollars also cemented the 
long reigns of Suharto in Indonesia, Saddam Hussein in Iraq 
and Hugo Chavez in Venezuela. Oil, too, has kept Col. Moammar 
Gadhafi in power for 42 years.

To maintain power, petro states invest heavily in public 
relations and nourish their own brazen propagandists. In 
Venezuela, American lawyer Eva Golinger has attacked critics 
of Hugo Chavez’s dysfunctional regime as decadent agents of 
U.S. imperialism. She even helped to write a law intended to 
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limit foreign contributions to political parties and non-profit 
organizations critical of Venezuela’s unwieldy petro state.6

In Alberta, Calgary lawyer and Tory activist Ezra Levant has 
performed much the same role. The former tobacco lobbyist 
has attacked environmentalists and non-profits critical 
of rapid oil-sands development.7  To silence public debate 
about the pace and scale of the project, he’s also declared 
Alberta’s low-grade bitumen as “ethical.” Sounding like many 
Saudi autocrats, he’s also called for the jailing of members of 
Greenpeace. Although the two lawyers represent different ends 
of the political spectrum, they play the same role in a petro 
state – deflecting criticism away their inept rulers.

Concentration of power is another hallmark of the petro state. 
Alberta is a barrel full of centralizing initiatives. In 2008, for 
example, the Alberta’s Tories dissolved nine regional health 
boards and concentrated all power into one superboard. 
Although the government assured citizens that the move 
would bring more standard, accountable and integrated 
service, the concentration of political power simply produced 
a crisis in emergency-room care that erupted in widespread 
public protest. Faced with a basic issue of statecraft, the 
government elected the daftest of solutions – make it bigger. 
The government is now contemplating the creation of a super 
energy board, too.

Alberta’s petro rulers have attempted power grabs in other 
arenas.  In the last two years, the ruling party passed three 
pieces of legislation (Bill 19, Bill 36 and Bill 50) that effectively 
placed more power in the provincial cabinet; diminished the 
authority of local municipalities; eroded property rights and 
prevented the courts from ruling on political decisions. Due to 
widespread protest, the government has promised to review 
the wording of the Soviet-like bills.8

Another curse that befalls oil-dependent states is something 
called “the Dutch Disease.”  After an offshore natural gas boom 
rattled the Netherlands in the 1970s, the country experienced 
a rising currency. The country’s “petro guilder,” in turn, made 
it harder for exporting businesses to sell their goods abroad. 

As a result, both manufacturers and farmers languished. As 
Karl notes “persistent Dutch Disease provokes the rapid often 
distorted growth of services, transportation and other non-
tradeables while simultaneously discouraging industrialization 
and agriculture – a dynamic that most policy makers seem 
incapable of counteracting.”

Alberta (and increasingly Canada) now lives with a sure case of 
the Dutch Disease, but with total political indifference. 9

A 2009 report on Alberta Industry Sector Performances by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers deftly described all the symptoms.10 
The oil and gas industry now accounts for 33 per cent of the 
province’s gross economic output or its highest share in two 
decades. As the province ships more and more raw bitumen 
(nearly 50 per cent of all oil exports) the province’s oil industry 
and transportation have predictably flourished.

But the province’s growing dependence on bitumen has 
paralyzed other sectors. Service employment growth exceeds 
that of industrial manufacturing, which is almost exclusively 
bitumen related. Meanwhile primary agriculture has recorded 
GDP negative growth while the province’s agri-food sector 
“is becoming less competitive” due to rising prices and the 

“Over time, oil revenue can  

either strengthen  

authoritarian regimes or 

 weaken democratic ones.” 

—AN DReW N I kI FORu k
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touch the money. As a consequence it’s now worth $500 billion. 
A 2007 Alberta Finance report titled Preserving Prosperity 
warned that Alberta could end up looking like a ghost town 
this century unless it saved $100 billion by 2030. It even 
pleaded the obvious: “So if we do not save today, it is entirely 
possible … that future governments will not have the necessary 
revenues to pay for core services that Albertans require and 
expect particularly education and health care.”16

In 2008, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) chastised the Alberta government for 
having no “framework or long-term” savings plan for oil 
revenue. It also recommended that Alberta “should save all 
of its oil revenues in a foreign asset fund, as Norway does, 
spending only smoothed yearly fund income.”  Not surprisingly, 
Alberta’s ruling party ignored both reports.

Every oil-exporting state displays some form of “petromania” 
or the tendency of the government to put “the needs of 
the oil industry above else.” Alberta’s petromania is most 
pronounced in the state’s uncritical approach to rapid bitumen 
development. Since 1996, the government’s regulator, which 
is 63-per-cent funded by industry, has approved nearly 100 
projects worth more than $100 billion in the oil sands. It 
has done so without a risk analysis or cumulative-impact 
assessment on how the mega-project will unsettle Fort 
McMurray, the province’s water or even Alberta’s relationship 
with the rest of Canada.

Alberta’s deference to the oil patch also comes in the form of 
slipshod environmental monitoring.  Even the U.S. Council on 
Foreign Relations, a non-partisan agency, clearly recognizes 
that the Alberta government  is “skeptical of environmental 
management.” Pollution monitoring on the Athabasca River, 
which the ruling party has repeatedly defended as “world 
class,” has been found to be negligent and inadequate by five 
separate national and provincial studies.17

The government’s cozy relationship with oil’s special interests 
is best exemplified by the government’s disdain for royalties 
or a fair share of oil profits. Since 1994, Alberta’s ruling party 

petrodollar. Forestry, value-added energy industry (petroleum 
and chemicals), plastics and farming have all taken a tumble. 
Makers of wood products hit their lowest production levels 
since 1996. Spending on research and development has 
suffered In fact, Alberta ranks last in innovation among four of 
Canada’s largest provinces.

When not hollowing out the economy, petro states also 
spend great gobs of money. In per-capita terms, the Alberta 
government, for example, spends 40 per cent more than 
Ontario or 30 per cent more than British Columbia.11  Much of 
the money goes to oil-based infrastructure or special interests. 

Alberta’s spending plans boggle the imagination. According to 
the Alberta Carbon Capture and Storage Development Council, 
up to $60 billion of federal and provincial spending will be 
needed over the next two decades to bury private carbon 
emissions underground using unproven technology. 12  It has 
also allotted more than $14 billion to overbuild an electrical 
transmission system without public-needs assessments.13  
Even industry concedes the plan could bankrupt the province. 
But what often appears as economically inefficient decision 
making, says Karl, is really “an integral part of the calculation 
of rulers (in a petro state) to retain their political support by 
distributing petrodollars to their friends, allies and social 
support bases.” 14

Many petro states are also incapable of saving. They simply 
spend for today, a philosophy well rooted in Alberta’s 
politicians. In 1976, the visionary Premier Peter Lougheed 
created the Alberta Heritage Savings Trust Fund and directed 
30 per cent of all hydrocarbon revenues to the savings account. 
But successive governments later capped and then looted the 
fund to solve their own bad spending habits.  Between 1987 
and 2006, no new payments graced the fund. Today, the grossly 
mismanaged account is worth a paltry $14 billion.15  That sum 
wouldn’t even cover the cost of reclamation liabilities ($20 
billion) for mining waste in the oil sands. 

Based on the political abuse of the Alberta fund, Norway 
created an ironclad pension fund in 1996. Politicians can’t even 
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has reviewed the state of royalties only twice. A damning 
2007 royalty review and a separate royalty study by the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office both confirmed an ugly 
truth – that Alberta charged among the lowest royalties on 
the continent. In fact, it charged less for its hydrocarbons than 
Wyoming, Louisiana or California.18  

In a review of Canada’s energy sector, the OECD noted that 
Norway left companies with 22 per cent of net revenue, while 
Alberta “generously” allowed companies a haul of 53 per 
cent.19 One former energy minister, Murray Smith, accurately 
described the Alberta model in the oil sands as a “give-it-away” 
formula to a Texas audience in 2006. (Low royalties and low 
taxes also account for the rapid development of the oil sands 
says the U.S. Council on Foreign Relations.) 20 

In 2010 the Edmonton-based Parkland Institute calculated that 
Alberta’s inept one-party state has failed to capture $37 billion 
over the last decade due to lacklustre accounting.21  After the 
auditor general criticized the government for leaving billions 
on the table by not meeting its own modest collection targets 
of 50 to 75 per cent, the ruling party commissioned a report 
attacking the very role of the watchdog. It contained this 
revealing petro sentence: “To criticize government decisions 
and even promote alternative policies is contrary to the 
principles of Alberta’s democracy.”22  

The window for change in a petro state predictably opens 
when oil prices fall, says Karl.  That’s when the ineptitude 
of oil-addled elites becomes most glaring in the form of 
massive deficits, crazy spending schemes or public prayers 
for redemption. Almost on cue, two new political movements 
emerged in Alberta after the oil shock crash of 2008 – the 
Wildrose Alliance and the Alberta Party. The electoral record 
also shows that opposition parties such as the New Democrats 
or Liberals also score significant gains during periods of falling 
oil prices. Even the province’s ruling party notably came to 
power in 1971 just prior to skyrocketing oil prices.

Oil’s volatile economics have also unsettled the Progressive 
Conservatives. In early 2011, a nasty debate about how to deal 
with deficits and good governance resulted in the abrupt  
announcement by Premier Ed Stelmach that he would soon 
resign. But fickle markets can also help petro states keep their 
grip on power, says Karl. “Ironically, high prices tend to close 
this window of reform.”

Given these startling realities, reforming a petro state is not 
for the faint of heart. A government flush with petro dollars 
simply has the financial wherewithal to fight reform or 
manipulate voters on an unprecedented scale. Karl maintains 
that there are only three antidotes to the dysfunction of a 
petro state: Transparency (clear reporting on royalties and 
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savings); participation (direct taxation); and good governance 
(bureaucracies funded by direct taxes as opposed to oil loot.)23 

To date, only former Premier Peter Lougheed has presented 
a coherent reform package for the province. Yet the elder 

statesman has been marginalized and vilified for doing so. 
In response to the rapid and ruinous development of the oil 
sands, Lougheed carefully laid out his radical plan in a series 
of interviews beginning in 2006.24  Some day Albertans might 
well refer to his declarations as Peter’s Principles. They are 
elegant yet practicle: Slow down. Behave like an owner. Collect 
our fair share. Save for the future. Clean up the mess. The first 
political party that champions these reforms could well rewrite 
Alberta’s oily geography.

But charging higher royalties alone won’t change the character 
of a petro state until the majority of Alberta’s oil revenue ends 
up in a Norwegian-like pension fund. Norway, the poster boy 
of transparent petro states, tellingly and responsibly runs on 
carbon taxes. But until Albertans boldly diagnose and openly 
talk about the real cause of the province’s poor political health, 
the province will continue to be cursed with dysfunction, 
volatility and incompetence.

(Andrew Nikiforuk is an award winning Calgary-based journalist 
and author of Tar Sands: Dirty Oil and the Future of The Continent.)

“A government flush  

with petro dollars  

simply has the financial 

wherewithal to fight reform 

or manipulate voters on an 

unprecedented scale.” 

—AN DReW N I kI FORu k
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A s war raged around the world and 
Winston Churchill faced a mountain of 

urgent tasks every day, he knew that some 
must be given top priority. To these files 
he added a bright red label with the words 
“Action This Day.”

He expected, and ensured he received, the immediate action 
needed. 

Today, Canada has a file, a task so important, that it deserves 
the “Action This Day” label in bright red. It is the need for a 
national energy strategy.

Why do we need an energy strategy and why do we need it 
now?

“Energy issues have taken on paramount importance in the 
world,” says Gil McGowan, president of the Alberta Federation 
of Labour, which represents 137,000 workers. 

Oil prices have again risen above $100 per barrel as protests 
sweep through oil-producing countries in the Middle East, 
raising concern over a possible threat to the security of supply. 

feature report

W e  n e e d  a  p l a n —  

a n d  W e  n e e d  i t  n o W !
C a n a d a  h a s  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b u i l d 

a  b e t t e r  e C o n o m y,  b u t  i t  W o n ’ t 

h a p p e n  W i t h o u t  a  C l e a r  n a t i o n a l 

e n e r g y  s t r a t e g y

terry inigo-jones
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The reputation of nuclear energy, meanwhile, has taken a 
severe hit after the earthquake in Japan caused fears of a 
meltdown at the Fukushima plant. 

