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Introduction

Climate change is one of the greatest global

environmental and economic challenges of our time.

A scientific consensus has emerged that aiming to

reduce anthropogenic emissions in order to limit

global warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels

is paramount for the long-term health of the

environment and for sustainable economic

prosperity. 

Canada is positioning itself to take a global

leadership role in contributing to this goal.

Increasingly, the country’s public and private

sectors recognize that we must move forward

together in lockstep to dramatically reduce

domestic and global emissions. Doing so is not only

critical for limiting future warming, but also for

creating a competitive advantage in the economic

and capital markets of tomorrow. 

As governments, businesses, and global financial

markets focus their efforts on creating this low-

carbon future, they must do so with an eye not just

to reducing emissions, but to preserving our

prosperity and quality of life; this must be the dual

pronged focus of Canada’s climate actions. This

challenge should not be underestimated considering

that so much of Canada’s present wealth is tied to

carbon-intensive activities. 

Alberta is poised to play a central role in meeting

this challenge. By nature of its resource

endowments and industrial structure, the province

has historically been a driver of both economic

growth and GHG emissions in Canada. But

businesses in the province are committed to doing

their part—not only to reduce their environmental

footprint, but to help Canada achieve its ambitious

climate goals and contribute to national prosperity

at the same time.
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With the right policy structure in place, the province

could do even more to achieve these goals.

Alberta’s industrial composition is such that pan-

Canadian approaches to addressing carbon

emissions will not maximize either environmental or

economic outcomes in the province. Measures to

enable investment, innovation, and technology

development and scale-up in Alberta will help

position Canada for success in a net zero future. As

businesses do the necessary hard work to

contribute to these goals, government support will

be needed to achieve public policy objectives in a

manner that preserves or enhances business

competitiveness. 

This paper is the first in a two-part series on

developing an Alberta Low-Carbon Industrial

Strategy. It explores Alberta’s progress to date in

reducing emissions and the role it can—and must—
play in helping Canada achieve its ambitious climate

commitments. The second paper in this series will

build on the first, outlining the necessary

components of a low-carbon industrial strategy for

the province. The ultimate goal is to create the right

policy environment to allow Alberta to make a

significant contribution to Canada’s climate goals

while maintaining, or even enhancing, the province’s

traditional economic strength and contribution to

the federation.  



Alberta companies are actively reducing

emissions

Through a combination of process efficiencies, and

developing and deploying new clean technologies,

Alberta companies are working hard to contribute

to Canada’s climate ambitions. Not only have they

made progress, but many traditionally heavy-

emitting businesses in Alberta have committed to

doing much more: achieving net zero emissions by

2050. These include Cenovus, Enbridge, Stantec,

CNRL, Suncor, and MEG Energy. In fact, a recently

announced alliance of companies representing 90%

of Canada’s oil sands production has collectively

committed to achieving net zero by 2050.

The following are some examples of steps Alberta

and its business community have already taken to

reduce emissions in the province. Opportunities for

even greater emissions reductions are discussed

further below. 
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Electricity generation and

renewable energy development

Alberta is at the tail end of the process of

eliminating coal-fired electricity generation in the

province. As Figure 1 shows, between 2005 and

2019 the total electricity generated from coal

combustion in Alberta has decreased from 65% to

just 35%, mostly replaced by natural gas. 

This shift has had a major impact on provincial

emissions as burning natural gas produces about

half of the emissions as coal. Between 2005 and

2019, electricity sector emissions have been cut by

16.7 MT, a decline of 35%. And thanks to a

collaborative effort between government and

industry, coal-fired electricity generation in the

province will end by 2023—about seven years

ahead of schedule.

Transitioning from coal power

generation

Alberta’s conversion away from high-emitting coal-fired

electricity generation is being propelled forward by a

combination of government policy decisions, market

dynamics, and private sector investment commitments. 

Coal power conversion has been highly effective in the

United States, where the substitution of end-of-life coal

power plants to natural gas plants has played a major role

in the 12% reduction in sector emissions since 1990. This

cut is significant considering that electricity emissions

make up one-quarter of that nation’s total emissions. 

In Canada, the GHG reduction opportunities from coal are

not as pronounced. Only approximately 8% of our nation’s

emissions come from the electricity sector. Nonetheless,

the opportunity still exists, and Alberta’s power providers

are helping lead the charge.

For example, TransAlta Corporation’s push to convert its

power generation facilities to natural gas will entirely

eliminate its use of coal by year-end 2022, helping reduce

their total emissions by 70% from 2005 levels. 

Similarly, Capital Power is poised to be off of coal in 2023

and is making strides to become completely carbon

neutral before 2050. This includes preparing its Genesee

1 and 2 power units for upgrades that can support

electricity generation through a 95% hydrogen mix. 

This collaborative effort, however, came at a cost.

The Government of Alberta’s transition away from

coal-fired power generation means that many

existing coal facilities will become stranded assets;

companies will need to write off their investments

and close the plants before the end of their

projected lifespans. Compensation for those losses

is expected to total about $1.4 billion between 2017

and 2030. 
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The transition from coal is being supplemented by

growing interest in renewable power. Alberta’s

deregulated electricity market—distinctive in the

federation—makes the province uniquely attractive

for private sector investment in renewable

electricity generation. Alberta is already home to

Canada’s third largest installed wind capacity and

investment in solar energy is booming (See

“Alberta’s Industrial Sector Drives Investment in

Renewables”). 

The Canada Energy Regulator (CER) notes that

wind capacity in Alberta is expected to double from

2018 to 2023. Commercial solar capacity will rise

from effectively zero to 1,236 MW. According to

Rystad Energy, 83% of the combined utility-scale

wind and solar capacity expected to be built in

Canada over the next five years will be in Alberta. 
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Alberta’s industrial sector drives

investment in renewables

TransAlta – WindCharger Battery Storage – 20 MWh

storage capacity using TESLA battery technology

ATCO – Fort Chipewyan Off-Grid Solar & Storage –
2,800 kW combined projects owned and managed in

partnership with Three Nations Energy 

TC Energy – Saddlebrook Solar & Storage Project –
proposed 102.5 MW

Enbridge – Alberta Solar One – 10.5 MW to offset

pipeline operational power requirements 

Suncor – Forty Mile Wind Power Project – 400 MW

wind turbine project 

Shell Energy – Hand Hills Wind Project – 100 MW

long-term PPA

Alberta’s deregulated electricity market has made the

province an attractive location for private sector

investments in renewable energy projects and the

industrial sector is leading the charge:

Source: Alberta Utilities Commission. Calculations do not include net interchange electricity or power from on-site cogeneration.
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Alberta’s oil and gas industry is without a doubt the

largest contributor to Alberta’s industrial GHG

emissions. The energy-intensive nature of

extracting bitumen from the oil sands makes

emissions reduction an especially daunting

challenge, but the industry has committed a

tremendous amount of time, money, and expertise

to this effort. A Global Advantage Consulting Group

study suggests that upwards of 75% of the $1.4B

spent annually on clean technology in Canada

comes from the oil and gas industry, with much of

that investment going towards reducing GHG

emissions.

