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Dirty Oil Diplomacy: Executive Summary

Introduction
What comes to mind when you think of Canada? Is it the 
spectacular untouched wilderness? The cultural diversity and 
tolerance? Canada’s reputation as international peacekeepers? 
Hockey? You may have stumbled across a backpack with a maple 
leaf sewn on it, only to find that the owner does not in fact bare a 
Canadian passport, but instead knows the value of the Canadian 
‘brand’. Canadians are considered to be nice, friendly, tolerant, 
and on a broader scale often considered a “middle power” and an 
“honest broker” that plays a constructive role on the global stage.

Today, however, things are changing. The current government wants 
to position Canada as an ‘Energy Superpower,’ which means rapidly 
extracting and exporting some of the most carbon intensive oil in the 
world – the tar sands. This overriding policy objective is motivating a 
new direction in both domestic and foreign policy. 

This report outlines some of the shifts that have been occurring 
in Canadian domestic and foreign policy. It ties these shifts to the 
government’s efforts to rapidly expand and export carbon intensive 
oil from the Alberta tar sands. In the era of dangerous climate 
change, the Canadian Government is taking Canada down the 
wrong path. This intent is leaving the country in open conflict and 
confrontation with its allies and damaging the country’s international 
reputation. 

Despite the failure of the Canadian Government to take meaningful action on climate change, many Canadian 
people, provinces and First Nations are forging ahead to ensure Canada is not left behind in the race to the safe, 
clean and renewable energy future our country and our shared climate deserve. There is an increasing disconnect 
between Canadians’ perception of their country and the new image of Canada that their government is creating 
internationally and domestically.

Domestic Policy – Tar Sands at all Costs
The Canadian Government has failed to put in place plans to meet its own emissions targets, which are among 
the weakest in the developed world. Analysis has shown that current policies will only get Canada one quarter of 
the way to its current target of 2.88% above 1990 levels by 2020. Presently there are no federal policies in place 
to regulate the greenhouse gas emissions from the tar sands, which are Canada’s fastest growing source of 
greenhouse gas emissions. 
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Tar Sands 101
the alberta tar sands are carbon intensive 
oil scientifically known as ‘natural bitumen’. 
this is a naturally occurring heavy crude 
oil that is mixed together with sand or clay 
and water. Bitumen is too thick to flow 
freely and as a result requires energy to 
heat or dissolve the tar sands in order to 
move them. these properties, along with 
additional processing required to turn tar 
sands into usable fuel, means that, on 
average, tar sands are 23% more carbon 
intensive than conventional crude oils. 

the extraction of tar sands oil also has 
various other consequences beyond 
the higher greenhouse gas emissions. 
there are also significant impacts on 
local watersheds, generation of toxic 
tailings lakes, elevated levels of other air 
pollutants, as well as impacts on the lives 
and livelihoods of local and First nations 
communities. 
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The Canadian Government continues to preferentially subsidize the oil, coal and gas industry in Canada with 
at least $1.3 billion dollars per year. Controversy has also emerged with accusations and secret documents 
that show how the government is limiting media and public access to public scientists, with many government 
scientists feeling that they are being “muzzled” by the federal government. 

With escalating attention on the tar sands, the federal government has adopted aggressive rhetoric that it is using 
publically to attack civil society and First Nations. An open letter from Canada’s Minister of Natural Resources, 
Joe Oliver, labeled environmental organizations as “radicals” trying to push their “radical ideological agenda” 
in response to broad based public concern over tar sands pipelines. This sentiment was reflected in internal 
documents obtained through Access to Information legislation that categorically characterized “Aboriginal Groups” 
and “environmental groups” as adversaries to the Canadian Government’s efforts to develop tar sands. 

Canada and the World – Undermining Climate Action
The Canadian Government’s formal withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol following the Durban climate talks 
confirmed rumours and concern that Canada had engaged in the United Nations negotiations in bad faith during 
UN climate negotiations. 

Documents obtained through Access to Information have helped to paint a picture of the Government of Canada’s 
Oil Sands Advocacy Strategy, a coordinated effort developed along with the Alberta Government and industry 
to ensure that no doors are closed to the carbon intensive tar sands. This strategy includes U.S. and European 
sub-strategies that are outlined for the first time in detail in this report. These advocacy efforts include coordinated 
strategy sessions with some of the largest oil companies in the world, high level meetings with political leaders, 
hundreds of lobby meetings with decision makers, and a public relations campaign that includes bill boards in 
Times Square and full page advertisements in major newspapers. 

These tar sands advocacy campaigns have been particularly focused on killing or undermining clean energy 
and climate policies in the U.S. and European Union. Intensive lobbying, underhanded pressure, and public 
relations campaigns have been targeted at a number of policies including California’s low carbon fuel standard, 
section 526 of the United States Energy Independence and Security Act, as well as the European Union’s Fuel 
Quality Directive. Instead of addressing the source of the problem – an unregulated, highly polluting industry – 
the Canadian Government has instead set out to try to prevent other jurisdictions from putting in place policies 
designed to help them meet their climate change commitments. 

These efforts have been built to address a public relations and diplomatic problem, but are unfortunately not being 
complemented by any meaningful efforts in Canada to reduce the greenhouse gas pollution from the tar sands. In 
the era of dangerous climate change, it is reckless and immoral to prevent countries from taking the climate crises 
seriously. 
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Expanding the Tar Sands Market: 
Pipeline and Supertanker Projects
As part of the efforts to be able to support the projected growth of tar sands production, there are three major 
pipeline projects. These pipelines, the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline, the Enbridge Northern Gateway tar sands 
pipeline and super-tanker project and the Enbridge Trailbreaker tar sands pipeline would collectively ship 1.3 
million barrels of dilluted tar sands oil per day  south, west and east respectively. Each of these pipelines has faced 
significant opposition from First Nations, citizens, landowners and politicians. As a result of this opposition the 
Keystone XL tar sands pipeline has been denied a presidential permit in the United States, the Northern Gateway 
pipeline is facing many years of regulatory review and First Nations’ legal opposition, and various components of 
the trailbreakers pipeline are currently in front of Quebec courts. 

The Rest of Canada
Canadians support action on climate change, and the reality is that the vast majority of Canadians live in provinces 
with more ambitious climate change policies than those of the federal government. In the absence of federal 
leadership, provinces and municipalities have forged ahead, refusing to be left behind in the global race towards a 
cleaner energy future. 

Not only do Canadians want action on climate change, but they are also increasingly understanding the 
unsustainable nature of the tar sands developments and realizing that the debate is bringing out the worst in 
the government. Recent polling has shown that Canadians feel strongly that the tar sands are having a negative 
impact on Canada’s international reputation and that they would prioritize minimizing the environmental impact of 
the tar sands. 

Conclusion
The Canadian Government’s failure to regulate the tar sands industry, combined with its diplomatic and public 
relations offensive to promote the tar sands defies science and the good faith efforts of other countries to tackle 
global warming. After promising climate action for more than six years without following through, Canada’s 
environmental credibility is in tatters. The Canadian Government’s joint efforts with the Government of Alberta to 
undermine and weaken climate and clean energy policy abroad must be seen as little more than an extension of 
industry lobbying.

Meanwhile, Canadian provinces, municipalities, First Nations, and citizens are working towards better outcomes 
for our common climate, showing that the Canadian core value of fairness is still alive and well within the country. 
There is therefore hope that Canada will once again be an environmental leader on the world stage. 