The demand for energy, however, continues to grow as the 
world emerges from recession and countries including China 
and India continue to seek fuel for their surging economies.

This all means that demand for Albertan and Canadian energy 
resources is strong and getting stronger.

As important as energy on the world stage is the environment. 
Climate change looms large on the consciousness of people 
around the world and the blame is largely laid at the feet of 
fossil fuels. The world wants, is demanding, to move away from 
traditional fuels to more sustainable sources of power.

“Together, the demand for Alberta and Canada’s energy 
resources and the desire for greener energy provide a window 
of opportunity for the province and the country,” says 
McGowan. “But this window will not stay open long. As the 
appetite for cleaner energy grows, the ability to sell fossil fuels, 
particularly from Alberta’s oil sands, will diminish. Canada 
needs a plan to take advantage of the demand for existing 
resources now and to use the revenue it earns from this to 
create a new green-energy economy, one that will continue to 
create wealth for generations to come.”

What will this plan look like?

A national strategy would need to cover many aspects of 
the energy industry, including the pace of development of 
fossil-fuel resources, including the oil sands, the setting and 
enforcement of environmental standards, to whom our energy 
and energy-related products are sold, how citizens who own 
the resources get the value they need and deserve from its 
extraction, and how to make the transition from a fossil-fuel 
industry to a sustainable energy industry.

"We need a plan that puts Canadians first. It must include 
jobs, the environment, energy security and royalties," says 
McGowan. Former Alberta Premier Peter Lougheed was among 
the first to speak publicly about the need for a better energy 
strategy. For example, he has questioned the use of natural gas 
for extracting bitumen from the oil sands.

“It doesn’t seem wise to use natural gas, although we have 
had some discoveries in the province,” Lougheed said in a 
2006 interview with Policy Options magazine. “We are flat, we 
are not gaining in terms of our natural gas production in the 
province. We have to be careful with that and stretch it out. So 
in my view, it is such a valuable resource, it shouldn’t be used 
for the oil sands, it should go right into the market place within 
Canada and the United States, and that would be the best 
economic use of natural gas.”

He has also called for a more controlled pace of development of 
the oil sands.

“Well, the Alberta government has let the development get 
ahead of the infrastructure. When you have that happen you 
are going to start to have to pay a price for it,” he said. 

" W e  n e e d  a  p l a n  t h a t  p u t s  C a n a d i a n s  f i r s t .  

i t  m u s t  i n C l u d e  j o b s ,  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t,  e n e r g y  s e C u r i t y  a n d  r o ya lt i e s . " 

— g i l  m C g o W a n ,  p r e s i d e n t,  a f l
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That price can be seen in the living conditions in Fort 
McMurray, and the level of services including schools and 
hospitals. Lougheed described conditions as “very, very poor.” 
He told Policy Options: “I was just up there on a trip, just 
helicoptering around, and it’s just a moonscape. It is wrong, 
in my judgment, a major wrong, and I keep trying to see who 
the beneficiaries are. Not the people in Red Deer, because 
everything they have got is costing more. It is not the people 
of the province, because they are not getting the royalty return 
that they should be getting … So it is a major, major federal and 
provincial issue.”

The price of uncontrolled, overheated development can also 
be seen in higher inflation levels, higher housing costs, higher 
cost of living, shortages of labour and supplies, and higher 
commercial construction costs.

Last month, reacting to surging prices at gasoline pumps, 
which he described as “thievery,” Ken Lewenza, national 
president of the Canadian Auto Workers’ union (CAW), called 
on the federal government to begin discussions toward a new 
national energy policy.

“We need a policy that would oversee the more gradual and 
steady development of Canadian resources, control exports 
and foreign ownership, and ensure that Canadians pay a fair, 
sustainable price.”

He also called on the Conservative government to reverse 
corporate tax cuts that unfairly benefit the oil industry. “It is 
outrageous the oil companies are being twice rewarded: once 
for gouging Canadians at the gas pump, and then again with a 
fat tax gift from Ottawa. The more they extract from Canadian 
consumers, the bigger will be their tax savings under [Prime 
Minister Stephen] Harper’s plan.”

According to the World Energy Congress, global 
demand for all forms of energy is expected to grow 
36 per cent between 2008 and 2045. The lion’s share 
of this growth is expected to occur in China, which 
– owing to a combination of rising population, rapid 
industrialization and urbanization – in 2009 overtook 
the United States as the world’s top energy consumer

The International Energy Agency expects that China 
will contribute 36 per cent of the increase in global 
energy use, its demand rising an estimated 75 per cent 
between 2008 and 2035. India is responsible for the 
second-largest increase in global demand, accounting 
for 18 per cent of the expected increase, and doubling 
its energy use over the same period.

Canada’s present response to this trend appears to be 
largely limited to ensuring our oil and gas producers 
have ready access to these markets. A new energy 
vision for the nation would develop a more diversified 
response and identify export opportunities for Cana-
dian innovation in energy services, renewable, and 
related technologies and products.

Opportunities in Asia
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The oil industry booked before-tax profits of $50 billion in 2008 
and is poised to do as well this year – and yet the industry is 
likely to capture a quarter of the total savings delivered by the 
latest federal government tax cuts, says CAW. 

Tides Canada, an organization that focuses on finding solutions 
for environmental and social challenges, recently developed 
a draft document called A New Energy Vision for Canada and 
presented it in workshops across the country.

“The world presently stands on the brink of a new energy 
revolution as significant to this young century as the discovery 
of petroleum was to the last,” says the Tides Canada plan. 
“Leading economies are racing toward a bold new vision 
of a future in which, by about 2050, fossil fuels have been 
supplanted by clean and plentiful alternatives. This new era 
holds the promise of unprecedented prosperity, abundance, 
and geopolitical stability.”

The world is about to embark on a new energy transition, 
says Tides Canada. “Indeed, it represents an unprecedented 
opportunity for Canada to create wealth, build GDP, bolster the 
nation’s international credibility, and improve quality of life. 
This country has a leading role to play in this transition – it has 
strong research capacity, a national character able to support 
deep change, abundant renewable electricity and biomass 
resources, and, critically, the petroleum reserves to finance the 
shift.”

Tides Canada endorses the idea of a national energy strategy 
to guide the transition and “recognizes the contributions that 
Canada’s oil and gas industry make to the economy.” 

“To be clear, any credible plan for Canada’s new energy future 
must include clear goals for reducing overall greenhouse gas 
emissions at a scientifically relevant rate, policies to drive 
those goals – including a market price on carbon dioxide – and 
mechanisms to track and report progress toward them. Such a 
plan must also provide a roadmap for Canada to prosper from 
the emerging efficiency and renewable energy sector.

“The jobs of the future will all be ‘green jobs’ and the country 
must begin today to position itself through policies and 
regulations to capture these opportunities. If we settle for an 
approach, strategy or suite of policies that does not drive deep 
change with the appropriate scope, scale and speed – we will 
leave our nation vulnerable to forces beyond our control, and 
ultimately endanger Canada’s economic future.”

The vision for a new energy future might include different 
ways of building homes and developing communities that 
allow them to become net producers of renewable energy; 
more use of high-speed rail; having all cars powered by 
electricity generated from renewable energy sources; clean, 
efficient and reliable public transportation; improving the 
recovery and re-use of materials such as aluminum, steel and 
asphalt and the use of intelligent energy-control systems to 
reduce consumption.

In corporate Canada, there are those who recognize the need 
for a national energy strategy. In an interview with Postmedia 
News last month, Shell Canada president and country chair 
Lorraine Mitchelmore said this country has “all the ingredients 
to be an energy superpower, but it requires a focused effort and 
a focused plan if we are to realize that.”

She added: “How do we develop these resources in an 
environmentally sustainable way? It needs a much 
better framework between the provinces and the federal 
(government) that looks at fiscal, that looks at regulatory 
and environmental policies and standards that allow us 
to be more competitive in the world.” Canada needs “a 
competitive framework for energy policy” to attain such a 

JuRISDICTION 2009 INveSTMeNT

China $221 billion

United States $112 billion
South Korea $31 billion
European Union $23 billion
Germany $14 billion
Japan $12 billion
France $7 billion
Canada $3 billion
Australia $2 billion
United Kingdom $2 billion

Green stimulus investment

SOuRCe: HSBC
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goal, Mitchelmore said, one that brings all Canadians  –  non-
governmental organizations, First Nations, producers and 
everyday consumers – into the conversation. 

An editorial in the Calgary Herald that followed the Shell story 
agreed with the need for a national strategy. 

It said: “A national strategy on energy is crucial to our long-
term future as an energy superpower, especially with the 
world transitioning from non-renewable to renewable and 
sustainable energies. The right strategy would empower 
provinces to deliver on policies that, for instance, would 
lead to more energy-efficient technologies and behaviour, 
by providing incentives to businesses and consumers, and 
implementing standards like a national green building code 
that promotes sustainable infrastructure. Yet, Canada is falling 
behind on clean-energy investments, which reached record 
levels last year, largely thanks to China, Brazil and Germany, 
which are moving heavily toward climate-friendly policies.”

Even the Progressive Conservative Alberta government has 
recognized the need for a national energy strategy. In a column 
in the Calgary Herald last month, Energy Minister Ron Liepert 
said he and the federal, provincial and territorial energy 
ministers would make this the topic of their annual conference 
in July. 

“The interest being shown by corporate Canada and the 
Progressive Conservative government means it is even more 
important that the labour movement and others get involved 
now,” says McGowan. “The Alberta government will want to 
focus their talks on enabling corporations to maximize profits, 
rather than on creating jobs for Albertans or protecting the 
environment. The fact that industry and governments are 
talking about the issue means that others who want to help 
craft a new strategy must move quickly to get their voices 
heard.”

Tides Canada believes the new-energy transition is a matter 
requiring urgent action. “First came the arms race,” says Tides 
Canada. “Then, the space race. Now the nations of the world 
are in the throes of a different competition – the new energy 
raced – and the stakes are no less dramatic. The winners 
will effectively lead the world into an era of unprecedented 

prosperity, security, and abundance – with strong employment, 
strengthened and restored ecosystems, lowered public-health 
costs, and improved quality of life, among other benefits.”

Other nations have heard the starting pistol and are off to a 
good start in this energy race. The U.S., China, Great Britain and 
others are making large investments in research and training 
in an effort to cash in on the “immense” opportunity. The 
International Energy Agency is calling for global renewable-
energy investments of $430 billion by 2020 and $1.2 trillion by 
2030.

Where is Canada in this race? While it has the resources – 
including fossil fuel reserves that can be used to fund change, 
the universities and innovation skills needed to create new  
technologies, a stable financial system to manage change – it 
has a lot of catching up to do, says Tides Canada. 

“Despite well-documented economic benefits, this country is 
investing relatively little in new energy technologies, and is not 
committing significant resources to helping Canadians shape 
their future and understand the role of energy in their lives, 
and the many benefits of conservation and efficiency.

“Our deepening commitment to fossil fuels, combined with 
our high emissions, could well leave our nation vulnerable 
and exposed tomorrow. When everyone else has moved ahead, 
we may find ourselves scrambling to assemble the necessary 
talent, incubators, and research facilities to compete on the 
world stage and uphold our reputation as responsible global 
citizens,” says Tides Canada.

“Before we can join this vanguard and occupy a position of 
leadership on the world energy stage, we must fully embrace 
the possibilities of a post-petroleum era. We must identify our 
strengths, dare to dream big, then roll up our sleeves and get 
started.”
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tony clark

Who Owns Our Oil Sands?
Foreign corporations stake their claims to our resources

PHOTO: DAvID DODGe
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F oreign corporations, some controlled by 
national governments, have been using 

their economic clout to buy into Alberta’s 
oil sands and take control of our natural 
resources.

U.S., French, British, Chinese, Thai, Korean and Norwegian 
interests have all bought stakes in oil-sands projects. According 
to the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), 
international companies have invested nearly $20 billion in the 
last three years through mergers, partnerships and outright 
purchases of projects.

This increased foreign investment raises questions. Who has 
the right to develop our natural resources? Who sets the rules 
for how these resources are developed? Who controls where 
the resources are processed and sold? 