They have made considerable progress. Since

2000, GHG emissions created per barrel of oil

produced in the oil sands have declined by 36%, and

by 24% since 2012—predominantly through

extraction process efficiencies and new technology

deployment. 

Another area where Alberta businesses have

significantly reduced their emissions is in gas flaring

and venting. Flaring and venting volumes in the

province have fallen by 57% since 2000—75% in

the oil sands alone. In fact, Alberta and Canada are

global leaders in this area. Alberta has established

an equivalency agreement with Canada to reduce

the methane released from fugitive emissions and

venting in the oil and gas sector by 40-45% below

2012 levels by 2025, and Canada intends to set new

targets of 60-75% reductions by 2030.
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Oil and gas sector

Innovative partnership models in

Alberta’s oil and gas industry

Alberta’s oil sands industry has created globally

recognized models for developing shared environmental

tech solutions through collaboration across the private

sector, even when such collaboration contradicts typical

business logic.

In highly competitive industries such as oil and gas,

common sense dictates that this competition will drive

innovation. However, research and development and

technology scaling have proven to be cost-prohibitive

challenges for individual businesses. That is why

companies across the oil and gas ecosystem have

created world-leading partnerships that include industry

competitors, academics, and governments to foster

expertise sharing, reduce R&D costs, and drive forward

mutually beneficial environmental performance. 

For example, Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation Alliance

(COSIA) serves as a hub for shared innovation on

environmental challenges between major oil sands

producers. COSIA members work together to develop

clean technologies that help address the industry’s

environmental challenges under four priority areas: GHG

reductions, land-use efficiency, tailings improvements,

and water management.

COSIA recently sponsored the Carbon XPRIZE

competition, a contest awarding funding to technology

that best demonstrates the creation of economic value

from captured carbon. A grand prize of USD $7.5 million

was granted to Nova Scotia’s CarbonCure, a company

that demonstrated how captured carbon can help produce

stronger, more sustainable cement.

https://www.capp.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/A-Vision-for-Canadas-Recovery-375388.pdf
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/science-and-data/data-and-analysis/energy-data-and-analysis/energy-facts/energy-and-greenhouse-gas-emissions-ghgs/20063
https://research-ca.bmocapitalmarkets.com/documents/140A6529-CE63-4B90-A627-06768A001783.PDF
https://research-ca.bmocapitalmarkets.com/documents/140A6529-CE63-4B90-A627-06768A001783.PDF
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/canadian-environmental-protection-act-registry/agreements/equivalency/consultation-canada-alberta-methane-oil-gas/emissions-reduction-estimation.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/climate-plan-overview/healthy-environment-healthy-economy.html
https://www.cosia.ca/
https://www.transformingthefuture.ca/
https://www.carboncure.com/
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Heavy industry Agricultural sector

Just as in the industrial sector, Alberta’s farming

industry is working with the public sector to find

innovative land management and technology

solutions that will contribute to a net zero-

emissions future. Much progress has already been

made; since 1997, 50% fewer GHG emissions were

produced per dollar generated by the sector, and

there was a 15% emissions reduction per kilogram

of beef produced over the last 30 years. 

Much of the industry’s current emissions reduction

efforts are focused on decreasing methane and

nitrous oxide emissions, which together make up

89% of the emissions from agriculture. Albertan

farmers are adopting nitrous oxide emissions

reduction practices utilizing the 4R Nutrient

Stewardship framework, practices that are

accepted under the Government of Alberta’s

Emission Offset System. 4R Nutrient Stewardship

incorporates best management practices for

fertilizer usage to efficiently increase crop and soil

productivity while significantly limiting nitrous

oxide emissions.

Many innovative technologies are also being

developed to address methane emissions, which

make up 53% of all agriculture emissions. For

example, Calgary’s Livestock Water Recycling

PLANT manure treatment technology is being

exported to farms around the world to help

dramatically reduce GHG emissions from

traditional manure storage and processing

practices. This technology is capable of reducing

on-farm methane emissions in cattle processing by

up to 82% (4,000 tonnes CO2e per year per

installation) while creating water use and nutrient

application efficiencies.

Emissions from Alberta’s energy-intensive

industrial processes—such as chemical and

fertilizer production, cement production, smelting

and refining metals, and pulp and paper production

—are notoriously difficult to abate due to current

technological limitations, the extreme temperatures

and/or chemical reactions involved in the

production processes, and the lack of alternative

low-carbon replacement goods. 

Regardless, Alberta’s heavy industry sector is part

of some cutting-edge emissions reduction projects.

For example, Nutrien’s Redwater nitrogen fertilizer

production facility utilizes carbon capture

technology to sequester approximately 500 tonnes

of GHG emissions per day and feed it through the

Alberta Carbon Trunk Line (ACTL) for deep,

permanent underground storage. The ACTL, a

project made possible by a consortium of

companies operating in Alberta and with key

support from the governments of Alberta and

Canada, is an integrated carbon capture, utilization

and storage (CCUS) infrastructure project enabling

up to 14.6 MT of captured CO2 from industrial

facilities to be transported and stored underground.

Similarly, Alberta-based BURNCO Rock Products

has installed CarbonCure Technologies into a

Calgary-area Ready Mix concrete plant. This

technology, which notably won the NRG COSIA

Carbon XPRIZE, permanently stores CO2 into

concrete during the production process, thereby

preventing GHG emissions, while also creating a

stronger concrete product. 
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https://www.carboncure.com/
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The tougher road lies ahead

Efforts to date have helped stem emissions growth in Alberta. From 2005-2015, provincial emissions

increased by an average of 1.7% per year. However, from 2015-2019, they fell by an average of 0.2% per year

(Figure 2). In fact, from an abatement perspective, Alberta has done better than most other provinces; outside

Alberta, Canadian emissions increased by an average of 0.5% per year over that period. 

Even so, it goes without saying that Alberta is far and away Canada’s largest source of absolute emissions. As

Canada moves to reduce its emissions to meet its increasingly ambitious 2030 and 2050 targets, Alberta’s

progress to date represents only the smallest step along the path to net zero. 
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Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019.
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To its credit, Canada has been able to divorce its overall emissions growth from the growth rate of the

economy (see Figure 3). While GDP has grown more or less steadily over time, total emissions have remained

roughly constant. From an historical perspective, this is a considerable accomplishment as emissions have

typically risen in parallel with economic growth. 

