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he oilsands industry entered its milestone fifti-
eth year of commercial operations challenged 
by global oil abundance, low prices and tightening 
environmental restrictions. 

Just over two years ago, about one million bbls/d of oil-
sands production capacity was under construction. As the 
industry rolls toward 2018, capacity under construction will 
drop to just over 100,000 bbls/d. 

While the installed base of capacity—which is now nearly 
three million bbls/d and larger than that of many countries—
offers significant business opportunities and public benefits, 
the relative lack of new projects in the queue is a fundamental 
shift for an industry that has been in a near-constant state of 
build for almost 20 years.

While the world is undergoing a transition to lower carbon 
energy sources, projections are that demand for fossil fuels 

and specifically oil will continue for decades into the future. 
Analysts with McKinsey & Company recently forecast that by 
2030 oil producers around the world will need to add 35 mil-
lion bbls/d of new production capacity to meet demand.

The question is what role Canada’s oilsands will play in 
that growth. 

Dramatic changes are required in capital and operating 
costs as well as greenhouse gas emissions in order to enable 
oilsands projects to compete for new investment dollars with 
other shorter-cycle global plays like U.S. shale oil. 

Technology is believed to be the answer, and a great deal 
of work is underway on developing and implementing the sys-
tems that will lead the oilsands into a new wave of build. 

This special report details the challenges the oilsands in-
dustry is facing, the solutions it is chasing and their relative 
prospects for success.

T

BY DEBORAH JAREMKO, JWN OILSANDS EDITORIAL LEAD
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RETHINKING OILSANDS 
MODELS



STR EN GTH

Following recent deals, three 
Calgary-based companies will 
operate all of the oilsands industry’s 
mining projects as well as the 
majority of in situ facilities.
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round 410 AD, a weakened Roman 
Empire withdrew its forces from 
Britannia to preserve its own 
embattled homeland. As barbarian 

invaders encroached on the undefended ter-
ritory, many Britons must have wondered just 
how their island could possibly survive with-
out Rome’s support.

Likewise, as contemporary global superma-
jors appear to be stepping back from oilsands 
ownership positions, many are wondering how 
the sector will proceed with less foreign invest-
ment and whether Canadian companies can 
finance oilsands developments on their own.

“We’re definitely seeing a shift in invest-
ment in the oilsands whereby a lot of the 
multinationals are divesting of their oilsands 
assets, and Canadian oilsands producers are 
taking increased positions in the oilsands,” 
says Ben Brunnen, vice-president, oilsands 
with the Canadian Association of Petroleum 
Producers.

The late March announcement that 
Cenovus Energy will spend $17.7 billion to 

take full ownership of SAGD assets from its 
former partner ConocoPhillips follows a num-
ber of recent major deals, including Canadian 
Natural’s $12.7-billion acquisition of a major-
ity stake in the Athabasca Oil Sands Project 
from Shell and Marathon and Statoil’s sale of 
in situ assets to Athabasca Oil, valued up to 
$832 million. 

Canadian companies appear to be 
doubling down in the oilsands as foreign mul-
tinationals pull away, Brunnen says. But while 
there is an economic shift, he believes there 
is continued financial interest in oilsands 
investments.

“The Canadian companies are raising their 
capital from the same types of markets as are 
the foreign companies, and so the capital is 
still interested because the oilsands generates 
returns. It’s just these types of investment 
require a particular type of investor,” he says.

“We’re talking about upfront, significant 
capital costs, but not necessarily high sustain-
ing costs. Over a long time period, there is a 
long-term payout. Each company is a bit dif-
ferent with its corporate strategy. In the Shell 
example, its corporate strategy is moving to a 
long position on gas.”

Fifteen years ago, the world thought it 
was running out of oil; however, technology 
has changed the oil dynamic from scarcity to 
apparent abundance, notes Kevin Birn, senior 
director of North American crude oil markets 
at IHS Markit. 

While abundance may wane as conven-
tional reserves decline and oil demand grows, 
for now companies are tilting portfolios and   P
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Canadian companies have 
the capacity to finance and 
execute oilsands projects, but 
a reduction in players could 
mute the industry’s future

STR EN GTH
to carry on
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shifting asset bases to match changing 
investment perspectives. This impacts 
the oilsands.

“If you have fewer players in the 
field, then there may be less capital as a 
whole,” Birn says.

“You may set yourself up for more 
modest periods of growth than in the 
past. I think the exiting of the majors 
is maybe more a confirmation of what 
people saw happening already.”

Fortunately, he adds, Canadian 
producers are now of a scale where 
they can finance oilsands projects on 
their own. 

“It was always a story dominated 
by Canada, and it will continue to be 
one. Those companies are now much, 
much bigger than they were in the 
past as well. It’s a different dynamic. 
They are more capable of executing 
on projects than they were 10 or even 
five years ago. They are more capable 
of growing organically from their base 
and through their cash flow than they 
were in the past.”

In 2014, IHS published a report 
showing that firms headquartered in 
Canada already controlled 55 per cent 
of oilsands production in 2012, and 
Canadian interests held 30 per cent of 
equity. As for foreign investment equity, 
the report showed 54 per cent came 
from U.S. citizens, while U.S.-based cor-
porations accounted for 29 per cent of 
production at the time.

“We had the U.S. dominating, 
whereas Asia and Europe, in terms of 
equity, were under 10 per cent indi-
vidually each. The oilsands is really a 
story of North American investment, 
but during the boom you did see com-
panies like Statoil, Total and Shell 
additionally enter the oilsands specifi-
cally,” Birn says.

JWN analysis shows that, 
following the recent deals, Canadian-
headquartered companies will 
own about 80 per cent of oilsands 
production.

Many global companies are refocus-
ing mobile capital into core operating 
areas, such as Statoil to its backlog 
of deepwater projects, says Wood 
Mackenzie analyst Stephen Kallir. On 
the flip side, he adds, Canadian firms 
like Canadian Natural Resources, MEG 

Energy, Suncor Energy, Imperial Oil and Cenovus Energy are 
entrenching into core oilsands operating areas.

“A lot of things can change, and a lot of the foreign invest-
ment we saw through the early 2000s was part of a drive for 
reserves replacement. That’s what the market wanted, and 
that’s what a lot of these companies were trying to do—they 
were trying to bolster their reserves,” Kallir says.

“Now the climate has changed somewhat. There is more 
focus on shorter-cycle-time, higher-return plays.”

Clearly, some Canadian oilsands producers have the 
finances to develop major projects on their own, says Martha 
Hall Findlay, president and chief executive officer of the 
Canada West Foundation. However, the country’s capital 
market is small, and there is an investment limit Canadian com-
panies alone can achieve.

“This is not just oilsands; it’s all across Canada. We’ve been 
a beneficiary of foreign investment throughout the last couple 
of hundred years because we aren’t that big,” Hall Findlay says.

Foreign investment brings cash, gains in technology 
and expertise, and reduced risk as companies assume some 
responsibility. 

“If we see a significant decrease in foreign investment in the 
oilsands, then that is a problem,” Hall Findlay says.

One of the regulatory uncertainties potentially dissuad-
ing foreign investment in the oilsands is carbon pricing and the 
rhetoric of those who oppose its implementation in Canada 
and Alberta, she adds.

“Whether or not you agree with carbon pricing, the worst 
thing from a foreign investment perspective is pendulum 
policies,” she says, adding that it would damage foreign invest-
ment across the economy if the next governments tried to 
reverse such policies federally and provincially. 

“Foreign investors need certainty. They would rather have 
[a carbon tax] in place and know what they are dealing with for 
the next while, rather than uncertainty.”

While the oilsands is receiving less financial attention than 
it once had as shorter-cycle U.S. tight oil dominates the land-
scape, Canada’s massive resource potential remains a strong 
investment target, Birn notes. 

The industry is also reducing its costs and carbon emis-
sions. Interesting to note: Shell is retaining a 10 per cent stake 
in the Athabasca Oil Sands Project and will continue to be 
operator of the Scotford Upgrader and associated Quest car-
bon capture and storage project. 

Increased Canadian oilsands ownership can be an overall 
positive for Canada’s energy sector as fewer returns leave the 
country, notes Kallir.

“What you have now is the bulk of [Canadian Natural’s] 
portfolio and the bulk of their future growth based in 
Canada, and so there will be a lot of money initially used to 
develop plays elsewhere in the world now being reinvested 
back into Canada,” he says, adding that, for example, Shell 
has used oilsands cash flow to finance growth opportunities 
elsewhere. 

“It’s an important point to remember—a lot more of that 
money will now stay within Canada, reinvested into Canadian 
resources, which provides an obvious benefit for the country.”
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IT WAS 
ALWAYS 
A STORY 

DOMINATED 
BY CANADA, 
AND IT WILL 
CONTINUE 
TO BE ONE. 

THOSE 
COMPANIES 

ARE NOW 
MUCH, MUCH 

BIGGER 
THAN THEY 

WERE IN THE 
PAST…. IT’S 

A DIFFERENT 
DYNAMIC. 

— Kevin Birn, senior director of North 
American oil markets, IHS Markit
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As foreign supermajors reduce their oil-
sands exposure, Canadian companies can 
avail themselves of cost reductions through 
process streamlines and facility optimization, 
Brunnen says. “It’s actually a great oppor-
tunity for oilsands companies to optimize, 
reduce their costs and find efficient ways to 
expand, which is exactly what they’re doing.”

To the extent increased Canadian oil-
sands ownership enables enhanced Canadian 
head-office capacity and head office–related 
functions, such as legal and financial services, 
more domestic ownership is a benefit carry-
ing positive spinoffs for the economy, notes 
Hall Findlay.

“However, if it does limit overall invest-
ments because [Canada] just doesn’t have 
a big enough capital market, and we end up 
with net less investment, then that is a down-
side,” she says.

When a major company sells assets in a 
particular region, it is likely prioritizing invest-
ments elsewhere, says Birn. For Shell, a 
cultural shift to gas required divestment tar-
gets that included the oilsands.

