
Western North Dakota Energy Project 
 

Briefing 9 

 Responding to Resource Development: Alberta’s Oil Sands Experience 
Jason Thorne, Maarten Ingen-Housz & Jason Petrunia 

November 6, 2013 

 

 

Briefing Link http://energizingentrepreneurs.adobeconnect.com/p3nwo38z4rm/ 
Presenters Maarten Ingen-Housz, Economist, Nichols Applied Management 

Jason Thorne, Project Director, planningAlliance, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Insights 

Oil Sands Development:  There have been past attempts to develop the bitumen resource in 
the mid-1960s and mid-1970s.  After a 15 year lapse, development started anew in 1995.  
The development of in situ technologies that used steam to remove the bitumen in place was 
one of the triggers for a boom, much like hydraulic fracturing with horizontal drilling 
techniques spurred the Bakken’s quick development.  The permanent population of Fort 
McMurray grew from 34,000 in 1995 to 74,000 in 2012, plus another 40,000 temporary 
workers in camps.  $190 billion has been invested in the oil sands region since 1995. 
 
Community Impacts.  The rapid development has caused major impacts with increased  
traffic , housing shortages, and infrastructure system overloads.  The First Nations people 
(Native Americans) have seen their subsistence living patterns and cultural sites disrupted.  
Fort McMurray is landlocked by Crown lands surrounding it and transfers processes are very 
slow.  This has contributed to housing costs skyrocketing.  The cost of housing has doubled 
and the cost of doing business is 30% or more than the national average, making recruitment 
and retention of personnel difficult for all industries. 
 
Wood Buffalo Regional Municipality. In 1995, Fort McMurray and the surrounding rural 
areas where oil sands development was occurring were merged into a specialized 
municipality, one of four in the province.  This creative response allows a regional 
government to receive the property tax revenues generated by the assessed value of the 
industrial facilities and use them to address municipal services where the workers lived.  
Municipal property tax revenue grew from $86 million in 2005 to $564 million in 2013. 
 
Energy Revenue Policy.  In Canada, the province owns the mineral rights, so that royalties 
also include severance taxes.  Alberta readjusted its royalty rates to get 2-9% of gross value in 
pre-payout and 25-40% of net revenue after production costs in post-payout.  In FY2013 this 
amounted to $3.5 billion.  The province has a Heritage Savings Trust Fund but has not saved 
much into it in recent years.  The balance is more than $16 billion, but the province spends 
both current energy revenues and trust earnings.  This is controversial. 
 
Slow Response Means Delayed Results. Wood Buffalo took 15 years to develop a plan.  The 
province has responsibilities for service in Canada, but was slow to invest in roads, water and 
sewer systems and utility corridors. 
 
Comprehensive Regional Infrastructure Sustainability Plan(CRISP). This provincial plan for 
the region was adopted in 2011.  It identified major issues, and then used data, collaboration  
with industry, First Nations, municipalities and public, and scenario modeling to decide where 
growth should go and what investments to make.  Their camps are now designed to evolve 
into new communities.  Implementation is based on bitumen production triggers.   

Supporting 
Research 

The Project Electronic Library has the slide presentations as separate documents.  They 
contain more detailed info.   

http://energizingentrepreneurs.adobeconnect.com/p3nwo38z4rm/

