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We had spent months staring at the proposed Mackenzie Gas Project terminus, stuck in 
the middle of the vast muskeg in far north-western Alberta, wondering why it ended there 
and where the rest of the pipe was supposed to go.  And then my garrulous friend gushed 
that he had just had an amazing conversation with a Calgary landman, on his way home 
from negotiating right-of-way access deals on the arctic coast. 
 
When my talkative friend asked about the unusual location of the terminus, the landman 
laughed: “Oh, don’t you know?  All that gas is going straight to the tar sands in Fort 
McMurray.”  My friend was puzzled: “I knew that the gas was going into the Alberta grid 
and that some of it might be used in the tar sands...” But the landman laid down the law: 
“Look, they’re gonna ram a new pipe straight to McMurray, where the tar sands will soak 
up all that gas – easy.” 
 
All our suspicions were confirmed with the announcement that TransCanada Pipelines 
had approached the Dene ‘Tha First Nation in north-western Alberta to build a lateral 
pipeline directly to the tar sands. 
 
The Alberta tar sands, with proven oil reserves of 174.4 billion barrels, are second only to 
Saudi Arabia.  Since 1996, over $20 billion has been invested.  The tar sands now 
account for 35% of Canadian crude oil production and are expected to climb to 70% by 
2015.  With expected capital investments of $3-$4 billion per year, the tar sands are truly 
the engine of Alberta’s explosive energy empire.1   But this boom came at the price of 
Ralph Klein’s new industry-friendly ultra-low royalty rate instituted in 1996, which saw 
public revenues from the tar sands plummet from $512 million in 1996 to $63 million in 
1998.2 
 
These black holes are among the largest open pit mines in the world and many dark 
secrets lurk deep within their carbonaceous ooze.  Brewing up one barrel of synthetic 
crude oil requires as much as two thousand cubic feet of natural gas, representing a net 
energy subsidy of 33%.3  This alchemy-in-reverse also produces two and a half times 
more greenhouse gases than pumping conventional oil. 
 

                                                 
1 http://www.energy.gov.ab.ca/com/Sands/Introduction/Oil_Sands.htm 
2 B. McNab et al. November 1999.  Giving Away the Alberta Advantage: Are Albertans Receiving 
Maximum Revenues from their Oil and Gas? Edmonton: Parkland Institute. 
3 The energy contained in one barrel of crude oil is equal to 6 thousand cubic feet of natural gas. 



The tar sands are already the fourth largest source of greenhouse gases in Canada.  They 
are expected to more than double their emissions to 48.9 mega-tonnes in 2015.  By then, 
they will spew over a third of all greenhouse gases produced by the entire Canadian fossil 
fuel industry.4   
 
Even without accounting for the carbon emissions from the incineration of the end 
product, the tar sands are likely to become Canada’s single largest greenhouse gas 
addition and addiction.  This will seriously jeopardize Canada’s ability to achieve its 
Kyoto commitments. 5 
 
By 2015, the natural gas needed to fuel this vast petroleum brewery will triple to more 
than 1.5 billion cubic feet per day.6  But happily, the Mackenzie Gas Project plans to put 
between 1.2 and 1.9 billion cubic feet per day of low-royalty NWT gas on stream by then.  
Also, members of the Mackenzie Gas Producers Group happen to be majority owners of 
most of the tar sands joint ventures. 
  
The Preliminary Information Package for the Mackenzie Gas Project claims that: “The 
transmission pipeline will deliver gas to the Alberta natural gas pipeline system in north-
western Alberta.  The nearest pipeline infrastructure is located about 100 km south of the 
NWT boundary with Alberta.”  However, the existing TransCanada Pipeline system in 
north-western Alberta does not have the capacity to handle another 1.2 to 1.9 billion 
cubic feet of natural gas per day.7   
 
Even if there were sufficient capacity, shipping these volumes of natural gas through the 
existing system from north-western Alberta to the tar sands at Fort McMurray would 
require a thousand mile plus detour south past Calgary and back northeast to again to Fort 
McMurray.  Conveniently, TransCanada Pipelines has also obtained an option to buy into 
the Mackenzie Gas Project through its loan to the Aboriginal Pipeline Group. 
 
The combination of the gas fields, the pipeline(s), and the tar sands expansion makes this 
the largest industrial project ever proposed in Canada.  It’s all owned by the same inter-
twined group of multi-nationals, who seem to expect that each portion will be reviewed 
and assessed separately.  However, the Sunpine Case at the Federal Court of Appeal, 

                                                 
4 National Energy Board. October 2000.  Canada’s Oil Sands: A Supply and Market Outlook to 2015. 
Calgary: The National Energy Board.   
http://www.neb-one.gc.ca/energy/EnergyReports/EMAOilSandsSupplyMarket2015Canada2000_e.pdf 
5 D. Foley. June 2001.  Fuelling the Climate Crisis: The Continental Energy Plan.  Vancouver: The David 
Suzuki Foundation.   
6 Canadian Energy Research Institute. March 2004. Oil Sands Supply Outlook: Potential Supply and Costs 
of Crude Bitumen and Synthetic Crude Oil in Canada 2013-2017.  Calgary: Canadian Energy Research 
Institute.  http://www.ceri.ca/ 
7 TransCanada Pipelines Ltd. February 2004.  System Utilization and Reliability Monthly Report for the 
Month Ending November 2003.  
http://www.transcanada.com/Alberta/system_utilization/2003/November_2003.pdf 



specifically requires that the cumulative effects of all combined projects be assessed, 
regardless of whether they are under federal or provincial jurisdiction. 8 
It’s time for the Mackenzie Gas Producers Group to come clean with their real intentions.  
It’s also time for the regulators to invite the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board to 
negotiate a joint environmental assessment of the Mackenzie Gas Project along with the 
tar sands expansion.  And it’s time to have a serious public debate about whether we 
really can afford to compost caviar as part of our national energy future.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 Friends of the West Country Assn. v. Canada (Minister of Fisheries and Oceans) (C.A.), [2000] 2 F.C. 
263.  http://www.canlii.org/ca/cas/fca/1999/1999fca10244.html 

  

 