“We’re still going through a volatile period. 
I think there are still lots of things shifting 
around globally in the oil markets. We do see 
a lot of deferral to non-operators or reliance 
on Canadian-based companies to operate oil-
sands projects and to rely on that expertise 
and teams on the ground,” he says.

According to Brunnen, future oilsands 
investment requires regulatory streamlin-
ing and effectiveness, as well as competitive 
financial terms and certainty. Recent federal 
and provincial policy changes add above–
ground investor risk, he says, and policies 
must be firm and communicated well to foster 
investor confidence.

“When we see the U.S. move towards 
expanding and encouraging investment and 
deregulating their sector, Canada will not be 
immune to those changes,” he says. “While 
we’re proud of our responsible and highly 
effective regulated environment, we do need 
to make sure whatever we do here in Canada 
keeps us in competitiveness footing.”

Not unlike medieval Britain, perhaps, 
which endured and survived after the fall 
of Rome, the oilsands must evolve with 
less foreign ownership from supermajors. 
However, as Britannia would eventually 
grow in power and influence until forming 
a mighty empire of its own, so too might a 
predominantly Canadian oilsands thrive for 
many, many years. 
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DECEMBER 2016  
(BBLS/D)

CANADIAN  
OWNERSHIP (%)

CANADIAN-OWNED  
PRODUCTION (BBLS/D)

Thermal in situ bitumen production

Suncor Energy Firebag 201,160.7 100 201,160.7

Imperial Oil Cold Lake 159,114.0 100 159,114.0

Cenovus Energy Christina Lake 184,648.1 100 184,648.1

Cenovus Energy Foster Creek 166,151.0 100 166,151.0

Devon Canada Jackfish 118,231.5 0 0

ConocoPhillips Canada Surmont 108,257.1 0 0

MEG Energy Christina Lake 78,933.4 100 78,933.4

Canadian Natural Resources Primrose & Wolf Lake 90,039.3 100 90,039.3

Canadian Natural Resources Kirby South 38,679.2 100 38,679.2

CNOOC Long Lake 36,374.0 0 0

Suncor Energy Mackay River 33,936.0 100 33,936.0

Husky Energy Sunrise 34,868.8 50 17,434.4

Athabasca Oil Leismer Demonstration 22,994.3 100 22,994.3

Husky Energy Tucker 21,784.8 100 21,784.8

Pengrowth Energy Lindbergh 15,189.3 100 15,189.3

Connacher Oil and Gas Great Divide 10,388.9 100 10,388.9

Athabasca Oil Hangingstone 8,675.5 100 8,675.5

Osum Oil Sands Orion 7,968.6 100 7,968.6

Canadian Natural Resources Peace River/Carmon Creek 5,170.2 100 5,170.2

BlackPearl Resources Blackrod 520.8 100 520.8

Sunshine Oilsands West Ells 710.7 100 710.7

Penn West Petroleum Harmon Valley South Pilot 47.8 100 47.8

Japan Canada Oil Sands Hangingstone* --- --- ---

TOTAL THERMAL IN SITU 1,343,844 1,063,547

  Mined bitumen production

Suncor Energy Base Operations 258,635 100 258,635

Canadian Natural Resources Horizon 211,733 100 211,733

Canadian Natural Resources Athabasca Oil Sands Project 253,781 70 177,647

Imperial Oil Kearl 159,022 71 112,906

Syncrude Mildred Lake/Aurora 412,089 78.74 324,479

TOTAL MINED 1,295,260 1,085,399

TOTAL OILSANDS BITUMEN PRODUCTION 2,639,104 81.4 2,148,946

Canadian oilsands production ownership: The new landscape
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SOURCE: ALBERTA ENERGY REGULATOR, MODIFIED BY JWN TO REFLECT NEW 
PROJECT OWNERSHIP OF CANADIAN NATURAL RESOURCES AND CENOVUS ENERGY

*  The original Hangingstone project has been temporarily suspended, but Japan Canada 
Oil Sands recently started steam injection at the 20,000-bbl/d expansion.
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December 2016 if the transactions were closed for Canadian Natural Resources’ oilsands acquisitions from Shell and 
Cenovus Energy’s acquisition from ConocoPhillps.

 
Athabasca Oil’s purchase of Statoil’s Leismer project is already closed and also reflected.
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DATE 
ANNOUNCED ACQUIRER TARGET COMPANY BRIEF DESCRIPTION TOTAL COST 

($ THOUSAND)

April 27, 2007 Statoil North American Oil 
Sands

StatoilHydro acquires private North American Oil Sands and the Kai Kos Dehseh SAGD 
project.  2,234,000 

July 31, 2007 Marathon Oil Western Oil Sands Marathon acquires Western Oil Sands and its 20 per cent interest in the Athabasca Oil 
Sands Project.  7,096,333 

Dec. 5, 2007 BP Husky Energy 
Husky and BP announce joint venture to create an integrated North American oilsands 
business; BP will acquire 50 per cent interest in Husky’s Sunrise SAGD project, and Husky 
will acquire 50 per cent interest in BP’s Toledo Refinery.

 1,755,036 

April 28, 2008 Total Synenco Energy Total subsidiary Total E&P Canada acquires Synenco Energy and its proposed Northern 
Lights oilsands mining project.  541,000 

June 23, 2008 Occidental 
Petroleum Enerplus Occidental purchases Enerplus’s 15 per cent working interest in the Joslyn oilsands project.  510,000 

Dec. 17, 2008 Nexen OPTI Canada Nexen acquires 15 per cent interest in the Long Lake project and joint-venture lands.  735,000 

March 23, 2009 Suncor Energy Petro-Canada Suncor acquires Petro-Canada, including operating MacKay River SAGD project and pro-
posed Fort Hills assets.  23,322,711 

Aug. 31, 2009 PetroChina Athabasca Oil Sands PetroChina acquire 60 per cent working interest in Athabasca Oil Sands’ MacKay River and 
Dover SAGD projects.  1,900,000 

March 10, 2010 Devon Energy BP Devon acquires 50 per cent of BP’s interest in the Pike (formerly Kirby) oilsands leases and 
forms joint venture for the Pike (formerly Kirby) SAGD project.  667,810 

March 15, 2010 BP Value Creation BP acquires majority stake and operatorship in the Terre de Grace  project from Value 
Creation.  916,830 

April 12, 2010 Sinopec ConocoPhillips Sinopec acquires 9.03 per cent stake in Syncrude from ConocoPhillips.  4,658,835 

May 13, 2010 China Investment Penn West Petroleum 
China Investment Corporation forms joint venture with Penn West for the development 
of its Peace River–region bitumen assets. China Investment Corporation will hold a 45 per 
cent interest.

 817,000 

July 7, 2010 Total UTS Energy Total acquires UTS Energy.  1,145,000 

Nov. 22, 2010
PTT Exploration 
and Production 
(PTTEP)

Statoil PTTEP acquires 40 per cent interest in the Kai Kos Dehseh oilsands project from Statoil.  2,317,620 

Dec. 17, 2010 Total Suncor Energy 
Total and Suncor form strategic oilsands alliance. Total acquires a 19.2 per cent interest in 
the Fort Hills project and a 49 per cent interest in the Voyageur Upgrader from Suncor. 
Suncor acquires a 36.75 per cent interest in the Joslyn project from Total.

 1,751,250 

July 20, 2011
China National 
Offshore Oil 
(CNOOC)

OPTI Canada CNOOC acquires OPTI Canada and its interest in the Long Lake SAGD project.  1,996,213 

Jan. 3, 2012 PetroChina Athabasca Oil Sands
PetroChina subsidiary Cretaceous Oilsands Holdings acquires a 40 per cent interest in the 
MacKay River project from Athabasca Oil Sands. Athabasca exercised its option to divest 
its remaining interest in the project

 680,000 

March 21, 2013 PetroChina Athabasca Oil Sands PetroChina subsidiary Brion Energy acquires the remaining 40 per cent interest in the 
Dover project from Athabasca Oil Sands.  1,184,000 

March 27, 2013 Suncor Energy Total Suncor Energy acquires Total’s 49 per cent interest in the Voyageur Upgrader.  515,000 

July 9, 2013 Unspecified Canadian Oil Sands Newmont Mining disposes of its 6.5 per cent stake in Canadian Oil Sands to a banking syn-
dicate that will then offer the shares to various buyers.  631,465 

Aug. 8, 2013 ExxonMobil 
Canada ConocoPhillips ExxonMobil Canada acquires 72.5 per cent interest in Clyden oilsands lease from 

ConocoPhillips.  524,900 

Dec. 14, 2016 Athabasca Oil Statoil Athabasca Oil acquires Statoil’s Canadian oilsands business, including operating Leismer 
SAGD project.  578,000 

March 9, 2017 Canadian Natural 
Resources Shell 

Canadian Natural Resources  acquires  Shell’s 60 per cent interest in the Athabasca Oil 
Sands Project (mining and upgrading operations); its 100 per cent interest in the Peace 
River Complex in situ assets, including Carmon Creek; and a number of undeveloped oil-
sands leases.

 11,100,000 

March 9, 2017 Canadian Natural 
Resources Marathon Oil Canadian Natural Resources acquires a 10 per cent interest in the Athabasca Oil Sands 

Project from Marathon Oil.  1,638,713 

March 9, 2017 Shell Marathon Oil Shell acquires a 10 per cent non-operated interest in the Athabasca Oil Sands Project from 
Marathon Oil and will be the operator of the Scotford Upgrader.  1,638,713 

March 29, 2017 Cenovus Energy ConocoPhillips
Cenovus Energy acquires ConocoPhillips’ 50 per cent non-operated interest in the Foster 
Creek Christina Lake oilsands partnership and the majority of its western Canada Deep 
Basin gas assets.

 17,710,880 

SOURCE: CANOILS
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I n the last five years alone, there have been $38.6 billion in oilsands merger-and-acquisition transactions, according to 
CanOils. Here’s a look at oilsands deals over the last decade with a value of more than $500 million.  