One of the most recent major international investments came 
in November 2010, when Thailand’s state-owned PTTEP bought 
a 40-per-cent stake in Statoil’s Kai Kos Dehseh project for $2.3 
billion. Statoil is a Norwegian company whose largest owner 
is the government of Norway, with 67 per cent of the shares. 
Under the terms of the deal, Statoil remained the majority 
owner and operator of the project, which ends up being a 
Norwegian-Thai, public-private enterprise developing Albertan 
energy resources.

In 2009, Korean National Oil Company took over Calgary’s 
Harvest Energy Trust for $4.1 billion ($1.8 billion in cash and $2.3 
billion in assumed debt). The deal allowed the Korean state-run 
company to grab an estimated oil production of 50,000 barrels 
per day (b/d) and 154 million barrels of oil-equivalent reserves.

At that time, the Korean companies were reportedly looking 
to acquire about 300,000 b/d of production by 2012 to offset 
South Korea’s dependence on foreign oil – 97 per cent of which 
was imported.

This wasn’t the first time the Korean National Oil Company 
came to Alberta. In 2006, the Korean firm set up an office in 
Calgary and purchased the Black Gold Oil Sands leases near 
Conklin. These leases gave the company 10,000 b/d of bitumen 
for about 25 years.

China is now the world’s largest consumer of energy. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, this energy-hungry nation has significantly 
increased its presence in the oil sands in the last two years. In 
2009, PetroChina struck a deal to buy a 60-per-cent share of  
Athabasca Oil Sands Corp.’s MacKay River and Dover projects 
for $1.9 billion plus other financing arrangements. This gave 
PetroChina a majority share in a company with access to more 
than five million barrels of oil. 

In April 2010, the Chinese company Sinopec, a majority-
owned subsidiary of a national company, paid $4.65 billion for 
Houston-based ConocoPhillips’ stake in Syncrude. What makes 
this deal significant is that under the terms of the deal, the 
state-controlled Sinopec has a veto on the critical decision of 
whether the company should upgrade bitumen here or export 
it in raw form overseas.

Questions around Sinopec’s motives on bitumen processing 
– whether here in Alberta or overseas – were raised to a 
fever pitch in January this year when Enbridge announced 
the Chinese company’s funding of the $5.5-billion Northern 
Gateway Pipeline. Though still in the early stages of 
development, the Northern Gateway Pipeline is designed to 
carry 525,000 barrels of diluted raw bitumen day from Alberta 
to a tanker port at Kitimat, B.C., where oil tankers would 
transport it overseas for upgrading and processing.

Most oil-sands producers are thought to be looking to 
upgrade and refine here or in the U.S., rather than ship raw 
bitumen overseas, and then sell their oil to whatever market 
that offers the most money. Sinopec’s investment in the 
Northern Gateway Pipeline, however, is seen as a strategy 
to ship massive amounts of bitumen out of North America 
to Asia for upgrading, refining and finally consumption in 
mainland China.

feature report
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Not every foreign interest with a stake in the oil sands has 
our best interests at heart. A case in point: Koch Industries is a 
major supplier  of funds to the Tea Party in the U.S. and other 
far-right groups. Their anti-union activities in Wisconsin and 
dozens of other states are having a serious and detrimental 
impact on middle-class families.

Koch Industries also makes money off our oil sands. Koch 
Exploration Canada Corporation has a small oil-sands project, 
known as Gemini, being developed in Cold Lake. 

Koch Industries is a major player on the pipeline and refining 
scene. It already processes and handles some 25 per cent of oil-
sands crude imports to the US. Koch Industries would increase 
this share if the U.S. government approves the Keystone XL 
Pipeline to export bitumen south (Canada has already given 
the project the green light).

If the U.S. approves the Keystone XL Pipeline, not only will 
Alberta lose quality, value-added jobs by not processing 
bitumen here, we may also see our resources going to fuel anti-
union, extreme free-market activities in the U.S. and, perhaps, 
even here. 

But the federal government does not pay heed to those sorts 
of political considerations. They do, however, pay lip service to 
environmental concerns. 

During the 2008 federal election, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper made a surprise announcement that his government 
would stop the flow of unprocessed bitumen to countries with 
worse environmental standards than our own. This would also 
keep oil-sands jobs and revenue in Canada, he said.

This decree was thought to be directed at China. China’s 
increased involvement in the oil sands and Sinopec’s stake in 
the Northern Gateway Pipeline might mean a future where 
hundreds of thousands of barrels of unrefined Alberta bitumen 
is piped to oil tankers bound for Asia, where environmental 
standards are virtually non-existent.

In response to Harper’s election promise, then Alberta Deputy 
Premier Ron Stevens said: "Alberta has the responsibility for 
the development of its natural resources and that certainly 
includes bitumen.”

Oil-sands projects are notoriously expensive and access 
to capital is critical to their development. Relying solely 
on local capital to responsibly develop the resource is 
out of the question. However, the sheer quantity of the 
resource in Alberta and the likelihood of the high price 
of oil continuing means foreign investors will remain 
interested.

Alberta has one of the largest proven oil reserves in 
the world and the majority of that oil is in the form of 
bitumen found in the oil sands. We may even have the 
largest proven oil reserves in the world, depending on 
whose estimates you believe.

Until recently, it’s been conventional widsom that 
Alberta’s oil sands were second only to Saudi Arabia 
in terms of proven reserves. Thanks to Wikileaks, 
the infamous publisher of secrets and classified 
information, this has been thrown into doubt.

In February 2011, Wikileaks published a vast array 
of leaked U.S. diplomatic correspondence, known as 
cables. In one, U.S. diplomats in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, 
urged Washington to take a close look at the kingdom’s 
oil reserves. 

The cables detail talks between U.S. diplomats and 
Sadad al-Husseini, a geologist and former head of 
exploration at the Saudi State oil monopoly Aramco. In 
2007, al-Husseini told an unnamed U.S. diplomat that 
Saudi Arabia had overstated its oil reserves by as much 
as 300 billion barrels – nearly 40 per cent.

Meanwhile, oil prices are expected to stay high as the 
world approaches “peak oil.” This is the theoretical 
point where global petroleum production peaks and 
then starts to decline. It’s theoretical because, as the 
Saudi Arabia case shows, nobody knows the exact 
amount of accessible oil worldwide. 

Once peak oil hits, energy prices are expected to skyrocket 
as demand for oil outpaces dwindling global supply. 

Alberta appeal unlikely to diminish
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Year	 BuYer	 Seller	 Stake	 Value	in	MillionS	($CDn)

2010	 Korea	Investment	Corp	 OSUM	 Private	placement	 $98 	
	 PTTEP	(Thailand)	 Statoil	Canada	 40%	Kai	Kos	Dehseh	 $2,336		
	 China	Investment	Corp.	 Penn	West	 45%	Seal	Project	JV	 $817		
	 Sinopec	(China)	 ConocoPhillips	 9%	Syncrude	 $4,657 	
	 BP	(United	Kingdom)	 Value	Creation	 75%	Terre	de	Grace	 $1,145		
	 Devon	(USA)	 BP	 50%	Kirby	 $665 	
2009	 Suncor/Petro-Canada	 Merger	-	$19.3	billion	 Incl.	oil	sands	assets	
	 Korean	National	Oil	Co.	 Harvest	Energy	 Incl.	oil	sands	assets	 $4,100 	
	 Petro	China	 Athabasca	Oil	Sands	Corp.	 60%	MacKay	River	&	Dover	 $1,900		
	 Imperial/ExxonMobil	(USA)	 UTS	 50%	Lease	421	 $250  
2008	 Nexen	(Canada)	 OPTI	Canada	 15%	Long	Lake	and	Future	 $924		
	 Occidental	Petroleum	(USA)	 Enerplus		 15%	Joslyn	 $506		
	 Total	(France)	 Synenco		 Synenco	 $470		
2007	 BP	(United	Kingdom)	 Husky	 Sunrise	JV	 $2,400 	
	 Petro-Can/Teck	Cominco	(Canada)	 UTS	 10%	Fort	Hills	 $790		
	 Marathon	(USA)	 Western	Oil	Sands	 Company	 $6,500 	
	 MEG	(Canada)	 Paramount	 Surmont	 $322		
	 Statoil	(Norway)	 NAOSC	 Company	 $2,290		
	 Teck	Cominco	(Canada)	 UTS	 50%	Lease	14	 $206		
	 Enerplus	(Canada)	 Kirby	Oil	Sands	 90%	of	Company	 $185

transparency is far below the standards we demand here at 
home.

As a nation and as a province, we’ve been naïve about being 
good neighbours and good free traders. We’re the owners of 
this resource. As owners, it’s up to us to demand our provincial 
and federal governments enact strong and meaningful rules 
on how the oil sands are developed – rules that ensure tens of 
thousands of jobs are not sent down the pipeline to countries 
with worse environmental and human rights standards than 
we demand at home.

As global demand for energy grows, and supplies of stable, 
accessible energy shrinks, we must set the ground rules now 
before all the stakes in the oil sands are claimed.

Stevens is right, but the federal government determines 
whether resource exports are in the nation’s best interests.

Nevertheless, the Stelmach government has since reaffirmed 
its support for raw bitumen exports. In the 2011 Throne Speech, 
Premier Stelmach declared: “It is in the national interest 
that Western Canada has improved port capacity – whether 
by pipeline or rail – that will open the door to Asia’s rapidly 
growing markets.”

Since the 2008 election, the Conservative government has 
repeated Harper’s promise to block bitumen exports to 
countries with poor environmental standards like China, 
but has been silent as to what exactly it will do. No binding 
legislation, regulations or trade barriers have been enacted. 

We’re only just starting to wake up to the reality that there 
are companies and countries investing in our resources whose 
track record on human rights, pollution, accountability and 

SOuRCe: CANADIAN ASSOCIATION OF PeTROleuM PRODuCeRS

Oil sands snapped up



18   union  |  may 2011

   It’s Time to Get a    
 Better Deal 
From Big Oil
    AlBeRTANS DeSeRve A FAIR SHARe 

   OF THe MONey MADe FROM THeIR      

 NATuRAl ReSOuRCeS

terry inigo-jones

T o paraphrase Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
build a better mousetrap and the 

world will beat a path to your door.

The philosopher, essayist and poet was not talking about 
the benefits of invention, but explaining the dynamics of 
supply and demand. If you have what people want, they 
will come to you for it. You are in control. You have the 
power. This is a lesson the government of Alberta needs to 
learn.

Alberta has what the world wants, the raw material 
to meet the soaring global demand for energy. 
Unfortunately for Albertans, for decades the Progressive 
Conservative government has sold those resources for 
much less than they are worth.

“The oil, gas and oil sands in Alberta belong to the people 
of this province. Those resources are finite – once they 
are gone, they are gone for good,” says Gil McGowan, 
president of the Alberta Federation of Labour (AFL), 
the largest labour group in the province with 137,000 
members. “It is the government’s job, its duty in fact, to 
get a fair value for those resources and to use what it 
gets to build a long-term future for the province.”
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government’s failure to meet its own modest royalty 
targets was dismissed by Energy Minister Ron Liepert as 
‘socialist’ and by former energy minister Murray Smith 
as ‘the Libyan model.’ ”

In February, the AFL asked the Auditor General to 
investigate why these billions of dollars have not been 
collected on behalf of Albertans.

According to Boychuk, instead of responding to 
legitimate criticism of its failure to meet its own 
targets, the government chose another tack – it stopped 
setting targets. Rather than name a specific target of a 
percentage of resource rent, the government said in its 

Regan Boychuk, public policy research manager with the 
University of Alberta’s Parkland Institute, says that what 
the government has actually done is consistently let oil 
companies pay too little for the resources.

In a report last year titled Misplaced Generosity: 
Extraordinary profits in Alberta’s Oil and Gas Industry, he 
revealed that the government had failed to meet its own 
targets for collecting revenue from conventional oil and 
gas operations almost every year in the last decade. 

The government’s target was to collect 50 to 75 per 
cent of the resource rent from conventional oil and 
gas operations. Rent is the financial surplus left after 
industry recovers costs and makes a reasonable profit 
from selling the resource. Alberta failed to take even the 
minimum level almost every year between 1999 and 
2008. Even if it had collected only in the middle of its 
target, it would have brought in another $37 billion – and 
that’s not counting revenue from oil sands operations.

