
Dirty Gasoline from Tar Sands
Some gasoline is derived from much dirtier crude 
oil than others, such as oil from Alberta’s tar 
sands. Tar sands oil is so thick and heavy that 

the earth must be heated or strip mined 
to get the oil, known as bitumen, 

out of the ground. This type of oil 
mining burns much more fuel 
and releases more greenhouse 
gas and sulfur dioxide than 
conventional oil extraction. 

Before it can be refined into 
gasoline, diesel, jet fuel or other 

petroleum products, bitumen must 
be upgraded to remove heavy metals and 

sand. This upgrading process releases even more 
carbon dioxide and toxic pollutants. Next, the 
refining process releases additional carcinogens 
and other pollutants to the water and air. 

Global Warming
Overall, producing a barrel 
of crude oil from tar sands 
releases 2 to 3 times the 
amount of carbon into the 
atmosphere as is released 
when producing a barrel of 
conventional oil.

A High Price to Pay
It’s about more than the price 
at the pump. Choosing our resources carefully is 
good for North America’s environmental, social 
and economic health. Some energy sources are 
just plain dirty, inefficient and destructive. Your 
dollars at the pump should go to better fuels! 

Dirty, Inefficient and Destructive
Dirty —	Tar sands production generates 3 times 
the greenhouse gases and 2.5 times the smog-
creating air pollution compared to conventional oil.
Inefficient — Tar sands production uses the 
equivalent of two barrels of oil (or natural gas) to 
extract three barrels of tar sands oil, wasting 66% 
of the energy.

What’s in your tank?

Destructive — Tar sands threatens one of the 
planet’s largest forest ecosystems, the Boreal 
Forest — a large natural carbon-absorbing sink. It 
also requires the destruction of about 3 barrels of 
fresh water to extract just 1 barrel of fuel.

The impacts of tars sands —  
environmental and public health issues  
Tar sands tailings ponds, covering more than 
19 square miles, contain mercury, arsenic and 
cancer-causing polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs). Downstream in Athabascan rivers and 
lakes, dangerous levels of mercury, arsenic and 
PAHs have been found in river sediments, fish and 
wildlife. Unusual tumors and mutations have been 
documented in local residents, fish and wildlife 
downstream from the tailings ponds. Refinery 
pollution at Suncor in Denver includes cancer-
causing benzene, dioxin, toluene, lead and other 
hazardous contaminants. Water consumption— 
In 2005, three tar sands operations removed 
about a 100 million cubic meters of water from 
the Athabasca River — enough water to supply 
430,000 Denver residents for one year. Today, tar 
sands companies are allowed to remove enough 
water to support a city of 2 million people. These 

withdrawals threaten the health of the river, and 
the life that it sustains. Most of this water will 
never return to the river. Forest destruction—
Leases for tar sand development cover 15,000 
square miles of boreal forest (about 100 times the 
size of Denver County). 

If you drive in Colorado, and fill up at Phillip’s 66 gas stations, there’s 
a good chance you’re using  DIRTY GASOLINE from tar sands.
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Extracting tar sands oil creates 
carbon dioxide emissions 2-3 times 

that of conventional oil.

1 Canada’s Oil Sands Rush

T H E  P E M B I N A  I N S T I T U T E O I L  S A N D S  F E V E R 1

1.1 Location and Scale

The vast majority of Canada’s oil sands
are located in Alberta and underlie an
area larger than Florida. Oil sands are
found in three deposits: Peace River,
Cold Lake and Athabasca (Figure 1,
Table 1). Collectively these deposits
underlie approximately 149,000 square
kilometres of Alberta’s northeastern
boreal forest – roughly 23% of the
province.1,2 The Regional Municipality
of Wood Buffalo, more specifically the
city of Fort McMurray (population
61,000), serves as the regional hub for
oil sands development.3

This report will focus on the largest
and most heavily developed Athabasca

oil sands deposit, which includes all the
deposits that can be surface mined and
extensive in situ (in place) reserves. 

The Alberta Energy and Utilities Board
(EUB) estimates that approximately 
1.7 trillion barrels of crude bitumen
(the technical term for the fossil fuel
extracted from the oil sands) are in 
the oil sands but predicts that only
19% of this total (315 billion barrels),
will ultimately be recovered. A smaller
amount, 174 billion barrels, could 
be recovered using today’s technology
and under current and anticipated
economic conditions. This amount is
counted as established oil reserves.4,5
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FIGURE 1: 
Alberta’s oil
sands deposits
SOURCE: © 2005
ALBERTA ENERGY 
AND UTILITIES BOARD



OGAP

The No Dirty Energy Campaign is brought to you by 
EARTHWORKS’ Oil & Gas Accountability Project. 
www.nodirtyenergy.org

EARTHWORKS • 1612 K St., NW, Suite 808  
Washington, D.C., USA 20006 • www.earthworksaction.org

Oil & Gas Accountability Project  
P.O. Box 1102 • Durango, CO 81302 • www.ogap.org
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Tar sands extraction and production in 
Alberta, Canada. Left to righT: Dragline and 
trucks haul tar sands. Suncor upgrader. 
Tailings ponds north of Fort McMurray 
between the Suncor and Syncrude 
upgraders. 
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Join the No Dirty Energy Campaign!
Go to www.nodirtyenergy.org to take action and urge Suncor to cap tar sands production.

Dirty Gasoline in Colorado 
One third of Colorado’s gasoline and diesel comes from 
Suncor’s Commerce City refinery, northeast of Denver. 15% 
of the oil processed at Suncor’s Commerce City Refinery 
is from the Alberta tar sands. Pipelines carry the dirty tar 
sands crude from Suncor’s Alberta operations to Suncor’s 
Commerce City refinery. The crude travels in pipelines owned 
by Suncor and Express Pipeline (Kinder Morgan).

Suncor Dirty Gasoline and Products
Suncor gasoline and diesel: 173 Phillips 66 gas stations sell Suncor fuel •	
throughout Colorado.

Denver Regional Transportation District (RTD): Many of the buses within the •	
RTD run on diesel fuel supplied by Suncor.

Denver International Airport (DIA): A Suncor pipeline delivers jet fuel from the •	
Commerce City refinery to a pipeline serving DIA.

Colorado roads and highways: Suncor’s Commerce City refinery is the •	
largest supplier of asphalt in Colorado. All of the refinery’s asphalt is sold to 
SemMaterials, LP.