BY DEBORAH JAREMKO

Multibillions: The evolution of oilsands asset deals over the last decade
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Oilsands project investments to focus on improvement of existing assets and setting up for the future

BY DEBORAH JAREMKO

GROWTH BY OPTIMIZATION
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Cenovus Energy: Second project restart expected in June 

I n December Cenovus Energy announced it would restart construction of the 40,000-bbl/d 
Christina Lake Phase G expansion. Then in February—shortly before the announcement of its 

$17.7-billion buy of ConocoPhillips’ SAGD and Deep Basin assets—the company hinted it would 
restart another thermal project in the near term. 

In June Cenovus will release details on the timing and cost estimates for the 30,000-bbl/d Foster Creek 
Phase H and 45,000 bbl/d-Narrows Lake Phase A (a first commercial application of solvent co-injection). 

“We could be in the position where we’re reactivating one more phase in 2018 and then poten-
tially one more phase in 2019, but stay tuned for details on that in June,” chief executive officer 
Brian Ferguson says. 

Canadian Natural Resources: SAGD restart 
and upgrader debottleneck

E ven before its $12.74-billion acquisition of oilsands assets from 
Royal Dutch Shell and Marathon Oil, Canadian Natural Resources 

made it clear it is interested in oilsands growth. 
In late 2016, the company restarted construction of its 40,000-

bbl/d Kirby North SAGD project, and this year will also execute a major 
debottleneck at the Horizon upgrader that is expected to increase its 
mining project’s production by up to 15,000 bbls/d. 

Meanwhile, the company is nearing completion of the 80,000-
bbl/d Horizon Phase 3 expansion. 

Suncor Energy: Setting up for long-term SAGD

Suncor Energy may not be building new greenfield SAGD projects right 
now, but the company continues to advance them through the regula-

tory process. 
In January Suncor initiated the environmental impact assessment for 

the proposed 40,000-bbl/d Meadow Creek East SAGD project. Suncor 
filed the regulatory application for the adjacent Meadow Creek West pro-
ject in 2015. 

Construction of Meadow Creek East is expected to begin in 2019-20, 
followed by first oil in 2023, while construction of Meadow Creek West is 
expected to begin in 2022 with first oil in 2026.

Husky Energy: SAGD production 
capacity increase 

H usky Energy is seeking Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) 
approval to increase the capacity of its Sunrise SAGD 

project to 69,000 bbls/d from the current design capacity of 
60,000 bbls/d. 

In an application to the AER late last year, Husky said 
it believes it can boost the oilsands project’s capacity by 
9,000 bbls/d by optimizing existing infrastructure and by 
operating all 10 once-through steam generators at their full 
capacity of 100 megawatts.

The company said debottleneck studies concluded produc-
tion capacity could be increased without additional equipment, 
infrastructure or surface footprint.

Osum Oil Sands: Bumping production through 
existing pads

O sum Oil Sands says it has found a way to increase production and improve 
efficiency at its Orion SAGD project without proceeding with a full project 

expansion. 
While the company has regulatory approval to expand capacity from the cur-

rent 10,000 bbls/d to 20,000 bbls/d, the expansion has been put on hold.
Meanwhile the company filed an application in April 2017 to increase Orion 

production from 8,000 to 13,500 bbls/d by drilling eight new SAGD well pairs on 
existing well pads, and adding central processing facility infrastructure including 
a third evaporator for water treatment.

Osum plans to start working on the project by November 2017, with commis-
sioning and first steam by mid-2018, but the schedule is contingent on receiving 
regulatory approval by September of this year.
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Koch Oil Sands and 
Pengrowth Energy:  
New SAGD application

Koch Oil Sands has filed an application with 
the AER for a new 12,500-bbl/d SAGD 

project owned jointly with Pengrowth Energy.
The project, called Selina, would be near 

Pengrowth’s high-performing Lindbergh 
SAGD project south of Bonnyville, Alta., 
within the Elizabeth Metis Settlement.

The application says construction is 
expected to take 12 months, starting in late 2018.

Koch also recently asked that the AER 
rescind its approvals for another SAGD pro-
ject called Muskwa. 

Pengrowth Energy: Optimizing 
and expanding SAGD

P engrowth Energy divested of $272 million 
in Montney and Swan Hills assets in March 

as it continues its focus on the development of 
its core Lindbergh SAGD project. 

The company plans to increase production 
by about 3,000 bbls/d this year through new 
well pairs, infill drilling and associated facilities. 

Meanwhile, Pengrowth expects to be 70 
per cent finished design for the 17,500-bbl/d 
Lindbergh Phase Two expansion by the end 
of the year; it’s ready to execute as funds 
become available. 

The company has also filed a regulatory 
application to increase approved Lindbergh 
capacity from 30,000 to 40,000 bbls/d with-
out adding any additional steam generation 
capacity, thanks to strong performance at its 
existing operations. 

Sunshine Oilsands:  
Finishing touches on capacity-
doubling SAGD

Sunshine Oilsands has signed a memorandum of 
understanding with China Petroleum Engineering 

& Construction to explore completion of activities 
to increase production capacity at its new West Ells 
SAGD project from 5,000 to 10,000 bbls/d. 

The expansion is expected to cost just $50 mil-
lion, but that’s because it is already nearly finished. 
The main surface facilities already exist, and all 
eight SAGD wells have already been drilled.

Sunshine commissioned West Ells Phase 1 in late 
2015 after delaying start-up twice due to market 
conditions. 

Japan Canada Oil Sands: SAGD production restart

J apan Canada Oil Sands (JACOS) has filed an application with the AER to restart production at its 
Hangingstone SAGD project, which it suspended in May 2016 due to market conditions. JACOS 

expected Hangingstone to be idle for 10–12 months.
“JACOS requires AER approval such that we are able to react quickly when market conditions sup-

port a restart of the demo project,” JACOS regulatory director Enzo Pennacchioli wrote to the AER.
The company continued in its submission that bitumen prices have “recovered to the point where 

restarting the project is being considered.” Timing on the restart is uncertain, JACOS said, but it 
would take about four months following regulatory and corporate approval to return to operations.

MEG Energy: Expansion, 
tech testing and new  
SAGD application

M EG Energy is proceeding with 
further roll out of its success-

ful eMSAGP production enhancement 
system across its Christina Lake SAGD 
project this year, planning to increase 
production by 20,000 bbls/d. Volumes 
are expected to start coming online 
later this year. 

Meanwhile, the company has filed 
the regulatory application for its 
planned May River SAGD project, a 
phased facility with total production 
capacity of 164,000 bbls/d. May River 
would use its eMSAGP technology 
“where applicable” to improve effi-
ciency, MEG says. Construction on the 
first 40,000-bbl/d phase could begin 
in 2019. 

MEG also recently filed an applica-
tion to expand its trial of eMVAPEX, 
which co-injects propane with steam 
with the goal of dramatically increasing 
efficiency.
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NAVIGATING 
THE GHG GAP 
Oilsands production likely less than a decade away 
from surpassing its 100-megatonne GHG ceiling

BY DEBORAH JAREMKO

T he oilsands industry is likely less than 10 years 
from exceeding the new emissions cap placed on 
it by the Alberta government, according to two 

recent reports on the future of the industry. 
In November 2016, Alberta environment minister Shannon 

Phillips introduced the Oil Sands Emissions Limit Act, the 
legislation that will cap oilsands greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions to 100 megatonnes per year. 

The GHG cap, which was announced in November 2015 
with the support of several industry and environmental lead-
ers, will take effect when passed in the legislature, but will 
not obligate oilsands producers until a regulatory system is 
designed and implemented, the government says.

“Our support for the oilsands emissions limit and climate 
policy leadership reflects the ongoing collective support for 
responsible development of the oilsands,” reads a statement 
issued by the province from Canadian Natural Resources, 
Cenovus Energy, ConocoPhillips Canada, MEG Energy, Shell 
Canada, Statoil Canada and Suncor Energy.

Both BMO Capital Markets and the Canadian Energy 
Research Institute (CERI) predict that total oilsands pro-
duction will reach about four million bbls/d in the 2025 time 
frame—up from an expected 2.8 million bbls/d this year—
and around the same time, the sector will break through the 
100-megatonne-per-year limit.

“Based on current emissions and our production outlook, 
we estimate the emission cap could be breached by 2025-26, 
and that emissions output peaks at roughly 110 [megatonnes] 
by 2030,” BMO reports.

“The extent to which this either limits additional produc-
tion growth or incentivizes emissions reduction is unclear, but 
may represent a risk to future oilsands growth potential.”

CERI adds that “increasing production in this sector 
makes the meeting of international commitments increas-
ingly difficult to meet, and thus there is interest in reducing 
the amount of GHGs emitted to extract bitumen from the oil-
sands and generate synthetic crude oil.”

Another recent report, from CIBC World Markets, notes 
that the application of new technologies under develop-
ment—such as solvent co-injection at thermal oilsands 
projects—could dramatically decrease carbon emissions 
intensity and allow growth despite the emissions cap.

“CO2-emission intensity has the potential to decrease by 
[about] 35 per cent with technology that has shown strong 
results on pilot application and potentially up to 70–80 per 
cent from higher risk recovery schemes,” CIBC analysts write.

“There is considerable impetus by industry to improve the 
emission intensity of oilsands given the potential prize. Under 
the current technology, Alberta’s emission cap of 100 mega-
tonnes of CO2 would be reached in the second half of the 
next decade, but our analysis suggests there is the potential 
for this to be pushed out much further into time.” 

SOURCES: BMO CAPITAL MARKETS, ALBERTA ENERGY REGULATOR, COMPANY REPORTS
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he oilsands is going through a 
period of transition, with pro-
ducers and suppliers working to 
redesign systems to compete 

in a market of energy abundance where 
$50/bbl for WTI is relatively robust. 