There are no two ways about it: Canada’s GHG emissions reduction targets are ambitious. Under its Paris

Agreement commitments, Canada has officially committed to reducing national emissions by 40-45% below

2005 levels by 2030. By 2050, it is aiming for net zero emissions.

With only eight-and-a-half years before the 2030 deadline, Canada will need to reduce emissions at a speed

and scale far beyond anything it has achieved to date in order to meet this new objective. 
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Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019 – Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada – Part 3; Statistics Canada.

National emissions reduction targets
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Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019 – Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada – Part 3.

However, decoupling emissions from economic growth is not the same as absolute emissions reductions.

Canada has succeeded in holding emissions more or less flat since the mid-2000s, but an absolute net

reduction of 40-45% by 2030 and 100% by 2050 (see Figure 4) is a challenge of an entirely different

magnitude.    

Achieving these goals in a manner that maintains the competitiveness of trade exposed sectors while also

generating economic growth would mean combining the GDP growth trend in Figure 3 with the future

emissions reduction trajectory in Figure 4. Success will require an all-hands-on-deck approach—with not just

ambitious policy action, but significant contributions from consumers, resource producers, industry,

transportation, and many others as well. 
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Although Canada has recently submitted its enhanced Paris Agreement targets to the United Nations, it has

not published any sector-by-sector GHG reduction modeling taking into account the climate measures

announced in Budget 2021 or detailing its plans to reach the new 40-45% reduction targets by 2030. As such,

the basis for our analysis will be the                                                                                      (HEHE) climate plan,

which maps out how national emissions will be distributed on a sector-by-sector basis in order for Canada to

achieve (or slightly exceed) its original 30% Paris target.

The HEHE plan outlines a trajectory to cut net annual emissions by 227 MT (based on a 2005 starting point)

by 2030—about 31% (from 730 MT to 503 MT). Based on 2018 data published in that report, net emissions

have fallen to 716 MT, leaving about 213 MT left to cut annually by 2030. According to the HEHE plan, the

largest reductions from 2005 to 2030 will come from electricity (108 MT), followed by heavy industry (26

MT), buildings (21 MT), and oil and gas (20 MT). 

However, Canada’s emissions profile has changed considerably from 2005 to 2018. Emissions from electricity

generation have already fallen by 55 MT, leaving just 53 MT to go. At the other end of the spectrum, oil and gas

emissions have increased by 35 MT over that period, meaning that the HEHE plan is counting on 55 MT of

reductions in just 8.5 years instead of 20 MT. Similarly, transportation emissions have risen by 25 MT, raising

its targeted cuts to 35 MT.
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Sectoral contributions to national targets

HEHE modelling—Older data, smaller reductions

The HEHE plan is modeled using national emissions data released by Environment and Climate Change Canada

(ECCC) in 2020, wherein the most up-to-date national and sectoral emissions data is from 2018. Shortly after

HEHE was made public, ECCC released its updated emissions data, including new figures for 2019 and revising

previous years’ emissions accounting.

Because HEHE is modeled from an older data set, Table 2 and the calculations in this section of the paper rely

on the older data used for modeling in HEHE, whereas the rest of this paper relies on the newest available data.

Interestingly, the newest emissions accounting data retroactively increased 2005’s emissions by 9 MT from

730 MT (the data HEHE modeling uses) to 739 MT. This implies that even more absolute emissions will need to

be reduced nationally and in Alberta’s industrial sectors to reach Canada’s Paris and net zero commitments

than shown here. And once again, that still does not consider the more stringent GHG reduction commitments

made after HEHE was released publicly. 

All told, based on 2018 emissions levels, the HEHE plan expects the oil and gas sector to account for 26% of the

required emissions reductions; electricity to contribute 25%; and transportation, 16%. 

Table 1 below outlines how those emissions reductions are projected to be distributed across the entire economy

between 2018 and 2030.
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Table 1: Projected National Sectoral Emissions Reductions as Part of the HEHE Climate Plan Modeling
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Historical Projected

Sector 2018 CO2e (MT) 2030 CO2e (MT) Reduction (MT)

Industrial Sector

Oil and Gas

Electricity

Heavy Industry

Agricultural Sector

Buildings

Transportation

Waste & Others

LULUCF, NBS and

agriculture

measures

Source: BCA calculations using data from HEHE Modeling and Analysis.

335 210 125

73 74 -1

92 65 27

186 151 35

42 31 11

-13 -27 14

193

64

78

138

11

61

55

53

17

Emissions growth in the agricultural sector by 2030? Not so fast…

At first glance, the data projections in the HEHE climate plan (see Table 1) appear to allow GHG emissions in the

agriculture sector to grow. This is not the case; rather, emissions categorization is the culprit.

The 1% growth projected in the agricultural sector is more than offset by emissions sequestration opportunities

on farms, and the HEHE plan recognizes as much. A further 10 MT of emissions nation-wide are projected to be

sequestered annually by 2030 on farms through improved fertilizer use and land management practices. These

reductions are counted in a separate category of emissions reductions and therefore do not show up in the

modeling for the agricultural sector. For more information, see the HEHE plan and its modeling of land use, land-

use change and forestry (LULUCF) measures, Nature-based Solutions, and Agriculture Measures. These

measures account for methods of using managed nature to absorb emissions from the atmosphere, leading to

negative emissions contributions.
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Alberta’s emissions and the HEHE plan

Alberta will need to make a significant contribution for Canada to meet its original 2030 Paris Agreement

targets, to say nothing about its new, more ambitious targets. The primary reason for this is simple: the

province is easily Canada’s largest source of emissions, producing 38% of Canada’s total GHGs in 2019 despite

being home to just 11.6% of all Canadians. Albertans contribute approximately 63.2 tonnes of GHG emissions

per capita annually, whereas Canadians, on average, emit 19.4 tonnes per capita.
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The province’s unique emissions profile

Complicating matters, however, is the fact that not only does Alberta emit far more GHGs than any other

province, but its emissions profile is distinct within Canada. Specifically, the industrial and agricultural sectors

make up a disproportionate share of Alberta’s total emissions compared to other provinces (Figure 5). 

Outside Alberta, industrial and agricultural sector emissions made up about 35% of total GHGs but within the

province, that figure is closer to 77%. Conversely, just 23% of Alberta’s emissions come from sources like

transportation; buildings; waste; coal production; and light manufacturing, construction, and forest resources.

In the rest of Canada, these sectors contribute 65% of emissions.

In fact, Alberta is the only province where more than half of total emissions come from the industrial and

agricultural sectors. Alberta produces more emissions from those sources (211 MT) than every other

province and territory combined (190 MT). 

Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019: Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada – Part 3
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Oil and gas production, distribution and refinement emissions;

Electricity production emissions, not including electricity produced for on-site use. On-site electricity

production emissions are counted as belonging to the sector doing the on-site generation;

Heavy industry, including mining, smelting and refining, iron and steel, cement, and chemicals and fertilizers,

among other production processes.