The government’s response to the report “has not been 
particularly insightful,” Boychuk said in a blog posting 
last month. “The report’s conclusion that tens of billions 
of dollars have been lost by the Progressive Conservative 

"If a man write a better book, preach a 
better sermon, or make a better  
mouse-trap than his neighbour, tho' 
 he build his house in the woods, the 
world will make a beaten path to his 
door." 

RALPH WALDO EmERSON, 1803-1882.

burning issues
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• Global energy demand will triple by 2050, according 
to Royal Dutch Shell, as emerging nations enter an 
energy-intensive growth phase, becoming more 
industrial, building infrastructure and increasing 
transportation use. There will be a shortfall of supply 
versus demand equal in size to industry’s total output 
in 2000, it says.

•  Unrest in the Middle East has raised global fears over 
the security of oil and gas supplies from other regions. 
meanwhile, the reputation of nuclear energy as an 
alternative energy sources has been damaged by 
the crisis at the Fukushima plant in Japan after the 
earthquake and tsunami last month. 

•  Oil prices are likely to remain high. In a report last 
month predicting that Alberta’s economic growth will 
lead the nation in 2012 – at 3.5 per cent, compared to 
the national average of 2.5 per cent – TD Economics 
said: “Our outlook assumes that oil  prices will 
average US$95-100 per barrel throughout this year 
and next …”

•  Alberta’s oil sands contain proven oil reserves of 
171.3 billion barrels, the third-largest proven crude 
oil reserve in the world, according to the Alberta 
government. It says there is enough oil to meet 
Canada’s current demands for almost 400 years.

•  Ninety-two per cent of the world’s oil and gas 
resources are under the control of National Oil 
Companies (NOCs), which take the lion’s share of the 
profits. Only eight per cent of the world’s oil reserves 
are available to International Oil Companies (IOCs) 
such as Exxonmobil, BP/Amoco, ConocoPhillips or 
Royal Dutch Shell without any restrictions. More than 
half of that eight per cent is in Alberta’s oil sands.

Alberta’s got a great hand!
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budget last year: “Alberta will have a combined royalty 
and tax rate that is among the top three lowest/most 
competitive compared to similar jurisdictions.”

Boychuk explained: “What the Progressive Conservative 
government is saying is that they are dedicated to 
getting the worst possible return for Albertans on their 
non-renewable resources. Directly contradicting part of 
their stated goal to ‘maximize benefits to Albertans,’ this 
year Alberta Energy’s new target aims to keep Albertans’ 
share of their natural wealth worse than three-quarters 
of other jurisdictions.”

Says McGowan: “Clearly, it’s way past time for the 
Progressive Conservative government to get a better deal 
from Big Oil. To do that it needs to start acting like a real 
owner, it has to understand the strength of its position 
and it has to negotiate accordingly.”

Premier Ed Stelmach, to his credit, tried to do better 
when he revised the royalty regime in 2007. The move 
was popular with Albertans, with a Calgary Herald/
Edmonton Journal poll at the time saying 88 per cent 
believed we weren’t getting a fair share from industry 
and 67 per cent backing royalty changes.

Unfortunately, like a rookie at the big-boy poker table 
in Vegas, he caved at the first sign of trouble. The 
industry played hardball and took some of their business 

elsewhere. In 2010, reeling from the effects of the global 
recession, Stelmach relented, rolled back the royalty 
changes and lost all the gains he had made. The rollbacks 
were welcomed by industry, but the Herald reported they 
were opposed by 58 per cent of Albertans and two-thirds 
of Progressive Conservative supporters.

An editorial in the Calgary Sun last month said: “Alberta 
under-collected royalty revenue for decades, losing 
billions of dollars. A government panel that reached 
this conclusion was almost exclusively made up of 
business people, not ‘loony lefties.’ All that largesse 
kept the Tories in power, with unending deep pockets 
funding re-elections. When it tried to collect that money, 
companies took advantage of the greed of Saskatchewan 
and B.C., and temporarily increased drilling there, 
arguing royalty rates were lower. All the industry was 
doing was playing one ‘customer’ for economic spinoff 
against another, in a recession. But the oil wasn’t going 
anywhere and was still profitable.”

This is what the government failed to grasp. Stand firm. 
If the oil companies walk away, they won’t be gone for 
long. The oil, gas and oil sands are here. They want it. 
They can make money from it. They’ll be back.

Danny Williams, when he was premier of Newfoundland 
and Labrador, knew this. In April 2006, oil companies 
broke off negotiations to develop the Hebron-Ben Nevis 

“What the Progressive Conservative government is saying  
  is that they are dedicated to getting the worst possible return    
  for Albertans on their non-renewable resources.” 
  —REgan BOyCHUk, PaRkLand InsTITUTE
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offshore oilfield when they couldn’t agree fiscal terms 
with the provincial government.

According to a CanWest News Service article in August 
2007: “The premier came under severe criticism, both in 
his home province and in the oil community, for refusing 
to back down on his demands, which involve heavy 
provincial involvement and for which he was likened to 
Venezuela strongman Hugo Chavez.”

However, 16 months later, the oil cats came back and 
signed a deal that Williams described as historic for 
his province and that The Globe and Mail said included 
“a heightened royalty regime and guarantees for local 
content in the construction of the offshore platform.”

The Newfoundland case proves you can get a better deal 
from the oil industry. 

“Danny Williams did it and the oil companies didn’t run 
away from the offshore,” says Dave Coles, president of 
the Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union 
of Canada. “I think that they (the Alberta government) 
need to get a fairer share of the resources of the province 
for the people of the province … those resources will be 
gone at some point and you’ll be left with a hole in the 
ground.”

He doubts the Progressive Conservative government 
will change its ways. “It is clearly a political decision of 
the provincial government either to get a fair amount of 
revenue … or to allow big corporations to escape without 
paying their fair share.”

The Tories, he says, have chosen to let oil companies get 
away with paying less than their share. “It isn’t that way 
in most jurisdictions around the world. It wasn’t that 
way under (former Alberta Premier) Peter Lougheed.”

If the government does decide to seek a better deal, help 
is at hand, says the AFL’s McGowan – from the labour 
movement. 

“For 100 years the labour movement in Alberta has been 
getting good deals for its members in negotiations with 
industry. This is what we do. We are experts. We know 
how to sit down at a bargaining table and get a deal that 
benefits all parties,” he says.

“Whoever becomes the premier, whichever party forms 
the next government, if they need advice on getting a 
better deal from Big Oil, we’re ready to help.”
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terry inigo-jones

P romises by federal and provincial 
politicians to keep oil-sands jobs in 

Alberta appear to be little more than lies 
and jests, as raw bitumen and good jobs 
continue to be lost down the pipeline.

Earlier this year, Alberta Premier Ed Stelmach repeated 
a line he has used in previous speeches about the need 
to process bitumen in the province. "I've always said 
shipping raw bitumen out of our province is comparable 
to selling the top soil on a farm," he said when 
announcing that the province had signed a deal that 
would see a $5-billion upgrader built in the Industrial 
Heartland northeast of Edmonton.

The deal is part of the provincial government’s Bitumen 
Royalty In Kind (BRIK) program, which allows companies 
to pay their royalties in bitumen instead of cash. 
Between 8,000 and 10,000 jobs will be created in the 
construction of the upgrader, along with hundreds of 
engineering and operating jobs. Under the BRIK program, 
the province said it would make available 75,000 barrels 
per day (b/d) of bitumen for processing at the new 
refinery.

“On the surface, this sounds good, but dig a little deeper 
and you’ll see just how shallow the story really is,” says 
Gil McGowan, president of the Alberta Federation of 
Labour, which represent 137,000 workers. “Alberta’s 
overall oil-sands production is about 1.4 million b/d and 

burning issues
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is expected to increase to three million b/d by 2018. 
Processing 75,000 b/d under BRIK is only a drop in the 
bucket. If the construction and operation of one upgrader 
will create up to 10,000 jobs, imagine how many are 
being lost by not building and operating more upgraders 
to refine millions of barrels of bitumen.”

Stelmach is not alone in paying lip service to the issue 
of keeping bitumen and jobs here. During the 2008 
federal election campaign, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper promised to prevent companies from exporting 
raw bitumen for upgrading to countries with worse 
environmental practices than Canada. It was thought 
this was aimed at China, which was showing interest in 
oil-sands projects.

Despite repeating that pledge since the election, the 
Conservative government has done nothing to act on it, 
implementing no new legislation, regulations or trade 
barriers.

In fact, the 2010 $4.6-billion deal that saw Chinese state-
controlled company Sinopec buy a minority stake in the 
Syncrude oil-sands plant gave the company a veto over 
the decision of whether the company should export raw 
bitumen or upgrade it here.

At the time of the deal, Queen’s University business 
professor David Detomasi told The Globe and Mail that 
Chinese companies are controlled by Beijing and have 

a mandate to enhance the development of the Chinese 
economy. While some claim that Sinopec and other 
Chinese state-controlled companies behave just like 
Western multinationals, with their eyes focused firmly 
on the bottom line, Prof. Detomasi said: “I think they 
have a lot of convincing to do.”

Says McGowan: “The Chinese government, and the 
companies it controls, are likely to put their interests 
ahead of ours. Their job is to develop China’s economy, 
not Alberta’s. It’s the Alberta government’s responsibility 
to develop our economy – but it doesn’t seem up to the 
task.”

In fact, Stelmach has added to the fears that more of our 
bitumen and our jobs will be heading across the Pacific 
by making trade with Asia a priority for his government. 
The first bill introduced in the Spring 2011 session of 
the Legislature was to create an expert panel to make 
recommendations on expanding business, education and 
cultural links with Asia.

The government’s Throne Speech said: “It is in the 
national interest that Western Canada has improved port 
capacity – whether by pipeline or rail – that will open the 
door to Asia’s rapidly growing markets.”

New Jersey business analyst Paul Ting told The Globe 
and Mail last year that Sinopec, PetroChina and China 
Offshore National Oil Corp. have undertaken massive 

“It appears that jobs for Americans  
are a higher priority than jobs for Albertans.”
—Gil McGowan, president, AFL 
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expansion of their refining capacity in China and are 
searching for supplies to feed those plants. “They want 
to get oil any way they can, whether it is crude or 
(refined) product. I think what you see in the oil sands is 
an extension of their strategy – they’ve bought a lot of 
reserves recently and expanded their refining capacity.”

In January Calgary-based Enbridge Inc. announced that 
Sinopec was funding the $5.5-billion Northern Gateway 
Pipeline, designed to carry 525,000 b/d of raw bitumen to 
a tanker port in Kitimat, B.C., to make it easier to export 
to Asia.

Meanwhile, another pipeline is the subject of a battle 
south of the border in the U.S. The $7-billion Keystone 
XL pipeline proposed by TransCanada Corp. is designed 
to send 500,000 b/d of bitumen from Alberta to 
the Gulf Coast for processing. When combined with 
the company’s existing Keystone Pipeline System, 
TransCanada will be able to send about 1.1 million b/d of 
bitumen to the U.S.

Although already approved by the National Energy Board 
in Canada, Keystone XL has met with fierce resistance 
from environmental groups and landowners in the U.S. 
and is facing delays as regulators take a closer look at the 
project.

However, making a mockery of their supposed 
commitment to keeping jobs here, both federal and 
provincial politicians have been actively campaigning on 
behalf of Keystone XL.

Stelmach has written to a number of high-ranking 
U.S. officials, including Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, urging them to approve the pipeline. In a bid 
to encourage support for the project, Federal Natural 
Resources Minister Christian Paradis told a conference of 

American business people that the pipeline would create 
342,000 jobs in the U.S.

“It appears that jobs for Americans are a higher priority 
than jobs for Albertans,” says McGowan. 

In an article in Themarknews.com earlier this year, Dave 
Coles, president of the Communications, Energy and 
Paperworkers Union of Canada, said an analysis of the 
first Keystone pipeline by the Informetrica think tank 
showed that it had cost Canada 18,000 high-paying jobs. 
The new Keystone XL pipeline “is expected to lose more 
than double the 18,000 jobs that are already gone.”

Sending raw bitumen to “spanking new oil refineries in 
the U.S. is the equivalent of shipping millions of raw logs 
to a place where others can cut the two-by-fours and 
create the wood furniture,” he said. “Like in forestry, the 
best jobs are in processing. If we ship our raw bitumen 
off to the U.S., the Americans will get the good jobs and 
we will be left with the massive mess left behind by the 
bitumen sands.”