For Cenovus Energy chief executive 
officer Brian Ferguson, in situ oilsands 
production is being reborn through 
technology with a force similar to the 
impact that hydraulic fracturing has 
had on tight oil. 

“You saw an incredible renaissance 
from 2010-2014 that has generated the 
success and the significance of the U.S. 
unconventionals,” Ferguson told the com-
pany’s fourth-quarter 2016 results call. 

“It is my belief that, 2016 to 2020, 
the oilsands has that same opportunity 
for a renaissance. We need to be able 
to compete against the marginal barrel 
of supply, wherever it’s coming from, 
both on a cost and carbon basis, and I 
absolutely believe that we can do that.”

Mining and in situ producers have 
been wrestling down both capital and 
operating costs over the last 2.5 years 
as the oil price collapse raised the 
already-existing pressure to do so to a 
fever pitch. 

In many cases, progress has been 
made, but there is still much work to be 
done both to reduce costs further and to 
maintain the decreases already achieved. 

OPERATING COSTS
MINERS TARGET SUB-$20/BBL
Integrated oilsands mining companies 
are working toward a target of oper-
ating costs below $20/bbl, with both 

Suncor Energy and Canadian Natural 
Resources publicly stating the goal. 

Suncor is getting closer, and while 
chief executive officer Steve Williams 
indicated that the bottom range of 
that target will likely remain elusive for 
some time, the reductions achieved to 
date are sustainable. 

At its operated facilities, Suncor 
recorded cash costs of $22.55/bbl in the 
first quarter of 2017, down from its full-
year 2016 average of $26.50/bbl, $27.85/
bbl for 2015 and $33.80/bbl for 2014. 

“The costs are sustainable. We’re 
comfortable that we’ve permanently 
adjusted them down,” Williams said in 
response to a shareholder’s question at 
the company’s annual meeting.

He added that the decreases over 
the last year have been achieved 
while absorbing a nearly 50 per cent 
increase in natural gas input costs.

Canadian Natural announced ear-
lier this year that it expects to exit 2017 
with operating costs at its Horizon 
project under $20/bbl, a milestone 
it previously expected to achieve by 
2020. This is a result of production vol-
umes exceeding plant capacity as the 
Horizon project is expanded.

“We’re making great progress,” said 
president Steve Laut during Canadian 
Natural’s fourth-quarter 2016 results call.

“The effectiveness and efficiency 
that we’re gaining at Horizon, com-
bined with the increased reliability and 
utilization, have had a big impact on 
operating costs.”

Canadian Natural’s synthetic crude 
oil operating costs were $22.53/bbl in 

RACE TO THE BOTTOM
Oilsands operating costs are coming down, capital costs slowly following

BY DEBORAH JAREMKO
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the fourth quarter of 2016 and $25.20/bbl for the year, down 
from $28.61/bbl in 2015.

THERMAL PROJECTS PUSH UNDER $10/BBL
At thermal oilsands facilities, producers are also pushing 
down operating costs. 

Between the first quarter of 2014 and the fourth 
quarter of 2016, the per-barrel operating cost of SAGD 
projects— based on publicly available information from 
six operators—dropped from an average of $20.40/bbl to 
$9.79/bbl. 

In the first quarter of 2014, the highest SAGD cost 
reported was $28.44/bbl at Connacher Oil and Gas’ Great 
Divide project, followed by $24.23/bbl at Husky Energy’s 
Tucker facility. The lowest cost reported was $13.30/bbl 
at Cenovus Energy’s Christina Lake project, followed by 
$17.48/bbl at MEG Energy’s Christina Lake project. 

T

SOURCE: CANADIAN ENERGY RESEARCH INSTITUTE
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Fast forward to the fourth quarter of 2016, and the highest 
SAGD cost came from Suncor Energy, reporting $10.75/bbl 
at Firebag and MacKay River, followed by Cenovus Energy’s 
$10.60/bbl at Foster Creek. Information for Connacher’s 
fourth quarter was not available at press time. 

The lowest SAGD cost per barrel reported in the fourth 
quarter of 2016 was again by Cenovus Energy, reporting 
$8.15/bbl at Christina Lake. This is followed by $9.11/bbl at 
MEG Energy Christina Lake. 

“We’ve spent the last two years perfecting our game for 
the new business reality so that we can have a robust business 
model in the mid-$50-WTI range,” said Drew Zieglgansberger, 
Cenovus’s executive vice-president of oilsands manufacturing, 
in mid-2016. “This was a really big culture shift for people and 
our industry in order to remain competitive.”

Even since before the downturn, Cenovus has been a 
leader in driving down operating costs, Zieglgansberger said 
most of the heavy lifting has been done since the end of 2014.

Like every other oil and gas company, Cenovus has had to 
slash its capital and general and administration costs, which 
included reducing its workforce by about 30 per cent from 
the end of 2014. It also asked for discounts from its suppliers. 
But some of the biggest efficiencies came from looking more 
closely at its production facility well pads.

“We’ve redesigned these to reduce the amount of equip-
ment needed to move the steam into the wells and then 
take the production from the wells back to the main plant, 
reducing those costs in the order of 40–50 per cent,” 
Zieglgansberger said.

Unlike the gains made in reducing staff and service costs, 
technology-driven operating cost reductions can prog-
ress more or less indefinitely. Zieglgansberger confirmed 
Cenovus’s technology bias in its list of initiatives to potentially 
drive operating costs lower: continued improvements in well-
bore conformance, reducing the number of well pads required 
in the future (due to wider well spacing and longer wells), con-
tinued improvements in drilling and completion efficiencies 
(further reducing the time it takes to drill and complete wells), 
and redesigned well pairs and pads.

MEG Energy attributes cost reductions to its enhanced 
modified steam and gas push program, which involves non-
condensable gas co-injection, infill well drilling and new well 
pairs. The company has also said that operating cost reduc-
tions were also helped by a decrease in the use and cost of 
natural gas as a source fuel for the company’s SAGD facilities.

CAPITAL COSTS
The business case for a brand new SAGD project continues to 
be uneconomic, but it’s getting closer as costs go down and 
prices rise. 

The WTI equivalent supply cost required for a greenfield 
SAGD project to recover capital investment, operating costs, 
royalties, taxes and a 12 per cent return—while accounting for 
blending and transportation—is now US$60.52/bbl, accord-
ing to a new report from the Canadian Energy Research 
Institute (CERI).

That is down 25 per cent from last year’s CERI estimates, 
thanks to lower operating costs, changes in the U.S./Canadian 

dollar exchange rate and a lack of pre-
mium on diluent costs.

“At current WTI prices of just over 
US$50/bbl, one can assume that 
these greenfield projects are not eco-
nomic or have to accept a lower rate of 
return,” CERI says.

“However, as is observed in the in-
dustry, the relative position of oilsands 
projects against other crude oils is 
comparatively competitive, and as oil 
prices are expected to recover, so will 
the profitability of oilsands projects.”

CERI notes that the average supply 
cost of U.S. tight oil is less than US$50/
bbl, with new wells in the Permian, 
Bakken and Eagle Ford areas now prof-
itable at US$40/bbl. 

While CERI’s outlook for SAGD 
is encouraging, its expectations for 
mining investment are not, although 
it notes that the supply cost for a 
stand-alone mine has dropped by 16 
per cent from last year’s report to 
US$75.73/bbl.

Suncor’s Williams summed it up in 
the company’s Q4 results call: 

“Mining investments are coming to 
an end, not just for Suncor but for the 
industry I believe for a considerable 
period, probably in excess of 10 years. 
When we look at the absolute econom-
ics of Fort Hills, those are not projects 
we will be repeating in the foreseeable 
future. Some substantial things in the 
cycle would need to change.” 
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Improved reliability and 
autonomous heavy hauling: 
Oilsands miners can find 
substantial savings with 
opportunities that exist today
BY DEBORAH JAREMKO

IM
A

G
E

S
: K

O
M

A
T

S
U

hile the oppor-
tunities for in situ 
oilsands produc-
ers to improve 

efficiency and economics have a 
range of timelines from near to 
long term, for mining operators, 
many of the benefit enablers are 
available immediately.  

Consider the improvements in 
reliability that have been achieved 
at Syncrude since Suncor Energy 
took over as majority owner in 2016. 
Suncor chief executive officer Steve 
Williams had stressed the oppor-
tunities for the company to help 
improve reliability and realize pro-
ject synergies, and so far, the results 
have been better than expected.

“I promised that we would 
devote experienced personnel 
to work closely with the operat-
ing team from Imperial, Exxon and 
from Syncrude to drive major per-
formance improvements and realize 
significant long-term added value 
for our shareholders,” Williams said 
while discussing the company’s 
fourth-quarter-2016 results. 

“As it turned out, the perform-
ance improvements materialized 
more quickly than we had planned 
for. In the fourth quarter, Suncor’s 
share of Syncrude production 
increased to just under 190,000 
bbls/d with cash costs of $32.55/
bbl, so that’s down 19 per cent 
from the similar quarter in 2015.”

For the full year 2016, with the 
exception of the second quarter 
when production was curtailed 
due to the Fort McMurray wildfires 
and planned maintenance down-
time, Syncrude achieved average 
utilization rates of 97 per cent and 
cash costs of just over $30/bbl.

“In fact, the third and fourth 
quarters represented the best 
six months of production the 
Syncrude facility has ever 
achieved,” he said.

“At this point last year we 
forecast immediate savings of 
about $25 million annually in 
reduced overhead, and as it 
turned out we actually captured 
more than twice that savings, 
and we generated $360 million 
free cash flow from our increased 
stake with an average WTI price 
for the year of just $43.36/bbl.”

Suncor is also working with 
another immediately available 
cost-saving opportunity: driver-
less haulers. 

Analysts with CIBC say that, on 
a scale of one to 10 of being able 
to help oilsands producers save 
costs today, autonomous hauling 
systems are a 10. 

Suncor is currently operating 
a test fleet of autonomous haulers 
at its base oilsands mining project 
and has been testing the tech-
nology since 2013. 