On-farm fuel use, crop production, and animal production emissions.

Categorizing which sectors GHG emissions belong to can get tricky. Our work bases its definition of industrial

and agriculture sector emissions on sources that borrow from sector-based categorization methods used in

Canada’s annual National Inventory Report to the United Nations. In our paper, industrial sector emissions

include:

Agricultural sector emissions include:

Emissions calculated in the National Inventory Report are those produced and released in Canada. Emissions

from the consumption of Canadian export products are not included. Emissions from 2019 are the latest data

reported as of this paper’s publication.
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Defining industrial and agricultural emissions
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Alberta’s outsized emissions have nothing to do with any particular disregard for the environment and

everything to do with the province’s unique industrial structure. Specifically, Alberta’s geography, resource

endowments, and energy production history make it the natural home to many of Canada’s large, hard-to-

decarbonize industries—notably oil and gas, but also fertilizer, petrochemicals, and many others. Moreover,

many of these industries have been scaled up to help meet global demand, rather than relying on Canada’s

relatively small domestic market. As this paper will explore later, this scale-up and export orientation is a

primary reason for Alberta’s higher-than-average GHG emission per capita.

Table 2, below, profiles Alberta’s industrial and agricultural emissions in the context of provincial, national, and

sector-specific GHG emissions.
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Taking a closer look...

Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019: Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada – Part 3

Table 2: Industrial and Agricultural Sector GHG Emissions, 2019

Sector
AB (MT)

CO2e

% of Total AB

Emissions

Industrial Sector

Oil and Gas

Electricity

Heavy Industry

Agricultural Sector

190.4

141.3

% of Canadian Sector

Emissions Occurring in AB

% of Total Canadian

Emissions

69% 58% 26%

31.0

18.1

51%

11%

7%

74%

51%

24%

19%

4%

2%

21.0 8% 29% 3%

Source: National Inventory Report 1990-2019: Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada – Part 3; BCA’s own calculations.

Oil and gas:

As Table 2 indicates, Alberta’s oil and gas sector accounts for 74% of industrial sector emissions in the

province, and nearly one-fifth of Canada’s total emissions. This should come as no surprise since nearly 81% of

Canada’s crude oil and 71% of natural gas production occurs in Alberta. This geographic concentration of oil

and gas resources makes the province the natural home to the emissions created during the extraction,

upgrading, transportation, and refining processes. Had these resources been more evenly distributed across

Canada’s entire geography, the emissions associated with their development would also be distributed more

evenly.
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Just over half of Canada’s electricity sector

emissions are produced in Alberta. This, again, is

not because of environmental indifference but the

fact that, unlike British Columbia, Manitoba, and

Quebec, Alberta does not have the geography

conducive to developing zero-emission baseload

power like hydroelectricity. Instead, the province

has relied on its cheap and abundant coal and

natural gas to provide affordable baseload power.

While coal-fired electricity generation is being

phased out by 2023, the lack of a near-term

baseload alternative will require the continued use

of natural gas in the medium term to smooth over

intermittent power generation from renewables and

during peak demand periods in the hottest and

coldest months of the year. 

Moreover, Alberta’s distinct, energy-intensive

industrial base consumes a lot of electricity.

According to the Alberta Utilities Commission, in

2019 industry accounted for nearly 50% of all

electricity consumption in the province, compared

to 40.8% for Canada as a whole. This 50% figure

does not even account for the massive amount of

electricity that industrial facilities generate and use

on-site.

17

Electricity: 

Almost one-quarter of Canada’s heavy industry

sector emissions occur in Alberta, and approximately

two-thirds of these emissions stem from chemical

and fertilizer production. In both cases, emissions are

tied to their dependence on the oil and gas sector as

feedstock for their respective outputs. For example,

natural gas helps to supply the nitrogen necessary for

fertilizer production. Meanwhile, Alberta’s cheap and

abundant natural gas provides petrochemical

facilities with easy access to low-cost production

inputs such as natural gas liquid feedstock (the

byproduct of natural gas processing) and a stable

facility power source. Alberta’s resource endowments

have, at least in part, made it the home of more

petrochemical facilities than any other province.

Heavy industry: 

As with the oil and gas industry, the concentration

of excellent agricultural land and soil in the

province’s prairies and foothills is the primary

reason that Alberta produces nearly 30% (21 MT) of

Canada’s total agricultural emissions—more than

Ontario and Quebec combined. That said, Alberta’s

agricultural GHG emissions are not out of line given

the amount of land in the province devoted to

agriculture. The combination of wide-open space

with rich soils on the prairie and natural grasslands

near the foothills provides an ideal environment for

crop and livestock farming. According to the latest

data, Alberta is home to approximately 32% of

Canada’s total acreage of farmland and 40% of the

industry’s total cattle population, and yet only

contributes approximately 29% of the national

sector’s total GHG emissions. 

Agriculture:
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Alberta's contribution to the

HEHE Plan

Industrial Sector: 37% reduction, or 71.2 MT

Oil and Gas: 28% reduction, or 39.5 MT

Electricity: 82% reduction, or 27.1 MT

Heavy Industry: 22% reduction, or 4.2 MT

Agriculture Sector: 1% increase, or 0.3 MT

As an outsized contributor to Canada’s overall GHG

emissions, it goes without saying that a

disproportionate share of Canada’s emissions

reductions also needs to come from Alberta. The

HEHE plan does not model provincial contributions

to Canada’s climate objectives, but assuming that

the projected emissions cuts are distributed in

proportion to where those emissions are produced,

Alberta would have to reduce its total industrial and

agricultural emissions by about 71 MT, distributed

in the following way:

In short, for Canada to achieve its old Paris

Agreement target of 30% below 2005 emissions—
to say nothing of its new, more ambitious 40-45%

reduction commitments—will require steep

industrial sector emissions cuts, largely from

Alberta. There is little choice. 

Without significant action on industrial sector

emissions, these same reductions would have to

come disproportionately from other sectors of the

economy—something that is simply unachievable

without truly devastating economic consequences.

To put the HEHE plan’s reduction of 227 MT in

perspective, if Canada were to eliminate every

single emissions-producing mode of transportation

(cars, planes, busses, trains, cargo ships, etc.) in

the next 8.5 years, it would still be 41 MT short of

its former, less ambitious 2030 climate target. 

And the challenge will only grow as we look to

2050. Efforts to reach a net zero emissions

economy will likely become even more difficult as

the easy-to-decarbonize, low-hanging fruit

emissions reduction opportunities will have already

been picked.

Implications for economic

competitiveness

This is not meant to be alarmist or defeatist;

striving for deep emissions reductions and net zero

is necessary, and it is a challenge that Alberta’s

industrial and agriculture sectors are already trying

to tackle. Rather, this is a call to realize that there

is little hope for achieving our end-of-decade Paris

Agreement targets AND preserving prosperity

without a truly ambitious and targeted focus on

Alberta industry. 

