Mitigating climate impacts of the tar sands
Political and policy barriers to greenhouse gas reduction in Canada
Introduction
President Obama has made it clear that the central factor in his decision to
approve or reject the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline will be determined on
whether or not the pipeline project will exacerbate the problem of carbon
pollution12. Keystone XL will almost certainly lead to a massive increase in
carbon pollution on the order of 935 million to 1.2 billion metric tons over the
pipeline’s life time3. This has raised questions over whether Canada can mitigate
for the impacts of its carbon intensive tar sands mines and drilling operations.
Tar sands production is Canada’s fastest growing source of carbon emissions and
the primary barrier to the country reaching its international climate commitments.
Canada is currently on track to miss its international climate commitments by a
margin greater than all of the carbon produced by the combined emissions of
Canada’s power plants. Rather than adopt aggressive policies to control the rapid
rise of carbon pollution from its tar sands sector, the current Canadian federal
government has presided over a massive increase of tar sands production and
failed to act to reduce emissions from its rapidly expanding tar sands sector.
Moreover, the Canadian and Albertan governments have already approved a
tripling of production – further signaling the continued rapid growth in emissions
from the tar sands industry4.
Short and long term transportation constraints are a critical barrier to this pace
and scale of expansion. At current rates of growth, the tar sands will exceed
existing pipeline capacity within two years. In order to handle increased
production, the industry would need to find ways to transport more than 4 million
barrels per day of tar sands oil by 20305.
The Canadian government has eviscerated regulations that control the
environmental impacts from tar sands development and repeatedly promised and
failed to deliver on regulations to slow the rapid rise of greenhouse gas emissions
from tar sands production. The gap between Canada’s claims and its
environmental performance raises serious questions regarding the credibility of
the federal government’s commitments on climate.
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Canada should immediately take aggressive action to elevate its poor climate
record and address the massive emissions from its tar sands industry. However,
implementing the strong policies necessary for Canada to meet its climate
obligations would limit the unchecked expansion of tar sands production which is
driving the government’s commitment to Keystone XL. Canada cannot credibly
meet its climate commitments while proceeding with the unfettered tar sands
expansion that would be enabled by projects such as Keystone XL.
In this era of dangerous climate change, there is no credible mitigation plan
proposed or even being considered by Canadian provincial or federal
governments that would meaningfully address greenhouse gas pollution from its
growing tar sands industry. While it is critical that government and industry act
urgently to bring current tar sands operations under control in terms of emissions
and environmental management, the planned rapid expansion that a pipeline like
the Keystone XL would facilitate simply cannot coexist with the safe climate that
our governments have promised to work for6.
The intense debate around the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline should serve as a
stark reality check for the tar sands industry and the Canadian government that
the days of uncontrolled expansion are over. In order to have any social licence
to continue to operate, massive improvements must be made to provincial and to
federal climate policy. To address Canada’s greenhouse gas pollution problem,
government and industry must establish aggressive climate policies over existing
projects. And they must also rethink plans to massively increase a tar sands
industry facilitated by new pipelines which are incompatible with Canada’s
climate goals. Climate policy in Canada and the U.S. must see emissions decline
rather than increase, which means an end to rapid tar sands expansion and
related infrastructure projects like the Keystone XL pipeline.

The scale of the problem
The tar sands are Canada’s fastest growing source of greenhouse gas pollution
and if they expand as government and industry project, they will cancel out
every other effort across the country to mitigate emissions7. By 2011, tar sands
emissions had increased by 250% since 19908. The proposed Keystone XL
pipeline plays a critical role in industry’s expansion plans, which if realized would
enable tar sands emissions to double from 2010 levels by 20209. With this
accelerating emissions growth, Canada will miss its 2020 climate change target
(one that is shared with the United States) by an amount of greenhouse gas
emissions that is greater than all of Canada’s power plants combined10.
The extraction, production and refining of tar sands are much more energy
intensive than those processes are for conventional oil, making tar sands one of
the most carbon intensive fossil fuels. Carbon emissions from tar sands