The company said it may 
proceed with progressive imple-
mentation this year, which is also 
the timing for the start-up of the 
new Fort Hills mining facility. 

CIBC analysts noted in an oil-
sands technology update issued 
earlier this year that, already, 
every truck that Suncor is add-
ing or replacing in its fleet has the 
ability to go fully autonomous. 

“Suncor currently has about 
100 trucks and could add about 
10–20 more with contractors. 
With Fort Hills, it could add about 
50 more trucks, bringing the total 
fleet to about 150,” they wrote. 

“The decision to use the 
autonomous hauling system tech-
nology at Fort Hills has not been 
made at this time.”

While deploying autonomous 
hauling has some hard costs includ-
ing wireless networks and GPS 
systems, the main benefits come 
from efficiency gains by improving 
safety, minimizing downtime, lower-
ing maintenance work and ultimately 
lowering the kilometres driven per 
tonne of material, CIBC notes. 

According to Alberta Energy 
Regulator data, in 2016 Suncor 
hauled 128.3 million tonnes of oil-
sands ore at its Base Operations. 

W

“Rio Tinto operates the larg-
est autonomous hauling fleet 
in the world and reported in its 
2015 annual report that, through 
the introduction of 71 autono-
mous hauling trucks, it has cut its 
load and haul operating costs by 
about 13 per cent and increased 
utilization by about 14 per cent,” 
CIBC says. 

“Suncor expects to start see-
ing some efficiency gains from the 
autonomous fleet with the goal 
of about five to ten percent cost 
improvement. In our view, there is 
upside to this estimate based on 
comments by Rio Tinto.”  

Suncor says every truck it adds or replaces, including the Fort 
Hills fleet, has the ability to go fully autonomous.
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ot all opportunities to 
reduce oilsands capital costs 
and improve competitive-
ness involve implementing 

something entirely new. 
As analysts with CIBC note, simply 

reducing the amount of steel and size of 
both thermal oilsands central-processing 
facilities (CPFs) and well pads can drop 
capital costs by up to 35 per cent and is 
implementable today. 

Producers, including Suncor Energy, 
Cenovus Energy, ConocoPhillips and 
MEG Energy, are targeting well pad 
reductions between 40 and 50 per 
cent in part by incorporating a more 
advanced use of modularization. 

In some cases, producers are also 
looking at better ways to execute infill 
drilling as project life progresses. 

In MEG Energy’s recent applica-
tion for the proposed May River SAGD 
project, the company said it would 
implement a new well pad design that is 
40 per cent smaller and “more techno-
logically advanced.”

MEG says the modularized well 
pads will have a staggered design that 
will allow for future infill drilling from 
the opposite side of the rack as SAGD 
well pairs so that no new disturbance 
is required.

ConocoPhillips, which continues to 
operate the 148,000-bbl/d Surmont 
SAGD project despite exiting its SAGD 
partnership with Cenovus, says that its 
new designs have dramatically reduced 
both the footprint and height of well 
pad facilities. 

Cenovus’s new approach, which 
it started using in December 2016, is 
expected to result in overall cost sav-
ings of 35–50 per cent including 40 and 
60 per cent reductions in materials and 
a five to 20 per cent drop in well pad 
surface footprint.

Because well pads are successively 
drilled throughout the life of a SAGD pro-
ject to keep the plant full, incremental 
gains in new designs can be somewhat 
easier than with a CPF. But the same zero-
base design principles that companies are 
taking to well pads—where every line item 
is fair game for review each time a project 
is executed—can be applied.

Fluor is now applying zero-base exe-
cution to SAGD facility designs, which 
it says incorporates cultural change for 
both project vendors and producers. 

Fluor’s new approach is to start 
facility designs at their minimum 
requirements and, while considering 
previous designs that a company may 
have used, to not be tied to the way 
designs have been done in the past.

Suncor says that its SAGD rep-
lication strategy—which will be the 
backbone of any new projects it builds 
post-2020—includes a new CPF design. 

Suncor says the CPF will be 45 per 
cent smaller than recent industry builds 
and 20 per cent smaller than industry’s 
“best announced.” 

Producers are also finding ways to 
increase production at existing facili-
ties without much expansion of the 
CPF at all. 

Pengrowth Energy, for exam-
ple, recently applied to the Alberta 
Energy Regulator (AER) to increase 
approved production capacity at the 
Lindbergh SAGD project from 30,000 
to 40,000 bbls/d without adding any 
additional steam generation capacity, 
thanks to strong performance at its 
existing operations. 

Phase 1 of the project is currently 
operating at about 15,000 bbls/d (with 
nameplate capacity of 12,500 bbls/d), 
and approval is in place for the Phase 2 
expansion, which would add capacity of 
17,500 bbls/d.

Phase 1 has achieved a steam to 
oil ratio (SOR) of 2.5:1 compared to its 
design SOR of 3.62:1, although the SOR 
is expected to rise to its design rate as 
time passes. That means that in early 
stages of production, steam is available 
to be diverted to new wells.

At the Sunrise SAGD project, Husky 
Energy is seeking AER approval to 
increase capacity to 69,000 bbls/d 
from the current design capacity of 
60,000 bbls/d by optimizing exist-
ing infrastructure and operating all 10 
once-through steam generators at their 
full capacity.  

Reducing steel: 
Smaller facilities and 
well pads the starting 
point for major capex 
reductions, producers 
adding volumes 
without extra steam
BY DEBORAH JAREMKO
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SAGD producers are 
seeking well pair 
size reductions of 
up to 50 per cent, 
while companies 
are identifying 
opportunities to 
add meaningful 
production capacity 
without additional 
steam generation.



hile there is a good 
deal of talk about 
improving SAGD 
economics and 

environmental performance with 
solvent injection, in some cases 
producers are also seeing op-
portunities via co-injection of 
something else: a non-condensable 
gas (NCG), such as methane. 

It’s a system with roots that go 
back as far as SAGD itself. 

The late Roger Butler, who 
patented the SAGD process for 
Imperial Oil, also came up with 
a process called steam and gas 
push. This involves co-injecting 
relatively small amounts of an 
NCG with steam.

The gas has several benefits. 
It replaces some of the steam, 
resulting in a lower steam to oil 
ratio. It helps maintain pressure: 
as steam condenses pressure 
drops in the reservoir, but meth-
ane doesn’t condense, so the 

Well pair Infill producer well

Steam & gas
heat bitumen

Gas insulates the chamber top to reduce heat loss

Heated oil drains towards the producer well

Steam & gas
injector well

Producer well

Infill well

Steam

Non-condensable
gas

Steam is
generated
in situ

Bitumen is pushed
towards infill well by
pressure and gravity

Non-condensable gas co- injection: 
SAGD’s insulating blanket could move the 
needle on economics
BY PAT ROCHE AND DEBORAH JAREMKO

W pressure needed to push the 
heated bitumen to producer wells 
is maintained.

The gas also forms an insu-
lating blanket that reduces heat 
loss into the caprock, thereby 
improving energy efficiency. The 
methane layer at the top of the 
steam chamber also forces the 
steam to flow laterally. Instead of 
reaching the overburden, steam is 
diverted laterally, where it contin-
ues to mobilize bitumen.

The beauty of co-injecting NCG 
with steam is that it requires no new 
facilities and only small volumes of 
natural gas, which is already piped 
onto the site to fuel steam genera-
tors. In terms of capital spending, all 
that has to be added is the plumb-
ing to mix the methane and steam 
before injection.

The technology has undergone 
widespread testing across the in-
dustry at different stages in SAGD 
operations by producers, including 

Cenovus Energy, Suncor Energy, 
ConocoPhillips, Nexen, Japan Canada 
Oil Sands, and Connacher Oil and Gas.  

By far, the most public with its 
NCG success has been MEG Energy. 
NCG has driven MEG’s recent effi-
ciency gains and production 
increases—it’s also at the heart of the 
company’s growth plan. 

NCG is part of the company’s 
eMSAGP production enhancement sys-
tem, which is going to be expanded at 
the company’s Christina Lake oilsands 
project starting this year to the tune of 
$590 million and a 20,000-bbl/d pro-
duction bump. 

eMSAGP involves NCG, infill well 
drilling, new well pairs and facility 
debottlenecking, which increases pro-
duction as well as reduces costs and 
greenhouse gas emissions.

“To date, we have applied eMSAGP 
to about 25 per cent of our production, 
which has increased volumes using less 
steam and cut the steam to oil ratio 
on those wells by half,” says MEG chief 
executive officer Bill McCaffrey.

“This phase of eMSAGP growth 
offers some of the highest economic 
returns available to the company 
today…. When fully implemented, this 
growth is anticipated to bring MEG’s 
total production to approximately 
100,000 bbls/d, significantly improv-
ing the sustainability of the business 
by driving cash costs down by as 
much as $4–5/bbl.”

While MEG deploys NCG on a 
commercial scale, other producers 
continue testing. 

Earlier this year, Husky Energy 
received regulatory approval to ini-
tiate NCG on six wells at its Sunrise 
SAGD project. 

And later this year, results are 
expected from an NCG test at 
ConocoPhillips’ Surmont SAGD pro-
ject, where a pilot was planned to start 
in late 2016. 

ConocoPhillips executive vice-pres-
ident Al Hirshberg says the technology 
is one of a number that are expected to 
move more of its Surmont 2 resources 
into a cost of supply less than $50/bbl.

He says, “Our modelling shows that 
this idea could reduce both steam to 
oil ratios and our greenhouse gas emis-
sions intensity by up to 20 per cent.” 

THE BEAUTY OF 
CO-INJECTING 
NCG IS THAT 
IT REQUIRES 

NO NEW 
FACILITIES  
AND ONLY 

SMALL 
VOLUMES 

OF NATURAL 
GAS, WHICH 
IS ALREADY 

PIPED TO SITE. 
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recent study from 
the Canadian Energy 
Research Institute 
(CERI) identifies six 

technology configurations for in 
situ oilsands production that have 
the potential to reduce costs by 
34–40 per cent and emissions by 
more than 80 per cent, conse-
quently delaying the time until the 
100-megatonne emissions cap is 
reached “by several decades.”