Indeed, one of the biggest challenges from a policy

standpoint is how to achieve meaningful emissions

reduction in Alberta while preserving economic

competitiveness. Alberta’s industrial and

agricultural sectors disproportionately contribute

to Canada’s overall GHG emissions, but they are

also important drivers of national economic

growth. That growth is central not only to

improving Canadians’ lives but also to generating

the income needed to finance our climate

ambitions.  

While the general contribution Alberta’s industrial

sector makes to Canada will be discussed further

below, the specific issue when it comes to meeting

emissions reduction targets is that the province’s

high-emissions industrial profile and fossil fuel-

driven electricity baseload mean that broad-based

national policies like carbon pricing will have a

disproportionately severe impact in Alberta relative

to many other provinces, and relative to

international competitors that do not impose

similar costs.

This will negatively impact two critical components

of the Alberta economy: investment attraction and

exports. On the investment side, Alberta has long

been a magnet for attracting new business capital

spending into Canada (Figure 6). In 2019, the

province accounted for 26% of all non-residential

capital expenditures in the country—the highest

rate in the country on a per capita basis—even

despite a precipitous decline since 2014.
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However, from 2014 to 2020, capital spending in Alberta fell by more than $48 billion—with most of that

decline in heavy-emitting industries. New investment in other provinces grew by only enough to make up half

those losses. As a result, capital expenditures across Canada fell by $24 billion over that period. 

Imposing a higher cost structure on business operations in Alberta will only serve to magnify this trend by

deterring businesses from choosing to locate in Alberta or expand their existing operations in the province.

Moreover, policies like a national price on carbon, while effective in a macro sense, have disproportionate

impacts across the country. Specifically, because Alberta does not have access to an emissions-free

electricity baseload, carbon pricing will penalize a wide range of businesses in the province relative to their

counterparts elsewhere in the country. Carbon policies that benefit one part of Canada at the active expense

of another will not yield the kind of meaningful economic growth that the federal government is counting on

during the energy transition.

There are similar challenges on the export side as well. Compared to most other provinces, Alberta is heavily

reliant on international trade to generate economic growth. In 2019, exports accounted for about 41% of

provincial GDP, up from about 36% five years earlier. By comparison, for Canada as a whole, exports represent

32% of economic activity—a figure that has been largely unchanged for many years. 

At the same time, a disproportionate share of Alberta’s exports come from energy-intensive industries. Those

industries have been remarkably successful at scaling up to access global markets—a process that drives

productivity and benefits the wellbeing of Canadians—but has simultaneously increased Albertan’s per capita

emissions to meet foreign demand for our products. The most obvious example is oil and gas, which accounts

for about 62% of Alberta’s total exports—worth about $67 billion in 2020. Moreover, of the province’s top 12

exports outside of oil and gas, nine come from energy-intensive industries (Figure 7).   All told, these industries

accounted for about 85% of Alberta’s total exports last year (Figure 8).  

Source: BCA calculations using Statistics Canada data.

1. Definitions vary slightly by source, but generally speaking, organizations like the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), the European Parliament,

Natural Resources Canada, the International Energy Agency, and the United Nations Industrial Development Organization, identify the following industrial

activities as energy-intensive: oil and gas extraction; petroleum and coal refining; animal production; food products manufacturing; pulp and paper production;

fertilizers and other chemicals manufacturing; iron and steel production; aluminum and other non-ferrous metals manufacturing; and cement, lime and gypsum

production.

1
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Source: ISED – Trade Data Online.

Source: Trade Data Online; BCA calculations
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This reliance on energy-intensive export products

is far higher in Alberta than it is in any other

province, save Newfoundland and Labrador. Nation-

wide, energy-intensive industries accounted for

49% of total exports in 2020; and just 45% and

31% in Quebec and Ontario, respectively. 

It is worth noting as well that the link between

energy intensity and emissions intensity is far

tighter in Alberta than it is in Canada’s two largest

provinces. Access to hydroelectricity and nuclear

power means that the energy being consumed in

central Canada emits, on average, significantly

fewer GHGs than in Alberta, where zero-emissions

electricity has not been a significant option. 

Finally, largely because of a lack of tidewater

access for crude oil, Alberta is particularly

dependent on the US market to buy its goods. Last

year, about 84% of Alberta’s total exports went

south of the border, compared to an average of 71%

for all other provinces. Since the US does not

impose a price on carbon, Alberta’s industrial and

agricultural exporters are at risk of losing market

access because they cannot compete with

domestic producers in the US or other imports into

that country. 

At present, these competitiveness issues are

partially mitigated by Alberta’s TIER regulation on

industrial emitters. However, as the federal carbon

price increases to $170/tonne by 2030, TIER

stringency will need to increase as well to ensure

that equivalency is maintained. Absent additional

policy action, Alberta businesses could find

themselves unable to compete in domestic or

global markets. 
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Further emissions reduction opportunities in

Alberta’s industrial and agricultural sectors

With 38% of Canada’s overall emissions and more than half of its industrial and agricultural emissions

concentrated in a single province, the road to Paris and net zero must go through Alberta. While the magnitude

of this task may seem daunting, there are at least two reasons why it represents an opportunity.

 

For one, this concentration of emissions makes it easy to identify where policy efforts should be focused.

Significant and meaningful cuts to national GHG emissions could be made by concentrating efforts where

they’re needed most. It is much easier to hit the target if you know where to aim the arrow. 

Secondly, Alberta offers a bigger bang for the buck on the cost of emissions abatement, both at the sector-

specific level and at the geographic level. According to a recent study conducted by the Institute for

Sustainable Finance, the average cost to abate emissions in Alberta on a per-tonne CO2-equivalent basis is

lower than the average cost in any other province or territory in Canada (see Figure 9).

In particular, the study suggests that outsized investments directed towards reducing GHG emissions in

Alberta’s oil and gas and electricity sectors can drive deeper emissions abatement than if efforts were more

evenly distributed or concentrated elsewhere. Abatements in the heavy industry and agricultural sectors are

more difficult or costly, but there are interesting opportunities for carbon-reducing technologies and policy

structures that can allow all these sectors to not only contribute to their own emissions reductions, but to

work with other sectors for multisector and cross-sector climate gains.
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Source: “Capital Mobilization Plan for a Canadian Low-Carbon Economy” – Table 4.
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Domestic GHG reduction

opportunities

Strategic GHG reduction pathways for Alberta’s

industrial and agricultural sectors must be

pragmatic and feasible. A pragmatic strategy

should include consideration of the urgency

imposed by GHG reduction targets, the technical

and commercial readiness of existing technology,

and the pathway to improved technology. The

urgency created by Canada’s 2030 target,

therefore, will require near-term domestic

investments in commercially ready technologies,

whereas the 2050 net zero target will require long-

term investments in technologies that show

promise today but are not yet ready for broad

commercial adoption.