processing are 81 percent higher than those from conventional oil on a well-totank basis.11 Even if you look at the entire lifecycle of tar sands oil, it still has
17% higher carbon intensity than average conventional oil12. These conservative
comparisons do not account for the carbon emissions from the burning of high
carbon intensity by-products of tar sands refining such as petroleum coke or the
emissions associated with land use impacts of tar sands production13.
The Keystone XL tar sands pipeline is a central piece in government and
industry’s plans to triple tar sands production by 2030. These expansion plans
will be partly facilitated by Keystone XL which would accommodate the export of
up to 830,000 barrels of tar sands oil per day, which would lead to between 18.7
and 24.3 million additional tonnes of greenhouse gas pollution per year than if
the U.S. was burning average conventional oil – equivalent to increasing annual
emissions by the amount generated by over 5 million cars14.
With warnings from the International Energy Agency that two thirds of known
fossil fuel reserves must stay underground if the world hopes to avoid two
degrees centigrade of global warming, the exploitation of some of the hardest oil
to extract on the planet must be avoided rather than expanded15.
Industry plans to increase Canadian heavy tar sands production from 1.4 million
bpd in 2012 to 5.8 million bpd in 2030.16 Beyond its 2030 plans to triple
production, industry has proposed a long-term goal of 9.4 million bpd of tar
sands bitumen production17. The impacts of this pace and scale of development
would not only be catastrophic for the climate, but also lead to immeasurable
damage to local ecosystems, water, air and communities.
This soaring emissions growth is not set in stone however, as the expansion of
tar sands oil production hinges on the ability to transport tar sands crude out of
the province of Alberta. The industry’s tar sands expansion plan is contingent on
the approval and completion of major pipeline projects. The most immediate of
these projects is the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline. Without this pipeline,
government and industry alike in Canada have made it clear that the tar sands
will not be able to expand as planned18.

Canada’s failure to regulate
The Canadian Government has repeatedly failed to take action to reduce climate
change causing greenhouse gas pollution from its fastest growing source of
greenhouse gas pollution – the tar sands19. Emissions from the tar sands are
projected to double from 2010 levels by 2020, cancelling out all other efforts
across the country to reduce emissions and sending Canada soaring past the
2020 climate change target that it shares with the United States (which could

now be on track to meet the goal if new rules to tackle coal pollution are
implemented)20,21.
Meanwhile, Canada is striving to present itself as a sustainable manager of the
tar sands. Industry, along with the Governments of Alberta and Canada, has
spent millions of dollars on public relations campaigns22. Unfortunately this effort
has not been matched by actual policy and regulation to limit the pollution and
damage of this extreme energy project. While the federal government has made
multiple public promises – carbon pollution from the tar sands remains
completely unregulated at a federal level23.
Models show that in order to curb soaring tar sands pollution enough to meet
Canada’s shared 2020 climate goal with the United States, regulations on the tar
sands would have to establish a price on carbon of at least $100 per tonne24.
Furthermore, the regulations would have to be effective almost immediately in
order to get Canada back on track to meet its climate goal. This would
necessitate circumventing the lengthy process environmental regulations often
go through from the proposal phase through to implementation. This level of
ambition does not appear to be under consideration.
The most recent information, made public by media, on the oil and gas
regulations suggest that the proposal reportedly under consideration would have
a negligible impact on emissions before 202025.
The most important measure of any forthcoming regulations on the oil and gas
sector is whether or not they drive total emissions from tar sands downwards, or
allow for continued growth beyond 2020. All current proposals on the table from
government would lead to significant growth by 2020 – with limited improvement
from a business as usual scenario26.

Weakening of Canada’s Environmental Laws
Rather than impose new regulations and policies that address the significant
climate and environmental impacts of its tar sands industry, the federal
government, has gutted most of the environmental legislation pertaining to this
sector by removing legal barriers to pipeline and mine permits. Tabled in April
2012, Bill C-38 introduced, amended or repealed some 70 federal laws in a single
bill.27 This bill, now law, ‘streamlined’ the environmental review process to pave
the way for rapid approval of industrial mega-projects like the Alberta tar
sands28.
At the same time, the federal government has systematically slashed funding and
support for government research and scientists in general including those that

generate evidence about concerns related to rapid oil sands expansion and
climate change29.
In 2012, the National Round Table on the Economy and the Environment was
ended, an arm’s length advisory body set up in the mid-1990’s30. The
government also eliminated support for renowned scientific research programs
such as the Canadian Foundation for Climate and Atmospheric Science.