Four of these technology con-
figurations involve injecting or 
co-injecting solvents. 

Any one of the six configura-
tions would reduce to zero the 
chances of reaching the cap by 
2036. (It is currently expected to 
be breached in 2028.)

CERI says the high supply cost of 
in situ oilsands projects, which is cur-
rently about $45/bbl, is intertwined 
with the industry’s high emissions. 
Contrary to what one might expect, 
addressing one will address both.

“Reducing emissions usu-
ally comes with a cost penalty. 
Interestingly, the results of this 
study prove otherwise,” CERI says.

“They show that emissions and 
cost reduction objectives are not 
adversely related. This means the 
two objectives can be achieved 
simultaneously.”

Solvent injection or co-injection 
has been tested at numerous in situ 
oilsands facilities and is now await-
ing commercial deployment. 

SOLVENT-ASSIST
Cenovus Energy’s recent block-
buster oilsands deal with 
ConocoPhillips could help accel-
erate solvent-assisted SAGD 
commercialization. 

The company’s $17.7-billion ac-
quisition of ConocoPhillips’ 50 per 
cent interest in their shared Foster 
Creek/Christina Lake SAGD part-
nership also includes the Narrows 
Lake project, which may mark the 
industry’s solvents milestone. 

Narrows Lake is expected to 
be Cenovus’s third oilsands pro-
ject and the industry’s first project 
to use solvent-aided process 
(SAP) on a commercial scale.

SAP adds a natural gas liq-
uid, such as butane, to the steam 

Countdown to solvents: CAPP 
developing AOSTRA-like plan 
as commercialization remains 
elusive
BY DEBORAH JAREMKO AND PAT ROCHE

A

injected into SAGD wells. The 
solvent goes into solution in the 
bitumen, enabling it to flow more 
easily. Thinning bitumen with sol-
vent is intended to be more energy 
efficient than only using heat.

Construction of Narrows 
Lake Phase A, designed to pro-
duce 45,000 bbls/d of bitumen, 
was sanctioned in late 2012. The 
pioneering project was under con-
struction in early 2015, when it 
was suspended following the col-
lapse in world oil prices.

On a conference call with 
analysts and the media after 
announcing the ConocoPhillips 
deal, Cenovus chief executive offi-
cer Brian Ferguson re-affirmed 
the company’s commitment to 
restarting the project. 

“Resuming our two deferred 
oilsands expansions at Foster 
Creek Phase H and Narrows Lake 
Phase A remains our focus. We 
expect an improved free cash flow 
profile and liquidity position will 
enable us to invest in these pro-
jects,” he said.

“Narrows Lake is an exciting 
opportunity to apply the learn-
ings from our solvent pilot. The 
first phase at Narrows Lake is par-
tially constructed, and we have full 
regulatory approval for 130,000 
bbls/d of productive capacity.”

Imperial Oil has also piloted a 
solvent-and-steam process, called 
solvent-assisted SAGD (SA-SAGD) 
and has applied for regulatory 

approval for commercial deploy-
ment at the proposed Cold Lake 
Expansion project.

But Cenovus’s plan for com-
mercial deployment of its 
solvent- and-steam process is 
further ahead than Imperial’s 
because Narrows Lake has 
received regulatory approval and 
was internally sanctioned and 
under construction until it was 
deferred due to low oil prices.

Cenovus says it will update its 
plan for Narrows Lake Phase A at 
its investor day in June, includ-
ing expectations for capital costs 
and timing.

PURE SOLVENTS
Meanwhile, oilsands solvent tech-
nology developer Nsolv is facing 
its biggest hurdle yet as it starts 
the process of shutting down its 
field pilot, says chief executive 
officer Joe Kuhach. 

The pilot, which tests a solvent-
only extraction process, has been 
operating on Suncor Energy’s 
Dover lease since 2014. The com-
pany says it has proven “reliable 
and robust” and achieved all key 
performance indicators.

A recent report from CIBC 
World Markets notes the system 
as potentially commercial within 
five to seven years with many 
potential benefits, including due 
to its lack of water use, reduced 
capital and operating costs and 
lower greenhouse gas emissions.
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per cent internal rate of return as 
compared to ~5.2 per cent for a 
traditional SAGD development.”

These figures, based on compar-
isons to a SAGD project in 2015, do 
not include the benefit of lower car-
bon costs. The key challenge, CIBC 
notes, is the amount of solvent that 
stays in the reservoir. Nsolv esti-
mates a 95 per cent recycle rate.

The company has previ-
ously received funding from 
government agencies, includ-
ing $10 million from Emissions 
Reduction Alberta (formerly the 
Climate Change and Emissions 
Management Corporation) and 
$15 million from Sustainable 
Development Technology Canada 

from a commercial standpoint, but 
getting over that barrier to com-
mercialization, that’s the biggest 
cost investment, and that’s argu-
ably where you need the most 
help. That’s where lots of technol-
ogies die. I don’t think that’s going 
to happen to us, but I think we’re 
delaying a lot of the benefits that 
we could be reaping today by get-
ting this technology going now…. 
At some point you’ve got to start 
betting on the winners.”

In the mid-1980s the 
Government of Alberta invested 
$135 million (the first $80 mil-
lion without industry funding) to 
construct the Underground Test 
Facility through the Alberta Oil 

“To be honest, I think Nsolv is an 
opportunity like that. It’s really tak-
ing things to the next step in what I 
believe would transform the industry 
into being more environmentally 
and economically sustainable.”

SOLVENT AOSTRA
Speaking of AOSTRA, the 
Canadian Association of 
Petroleum Producers (CAPP) 
is exploring the idea of putting 
together a proposal for a joint 
industry-government consortium 
to do a large-scale commercial 
rollout of solvent-based bitumen 
extraction.

Nothing has been firmed up 
at this early stage, but the idea 

Sands Technology and Research 
Authority (AOSTRA), noted for-
mer Alberta Innovates chief 
executive officer Eddy Isaacs in 
the Edmonton Journal in 2010.

This investment, which is not 
adjusted for inflation to reflect 
today’s project costs, ultimately 
resulted in the commercialization 
of SAGD, which now accounts for 
more than one million bbls/d of 
oilsands production.

“The government made some 
huge investments in SAGD, and they 
paid off very well,” Kuhach says. 

would be to prove up a solvent-
based extraction process that 
would produce significantly less 
greenhouse gas emissions than 
conventional SAGD.

The project—possibly pro-
ducing somewhere around 
25,000–30,000 bbls/d of 
bitumen—would cost hundreds 
of millions of dollars. With suf-
ficient industry and government 
buy-in, funding would come from 
the province and participating oil-
sands producers.

“We think it’s absolutely 
necessary to see some type of 
joint arrangement like AOSTRA 
where both industry and gov-
ernment came to the table with 
sizable amounts of investment 
to share the risk and the reward 
of advancing oilsands develop-
ment,” says Ben Brunnen, CAPP’s 
vice-president of oilsands.

“AOSTRA unlocked resource 
potential far in excess of what 
anyone has expected in terms 
of production for oilsands. And 
we’re facing a very similar type 
of technological advancement.... 
And it’s going to take that type of 
commitment from both sides to 
unlock...the next phase of oilsands 
development.”

With the support of several 
major oilsands operators, Alberta 
last fall passed legislation cap-
ping the sector’s emissions at 
100 megatonnes a year. Oilsands 
operations currently emit roughly 
70 megatonnes a year. When the 
limit might be reached is a matter 
of debate, but there’s no doubt it 
would cap oilsands growth unless 
emissions could be lowered.

According to CAPP’s calcula-
tions, if steam to oil ratios could be 
cut by five per cent, the province 
could add an additional 140,000 
bbls/d of bitumen production 
within the emissions cap.

Based on consultations with 
its members and government in 
the coming months, CAPP will 
develop a strong position and rec-
ommendations before the end of 
June, Brunnen says. 

Standard SAGD steam chamber SAGD steam chamber with solvent co-injection

Well pair Well pair 

CIBC notes that Nsolv’s lower 
operating pressures could also 
provide access to shallower for-
mations and zones with thinner 
caprock that are not currently 
economic with SAGD.

“The ability for Nsolv to over-
come these hurdles in shallow 
applications could potentially 
offer billions of barrels of incre-
mental resource recovery for the 
industry,” analysts write.

“Assuming US$50/bbl WTI, 
we see that a solvent-only project 
like Nsolv would have over a ~15.6 

(SDTC). SDTC has also awarded 
Nsolv $13 million toward a com-
mercial demonstration project. 
But the company is at a point 
where it needs much more.

“In the technology space, you 
need small amounts of money to 
test things in the lab, and as you 
move closer towards commercial-
ization and to technically prove 
things out, the cost goes up,” 
Kuhach says.

“We’re now at the biggest 
chasm that there is. We’re tech-
nically proven and ready to go 
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espite the great success 
of SAGD as a driver of 
oilsands growth, there 
are still many questions 

to be answered and improvements 
to be made. 

The technology was commer-
cialized in 2001 and now accounts 
for just over one million bbls/d of 
oilsands production, or close to 
half of total volumes of about 2.5 
million bbls/d. 

Having better control of steam 
in the reservoir could improve 
recovery and efficiency, result-
ing in better economics and a 
reduced environmental footprint, 
but operators aren’t all convinced 
that the technology is quite there. 

According to C-FER Technologies, 
which has completed two stages 
of a joint-industry project in an 
effort to advance the technology, 
potential benefits include rapid 
and uniform steam chamber 
growth, improved production rates, 
improved ultimate recovery and 
reduced steam to oil ratios.

C-FER says flow-control devices 
(FCDs) “can have a significant 
impact on the overall economics of 
a SAGD development.”

