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Open Letter to Ministers of Energy 
 
 
The unions and working people affiliated with the Alberta Federation of Labour are pleased that energy 
ministers from around the country are discussing a national energy strategy. This is a welcome development, if 
a little overdue. 
 
However, we are troubled that the discussion, to date, has focused almost exclusively on one issue (the 
supposed need to expand raw bitumen exports) and on one solution (the construction of new pipelines to 
take bitumen to the U.S. Gulf Coast and to China). 
 
From our perspective, a true national energy strategy has to be about much more than building bitumen 
pipelines. Instead of rushing to embrace and implement specific proposals like the Keystone XL  or Gateway 
pipelines, we feel strongly that the energy ministers (indeed, all Canadians) should begin by identifying the 
principles upon which a national energy strategy should be built. 
 
Which principles are we talking about? Here is a brief list of some of the principles we, as people working in 
the heart of Canada’s energy province, think should form the foundation of a national energy strategy. 
 
Jobs for Canadians: Canadians have a choice to make. We can either remain “hewers of wood and drawers of 
water,” or we can move up the value chain, where the real money and real jobs are. Just because big energy 
companies want to send jobs down the pipeline to refineries in the U.S. or overseas to China doesn’t mean 
that we have to let them. Instead of exporting raw bitumen, we feel strongly that we should be upgrading and 
refining the stuff here in Canada. Instead of producing and exporting raw bitumen from the oil sands, we 
should be producing and exporting gasoline, diesel, jet fuel and petrochemicals. At the very least, we should 
be upgrading more bitumen to synthetic crude. Instead, we’re watching the reverse happen – we’re moving 
down the value ladder, not up. And the Keystone XL and Gateway pipelines would only accelerate that 
process. The bottom line is that the world wants our energy: So let’s give them energy. But let’s keep the jobs, 
the profits and the extra tax revenue here. It’s our oil, so it should be our choice. 
 
Energy Security: Despite our status as a net energy exporter, Ontario, Quebec and the Maritime provinces 
import roughly 700,000 barrels of crude oil a day from places like Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Nigeria and Venezuela. 
In fact, Quebec and the Maritime provinces import more than 80 per cent of the oil they use from outside 
Canada. Why? Because almost all of our pipelines run north-south. Shockingly, we don’t have the 
infrastructure to send western oil to our fellow citizens in the eastern half of the country. If new markets are 
what we’re looking for, doesn’t it make more sense to build pipelines connecting west and east within our 
own country before building pipelines to supply refineries in Texas and China? Not to sound like a broken 
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record, but building pipelines to supply the Canadian east as opposed to the Far East also has the benefit of 
keeping the jobs, profits and tax revenue associated with upgrading and refining within Canada. 
 
Mutual Economic Gain for All Canadians: Thanks to massive investment in the oil sands, Alberta’s energy 
sector has become the driving force behind the Canadian economy. This has been great news for Albertans 
and the hundreds of thousands of other Canadians who have flocked to our province to participate in the 
boom. But from a national perspective, by relying too heavily on the energy sector, we run the risk of 
developing what economists call Dutch Disease. This is an economic condition in which a booming energy 
sector drives up the currency and oil-related investment but, in the process, drives down investment, profits 
and jobs in other sectors, particularly manufacturing. 
 
A truly comprehensive national energy strategy would recognize this threat and take steps to deal with it. One 
possible solution is the one offered by former Alberta premier Peter Lougheed: Set a slower pace for 
development in the oil sands. By proceeding with five or ten projects at a time (instead of the 60-plus that are 
currently on the books), we would reduce the likelihood of developing a full-blown case of Dutch Disease. As 
added benefits, a more reasonable pace for development would also make it easier to address cumulative 
environmental impacts and it would reduce (perhaps eliminate) the need to bring thousands of temporary 
foreign workers into the country to supplement the domestic construction labour force. In other words, a 
slower pace for development would ensure that it would be Canadian workers who would benefit most from 
the construction of major Canadian resource projects. 
 
Fair Royalties: Royalties are not taxes. They are the price that forestry, mining and energy companies pay to 
develop resource assets owned by Canadian citizens. The good news is that royalties generate billions of 
dollars each year, especially in resource-rich provinces like Alberta, Saskatchewan and Newfoundland. This is 
money that we use to build needed infrastructure and fund vital public services like education and health care. 
The bad news is that we don’t always (or even often) get the best possible price for the sale of our assets. In 
Alberta, for example, under the Stelmach government we’re actually collecting fewer royalties as a share of 
our overall energy oil and gas sector’s revenue than the Social Credit government did in the late sixties (and 
less than a third of the proportion that was collected under Lougheed). 
 
To rectify this problem, and ensure Canadians get the best possible price for the sale of their assets, a national 
energy strategy could introduce a truly national process for setting and bargaining royalty rates, so that energy 
companies could no longer play one jurisdiction against the other. The bottom line is this: In an environment 
characterized by historically high oil prices and rapidly declining options for oil companies in other parts of the 
world, provinces like and Alberta, Saskatchewan and Newfoundland hold all the cards. By cooperating, we can 
play those cards more aggressively and successfully. Energy companies won’t fold or leave the table, because 
they have nowhere else to go. 
 
Transition to a Greener Economy: A post-carbon economy is years away, but make no mistake, it’s coming. 
It’s coming because the science around global warming is real and frightening; because a global political 
consensus has emerged in support of a greener economy; and because, more practically, the world is running 
out of oil (at least cheap oil). 
 
This doesn’t mean that we should stop developing our oil resources. The oil sands are one of our countries 
most valuable assets at the moment and it would be foolish not to exploit them. However, what the coming of 
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a post-carbon economy does mean is that we’re going to have to start looking at the oil sands in a different 
way. In particular, we should very consciously start thinking of the oil sands as a transitional resource: A 
resource that will help provide us with the revenue necessary to build the next, greener economy in Canada. If 
Alberta finds a way to join other provinces in crafting and supporting a national energy strategy that uses the 
oil sands as a bridge to a better future for the entire country, then not only will our country’s economic 
prospects be brighter, we may also be able to manage the “politics of envy” that inevitably come from one 
province having so much more wealth than others. 
 
In the end, Alberta Energy Minister Ron Liepert is right when he says the meeting in Kananaskis has the 
potential to be historic. But that will only happen if all of Canada’s energy ministers dare to think and dream 
big. If Canada is to become a global energy superpower, then we need a strategy that ensures that power is 
used to the benefit of all Canadians, not just those who own large oil companies or are lucky enough to work 
in the energy sector. On behalf of the Alberta Federation of Labour and our 145,000 member, good luck in 
your deliberations! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Gil McGowan 
President 
Alberta Federation of Labour 
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