Canada’s broken climate promises
The gap between Canada’s rhetoric and its environmental performance raises
serious questions regarding the credibility of the federal government’s
commitments on climate. In 2008, the Canadian government promised that any
project built after 2012 would face new greenhouse gas reduction policies based
on the use of carbon capture and storage that led to meaningful emissions
reductions. This policy was never adopted 31. To date, there is only one carbon
capture and storage project on the table and it is being almost completely funded
by Canadian tax payers, not industry. There would need to be more than 60
additional CCS facilities of a similar size in operation to offset rising tar sands
emissions32.
Canada’s lack of credibility to address climate change extends beyond its failure
to regulate emissions from the rapidly growing oil and gas sector. Canada has
dramatically reduced its support for climate research, ceased all major federal
programs to support renewable energy development, gutted decade’s worth of
environmental legislation in order to fast track pipeline development, prevented
government scientists from speaking on climate change, continues significant
subsidies to the oil and gas sector, and abandoned its international climate
commitments under the Kyoto protocol33.
Canada is now on track to break its international promise made in Copenhagen
by missing its commitment to reduce emissions by 17% below 2005 levels by
2020, a target that it shares with the United States who, in contrast, is currently
on track to meet this goal34.

Alberta’s failure to regulate
The province of Alberta is home to the major tar sands deposits and its
government has spent enormous amounts of time and money to promote this
resource within Canada and abroad. Unlike the federal government, Alberta does
have greenhouse gas regulations in place, although they have proven to be too
weak to incentivize either meaningful emissions reductions or major
improvements in mitigation technologies35. As a result, the province of Alberta

does not have effective climate regulations in place to counter the rapidly rising
greenhouse gas emissions from the sector.
The current Alberta carbon policy only taxes large emitters, only requires
companies to reduce their carbon intensity by 12%, and taxes at a rate of $15
per tonne. This means that the companies are paying a negligible $1.80 per
tonne or $0.18 to $0.22 per barrel.36 Since the real cost of reducing their
emissions is much higher through technology like carbon capture and storage,
companies are better off paying this negligible tax and continuing to emit.
The government of Alberta has also been consistently criticized for inadequate
monitoring of local impacts of the tar sands, and for failing to enforce existing
regulations designed to protect local ecosystems and communities 37, 38.

Conclusion
The absence of any meaningful climate regulations at the federal or provincial
level to address Canada’s fastest growing source of greenhouse gas pollution,
combined with policy failures across the board in terms of regulations on air,
water, wildlife, climate science, renewable energy and energy efficiency have
painted Canada into a corner that will be impossible to escape from unless they
prove they are going to take the global climate crisis seriously.
President Obama has been clear that after many years of lagging behind, the
United States is prepared to take its responsibility to the global community
seriously when it comes to our shared climate. He has committed the United
States to take meaningful steps to reduce its emissions by 2020, a commitment
the country is on track to achieve. In this context, the President has said that a
decision on Keystone XL will hinge on whether the project significantly
exacerbates climate pollution.
There is no doubt that approving Keystone XL would mean a significant increase
in carbon pollution. In the coming months, the question will linger as to whether
Canada can and will mitigate its greenhouse gas emissions. The repeated failure
of the Canadian government to follow through on promises to meet its
international climate commitments in favor of facilitating a massive expansion of
the tar sands industry demonstrates it will not mitigate the impacts of this
industry any time soon. Even if mitigation efforts were made, in order to be
consistent with the pathway to limiting global warming to less than two degrees
Centigrade, these efforts would have to see Canada’s emissions fall by 2020 – a
scenario not on the table with plans for tar sands expansion.
The Canadian tar sands are simply not a resource that can be expanded
sustainably or responsibly given the current realities of climate change. The first

and most critical steps must be controlling the current damage to local air, water
and communities and reigning in the soaring pollution from existing facilities
through strong regulations.
The Canadian federal government’s pursuit of Keystone XL and other tar sands
expansion pipelines are symptoms of its failure to address its climate
emissions. The strong policies necessary for Canada to meet its climate
obligations would have to address the dramatic expansion of tar sands production.
While the United States should insist that Canada meet its climate commitments,
Canada cannot credibly meet those commitments while simultaneously pursuing
a policy of unchecked tar sands expansion and the approval of Keystone XL as a
means of achieving that policy. For this reason, Keystone XL must be rejected.
As one of the wealthiest countries in the world and one of the largest emitters,
Canada’s greenhouse gas pollution should be on the decline. Instead, after
abandoning international commitments and failing to put in place domestic
promises to regulate the tar sands, the country’s emissions continue to soar.
Building the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline will not only exacerbate the global
problem of climate change, but it will play a significant role in locking Canada
further into a future dependence on reckless expansion of one of the world’s
most carbon intensive fuels.
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