ConocoPhillips invested the 
extra capital cost of installing 
FCDs in wells at the new Surmont 
2 SAGD project and says this is 
paying off to the point that it is 
deploying the technology beyond 
its original plans. 

About 30 per cent of the 
well pairs at Surmont 2 were 
originally equipped with FCDs 
when the 118,000-bbl/d SAGD 
expansion was commissioned in 
mid-2015.

installed in its production wells 
at Firebag and none in its steam 
injection wells.

D’Mello said the company 
believes FCDs can help improve 
steam conformance when 
hotspots develop in a wellbore 
due to operating practices or het-
erogeneous geology.

However, the FCDs that are 
currently available to oilsands 
producers are not necessarily 
equipped to do the job.

“Vendors are supplying FCDs 
developed for conventional wells,” 
Suncor said in its presentation. “A 

Since achieving first oil in 
September 2015, ConocoPhillips 
says the devices have achieved 
impressive results.

“We now have over a year’s ex-
perience with flow control devices 
in many of our wells at Surmont 2, 
and I really have to say it’s not every 
day that you develop a single tech-
nology that can give you a 100 per 
cent increase in the cumulative oil 
production over 12 months time 
from your well pairs,” ConocoPhillips 
executive vice-president Al 
Hirshberg told the audience at the 
company’s 2016 analyst and investor 
meeting in New York.

“These FCDs have been so 
effective that we’ve even devel-
oped a way to retrofit them into 
wells that we drilled that didn’t 
originally have them.”

According to TOP Analysis, 
FCDs are designed to promote 
a more uniform distribution of 
steam along the injection well and 
fluid drawdown to the production 
well. They are also often used as 
a way of ensuring pump longev-
ity by reducing the likelihood of 
steam interaction with artificial lift.

While ConocoPhillips is report-
ing success with its FCDs, Suncor 
Energy says the systems need 
more work in order to achieve 
their potential. 

That’s the view that Suncor 
Energy SAGD production en-
gineer Jeremy D’Mello presented 
to the Alberta Energy Regulator 
(AER) in the company’s latest per-
formance update for its Firebag 
SAGD project.

According to its AER presen-
tation, Suncor has seven FCDs 

purpose-built SAGD device could 
be a game changer if it blocked 
steam better.”

According to C-FER, a num-
ber of questions remain, including 
the comparative costs of dif-
ferent FCD systems, how the 
devices and the associated well 
completions should be designed, 
how wells with FCDs should be 
operated, the performance and 
reliability of the tools over the 
SAGD project life cycle, and the 
capability of existing modelling 
tools to aid in FCD design and 
assessment. 
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SAGD flow control: For 
ConocoPhillips it’s a win, 
for Suncor Energy it’s 
not quite there
BY DEBORAH JAREMKO

The reality of SAGD reservoirs is not uniform, so steam injection does not necessarily 
create the ideal steam chamber along a wellbore. This can create significant 

operational challenges and increase costs. Flow control devices can change the rate 
of steam injection along a well to create more uniformity. 
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Direct-contact 
steam generation: 
Potential to drop in 
situ steam emissions 
to nearly zero
BY PAT ROCHE
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Steam generation is the largest 
source of thermal oilsands 

greenhouse gases. Direct-contact 
steam generation could be a game 

changer in emissions reduction.

greenhouse gases from steam gener-
ation almost to zero,” Suncor’s Todd 
Pugsley said in a speech at the Oil Sands 
Innovation Summit 2017 sponsored by 
COSIA, Alberta Innovates and Natural 
Resources Canada.

“It is a potential game changer,” he 
said, noting DCSG has the added advan-
tage of using existing infrastructure. This 
means “all our knowhow about ther-
mal recovery of bitumen with steam still 
stands, and it also opens the opportunity 
for not just greenfield growth project 
applications but brownfield applications 
as well.”

Today, huge quantities of steam are 
produced with once-through steam gen-
erators, which create heat on one side 
of a surface, in this case tubes, to heat 
water on the other side. To preserve the 
tubes, the water requires some degree of 
treatment.

DCSG does away with the heat trans-
fer surface altogether to “directly contact 
the water with the flame, kind of the way 
you put out your campfire, except in this 
case, you don’t want to put your fire out,” 
Pugsley explained. 

Its high-pressure, direct-contact 
design means the steam generator has a 
much smaller physical and environmental 
footprint. The process would enable com-
panies to recycle about 90 per cent of the 

ew technology being developed by SAGD 
operators could effectively eliminate CO2 

emissions from the steam generation pro-
cess, the largest source of greenhouse gases 

from in situ bitumen production.
Known as direct-contact steam generation (DCSG), 

the technology is thought to be about five years 
from commercial deployment. It could provide addi-
tional benefits including reduced water requirements 
and production of pure CO2 that could be used for 
enhanced oil recovery.

Suncor Energy is leading the multi-year develop-
ment project, backed by Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA).

“There are a lot of things to like about this tech-
nology, but there is a lot of development work that 
still needs to happen. If we can prove this out to be 
technically viable, there is potential to reduce direct 

produced water and could also accommo-
date the use of oilsands tailings water at a 
time when oilsands mining companies are 
struggling to reduce those volumes.

DCSG would use oxygen-fuel combustion—
burning natural gas with pure oxygen 
rather than air (which is about 78 per cent 
nitrogen and 21 per cent oxygen)—which 
adds to the cost. But the benefit is flue 
gas that is almost pure CO2. 

The CO2 can either be sent downhole 
with the steam (in an approximately 90 
per cent steam to 10 per cent CO2 mix-
ture), where it could enhance bitumen 
production and permanently sequester 
much of the greenhouse gas, or be sepa-
rated out at surface for other uses.

Suncor has tested two versions of 
DCSG—one at California-based Clean 
Energy Systems and one at the federal 
government’s CanmetENERGY research 
centre in Ottawa. CanmetENERGY 
recognized DCSG’s potential as a trans-
formative technology to address oilsands 
environmental issues about a decade ago 
when the first patent applications were 
filed, Pugsley said.

Further investigation is justified, he 
concluded. “Is the technology cost com-
petitive? Yes. How long until DCSG is 
ready for full commercial deployment? It’s 
probably four, five years away, depending 
how fast things can happen.” 

N
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related to weld  safety and quality:

• Compliance / quality issues of CWB certified companies
• Regulated work being undertaken by non-certified companies
• Non-certified fabricators and / or erectors on construction sites
• Weld quality issues which may result in a threat to the  

safety of the public

To report an incident or complaint, please visit our website 
www.weldquality.org/enforcement.   
Or call the safety hotline at 1-800-844-6790 x717.



ne of the quickest ways for oilsands 
producers to reduce costs is to digitize 
their processes.

The business management and 
analytics segment in particular, which is seen as 
a formidable accelerator of products and ser-
vices in other sectors, offers great potential for 
the oilsands, according to the Canadian Energy 
Research Institute. 

A recent IHS CERA report found that digiti-
zation improves productivity by two to eight per 
cent, with an operating expense reduction of five 
to 25 per cent and a capital expenditure reduc-
tion from one to 10 per cent depending on site 
localization.

Here’s a look at digital technologies that 
promise to lower costs and improve the effi-
ciency of oilsands operations.
• SAS has developed an asset optimization 

system for thermal oilsands producers that 
creates analytical models able to compute 
optimal steam distribution on a field-wide 
basis. It is designed to determine, for example, 
which wells to starve and which wells to feed 
more steam as availability dictates. 

Statistical models created by the pro-
gram—developed from data collected from 
several SAGD operators—recognize process 
changes with time for each well pair while 
analytics evaluate and update models to pro-
vide performance predictions. The system is 
also designed to predict events such as steam 
breakthrough and process upsets before they 
occur, thereby minimizing costly unplanned 
events and maintenance costs.

SAS estimates its technology can pro-
duce an additional 40 bbls/d per producing 
well, which on a 100-well-pair facility would 
translate into a production increase of about 
1.4 million barrels annually or $24 million in 
increased pre-royalty cash flow with oil priced 
at $46/bbl.

• Calgary-based start-up Veerum is combining 
several recent advances—from asset tracking 
to digital twin technology and virtual reality—to 
enable cheaper, more efficient project delivery.

Veerum uses robots and drones, lasers and 
photogrammetry to capture the layout of a 
physical site and create a digital twin to within 

a millimetre’s accuracy, it says. The system 
allows users to pair the virtual digital twin with 
the project’s plans in an effort to ensure the 
design and reality are a perfect match. The 
company is now adding virtual reality to the 
mix, allowing users to don headsets and take 
a virtual stroll through the project’s digital 
representation.

• GE’s Thermal Production Optimization soft-
ware uses proprietary machine learning 
models to create a digital twin of a SAGD pro-
ject in an effort to optimize operations like 
steam allocation across the field—which can 
have a material impact on production and save 
a company millions of dollars. 

On a typical SAGD facility, there may be 
too many dynamic variables at play for any 
one reservoir engineer or team to solve. 
Advanced analytic and machine learning, 
however, can leverage the massive volumes 
of data the facility produces to provide well 
models that are used to run what-if scenar-
ios and constraint-based optimizations. That 
could allow operators to establish ideal oper-
ating parameters on individual wells or across 
an entire field. 

In one published case study of the Thermal 
Production Optimization software, GE said it 
produced a one to 1.5 per cent improvement 
to steady state operations and a three to five 
per cent improvement to non-steady state 
production across a SAGD producing field. 
Even a one per cent improvement in produc-
tion can yield millions of dollars in additional 
revenue annually. 

• Calgary-based Stream Systems has also devel-
oped a cloud-based software-as-a- service 
application that allows users to create, cus-
tomize and test their projects in a virtual 
environment to extract maximum value from 
large capital investments. Stream Systems 
says it can trim the costs of capital projects 
20 per cent by using simulations to mimic 
reality to test innovation in a risk-free, virtual 
environment.