It’s not just processing jobs that are being lost, according 
to McGowan, but oil-sands manufacturing jobs. Imperial 
Oil plans to bring in 200 modules made in Korea for 
its Kearl oil-sands project, while a Montana company 
revealed last year that it plans to build similar modules 
in Billings.

The Globe and Mail reported in December 2010, that 
several oil-sands firms had begun looking at moving 
“huge numbers” of employees out of Fort McMurray 
– and possibly, in the future, to India. The article 
said several companies had started discussions with 
outsourcing firm Accenture, which had completed a 
market analysis that showed 10,000 to 15,000 jobs could 
be uprooted from northeastern Alberta.
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Michael Denham, managing director of Accenture’s 
management-consulting services in Canada, said 
finance, engineering, maintenance planning, human 
resources and supply chain work could be moved from 
Fort McMurray to cities including Calgary and Edmonton, 
but later, as the model takes hold, those jobs could end 
up being done in overseas centres like Bangalore and 
Chennai in India.

“We estimate that 40 top 60 per cent of all job titles and 
all work could be moved and be done remotely … And 
maybe half of that could be moved offshore now.”

McGowan says that, when discussing oil-sands jobs, 
it's important to remember that the oil sands belong 
to Albertans. “We are the owners. If there are jobs to be 
created – in manufacturing, in mining or in upgrading 
– then the government should ensure that as many of 
those jobs as possible stay here in Alberta. That is the job 
of government. Unfortunately, it's a job where Alberta is 
falling behind other provinces.”

In Ontario, for example, rules governing electrical 
generation have been introduced that say companies 
cannot feed into the power grid unless 50 per cent of 
the generation system has been manufactured in that 
province. This led Samsung to invest $7 billion to set up 
manufacturing facilities in southern Ontario to build 
wind turbines and solar panels, with a plan to create 
16,000 jobs.

Quebec has embarked on a plan to build wind-energy 
facilities and has ensured that most of the equipment 
will be manufactured in that province. Government-

owned utility company Hydro-Quebec says 60 per cent 
of the cost of each wind farm must be incurred in that 
province, meaning that wind-generation companies 
must have manufacturing and assembly facilities there.

“What's happening in Ontario and Quebec raises the 
question: Why isn't the Alberta government taking 
similar steps to keep oil-sands-related manufacturing 
jobs in the province? Why isn't it using regulation to 
guarantee Alberta-based upgrading and refining – as 
the government of Premier Peter Lougheed did to create 
Alberta's petrochemical industry?” McGowan asks.

“The provincial government has the power to act for 
the good of Albertans. It can set rules that require 
more manufacturing and upgrading be done in the 
province. It can also set – and enforce    – tough standards 
that protect our environment and ensure our access 
to markets. Instead of fighting to get bitumen across 
the border, let's focus on upgrading and refining the 
stuff here, while observing the highest environmental 
standards. Obviously, we're going to need pipelines to 
get our product to market, but the government should be 
making sure those pipes are carrying refined products, 
not raw bitumen and lost jobs.”
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david thompson

W hat will Alberta’s economy look like 
when our non-renewable resources 

dwindle?  Where will people get jobs? Or 
will they get jobs at all?

Where will our energy come from? Will we be importing 
it? What will that cost?

Where will our government obtain revenues for social 
programs – programs that will become increasingly 
important?

These inconvenient questions are being ignored – or 
brushed under the carpet – by Alberta’s business and 
political elite.  Yet in coming years, these questions will 
be at the forefront of economic, energy and social policy 
in Alberta.

Despite the gloomy challenge, or perhaps because of it, 
there is a tremendous opportunity for Alberta to rise to 
the occasion.  Alberta can build a stronger economy – one 
that creates good jobs, supports fair social programs and 
generates clean energy, all while reducing our emissions 
of climate-changing greenhouse gases and other 
pollutants. 

But before we can move forward successfully, we need 
to understand the failures of the past: Those who fail to 
understand history are doomed to repeat it.

The revenue potential

Alberta’s government has presided over the largest 
giveaway of publicly owned wealth in Canada’s history.

The owners of Alberta’s natural resources are Albertans 
– not the oil companies, and not the ruling party.  The 
government is supposed to sell our resources at a price 

Resource Revenue  
Can Pave the Road  
to a Green Future
AlbertA cou ld be creAti ng greAt 

jobs An d A sustAi nAble economy
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Even the resource rents that the government of Alberta 
did capture, it allocated unwisely.  In essence, we've 
been selling off our collectively owned resources  – 
selling the family silver – in order to finance tax cuts for 
corporations and the wealthy.  And yet research is clear 
that tax cuts, especially for high-income earners and 
foreign-owned corporations, don’t provide much job 
growth or economic stimulus.

Unfortunately, the government has squandered much 
of our wealth. For example, Alberta has managed to 
save only about $14 billion in the Heritage Savings Trust 
Fund while Norway has a fund of about $500 billion. 
Fortunately, Alberta can still capture much of what 
remains – and use it to address our other challenges.

The energy challenge

Oil, gas and coal are non-renewable resources.  They will 
dwindle: It’s just a question of timing.

Indeed, conventional oil and gas production in Alberta 
peaked years ago and is already in decline.  The industry 
has had to turn to unconventional sources – those that 
are harder, dirtier and/or more expensive to recover (e.g. 
oil sands, coal-bed methane and shale gas).  

At the same time, turning to dirtier sources mean 
higher emissions of carbon dioxide and other pollutants.  
And expanded production of dirtier sources means 
even higher emissions.  This is a trend we know we 
can’t continue.  The government’s “solution” is carbon 
capture and storage (CCS).  Yet CCS is prohibitively 
expensive, costing many times as much as other 
methods of reducing emissions.  And despite years of 
talk and billions in subsidies, there is not one integrated, 
commercial-scale CCS operation anywhere in Canada.

Fossil fuels are getting dirtier, scarcer and more 
expensive.  What we need to do is ramp up clean energy 
production.

Clean energy and jobs

Fortunately, Alberta is wealthy in renewable energy.  
There are wind-energy installations in many 
parts of Alberta, and our total installed capacity is 
806 megawatts (MW), enough to power 200,000 
homes. However, the untapped capacity of Alberta’s 
wind power is over 100,000 times higher.2

Ontario's capacity is now more than double Alberta's; 
the Ontario government just approved 872 MW more 
capacity. 

Rents are the surplus value created by selling re-
sources – the level of profits in excess of a normal, 
competitive level of profits.  Thus, they are also called 
unearned profits or windfall profits.
 
Royalties are one mechanism for the owners of the 
resources to collect the rents. They are a price of sale, 
not a tax.  Other mechanisms for rent collection in-
clude corporate taxes and land leases. 

Royalties vs. Rents

that gives Albertans the maximum benefit.  Yet the 
government has failed to capture billions in revenues, 
every year – revenues that went to oil corporations, the 
majority of which are foreign owned.

The government’s collection of “rents” – the surplus, 
unearned profits from resource extraction – are low 
by world standards.  Between 1999 and 2008, if the 
government had collected even the mid-range of its own 
modest targets, Albertans would be $37 billion richer.1  If 
it had collected a globally competitive level of rents, that 
number would be much, much higher.
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burning issues

Even more fortunately, renewable energy development 
creates a lot of good jobs – far more jobs per dollar 
invested than fossil fuel energy.  Wind creates up to three 
times as many jobs as coal-fired and gas-fired electricity, 
and solar creates as much as 10 times as many jobs.3  

China, Germany, the U.S. and many other countries are 
building their renewable energy industries quickly.  
China installed about 13,800 MW of wind-generation 
capacity in 2009,4 and increased its total capacity by 64 
per cent in 2010.5 Closer to home, Ontario and P.E.I. are 
investing in renewables, and creating tens of thousands 
of good jobs.  

Wind power in Alberta could be ramped up dramatically, 
creating the better part of a thousand permanent 
jobs in operations and maintenance of the wind 
turbines.6  Moreover, there is a much larger employment 
opportunity in building the wind turbines.  The majority 
of jobs created in the renewable energy industry are in 
manufacturing and construction, not in operations and 
maintenance.

If Alberta establishes a wind-turbine manufacturing 
industry here, it stands to gain up to 200,000 person-
years of employment in building and installing the 
turbines needed – based solely on the domestic market.7    

Once Alberta’s renewable energy equipment 
manufacturing industry is established, it could become a 
manufacturing export centre, thus creating many more 

jobs.  A California study found that a renewable energy 
industry serving the export market can create 16 times 
as many jobs as an industry only serving the domestic 
market.” 8  

Alberta needs to choose quickly between being a leader 
in the green-energy economy and being a follower.  If we 
act soon, we can establish the manufacturing industry 
here, instead of being an importer.  However, if Alberta 
waits for long on the sidelines, it won’t have those 
manufacturing jobs; it will be importing the generation 
capacity and exporting the jobs.

Financing the clean-energy revolution

While fossil fuels are non-renewable, they can be used 
as a bridge to the future – a transition fuel that helps us 
build a greener, clean-energy economy. 

This would be a suitable use of fossil fuel rents 
collected, because the resources are actually capital, not 
revenue, and so are the proceeds of their sale.  It is good 
accounting and good business management to convert 
capital of one form into capital of another form, instead 
of just spending it.  Investing the proceeds of resource 
sales into renewable energy infrastructure makes 
financial sense.

It also makes political sense, if you actually listen to 
Albertans.  Albertans would strongly support public 
investments directed toward job creation in the 

“Alberta needs to choose quickly between  
 being a leader in the green-energy economy  
 and being a follower.” —DaviD Thompson  
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renewable energy sector.  A recent Ipsos-Reid poll shows 
that 78 per cent of Albertans asked about job creation 
prefer subsides for renewable and clean energy options.9  

It also makes sense in terms of Canada’s evolving 
industrial strategy.  Canadians subsidized the 
development of the oil sands, with taxpayer-funded 
research investments, and massive operating subsidies.  
Earlier, through the National Oil Policy, Ontarians had 
paid for the development of Alberta’s conventional oil 
patch, through purchase of Alberta oil at above-market 
prices.  When new energy sources have been needed, 
they have been supported.  Why should the development 
of clean energy be any different?

Conclusions

Alberta’s provincial government should be collecting 
more of the rents from the sale of our collectively 
owned resources.  And it should be saving that money, 
rather than spending it (government operations should 
be financed through ordinary taxation, as they are 
elsewhere).  

(David Thompson is an independent public policy 
consultant and a Parkland Institute Research Associate. He 
has postgraduate degrees in law and economics, and has 
worked in government, the private sector and the not-for-
profit sector.)
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gordon laxer

E n route to his first G-8 meeting as 
prime minister, held in Russia for the 

first time, Stephen Harper stopped off in 
London to proclaim that Canada was was a 
global energy powerhouse - "the emerging 
energy superpower our government 
intends to build."

Adding to the hyperbole, he bragged that the oil sands are 
“an enterprise of epic proportions, akin to the building of the 
pyramids or China’s Great Wall. Only bigger.”

Harper’s claim was a sharp departure from the modest, middle-
power pretensions of previous prime ministers. It deviated 
from what pollster Michael Adams called Canadians “low 
tolerance for macho brashness.”

It was ironic that Harper chose the 2006 G-8 meetings in St. 
Petersburg to assert Canada’s energy superpowerdom. Russia 

C A N A D I A N  e N e R G y  S e C u R I T y  W I T H O u T  T H e  O I l  S A N D S  
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is a Saudi Arabia with nukes. With just under a quarter of the 
world’s output of natural gas, Russia is the global gas power. 
It produces almost 10 million barrels of oil a day (b/d), 12 per 
cent of the world’s total production, and exports seven million 
barrels, second only to the Saudis.Canada, which currently 
produces about three million b/d, will never be in that league.

When you cannot safeguard your citizens from freezing in 
the dark, or control how much you export, or set the price 
at which citizens buy back their own energy from foreign 
transnationals, you know you aren’t a superpower.

The 'death of distance'

We’ve all heard the hype about the oil sands as a “game 
changer,” the main new source of oil that will enable the U.S. to 
get off Middle Eastern oil and achieve energy security. Are the 
oil sands that important? What would happen if we took them 
off the table? Much less than we are led to believe. 

Each year, the world needs to replace four-and-a-half to five 
million barrels a day of new oil to make up for declines in old 
fields. Impending water shortages, environmental disasters, 
dead ducks and opposition to “dirty oil,” mean the  oil sands are 
unlikely to ever produce quite that much even if they double 
from today’s 1.2 to 1.4 million b/d.