As the price of wind and solar technology becomes

competitive with fossil fuel power generation,

Alberta’s deregulated electricity market allows

energy entrepreneurs, utilities, and other major

businesses to more easily pivot to the most cost-

efficient power generation technologies. Major

utilities providers in Alberta have already begun

diversifying their power generation portfolios and

have made major investments into the solar and

wind markets. As electricity storage continues to

become cheaper, investments in intermittent

renewable power can pair with natural gas

baseload and peaking power to help drive reduce

the emissions intensity of the entire grid.

Evidence from the United States also suggests that

deregulated energy markets with retail choice, like

in Alberta, see the highest uptake of corporate

renewable power purchasing agreements (PPAs)—
agreements which directly connect power buyers

with green power suppliers. These arrangements

are gaining momentum in Alberta, especially with

large industrial emitters and other major

businesses looking to invest in reducing their

corporate carbon footprints.

Near term

Supporting CCUS

Carbon capture, utilization and storage (CCUS)

technology shows tremendous potential as one

part of a multifaceted approach to deeply reducing

GHG emissions. The ACTL has already proven that

carbon capture infrastructure can connect oil

sands facilities with hard-to-decarbonize heavy

industry facilities in a shared effort to capture,

transport, and utilize carbon before it reaches the

atmosphere. Alberta is home to world-class

geological formations capable of permanently

storing CO2 close to where it is produced, like at

Shell Canada’s Quest carbon capture and storage

facility, which has captured and stored more than 5

MT of emissions since 2015 from an oil upgrader

northeast of Edmonton. The provincial and federal

governments are currently in conversation about

strategies that could see carbon capture

technology reduce Alberta’s annual emissions by

approximately 30 MT by 2030. However, high

initial capital costs and slow regulatory approval

processes are currently hindering faster uptake of

the technology. 

Renewable energy investment

Inter-provincial grid connectivity

As previously explored, Alberta is dramatically

reducing the carbon intensity of its electricity grid, but

the province can also work with neighbouring

jurisdictions to increase interprovincial grid

connectivity that can supply Alberta with cheap, near-

zero carbon base power. Expanding grid connectivity

with British Columbia, for example, would reduce

Alberta’s electricity emissions intensity, spur even

more investment in wind and solar power projects, and

provide Alberta consumers with cheaper electricity

than other low-carbon options. Big regulatory

challenges would need to be overcome, including

addressing the major differences between the two

provinces’ electricity markets and building the

transmission lines needed to cross the borders, but

the decarbonization benefits may make such efforts

worthy of exploration.
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Alberta’s long history of clean tech innovation and

its wealth of expertise in developing and deploying

industrial scale environmental solutions sets this

province up as a natural home for investments in

deep cuts to emissions. The Clean Resource

Innovation Network (CRIN) and COSIA, as well as

emerging entities like the Transition Accelerator,

are all finding ways to turbo charge Canada’s

emissions reduction opportunities, largely focused

on Alberta realities. Working with researchers and

the private sector, government support can help

spur the short-term deployment of existing

technologies and accelerate the development of

those with longer-term potential. 

Long term

Hydrogen development

Beyond the direct GHG reduction opportunities

created by CCUS, the technology’s deployment can

also help spur Alberta’s production of low-carbon

hydrogen. In addition to its potential as a

transportation fuel where battery technology is not

practical, hydrogen can be blended with natural gas,

thereby reducing emissions in electricity

generation and in high-heat industrial processes

that cannot use electricity. In the oil and gas

industry, hydrogen can be burned to produce the

heat needed in in-situ oil extraction, and it also can

be used as a feedstock during the refining process.

That said, the ball is already rolling. In fact, a

recently announced low-carbon hydrogen project

could see Suncor’s Edmonton Refinery reduce its

emissions by 60%. Alberta is already among the

lowest-cost producers of blue hydrogen in the

world. Air Products recently announced a major

$1.3 billion investment in a low-carbon hydrogen

production facility near Edmonton. The scale-up

has begun, and Alberta has a large industrial

market for hydrogen consumption.

Fostering innovation
Low-carbon, high-value

hydrocarbon opportunities 

Alberta’s oil and gas deposits contain value far beyond the

typical fuels associated with the industry such as

gasoline, diesel, and heating oil. Given that 70-80% of

lifecycle emissions from the production and use of oil

comes from final combustion, extracting value from the

province’s oil and gas deposits in products that are not

destined for end-use combustion or that contribute to

industrial process GHG reductions is a significant key to

future economic growth in a low-carbon future.

According to a recent report, Alberta’s oil sands contain

the right mix of the organic contents to make them a

promising source to produce products like carbon fibre,

asphalt, and controlled-release fertilizers. Similarly, recent

nanotechnology and direct lithium extraction technology

developments are unlocking the potential for depleted oil

and gas wells to serve as a source of lithium, a key

material needed to produce electric car batteries. 

Moreover, Alberta’s natural gas reserves can combine

with carbon capture technology to produce low-cost, low-

carbon hydrogen, a fuel that can mix into natural gas

distribution networks or be used independently to

significantly reduce GHG emissions in hard-to-

decarbonize industrial sectors. Interesting innovations

pioneered in Canada are also finding ways to directly

extract hydrogen from depleted oil and gas wells at very

low costs while keeping all carbon emissions below the

ground.

But end-use demand both within and beyond

Alberta’s borders; hydrogen-ready infrastructure;

the cost of hydrogen as an industrial feedstock;

and the lack of policy certainty needed to

encourage high upfront investment are all

obstacles that smart public policy can help to

address. 
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Small modular reactors (SMRs) present another

long-range potential source of zero-carbon

electricity and heat for on- and off-grid electricity

consumers, including for remote oil sands

operations or for providing clean base power to the

electricity grid. While the technology is still in the

early demonstration phase and remains years

away from widespread commercial use, it has the

versatility and scalability to replace high emitting

sources of heat and power. Many questions remain

about its economic viability versus other sources

of energy, but governments have already

recognized the need to collaborate on exploring

this technology and develop action plans to

demonstrate its potential.

Geothermal energy potential

Alberta’s geothermal energy potential represents

yet another possible emerging source of green,

reliable baseload power. While the province’s

geothermal power industry is still in its infancy,

Alberta’s existing expertise in oil and gas drilling is

being leveraged by partnerships between industry,

government, academics, and the private sector to

bridge the technology gaps to grow the sector.

According to the Canadian Geothermal Energy

Association, Alberta has a technical potential to

generate 388,500 MW of electricity, and some of

this potential is already beginning to be realized.

