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Developing the World’s Largest Oil Reserve

Canada’s Alberta tar sands are the largest hydrocarbon deposit on earth with proven oil reserves 175 billion barrels with the potential of more than 300 billion recoverable barrels of oil.  By contrast, Saudi Arabia has 259 billion barrels of proven reserves. The United States has 22 billion barrels of proven reserves.
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Canada is the number one foreign supplier of oil to the United States.  

By 2015, Canada expects to increase exports to the U.S. by 90% to 2.8 million barrels/ day with 70% of this volume coming from the tar sands.    
Canada is currently ranked number 9 in world crude oil production, but is expected to rank number 5 by 2015 thanks to tar sands production.   

The term “tar sands” refers to a thick oil called bitumen that is mixed in with sand, clay and water. 

Intensive energy is required to process the sands into crude oil, but the process is profitable at prices of $25/barrel.  

The tar sands currently account for 26 per cent of Canada’s oil production, but by 2025 that figure could grow to 70 per cent 


Current oil production from the tar sands is 1 million barrels/ day, expected to double to 2 million barrels per day by 2010.  Industry plans to increase tar sands oil production to 5 million barrels/day by 2030. 
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Investment in the tar sands is expected to reach $100 billion for the period 2000-2020.  

Overall size of planned tar sands development will be five times the size of Denver.

One barrel of oil is equivalent to approximately two SUV fill ups.  

Most Canadian oil is transported to the U.S. via the Enbridge pipeline which connects Edmonton, Alberta to refineries in Chicago, Illinois.  Other pipelines connect Edmonton to Puget Sound and St. Louis, Missouri. 
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The proposed Mackenzie pipeline would supply natural gas to the cook the tar sands located at Ft. McMurray, Alberta at the far north of this map.  The gas would help convert the tar sands to crude oil for export to the U.S.

Tar sands development will greatly increase Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions and impede Canada from meeting Kyoto targets to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  

Tar sands oil is the world’s most harmful type of oil for the atmosphere emitting high volumes of greenhouse gases and other pollutants during development.  

Tar sands oil generates two-and-a-half times as much greenhouse gases as conventional oil production due to the massive amounts of energy needed to extract, upgrade and refine the bitumen (28.6 kg CO2/ barrel conventional oil v. 85.5 kg CO2/ barrel tar sands oil.)  

Tar sands production of greenhouse gas emissions was 17 megatons in 1990 and is projected to increase to 70 megatons or more by 2010 or 12% of Canada’s total Kyoto allowance.
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The full load of greenhouse gas emissions will depend on whether technology improves to reduce emissions during tar sands production.  Several scenarios, all showing significant increases are shown above.   
 
Tar sands projects are the largest contributor to greenhouse gas emissions growth in Canada.

 
By 2015, the tar sands are expected to emit more greenhouse gases than the nation of Denmark (pop. 5.4 million).  


Tar sands development creates long term environmental disruption and water pollution

Tar sands are developed either by strip mining the sands prior to processing or steaming the sands underground prior to processing.

Surface mining requires two tons of tar sand to produce one barrel of oil.  An additional 2 tons of overburden rock and soil is also removed.

Enough tar sands are moved every 2 days to fill Yankee Stadium.  

Surface mined tar sands use 2-5 barrels of freshwater to produce one barrel of oil.

Underground steam injection or in situ tar sands development moves less soil but requires more energy.

Approximately 6 cubic meters of waste tailings are produced for each cubic meter of bitumen, the raw material for oil sands.

One tar sands tailings pond, Syncrude’s Southwest Sand Storage, is one of the three largest dams in the world.  

Mackenzie Valley natural gas will fuel accelerated tar sands development, not provide clean fuel to heat homes

The Mackenzie Valley gas pipeline is expected to deliver 1.2 – 1.5 billion cu.ft./ day.  

The Mackenzie Valley gas pipeline would connect to a TransCanada pipeline that would transport the gas across northern Alberta to the tar sands.  

Due to the energy required to separate the oil from the sands, 750 – 1,500 cubic feet of natural gas, enough to heat a home for over 5 days, are required to produce 1 barrel of synthetic crude oil from the tar sands.   

The tar sands use 0.6 billion cu. ft. of natural gas/day.  By 2012, the field will require 2 billion cu.ft. /day, more than all the gas available from the proposed Mackenzie Valley pipeline.  

According to Alberta Premier Ralph Klein, probably all the gas to be delivered by the proposed Mackenzie Valley pipeline will be needed for tar sands development.   

Other sources of energy and hydrogen will not be adequate (hydroelectric power), cannot be developed quickly enough (nuclear power), or are environmentally harmful (coal and bitumen gasification) 

Mackenzie Valley Gas Pipeline largest industrial project ever for Canadian north
The proposed $7 billion, 700 mile long  Mackenzie Valley gas pipeline would be the largest industrial project ever attempted in Canada’s north. 

Imperial Oil (controlled by ExxonMobil), ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil, and Shell are the proponents. 

Initially, the pipeline would transport roughly 6 trillion cubic feet of natural gas from three anchor fields in the Mackenzie River delta on Canada’s arctic coast to northern Alberta. 


Over time, additional gas development would almost certainly be triggered to make the pipeline profitable.   

The pipeline would facilitate widespread industrialization of Canada’s northwest, including additional gas fields in the Mackenzie Delta, Colville Lake area, Beaufort Sea, Yukon and High Arctic;  accelerated development of Alberta tar sands;  and at least three major oil export pipelines, two of which would pass through Jasper National Park.

Ironically, Canada’s north is subject to rapid change due to global warming putting the pipeline at potential risk due to melting permafrost and other climate related changes. 

Commitment to “Conservation First” from government and industry must be met prior to pipeline 
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Proposed Mackenzie Valley Pipeline (red) and proposed Protected Areas

The Mackenzie Valley is one of the world's most vast wilderness areas with limited roads, settlements, or development.  The proposed gas pipeline would transform the valley.

A proposal to build the pipeline in the 1970's was halted in recognition of unresolved aboriginal land claims.  

The famed Berger Commission, led by a Supreme Court Judge Thomas Berger, found serious needs to settle land claims prior to the pipeline development; develop means to cope with the socio economic shift and problems likely to follow development; and plan for protected land withdrawals.  

The Berger Commission recommendation to withdraw and protect lands has evolved into the Protected Areas Strategy.  Local First Nations define these protected areas within following claim settlements. 

Within the regions already in the Protected Areas Strategy process, over 30 million acres have interim protected status.    

As many as 100 million acres in the Mackenzie Valley could be protected making it the largest conservation project in North America, on par with the Alaska Lands Act.  

The commitment to set aside areas under the Protected Areas Strategy is supported by the territorial and federal government as well as local and international conservation groups.  

In December 2004, the federal government committed $9 million to the planning effort.  The NWT government has committed $1.8 million and conservation groups including World Wildlife Fund, Ducks Unlimited, and Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society have committed $5.4 million.
In 2003, all parties, including the oil industry agreed to a plan to complete the Protected Areas Strategy which has now stalled.  

Oil industry gas line proponents have made clear that they do not consider completion of the Protected Areas Strategy a condition for approving the pipeline.  
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