Even if oil-sands output rose as predicted to more than four 
million b/d, they would replace at most one year’s worth of 
world oil depletion. The oil sands will never deliver enough 
oil to significantly prolong the age of cheap oil, which will 
likely end in this decade. High world oil prices will curtail 
globalization – defined as “the death of distance” - and spark 
a return to “inwardly-directed development,” something 
progressive Albertans should embrace for our province.

diversify or decline

It is dangerous to place all your eggs in one basket, especially 
if that basket is a non-renewable resource. This was a lesson 
Albertans used to know in the 1970s when Peter Lougheed 
repeatedly warned of the dangers of not diversifying Alberta’s 
economy.

“The Stone Age didn’t end for lack of stone, and the oil age will 
end long before the world runs out of oil,” Sheik Yamani, Saudi 
Arabia’s former oil minister, wisely said. The danger in sticking 
with the oil sands is that Alberta will sink into a fossil-fuel belt 
that could soon resemble the U.S. rust belt of abandoned auto 
plants. 

The world is about to experience severe international oil-
supply shocks. Most experts predict that world oil output 

“The world is about 

to experience severe 

international  

oil-supply shocks.” 

 —Gordon Laxer
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will peak soon. They disagree on when. But, it will hit soon. 
Why else would oil corporations scrape the bottom of the 
barrel in their desperate search for more of the toxic stuff 
in the oil sands, the Arctic, and the deep ocean, including 
BP’s Deep Horizon blowout in the Gulf of Mexico? Would oil 
transnationals be in those expensive and environmentally 
destructive sites if there were large supplies of easy oil left? 
No. And those sites will not provide enough new oil to replace 
declines. The rest of the world will move on. It has to. The big 
question is: Will Alberta move with it?

'Free trade' ties our hands

Business as usual is not a viable future for Alberta for 
environmental reasons and because the U.S. does not really 
need Canadian oil. On the other hand, Eastern Canadians need 
domestic oil to replace heavy dependence on imported oil. But, 
Eastern Canadians don’t need oil sands oil either. 

There is enough domestic conventional oil to tide us over as 
we gradually move off carbon fuels. But, relying on Canadian 
conventional oil can occur only if we do a U-turn, and exit from 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and its 
proportionality clause that forces us to export energy even if 
we are running short during an international oil supply crisis. 
To get there, we first must cease government propaganda 
campaigns to promote oil exports.

Last summer, Alberta placed a full-page ad in the Washington 
Post to support  pipeline expansion of more bitumen exports 
from the oil sands, by pretending it’s not dirty oil. “The oil sands 
… produce about 4.6 per cent of Canada’s carbon emissions,” the 
ad said. Is that all? If so, why worry? 

Because they’re growing, whereas CO2 emissions must fall 
dramatically. Fossil fuel output, mainly from the oil sands, 
accounted for 30 per cent of the growth in Canada’s total 
emissions between 1990 and 2004. 

The main worry about the oil sands is future growth. In 2009, 
Michael A. Levi wrote a study on the oil sands for the New York-

based Council on Foreign Relations. The council is influential. 
Two weeks after issuing a 2005 report calling for the deep 
integration of Canada and Mexico with the United States, the 
heads of governments of the three countries met in Waco, 
Tex., to launch the Security and Prosperity Partnership (SPP). 
The latter treated Canadian and Mexican energy as if it were 
American. 

Levi’s 2009 study implies that the oil sands do not have a 
long-term future: “Imagine … that oil sands emissions rose 
as expected over the next two decades and then stabilized in 
2030, while total U.S. and Canadian emissions dropped by 80 
per cent by 2050 (an oft-proposed target). Oil sands’ emissions 
then become equivalent to about 10 per cent of U.S. emissions 
by 2050, representing almost all emissions from Canada at 
that point.” (emphasis added)

Canada needs an energy strategy

Unless Canada cuts all other emissions to zero, including for 
minor things like heating our homes through winter, driving 
to work and fuelling industry, Canada will become the world’s 
great environmental rogue state – solely because of the oil 
sands. To avoid that, Canadians would have to cut out all those 
activities just so the oil sands could give the U.S. addiction to oil 
its fix.

Besides, the U.S. does not need Canadian oil. With 4.6 per cent 
of the world’s people, it produces 10 per cent of the world’s 
oil and uses 23 per cent of it. But, its oil dependence hides 
its bountiful energy supplies. When all forms of energy are 
considered – oil, natural gas, coal and energy to produce 
electricity – America is the world’s greatest energy producer. 
It’s second in natural gas and coal, and first in electricity. U.S. 
oil output is third, not that far behind that of Saudi Arabia and 
Russia. America is an energy superpower.

It is only Americans’ super-wasteful oil appetite that makes it 
seem like an energy also-ran. Sooner or later, the U.S. obsession 
with security will force it to realize that only by going green 
can it gain energy independence. 
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We all know alberta’s oil sands are huge and con-
tain more than 171 billion barrels – but what does 
development of these resources mean to the future 
of our economy?
 
The Canadian Energy Research Institute says 
development of the oil sands will contribute more 
than $1.7 trillion to the Canadian economy over the 
next 25 years. The alberta government estimates 
that every dollar invested in the oil sands creates 
about $8 worth of economic activity, two-thirds of 
it within the province.

a column by deborah yedlin in the Calgary herald 
last month said the oilpatch remains “one of the 
key economic engines of this country – the one 
that is forecast to contribute more than $800 
billion to Canada’s gross domestic product (gdP) 
between 2000 and 2020 and generate 590,000 jobs 
by 2025 …”

given the importance of the oil sands to the health 
of the albertan and Canadian economies, gil 
Mcgowan, president of the alberta Federation of 
Labour, says he cannot support any suggestion that 
the oil sands should be “shut down” in the near 
term.

“The oil sands will be developed further,” says 
Mcgowan. “However, in the short term, we need 
to ensure that the oil sands are developed in as 
environmentally sustainable manner as possible. 
Over the longer term, we have to start looking at 
the oil sands as a transitional resource. We need 
to embrace the idea that money earned from the 
oil sands should be used as a bridge to a cleaner, 
greener economy – one that will provide well-
paying, sustainable jobs for future generations of 
albertans.”

by aFL staff

Weighing up the value of oil sands

When he was president, Jimmy Carter went on television to 
say: “Ours is the most wasteful nation on earth. We waste more 
energy than we import … We simply must balance our demand 
for energy with our rapidly shrinking resources.” 

Carter’s solution was to “reduce the demand through 
conservation” – tying energy security with environmental 
protection. “Our energy problems have the same cause as 
our environmental problems – wasteful use of resources. 
Conservation helps us solve both at once.”

The imminent run up to very high world oil prices will force 
the United States to soon heed the words of Jimmy Carter. 
When they do, Alberta could start to lose its major oil-sands 
market. Proximity to a neighbour notwithstanding, the U.S. 
will have to pay for Alberta bitumen with tens of billions of 
extra U.S. dollars as oil prices escalate.

U.s. doesn't really need oil sands

If the oil sands and energy exports are not the long-term 
answers for Alberta and Canada, what is? A Canadian 
energy-security strategy combined with a turning toward an 
inwardly-directed economy and society. 

The world is at the brink of peak oil and many other non-
renewable resources, but is nowhere near peak equality, peak 
social justice and peak real-democracy, the kind that comes 
“from below” by active citizens. We are nowhere near peak in 
living in tune with nature, or near peak in deriving happiness 
from what matters most. Once basic needs are met, most of us 
get much more satisfaction from valuing each other and nature 
than from more stuff. I believe that we can develop that kind of 
society. I’m an optimist.

To get to that future, we must make a cultural turning, an 
economic turning and a political turning. Business as usual is a 
death economy, where it’s considered acceptable to drill in the 
deep ocean, including the Canadian part of the Arctic Ocean, 
even if it risks exterminating whole species of life, in return for 
perhaps of generation of fleeting riches.

In a country where the dominant season is winter, energy 
security matters for Canadians. Energy shortages can literally 
mean freezing in the dark.
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Most Canadians are unaware of the risk because their 
governments don’t tell them. Canadians have naïve beliefs 
about unlimited resources. Alberta’s oil sands are said to 
hold the world’s second largest amount of oil. Despite this, 
Canadians are very energy insecure. Two-thirds of Canada’s oil 
output is exported to the U.S. If the six new export pipelines 
are not stopped, the share will rise. Meanwhile, Canada 
imports more than half its oil. Quebec imports 92 per cent; 
Atlantic Canada 75 per cent; and Ontario, over one-third. Half 
of Canada’s oil imports come from OPEC (Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries) countries, a proportion 
which tops the 44-per-cent share the U.S. imports from OPEC 
countries.

Canada is too intent on providing for U.S. energy security 
to provide for its own citizens. If their own governments 
don’t look after Canadians, no one else will. This must be our 
demand: Energy security for Canadians, using conventional 
Canadian oil, conservation and quickly moving to renewable 
forms of energy. 

Why must we have a Canadian energy security strategy to cut 
carbon emissions?

Canada can’t cut carbon emissions if we export a lot of oil. The 
more oil Canadians conserve, the more would be exported to 
the U.S., and the bigger the share that NAFTA will oblige us 
to export. That’s a negative feedback loop. A positive loop is 
possible. The key is to tie domestic oil output to domestic use. 
Cut oil exports to the U.S. – we did this before. By 1981, Canada 
had cut oil exports to the U.S. to 14 per cent of their 1973 level. 
The U.S. did not invade. 

Once we supply the Canadian market, when people cut 
gasoline use, domestic oil output will fall accordingly, and so 
will carbon emissions. Canadians can be motivated to make 
energy lifestyle changes only if they know it’s within their 
collective grasp to control oil output and emissions.

Canadian oil for Canadians

It will be hard to convince Canadians to substantially cut fossil-
fuel use, buy Smart cars or cycle, so more Americans can drive 
sport-utility vehicles and Hummers. 

The perversity of proportionality is that if the U.S. cuts 
energy consumption, it boosts their energy independence. If 
Canadians cut energy use, we export more to the U.S. 

Statistics Canada puts Canada’s annual conventional oil 
output at 1.39 million b/d, while CAPP puts it at 1.84 million 
b/d. Canadians use about 1.7 million b/d a year. Thus, Canada 
produces about as much as we consume. As domestic 
conventional oil output slowly dwindles, Canada can live off it 
as we reduce use, without touching any oil-sands oil. If Swedes 
and Britons can thrive at about the Canadian standard of living 
while using 50 per cent and 40 per cent respectively as much 
oil as we do, so can Canadians.

Our challenge is to convince more people that phasing out the 
oil sands is pro-Alberta, and pro-Canada. The sooner Canada 
stops being a tar-nation, the better. 

“Shut down the tar sands,” says Greenpeace. It’s a good slogan, 
but it would be a disaster for Alberta and Albertans. The oil 
sands are too central to the economy and the lives of workers 
and families in Alberta to just shut them down abruptly. 

We must present a vision and plan of what to do instead. I’ve 
been working on a Canadian energy security and conservation 
plan. When I presented it as an invited expert witness to the 
Parliamentary Committee on International Trade in 2007, the 
Conservative committee chair cut me off. It’s not relevant he 
said. Too dangerous to the powers that be is more like it.

The first step is to cap oil-sands output at current levels and 
phase them out over 10 to 15 years, starting with the oldest 
plants that have already more than paid off their capital costs. 
At the same time, new industries and jobs must be created 
around a green economy that builds upon Alberta’s highly 
educated and skilled work force.

There are far better alternatives than to let Alberta stick with 
the oil sands and sink into a fossil-fuel belt. The oil sands must 
be phased out for the good of Albertans, Canadians and the 
planet. 

(Gordon Laxer is a professor of Political Economy at the 
University of Alberta and is the founding and current Director of 
Parkland Institute.)
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Get Organized!
 G r o w t h  o f  o i l  s a n d s  
 i s  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  
 t h e  l a b o u r  m o v e m e n t

terry inigo-jones

H eadlines from around the world reveal 
that the labour movement is under 

attack on many fronts – but it’s not all bad 
news for unions, particularly in the Alberta 
oil sands.