With provincial and federal government support,

FutEra Power is currently developing a co-

produced geothermal and natural gas power

project in Swan Hills, Alberta, using existing oil and

gas assets.

Research and development of SMR

technologies
Not only can Alberta businesses contribute to net

zero goals by directly reducing their own

emissions, but they can also pursue emerging

opportunities to remove emissions from the

atmosphere. DAC technology does exactly that—
capturing already-emitted carbon and safely

storing it underground. For example, Canada-based

Carbon Engineering has licensed its technology to

Occidental Petroleum to create the largest DAC

plant in the world, with carbon captured being

injected into the Permian Basin for enhanced oil

recovery. Given Alberta has significant

underground carbon storage capacity close to

large industrial sources of emissions, DAC

technology can play a part in achieving net zero. 

Lithium mining to supply the energy

transition

As the global market for electrification and electric

vehicles continues to grow, so too will demand for

the lithium needed to produce batteries. Emerging

technologies are opening up new methods of

extracting lithium from the saltwater brine found in

depleted oil and gas wells. If scaled, this new

technology and others like it could position Alberta

as a supplier of the world’s growing battery market,

a market expected to be worth $116 billion annually

by 2030. As Albertan companies like E3 Metals and

Summit Nanotech look to capitalize on the

province’s lithium extraction potential, scaling up

operations beyond a proof-of-concept will be the

next big hurdle to overcome—a hurdle that public

policy decisions could help startup companies in

this emerging industry to clear.

Direct Air Capture (DAC) technology
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While there are many ways to reduce emissions

within Alberta, emissions do not abide by

international borders; at the end of the day, climate

change is a global challenge that requires global

solutions. There are four broad areas where

Alberta can play a role in lowering global

emissions: producing lower-carbon products for

exports; developing clean technologies for export;

avoiding carbon leakage; and displacing higher-

carbon fuels with lower-emission alternatives. 
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Exporting lower-carbon products

The first of these opportunities centers on the

need for Canada to reduce emissions while

maintaining or enhancing economic

competitiveness. As one example, the International

Energy Agency’s (IEA) Stated Policies Scenario,

one which takes into account environmental

policies either announced or enacted as of 2019,

assesses that Canadian oil sands and natural gas

production could grow through 2040 as emerging

economies drive demand over that period. If this

scenario plays out, Canada can help reduce global

emissions if it can produce and export its energy at

a lower emissions intensity than competing

producers. The same principle applies for

agricultural and heavy industry products for export.

As global markets demand lower emissions-

intensive resources and materials, competitive

Albertan industrial and agricultural sectors can

create a lower carbon competitive advantage and

become suppliers of choice.

Developing clean technologies for export

As former Bank of Canada governor David Dodge

describes: “Opponents of a strong oil and gas

export sector fail to recognize that these earnings

are needed to pay for the greening of our energy

supplies. At the same time, it is essential in

modernizing the oil and gas industry to find ways

to monetize the investments made in devising

improved technology—both by exporting our

technical services and, very importantly, by

creating the rights to the intellectual property we

are creating here in Canada.”

Avoiding carbon leakage

Preserving economic competitiveness is also key

to avoiding the inverse scenario. Climate policies

that make it uncompetitive to produce goods here

could shift production outside our borders. This is

a concept known as carbon leakage, where

economic activity is relocated or diverted from

jurisdictions with high-cost climate policies to

areas where those policies are less stringent. In

such a case, Canada’s domestic emissions might

fall, helping the country meet its own climate

commitments, but our economy would suffer, and

global emissions would rise. 

Displacing higher-emission fuels

Finally, Alberta’s exported natural resources can

play a major role in displacing higher emitting fuel

consumption beyond Canada’s borders.

Specifically, LNG Canada’s plant in Kitimat BC

produces the cleanest liquefied natural gas (LNG)

of any facility currently operating in the world. This

LNG can be used to displace coal-fired electricity

generation in Asia and elsewhere, lowering

emissions by an estimated 35-55%. 

The second opportunity—developing clean

technologies for export—also depends on

preserving economic competitiveness at home. 

Global GHG reduction

opportunities
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To mitigate future temperature increases, GHG emissions need to be reduced both domestically and globally in

the near- and long-term. Natural gas has a role to play in a net zero future through fuel switching. On average,

switching from coal to natural gas for electricity generation creates 50% fewer emissions, and the same switch

for heat generation creates 33% fewer.

Domestically, natural gas is proving to be a terrific means of quickly reducing Alberta’s electricity generation

emissions by displacing coal-fired power. Similarly, compressed natural gas (CNG) and liquefied natural gas

(LNG) trucks produce 30% fewer GHG emissions than diesel or gasoline-powered trucks while also greatly

reducing other pollutants such as nitrogen oxides and particulate matter.

But this switch looks different for different countries. According to an International Energy Agency report,

switching from coal to natural gas has the potential to abate up to 1.2 gigatonnes of CO2e globally in the near

term. Developed economies such as in Europe and the United States stand to benefit from switching from coal

to natural gas-fired power plants, whereas developing nations such as India and China—where the economics

of natural gas imports are not as favourable as in North America and Europe—natural gas makes the most

sense as a replacement fuel for home and industrial heating. Canadian natural gas can help supply the fuel

needed for these emissions-reducing efforts. Canada’s planned best-in-class, lower-emissions LNG production

plants and stringent upstream methane reduction regulations help provide Alberta an opportunity to contribute

to global climate progress and avoid carbon leakage.

However, natural gas still creates GHGs when burned. Policymakers will have to be careful to not lock-in

investments in long-lasting, carbon-intensive infrastructure projects. This is why natural gas is sometimes

referred to as a "bridge fuel" to renewable energy sources. But the length of this bridge can be increased

because natural gas can be paired with CCUS to help spur the hydrogen production economy; provide reliable

baseload and peaking power; and reduce emissions by mixing with renewable natural gas and hydrogen. Such

innovations, when encouraged by pragmatic regulations, can extend natural gas’ place within the world’s energy

system to firmly fit within our nation’s climate targets.
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Can a fossil fuel contribute to domestic and international climate goals?
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Preserving Alberta’s economic contribution

to Canada

With just 11.6% of Canada’s population (in

2019), Alberta accounted for 16.5% of national

GDP.

Per capita GDP was about 51% higher than the

average across the other nine provinces.

This difference added about $117 billion to the

Canadian economy in 2019.

The economy should not take precedence over the

environment, but neither should environmental

action come at the expense of the economy.