By virtually replicating key elements of a 
business challenge, Stream Systems says it 
can run any number of variable inputs and 
outputs—for example, different economic 

scenarios, regulatory changes or the effect of 
equipment breakdowns or different routing 
options—and allow companies to experiment 
with design and operational strategies until 
the best approach to solving a problem is 
determined.

• While companies in the consumer auto market 
are racing to perfect driverless vehicle tech-
nology, oilsands producers are close to 
implementing the technology for some of the 
world’s biggest vehicles—the heavy haulers 
used in oilsands mining operations.

Suncor Energy, which has a fleet of about 
100 heavy haulers, is piloting the technology 
with 400-tonne Komatsu Front Runner 
autonomous haul trucks as part of a larger 
shift toward increased automation in min-
ing. The Japanese company producing the 
Front Runner already uses the technology at 
large mines in Chile and Australia. Able to be 
remotely controlled and operated 24/7, GPS-
assisted autonomous heavy haulers, which 
have also been developed by Caterpillar, are 
expected to cut costs five to 10 per cent.

• Engineering and procurement firm Vista 
Projects has created an integrated data portal 
designed to provide an open project data-
base with real-time updating ability that can 
be shared by all parties participating in a major 
project. Full digitalization creates a layered 
and comprehensive online database that can 
be searched quickly and easily, Vista says. 

Integrated engineering software is designed 
so changes made to one part of the design are 
automatically replicated or flagged in other 
layers of the database.

Vista says it recently completed one 
of the oilsands industry’s largest and 
most comprehensive implementations 
of a digital engineering environment for a 
new project’s front-end engineering and 
design (FEED). The technology allowed 
the operator to reduce costs through pro-
cess simplification, plot plan compression, 
fit-for-purpose specifications, increased 
modularization and optimized execution, 
Vista says. The result was a collaborative 
effort with its client that led to FEED coming 
in 16 per cent under budget. 

IoT: Tough market conditions 
driving uptake in digital 
technology for the oilsands
BY MAURICE SMITH
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ith ample oil supplies leading to longer-term lower 
prices, getting oilsands supply costs down is job 
number one across all sectors of the industry. 

New engineering designs, technologies and 
business models are all being tested to make oilsands produc-
tion competitive on the global market.

But another area with great potential to save costs is in pro-
ject management. A study released by the Alberta Projects 
Improvement Network (APIN) in late 2016 shows using project 
management processes like stage-gating and advanced work 
packaging could result in major savings in capital costs in de-
veloping oilsands projects. 

Stage-gating breaks a project into manageable pieces, with 
the project team having to meet specific criteria before moving 
on to the next stage in the project. By thinking in terms of stag-
ing, owners can closely monitor deliverables   

MEASURE TWICE, 
CUT ONCE Alberta Projects Improvement Network survey 

shows better upfront planning could result in 
significant savings on project costs

BY DARRELL STONEHOUSE
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   How many employees (both permanent and contract) does your 
company currently have? 

58
(36.02%)

16
(9.94%)

38
(23.6%)

12
(7.45%)

37
(22.98%)

0-50

51-100101-500

501-1,000

1,001

   What is your position within the organization?

Construction 
management

Construction 
services

Executive (senior 
management/owner)

Field/manufacturing  
personnel (including trades)

Middle management

Other

Project  
management

Project services

Technical 
adviser

  What type of company do you work for? 

42
(26.09%)

21
(13.04%)

10
(6.21%)

18
(11.18%)

44
(27.33%)

26
(16.15%)

Construction 
contractor

Fabricator Owner 
organization

Engineering and 
procurement contractor SupplierOther

  4   
(2.48%)

3   
(1.86%)

50    
(31.06%)

23    
(14.29%)

21    
(13.04%)

35    
(21.74%)

5    
(3.11%)

10    
(6.21%)

10    
(6.21%)
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    Are you aware of/implementing the 80-100 rule (complete 80 per cent of 
engineering before site mobilization, 100 per cent of Issued for Construction 
drawings, and specifications must be issued on time and completed prior to 
construction)?

   23%    11%    5%  3% 7% 2% 2% 9% 11%

2%

1%

1%

1%

6

7 6

6

18

17

18

1

2

1

1
2

2

2
1

1

13

6
4
3

17

1%

2%

6%

2%

1%

2% 2%

4%

3%

ALBERTA PROJECT IMPROVEMENT NETWORK (APIN) SURVEY RESULTS

     Do you think Alberta’s capital project delivery and execution needs to change?

Yes 

No 

Unsure

Not within 
the scope of 
my work

Executive
Middle management
Project management
Project services
Technical adviser
Construction management

Construction contractor

Construction contractor

Engineering and  
procurement contractor

Engineering and  
procurement contractor

Fabricator

Fabricator

Other

Other

Owner organization

Owner organization

Supplier

Supplier

Construction services
Field/manufacturing personnel 
Other

12

11

15

12

4

3

7
3
4
5

10

8

5

5

11

4

No Unsure Yes - Always

Yes - Aware Yes - Aware and implementingNo

Yes - Sometimes

3

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3

FIGURE 1

74%

2%

10%

14%

34

24 25 22

57
17

77
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and planning as the project moves 
through its life cycle.  

Advanced work packaging is the 
extension of front-end planning across 
the project life cycle. It starts at the 
initial project set-up and, through inter-
active planning, guides the project 
through engineering and construction 
work packages. 

APIN analysis shows when advanced 
work packages are implemented, there 
is a 25 per cent improvement in pro-
ductivity and a 10 per cent reduction in 
total installed costs of a project. 

Yet, despite the benefits of both 
project management practices, they 
have been slow to be implemented 
by industry in Alberta. In late 2016 
APIN surveyed more than 160 leaders 
in the industrial construction sector 
ranging from executives at oper-
ator, engineering, procurement and 
construction management, and con-
struction firms to members of project 
management teams. 

What it found was an industry that 
knows it needs to change but has been 
slow to adopt project management 
best practices to spur that change. 

Over 70 per cent of survey respon-
dents agreed Alberta’s project delivery 
and execution practices need improve-
ment, while only two per cent said 
things are fine as they stand now 
(Figure 1). 

The number one way to cut costs, 
they said, was to improve front-end and 
workforce planning.

The APIN study found that the big-
gest cause of poor project delivery is 
insufficient design completion before 
beginning construction. Alberta pro-
jects average 55 per cent design 
completion before starting construction 
compared with 75 per cent in the U.S. 

APIN has been promoting 
the 80/100 rule: 80 per cent of 

   Does your company practice “fast-tracking” (sending designs to site or order-
ing materials before design is completed and reviewed by the construction 
and operation teams) on projects?
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NOTE: NUMBERS MAY NOT ADD UP DUE TO ROUNDING.

    How effective is advanced work packaging and workface planning on projects 
you have worked on?

5% 3% 4% 6% 2% 7%

37% 37%

ALBERTA PROJECT IMPROVEMENT NETWORK (APIN) SURVEY RESULTS    From your perspective, are the owners following their stage-gate process?

Yes 

Not at all

No 

Somewhat

Effective

Unsure

Very effective

Unsure if it 
was used

Construction contractor

0-50

Engineering and  
procurement contractor

51-100

Fabricator

101-500

Other

Owner organization

501-1,000

Supplier

1,001

1%

7% 4% 5% 14%6%

4%

1%

1%

1%

10% 7% 6% 8%2%

10%

22%

5%

5% 9% 9%

6%

2%

2%

2% 2% 3%

3%

2%

8% 8%2%4%

Construction contractor
Engineering and  
procurement contractor

Fabricator
Other
Owner organization
Supplier

1

1

No – Do not see 
value in project 

management training

No – See value in project 
management training but have 

not yet had the opportunity

Yes – Offered by 
current employer

Yes – Offered by 
past employer

Yes – Paid for 
personally

3 4

4

7

7

3

3

11

12

4

8

5

1

7

9

5

5

22

8

5

7

6

13

FIGURE 4

FIGURE 5

FIGURE 6

3%

22%

28%

35%

37%

20%

47%

9%

61

28 27

41

4

1%

1%

1%
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engineering and 100 per cent of con-
struction drawings and specifications 
completed prior to construction. 
Around 60 per cent of those surveyed 
said they were aware of the rule, but 
only one-fifth of this group had actu-
ally implemented the rule in their 
projects (Figure 2). 

Fast tracking—sending designs to site 
or ordering materials before the project 
design is completed and reviewed—
continues to be common practice in 
the industry with 60 per cent of survey 
respondents reporting they sometimes or 
always fast-tracked projects (Figure 3).

Using stage-gating to break up 
projects and ensure work is completed 
before moving on to the next phase 
of the project has also been slow to 
become a best practice in the in-
dustry, with only 37 per cent of survey 
respondents reporting having applied 
the system. 

Only 28 per cent of respondents 
said project owners actually fol-
low the process where it does exist 
(Figure 4).

Around 75 per cent of respondents 
said they were somewhat or very famil-
iar with advanced work packaging and 
workface planning, with half report-
ing they had been involved in a project 
using the practice. 

On projects where the processes 
have been used, almost half of respon-
dents said they were unsure whether 
they were effective (Figure 5).

One possible reason for the slow 
uptake of best practices in oilsands 
project management could be a lack 
of training for workers. Nearly 45 per 
cent of respondents said their company 
doesn’t currently offer project manage-
ment training. 

Around 40 per cent of respondents 
said they had no training in project 
management (Figure 6). 

   Have you ever had any formal project management training?
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Pre-register for FREE ATTENDANCE with Promo Code: BOAGS6   

www.bonnyvilleoilandgasshow.com
Want to showcase your business? We’re still accepting exhibitors!

BONNYVILLE & DISTRICT

OIL&GAS
 SHOW 20

17
Uniting Innovation JUNE 21 & 22 • BONNYVILLE

Bonnyville & District Centennial Centre

“I was impressed by the quantity and quality of the exhibitors.”

“Great show! Very well organized.”
                                                - Actual feedback from past attendees

“The quality of contacts I made was great!”

NETWORK
IN THE NORTHEAST!

Bonnyville & Cold Lake
Region
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