Tea Party Republicans are attacking collective-bargaining 
rights and public-sector workers in dozens of states, including, 
Wisconsin, Michigan, Indiana, Ohio and Florida. The moves 
have included proposed legislation that severely restricts a 
union’s ability to bargain collectively, makes it more difficult 
for unions to organize workplaces, more difficult to collect 
union dues and allows for alternate workers to be hired during 
a strike.

Meanwhile, the fight for workers’ rights continues in Mexico, 
Colombia and Egypt, while public-sector workers in the U.K. are 
facing massive layoffs.

While Republicans in the U.S. may have expected workers 
to show weakness in the face of these attacks, the opposite 
has happened – the attacks have galvanized union and non-
unionized workers, with hundreds of thousands joining in 
protests to defend workers and the middle-class lifestyle. 

In Wisconsin, about 20,000 new members have joined an 
organization called Working America since February 15, 
bringing its total membership in the state to 65,000. Working 
America is an advocacy organization allied to the AFL-CIO that 
gives the labour movement an outlet for non-union workers. It 
has more than three million members nationally.

Working America field organizer Kevin Pape told the 
Huffington Post: "People are just thirsty for a connection to a 
labour movement. The effort required to get somebody to join 
has definitely decreased. This is an avenue to join the labour 
movement, and they're just jumping at it."

Richard Trumka, president of the American Federation of 
Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), has 
described Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker as “the Mobilizer of the 
Year” and predicted Republicans would suffer a backlash for 
their attempts to undermine unions.

In February, faculty at the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
voted by a margin of 249-37 to join a teachers’ union. One 
professor at the university told the Huffington Post that 
Walker's actions galvanized them to form a union. In March, 
faculty at the University of Wisconsin-River Falls voted 
148-16 today in favour of joining the same union.

What does this have to do with Alberta and the oil sands? 

Firstly, what has happened in Wisconsin and other states may 
start to happen here. Attacks on public-sector workers have 
intensified in Alberta in the last few months and those attacks 
have included a call to rethink collective-bargaining rights. 
Meanwhile, the U.S. billionaire Koch brothers, who have spent 
tens of millions of dollars in the U.S. funding the Tea Party and 
lobbying for extreme right-wing policies, have made a move 
onto the Alberta political scene, by hiring a lobbyist to push the 
Alberta government on economic development and taxation 
issues.

PHOTO: lARRy MACDOuGAl
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feature report

Secondly, the oil sands appear to be heading for another boom 
– and that’s good news for unions, according to Dave Coles, 
president of the Communications, Energy and Paperworkers 
Union of Canada.

The industrial shift we are seeing from conventional oil 
and gas operations to the oil sands is an opportunity for 
labour, says Coles, because oil-sands operations are industrial 
worksites. 

“Organizing field services, drillers is a very complicated, 
complex issue and our success has been very minimal. But 
with industrial workers, over time, like any other industrial 
worker, they end up having a problem with the boss and, in 
the end, unionization is their only way out.”

Statistics Canada figures show that, nationally, just over 4.2 
million employees were union members in the first half of 
2010, an increase of 64,000 on the same period in 2009 and 
making a total of 29.5 per cent of the working population.

According to the Canadian Labour Congress, the total rate of 
unionization in Alberta fell slightly to 25 per cent from 25.3 per 
cent in the decade after 1999. This breaks down into a rate of 
69.5 per cent of public-sector workers and 12.3 per cent in the 
private sector. Energy workers fall under the Statistics Canada 
category of Forestry, Fishing, Mining, Oil and Gas. In Alberta, 
the unionization rate in this category has grown to 11.2 per 
cent from 8.4 per cent in the decade.

The number of union members working in the energy industry 
has not changed much in the last few years, says Coles, but as 
a percentage of the total industry workforce there has been a 
small drop.

“The industry is growing so fast that you can actually get left 

behind. It takes us time to catch back up again… We rarely 
organize a new place in the first year or two,” he says.

Bringing a workplace into the union is rarely about wages or 
benefits. “It’s usually more about workplace democracy issues, 
fairness, occupational health and safety. We have a long record 
of working collaboratively with the industry ensuring safety 
… It’s about making sure that everybody, whether they are in a 
union or management, goes home alive,” he says.

“We just have to work harder. We have to be able to 
communicate, as difficult as it is, with the non-union workers, 
so that they can engage in a discussion. One of the problems 
you have with the law in Canada is that they (workers) are 
captive. They get to (hear) the company’s pitch non-stop. They 
never get to get engaged in any type of transparent discussion 
about what they’d like to see happen. We have to continue to 
find ways to engage in a transparent, democratic process with 
non-union workers,” says Coles.

With Tea Party-style attacks filling the headlines, workers 
appear to have an increased awareness of the vital and 
positive role unions have played. It is unions, after all, that 
have done the most to create a middle-class lifestyle, in which 
you are fairly rewarded for working hard, and where you can 
build a better communities and better lives for your families. 
Workers appear to be more receptive to a union message and 
they understand what’s at stake for all workers if the labour 
movement is weakened.

CEP, for one, is ready to take advantage of the opportunity 
brought by an oil sands boom and the mood in the workplace.

“We have got plans,” says Coles. “We are going to implement 
strategic organizing campaigns throughout the energy sector 
in Alberta. It is a priority for us.”

 All  1999  2000  2001  2002  2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009 

ToTAl employees  70.1  75.6  92.0  88.1  89.9  98.6  109.0  122.0  133.3  132.9  124.6 

Union coverAge  5.9  7.0  10.4  10.0  10.0  9.9  10.3  11.5  14.3  13.3  13.9 

no Union coverAge  64.3  68.3  81.0  78.3  79.7  88.7  98.7  110.5  119.0  119.6  110.7 

Union rATe  8.4%  9.3%  11.3%  11.4%  11.1%  10.0%  9.4%  9.4%  10.7%  10.0%  11.2%

Forestry, Fishing, Mining, Oil, and Gas 

SOuRCe: STATISTICS CANADA’S lABOuR FORCe SuRvey.
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Organizing the energy industry  
has been a battle from the beginning

HOSTILE  
TERRAIN

Above:  Oil companies from the U.S. brought anti-union policies with 
them when they moved to Alberta, meaning the labour movement faced 
hostility and even violence.

All photos courtesy of Alberta Labour History Institute
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Organizing the energy industry  
has been a battle from the beginning

labour history

winston gereluk

A lberta’s labour movement was born 
in the in the coal fields and on coal-

powered railways. When oil and natural 
gas were discovered, coal was displaced for 
home heating and the railways, and a new 
trade-union era opened.    

While trade unions may have been grudgingly accepted as a 
fact of life in some sectors, for the most part, Alberta’s energy 
industry has been hostile terrain for organizers. Nowhere was 
this more true than in the new oil and gas industry, which set 
the agenda for Alberta governments ever since Imperial Oil’s 
Leduc No. 1 blew out in 1947. 

Anti-union policy migrated across the border with the U.S. oil 
multinationals that quickly snapped up ownership of the rich 
oilfields. Wherever union organizers went, they met a wall 
of hostility and even violence, particularly in the upstream 
portions of the industry where resources are extracted, as 
opposed to where the resources are refined. 

Where trade unions saw an opening, such as in the refineries 
and petrochemical plants, companies turned to a made-in-
America solution – “company unionism,” a clever strategy 

invented by William Lyon Mackenzie King, one of Canada’s 
most nimble politicians and twice our Prime Minister. 

King was the industrial-relations genius most responsible for 
introducing “soft human-resource management” strategies 
into Canada. When the Laurier government was defeated in 
1911, he lost his job as Canada’s first Deputy Minister of Labour. 
He was later retained by the late John D. Rockefeller to mend 
industrial relations after the Ludlow Massacre of 1914 in 
Colorado, where the National Guard had turned machine guns 
on strikers and torched their tent villages. 

King advised Rockefeller to appease workers by giving them 
Christmas turkeys and dancing with their wives at social 
functions. As well, he proferred in-house councils as a way 
to avoid future strife. These employer-sponsored “company 
unions” (also known as “joint industrial councils” or “donkey 
councils”) came to Canada with oil and have remained a 
feature of the industry to this day. 1  

Eugene Mitchell, organizer with the Oil Chemical and Atomic 
Workers (OCAW) and former secretary-treasurer of the Alberta 
Federation of Labour explained how company unions were able 
to monopolize the petrochemical industry. “They hired people 
who travelled from one plant to the other, forming company 
unions. All of a sudden, meetings were called, constitutions put 
in place and cards signed… Anyway, we didn't give up. It didn't 
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take long before that company union signed a sweetheart deal 
with the company. Another year went by and they had to get a 
new contract.” 2  

Organizing in alberta

C. Neil Reimer, OCAW’s Canadian director and first leader of the 
Alberta NDP was there from the beginning. He began work in 
1942 at the age of 20 in the Consumers Co-operative Refinery 
in Regina, where he organized Canada’s first oil workers’ local 
under the Canadian Congress of Labour (now the CLC) - the 
United Oil Workers of Canada Local 1. 

Reimer was assigned to Alberta in 1951 to organize Alberta’s 
fledgling petroleum industry for the Oil Workers’ International 
Union (later to become OCAW). In an interview with the 
Alberta Labour History Institute, he recalled one particularly 
chilly instance. “My wife went to a welcome party in our block. 
They all were there and welcomed her. When they asked: ‘Who 

does your husband work for?’ she proudly said, ‘The Oil Workers 
International Union.’ That's the last time she was invited to 
coffee.” 3   

The first local he successfully organized was at Liquid Carbonic, 
giving the Oil Workers voice and vote in both the Alberta 
Federation of Labour and the Edmonton Labour Council. Next 
came CIL and Celanese, the latter a tremendously anti-labour 
U.S. company that did not have another organized plant in the 
world. Reimer had started by trying to organize at the BA Oil 
Refinery, but he lost even though he had a 70-pre-cent sign-up. 
Those who voted for the union quit the company en masse, and 
went to CIL and Celanese, providing a strong union base there. 

Opposition at CIL came when the United Mineworkers of 
America claimed jurisdiction for the whole energy industry. 
However, a CLC convention in Montreal extended jurisdiction 
to allow the Oil Workers plants such as this. Said Reimer: “We 
won the vote there, a real good start to organize the industry. 
With that kind of record, I was appointed director of the union.” 

In April 1980, delegates from OCAW, the Canadian Chemical 
Workers and an independent Quebec union of textile workers 
met in Montreal to form the Energy & Chemical Workers 
(ECWU), a Canadian union headquartered in Edmonton. 
Whereas breaking from American parent organizations was 
fractious for some unions, it was peaceful for the OCAW. U.S. 
leaders gave Canadians everything that was owed, continued 
a common strike fund, and co-operated on a number of issues, 
including occupational health and safety. 4 

Enter the oil sands

The oil industry’s anti-union stance was carried into the oil 
sands when multinationals turned attention there in the 
1970s. This was demonstrated most clearly in the Syncrude 
consortium headed by Frank Spragins, an affable Mississippian 
who was originally sent to Canada by the U.S. War Office in 
1942 to search for oil. 5

members of Oil Workers Union Local 594 went on strike against 
the Saskatchewan Federated Cooperatives (formerly Consumers' 
Cooperative Refinery) in Regina, in about 1950.
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Construction was union; the challenge to the union hiring halls 
would come later. However, from 1973 until production began 
in 1978, Syncrude declared an intention to operate non-union 
and, in spite of numerous organizing attempts and challenges 
at Alberta’s Labour Relations Board and the courts, has 
remained non-union to this day. The Alberta government went 
so far as to place the whole northeast corner of the province 
under a commissioner to ensure that community activists, 
trade unionists, environmentalists and other undesirable 
elements did not interfere with these plans. He was to act as 
a planning co-ordinator with power to trump a number of 
regulatory authorities.

According to Reg Basken, long-time OCAW representative and 
later president of the merged ECWU: “Syncrude was run by 
Imperial Oil, and they had a fundamental opposition to unions. 
As Jack Armstrong, the CEO of Imperial Oil, used to say: ‘We 
love unions as long as they're somebody else’s.’ ” 

Said Basken: “We tried an arrangement with the building 
trades and the Steelworkers. We tried it on our own. We set up 
a company council, so we could affiliate it later, but nothing 
worked... You can buy a union off if you have enough money. 
They always had enough money, and bought employees off 
from joining the union.” 6

Suncor was another story. OCAW stayed with it from the time 
Sun Oil took over the Great Canadian Oil Sands project in 
1963, working with an independent oil workers’ group, which 
affiliated with the CLC in 1973 as the McMurray Independent 
Oil Workers (MIOW). An affiliation agreement with the ECWU 
had been negotiated by the time workers were locked out by 
the company in 1986.