Alberta’s industrial and agricultural sectors

disproportionately contribute to Canada’s overall

GHG emissions, but they also make an outsized

contribution to the Canadian economy. Led by the

strength of its oil and gas sector, the province has

been the national leader in economic growth, job

creation, wages, and investment attraction for the

past 20 years. Even after a five-year, pre-COVID

economic slump, the gap between Alberta and the

rest of Canada remains considerable:

Far from simply creating a pocket of relative

wealth within Canada, the benefits of Alberta’s

strong economy spill over across the entire

country. For example, even in 2020 when oil prices

went briefly negative, Alberta’s crude oil was still

Canada’s number one export product. Valued at

$52.2 billion, Alberta crude accounted for more

than 11% of Canada’s exports last year. To put that

figure in perspective, Alberta’s crude oil exports

alone would be enough to pay for every dollar of

food imported into Canada in 2020. 
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This economic activity also has positive spillover

benefits across the country. To use the oil sands

as one example, according to the Canadian

Association of Petroleum Producers, in 2019 oil

sands companies spent approximately $4 billion on

supplies and services from over 2,700 companies

across Canada, including about $2.4 billion from

Ontario alone. These supply chain linkages create

thousands of jobs across Canada, on top of the fly-

in/fly-out jobs in the energy sector that provide

remittance revenues to other provinces. 

Not only do these benefits spill over across the

country, but they also extend to Canada’s

Indigenous communities. As Canada seeks to

advance reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples and

adopt the principles and intent of UNDRIP into law,

the resource sector plays a vital role in pursuing

reconciliation through economic partnerships,

resource and equity sharing agreements. In

Alberta alone, 2019 saw the oil and gas industry

spend approximately $2.4 billion on procurement

from 275 Indigenous businesses—53% higher

than what was spent in 2017. Moreover, 7.4% of

the industry’s workforce are Indigenous Peoples,

whereas Indigenous Peoples only make up 3.3% of

Canada’s total employment.
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If Alberta had merely grown at the same rate

as the other nine provinces, it would have

effectively added another Nova Scotia to the

Canadian economy in just five years.

Stagnant growth in Alberta cost the federal

government $17 billion in lost revenue in 2019

—enough to pay for about one-third of all

federal CERB payments last year.

The challenge in talking about the importance of a

strong Alberta to Canada is that it comes off as

defensive of the status quo or carries the

implication that the rest of the country should be

grateful for what Alberta has done. Both of these

arguments miss the point. 

The issue is that Alberta is not an island within

Canada; when Alberta does poorly, the entire

country is set back. To be fair, the impact of a

weak Alberta on the national economy is much

smaller than, say, if it were Ontario. However, it

also should not be underestimated. Since the oil

price crash in 2014:

This means that as Canada moves forward with its

climate action plans, it cannot come at the

expense of Alberta’s economic strength. Doing so

would hamstring the Canadian economy and erode

our capacity to finance new emissions-reducing

investments and support R&D, innovation, and

commercialization. 
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Why does this matter?
Indigenous equity partnerships in

oil and gas

For many Indigenous nations, responsibly developed

natural resource projects present an excellent opportunity

to benefit from economic development close to home.

Indigenous Peoples have been very entrepreneurial in

partnering with the oil and gas industry for mutual benefit.

Indigenous organizations like the National Coalition of

Chiefs exist to seize such opportunities and help reduce

on-reserve poverty.

In 2017, Fort McKay and Mikisew Cree First Nations

finalized a deal to purchase a 49% equity stake in Suncor

Energy’s East Tank Farm Development. According to Chief

Jim Boucher of Fort McKay First Nation, the deal became

“the largest business investment to date by a First Nation

entity in Canada, and not only demonstrates the great

potential for partnerships between First Nations and

industry but serves as a model for how First Nations can

achieve greater self-determination through financial

independence.” 
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Unique emissions require tailored solutions

Alberta’s unique, heavy emitting economic profile

is largely a result of the province’s geography and

the country’s uneven distribution of natural

resources. The province’s correspondingly

outsized emissions contribution presents Canada

an equally outsized opportunity for deep GHG

reductions that will contribute to a prosperous, net

zero economy. Alberta’s industrial and agricultural

sectors have a proven track record of partnering

with the public and private sectors and Indigenous

peoples to achieve these goals.

More, however, needs to be done.

If Canada has the dual goal of reducing emissions

and preserving prosperity, climate policy and

investments need to reflect differing provincial

industrial and resource endowments, as well as

their associated economic and emissions profile.

One-size-fits-all policies seldom work in a country

as large and varied as Canada. Much like our

system of financial equalization helps “have not”

provinces, we must take a similar approach to

climate in that many provinces do not have the

same range of options or endowments as others.

Even carbon pricing, which most economists agree

sends a clear and solutions-agnostic market signal,

has its challenges. With less access to zero-

emissions baseload power, Albertans and

businesses will end up paying more for electricity

while their counterparts in other provinces will not.

If Alberta’s gas-fired power generation was a

matter of choice, this might be fair. But when there

is no practical baseload alternative, such policies

become discriminatory. Failing to tailor climate

policy to Canada’s differing economic realities will

negatively impact Canada’s emissions reduction

ambitions, its economic prosperity, or both.
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Moreover, the types of climate policy that will help

industrial and agricultural sectors most effectively

contribute to 2030 targets and to a net zero

economy in 2050 are different. While 2030

targets will require the immediate scale up of

proven decarbonization technologies, 2050 net

zero targets will require a transparent, predictable,

long-term policy framework that encourages

research and development, creates clear carbon

price signals, and continues to get value out of

Alberta’s natural assets. 

Alberta’s industrial and agricultural sectors can

contribute deep short- and long-term GHG

emissions reductions while aligning with Canada’s

ambitious climate targets and economic growth

goals. But they will need the right policies and

supports in place to get there. An Alberta-focused

low-carbon industrial strategy is key to ensuring

that Canada meets both its environmental and its

economic goals. Our future work will explore the

kinds of policies that will best position Alberta’s

industrial and agricultural economic base to

contribute to a prosperous and sustainable low

carbon future. 
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Conclusion

Alberta can and should play a critical role in helping the federal government achieve its net zero ambitions.

We have outlined above that Alberta, due to its resource base and geography, has been an outsized

contributor to both Canada’s emissions and Canada’s economy. The imperative for Canada as it moves to

aggressively reduce emissions is to work with provinces and industry to determine ways that emissions can

be reduced without doing so at the expense of the economy or prosperity. Working together, this can be

done. It will take considerable coordination, engagement, and collaboration. It will take ingenuity and

innovation, as well as substantial investment from business and government. 

The good news is that this process has already begun. Alberta companies are already making significant

strides in making investments and reducing emissions. But in order to move from setting aspirational

national GHG reduction targets to taking real action to reduce emissions, Alberta’s industrial and agricultural

sectors need a strategy.

 

Our second paper will outline such a strategy—an Alberta Low-Carbon Industrial Strategy—that will

recommend an enabling policy and regulatory environment that addresses Alberta’s unique needs and

concerns and help to accelerate this province’s contributions to achieving Canada’s near-term and long-term

climate goals.
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