According to MIOW president Dan Comrie, Suncor used 
collapsing oil prices to take the union to the wall. 7   Open 
warfare broke out when the company turned down a “stand 
pat” union offer on May 1, instead serving lockout notice. MIOW 
responded with strike notice and, on the same day, affiliated 
with the ECWU. 8  The company immediately obtained court 
injunctions to limit pickets and sued the ECWU for $5 million 

for disrupting production. On May 8, almost 200 RCMP officers 
accompanied with dogs appeared at the picket lines, even 
though the union said it would obey the injunction. 

“There was total shock that we were not only fighting the 
company, the government and the courts, but also police from 
across the province,” said ECWU staffer Ian Thorne. “Members 
turned out to walk the lines en masse and, when led away by 
police, were replaced by wives and other members.”9   

A total of 1,050 families were on strike; 152 arrests were made. 
When a ‘back-to-work’ tactic by the company failed in early 
October, Suncor met with ECWU director Basken to negotiate 

ECWU 777 members, including president Bill Kolba, centre, join a 
Solidarity Alberta rally against high interest rates in 1989. 
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a settlement with mid-term wage increases, employee-
assistance programs and a change in industrial-relations 
strategy. 10 

Health and safety

The upstream oil and gas industry has always been one of the 
most dangerous places to work. Alberta was the first province 
in Canada to adopt a comprehensive Occupational Health & 
Safety Act in 1976, but was also the only jurisdiction not to 
mandate joint worksite health and safety committees; unions 
would have to negotiate health and safety.  Not for the rigs, 
however, because the union never broke through barriers to 
organizing. 

Reimer explains that the union made health and safety 
a priority for national bargaining and breakthroughs in 
downstream plants – Celanese and refineries – were won on 
this issue. “We named representatives to health and safety 
committees in the '60s, before health and safety ever became 
an issue with the majority of the people negotiating in Canada, 
and far ahead of the U.S.,” he said.

Canadian unions demanded the “right-to-know” about hazards 
posed by the substances employed in production. The Canadian 

government finally responded in 1986 with the Workplace 
Hazardous Materials Information System (WHMIS), which fell 
far short of union demands, but at least required suppliers to 
provide the required information. Alberta did not enact WHMIS 
until a year later, however, and even then, did not incorporate 
such key demands such as worker participation and full 
education. The ECWU took the issue further, negotiating a deal 
with the Petro-Canada refinery in Edmonton in 1988 to check off 
three cents an hour for every worker to finance union-sponsored 
education and training in the health and safety field. 11 

Boom-and-bust labour relations

Alberta’s “oil-booms” are often misnamed – they are really 
construction booms. The recession Canada went through in the 
early 1980s was deeper and more long-lived in Alberta because 
of its heavy reliance on energy. With the downturn in Alberta’s 
oilpatch, construction fell precipitously and contractors took 
advantage of a huge reserve of unemployed workers by 
employing a strategy that combined lockouts with “spin-off” 
companies to unilaterally terminate collective agreements in 
the industry.   

By law, expired collective agreements usually remain “bridged” 
until a new one is settled. They may be terminated only by 

OCAW members on strike over health 
and safety at the Pacific Petroleum gas 
plant in Fort St. John after an explosion 
killed two workers in 1960.
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strike or lockout. So, when construction agreements expired 
in 1984, the Contractors’ Association implemented a “24-Hour 
Lockout”, locking out their workers and declaring, 24 hours 
later, that a collective agreement no longer existed. The same 
jobs were then offered to workers at vastly reduced wages and 
benefits. As a second tactic, they set up “spin-off companies” 
and transferred work to these non-unionized companies.

PCL, Cana and Ellis-Don – all of Alberta’s big contractors were 
involved, virtually wiping out collective agreements in the 
construction industry, and leaving workers at the tender mercy 
of contractors for their wages, benefits and conditions. Said 
Brad Bulloch, business manager for Calgary’s Carpenters’ Local 
2103: “One day, you were working for a union company with 
a full benefit package and full rate, and 24 hours later you 
were working for a non-union company at what I figured to 
be a 65-per-cent cut. It was devastating to anybody that had 
a mortgage, a car payment, or a family, such as me. We lost 
members, and some lost their lives through suicide. There were 
many marriage breakups, people lost their homes, lost their 
vehicles. In 1984, people were selling their homes for $1 to get 
out of the liabilities.” 12  

Bill McGillivray, business agent for the Medicine Hat Local of 
the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America 
(UBCJA) added: “We got hammered, and the government did 
nothing about it. They locked us out and said: ‘This is what 
you’re going to get.’ Pay went from $18 something an hour 
down to $12 an hour.” 13 

Construction workers responded with the ‘Dandelions’; just 
like the tough weeds, they defied eradication. While their 
unions worked through conventional channels, unemployed 
workers with little prospect of decent work began to 
organize. Dandelions appeared everywhere, at conferences of 
construction contractors, and on signs on lawns and windows, 
adding energy to the demands of the labour movement for job 
creation and workers’ rights. They joined other organizations 
in Solidarity Alberta, and even appeared at farm gates, where 
farmers were being threatened with eviction. 

Immediately after his election in 1984, Brian Mulroney began 
to cement a free-trade deal with the United States. It happened 
in 1985, at the ‘Shamrock Summit’ at Montebello, Que., where 
he joined U.S. President Reagan in singing When Irish Eyes Are 

Smiling - “the single most demeaning moment in the entire 
political history of Canada’s relations with the United States,” 
according to Canadian historian Jack Granatstein. 14  

AFL President Dave Werlin warned the 1986 AFL Convention: 
“With no mandate from the Canadian voters, they are 
preparing to sell out our Canadian resources, our Canadian 
jobs, our Canadian culture, our Canadian social services, our 
Canadian standard of living, and Canadian sovereignty – all of 
it served on a platter to the U.S.-based multinational companies 
and their disloyal, greedy, junior partners in Canada .” 15  

The Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (FTA), struck late in 1987, 
eliminated barriers to trade in goods and services between 
Canada and the United States. Two countries that already had 
more trade between them than any other two countries on 
earth - roughly $150 billion worth of goods a year – would be 
brought even closer together. The effect of this and other free-
trade agreements that followed was that the U.S. was given 
"national status" concerning our energy resources. This means 
we cannot stem shipments of energy products during times of 
domestic shortfalls, nor can we vary terms of sales to serve our 
own national interests should circumstances change

Anti-trade deal rallies organized by the Pro-Canada Network in 
1988 attracted thousands from church, community, aboriginal, 
trade unions and even attracting leading economists and 
industrial leaders. Lobbying was so strong and intense that the 
Tories might have lost the “Free Trade Election” of November 
1988, had it not been for the multi-million dollar advertising 
blitz launched by some of Canada’s largest corporations under 
the umbrella of the Alliance for Opportunity and Trade. 

“We got hammered  
and the government  
did nothing about it.”
—Bill McGillivray, business agent  
for the Medicine Hat Local of the UBCIA
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thousands of workers here at Celanese and many other places 
across Alberta. The natural gas converting industry was killed, 
while just 37 jobs were created to run the pipeline. Chicago got 
the jobs, Alberta got the pollution.” 16 

(Winston Gereluk is vice-president of the Alberta Labour History 
Institute (ALHI). It brings together trade unionists, academics, 
labour archivists, political activists and writers to preserve and 
tell the story of Alberta’s working people and their organizations. 
Since its founding in 1998, it has interviewed more than 300 
leading trade unionists and community activists; preserved 
and archived records, photos and publications; produced 
Alberta Labour History Calendars; hosted Labour History Days; 
provided material for city and provincial centennial celebrations; 
and made presentations to trade unions, schools and other 
organizations. In 2007, ALHI partnered with the Alberta 
Federation of Labour to provide an historical and educational 
foundation to the centennial the AFL will celebrate in 2012. Visit 
ALHI at www.labourhistory.ca.)

Mulroney was re-elected and the agreement ratified on 
October 4, 1988, coming into effect on January 1, 1989. Three 
years later a North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
brought Mexico into the trading bloc, and jobs began moving 
out of Canada.

Alberta's petrochemical industry - created from nothing by 
the policies of Premier Peter Lougheed - soon began to feel the 
effects. Dave Coles, current president of the Communications, 
Energy and Paperworkers Union of Canada, summarized the 
new reality when petrochemical plants such as Edmonton’s 
Celanese started closing down soon after. “I think the situation 
in the petrochemical industry in Alberta is no different 
than taking raw logs and shipping them out. … When the 
government approved the Alliance Pipeline (which sent raw 
natural gas to Minnesota for processing instead of having it 
processed in Alberta),it killed the manufacturing sector. We lost 

1 This and other background information taken from Roberts, Wayne. 
(1990) Cracking the Canadian Formula: The Making of the Energy and 
Chemical Workers Union. Toronto: Between the Lines.

2   Alberta Labour History Institute interview with Eugene Mitchell, Octo-
ber 29, 2002

3 All Reimer quotes from Alberta Labour History Institute interview with 
Neil Reimer, July 22, 2002.

4 Roberts, p. 163. 
5   See Pratt, Larry (1976). The Tar Sands: Syncrude and the Politics of Oil. 

Edmonton: Hurtig Publishers.
6 All Basken quotes from Alberta Labour History Institute interview with 

Reg Basken, May 20, 2005.
7   Alberta Labour History Institute meeting, Ft. McMurray, October 20, 2005.
8   Roberts, Wayne. (1990) Cracking the Canadian Formula: The Making of 

the Energy and Chemical Workers Union. Toronto: Between the Lines. 
p.142. 

9 Alberta Labour History Institute interview with Ian Thorne, March 8, 
2005.

10 Alberta Labour History Institute Interview with Reg Basken, May 20, 2005.
11 Roberts, p. 219
12 Interview with Brad Bulloch, November 16, 2005.
13 Alberta Labour History Institute Interview with Bill McGillivray, June 3, 2005
14 Will Ferguson, Will, Why I Hate Canadians. (Vancouver, BC: Douglas & 

McIntyre, 1997, 112-3 
15 Alberta Federation of Labour, Executive Council Report, 30th Annual 

Convention, 1986.
16 Alberta Labour History Institute interview with Dave Coles, September 

24, 2007.

Neil Reimer, pictured addressing an OCAW convention in Saskatchewan. 
says unions made health and safety a priority in bargaining.
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ALBERTA REMEMBERS  
Neil Reimer
 
The Alberta labour movement and the NDP mourned 
the loss of a giant last month, with the passing of Neil 
Reimer at the age of 89.

“Neil Reimer dedicated his life to improving the lives 
of workers and all Albertans,” said Gil McGowan, 
president of the Alberta Federation of Labour. “First as 
a union leader, then as leader of the Alberta NDP and 
later as the head of the Alberta Council on Aging, his 
efforts had tremendous impact on this province. He will 
be missed.”

Reimer’s involvement in the labour movement began at 
the age of 20, when he started work at the Consumers 
Co-operative Refinery in Regina, Sask., and helped with 
a union drive. By 1951, he had moved to Edmonton to 
start unionizing workers in oil and chemical plants in 
the area. In 10 years, he grew membership of the Oil 
Workers International Union from less than 1,000 to 
more than 20,000.

In 1962, he became the first leader of the Alberta 
NDP, a position he held until 1968. Later, he held the 
posts of president and secretary-treasurer of the 
Alberta Council on Aging. He was also active in a 
great number of other organizations, such as the 
Alberta Labour History Institute, of which he was a 
founding member.

Brian Mason, current leader of the Alberta NDP, 
said in a statement: “Neil Reimer blazed a trail 
for workers in Alberta. He came to Alberta at a 
time when the oil industry was just heating up 
and workers needed representation. He provided 
leadership in the union movement on behalf of 
working people. … Alberta is a better place to live 
thanks to Neil’s decades of selfless service.”

Ray Martin, another former leader of the Alberta 
NDP, said: “We think of Tommy Douglas and we 
think of David Lewis and Ed Broadbent, but in 
Alberta, Neil Reimer was just as important to us to 
keep our movement going.”

by AFL Staff
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