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Leader’s Letter

Whenever I have the opportunity  
to tour stakeholders around the 
Syncrude operation, I’m always proud 
to showcase its incredible complexity 
and our innovative mining and 
processing technologies. Yet, more 
importantly, I’m also proud to 
showcase how all these contribute 
toward responsible management  
of a valuable natural resource.

The oil sands help fuel the daily lives 
of Canadians and its development  
is justifiably of national interest. 
Therefore, we must ensure production 
of Syncrude’s high quality, light,  
low sulphur crude oil is managed 
effectively with our best knowledge, 
resources and expertise. We also 
need to be frank about where  
we’re seeking to improve on our 
performance, but also where we’ve 
made progress and what we’re doing 
well. The oil sands represent an 
incredible opportunity to demonstrate 
how resource extraction and 
reclamation can be responsibly 
achieved while meeting the 
expectations of many diverse 
stakeholders. And we are up  
to the challenge.

But before I discuss our progress  
in 2015, let me first mention the 
tremendous response of our 
workforce to the wildfire of 2016.  
This event, which will undoubtedly  
be remembered as one of the most 
significant in our company’s history, 
was a testament to their unwavering 
determination to ensure the 
continued viability of our company 
while at the same time caring for 
their families, homes and community. 

Syncrude’s response involved 
supporting the sudden and complete 
evacuation of the Fort McMurray  
area for more than four weeks;  
the unplanned provision of 
accommodation and care for  

about 2,500 evacuees on the 
Syncrude site and then their 
evacuation; the complete and 
unprecedented shutdown of our 
entire operation; and, later, a safe 
and orderly return to full operations. 

The wildfire resulted in many of our 
employees and neighbours suffering 
devastating losses of property, and  
I appreciate that it will take time  
and effort to rebuild and recover 
from the direct loss and emotional 
stress of that period. 

We’ll examine the wildfire and its 
effects in detail next year. But now, 
let’s continue to review how Syncrude 
stewarded to our key issues in 2015.

We responded to the sustained low 
oil price environment that took  
hold in late 2014 by commencing a 
disciplined process to change the 
way we work. While taking non- 
value-added costs and activities  
out of the system is a priority (2015 
expenditures were reduced by more 
than $1.3 billion), so is retaining the 
employees we need and, to date, 
Syncrude has experienced no layoffs 
among our permanent workforce. 
Equally important was supporting  
our key communities ($6 million  
in community investments were 
maintained) and stewarding to our 
regulatory requirements. As always, 
our efforts are being guided by our 
Vision, Values and Guiding Principles, 
and our commitment to safe, 
responsible and reliable operations.

Safety performance, in fact, was 
strong, with the lowest number  
of recordable injuries in five years 
and a lost-time injury rate (0.02) that 
was our best ever. However, we were 
disappointed when a fire occurred  
in our upgrader which suspended 
production from some of our units 
for nearly a month. Thankfully,  
no one was hurt.

The reclamation of 54 hectares  
of former mining land, while below 
target, reflected our ongoing work  
to return land we disturb to a healthy 
and productive state. In fact, Syncrude 
remains an industry leader in this 
effort; our reclaimed land represents 
59 per cent of all oil sands reclamation, 
as compared to our 32 per cent share 
of the total oil sands land footprint.

Our ability to remediate mine tailings 
continued to improve with the 
successful start-up of the $1.9-billion-
dollar centrifuge plant, which produced 
over 3.5 million cubic metres of  
soil material that is being used in 
reclamation of former mine areas.  
It’s important to note this Syncrude-
developed technology adds no 
additional barrels to our production 
capacity – it is instead a prime 
example of our commitment to 
meeting stakeholder and regulatory 
expectations for improved 
environmental performance. It is 
also just one part of a growing suite 
of technologies now in use or being 
researched to effectively manage 
fluid fine tailings.

Biodiversity performance was mixed. 
We’re pleased that our reclaimed 
land is providing productive habitat 
for many species of wildlife, as 
demonstrated through the assessment 
of over 2,200 birds in our monitoring 
of reclaimed and natural areas on 
our leases. However, we’re saddened 
that 31 blue herons perished after 
they came into contact with residual 
bitumen in an inactive sump area on 
our site. Internal investigations have 
led to enhanced measures to help 
prevent a similar incident in the 
future. As well, the area has since 
been reclaimed and no longer 
presents a hazard. 
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Fresh water use per barrel of 
production was comparable with 
recent years. But, in recognizing  
we must be wise stewards of the 
Athabasca watershed, we are 
examining additional measures  
to conserve our water withdrawals 
and investigate how we can safely 
return water to the environment. Our 
aim is to reduce net river withdrawals 
by at least five million cubic metres 
annually over the next several years, 
and continue our research on 
effective water treatment processes.

Syncrude’s work with local Aboriginal 
communities, upon whose traditional 
lands we operate, continued to be 
guided by our goals to share in the 
opportunity we create and to 
mitigate concerns. In fact, Aboriginal 
business performance was strong, 
with $198.5 million in total contract 
value for the year. Robust hiring 

brought Aboriginal representation  
in our workforce to a 10-year high  
of 9.4 per cent. As well, we supported 
a new heavy equipment operator 
program that provides oil sands 
career training in the region’s 
Aboriginal communities; it graduated 
its first 21 students. Consultations on 
our proposed Mildred Lake Extension 
project led to four First Nations and 
three Métis locals filing statements  
of concern, and we are working  
to resolve the issues raised by  
the communities.

We recognize that environmental 
performance is the area of most 
concern to all our stakeholders.  
To enable better outcomes, Syncrude 
is consistently among the top 
spenders in Canada on research  
and development. In addition,  
we actively participate in collaborative 
technology development through 

Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA), where we lead  
40 Joint Industry Projects towards 
improving reclamation, tailings 
management and water use.

I’m confident that we are indeed  
up to meeting our challenges.  
The journey is ongoing, but the 
knowledge and hard work of our 
employees and partners will continue 
to deliver the progress that all of 
us—at Syncrude, in the Wood Buffalo 
region and beyond—want to see  
in our shared future.

Mark Ward,  
President and Chief Executive Officer
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ST R AT EGY  A N D P RO G R ESS

Our Sustainability Path

Our sustainability path refl ects our commitment to responsible development of the oil 
sands resource. We are guided by our corporate Vision & Values, below, which speak 
to how we operate and the principled and ethical approach toward achieving our goals:

 Securing Canada’s Energy 
Future with:
• The vision to lead

• The knowledge to succeed

• The commitment to do better
and

• The heart to win the race

We will do this by:
• Encouraging learning and 

innovation in everything we do

• Pushing the limits of what 
technology can accomplish
and

• Working together to make 
Syncrude the best place to work

In this way we will be:
• Safe, reliable, responsible 

and profi table
and

• All of our stakeholders will 
want to invest in our future

Assessing Our Material Sustainability Risks
Sustainability strategies are 
informed through independent 
analyses of material issues which 
are assessed on the level of interest 
or concern to stakeholders and their 
potential consequences to our 
business now and in the future. 
Results form the basis of a 
materiality risk matrix which is then 
stewarded through the Syncrude 
Board of Directors Safety, Health, 
Environment and Corporate 
Sustainability Committee. A detailed 
reassessment every three years 
helps to identify trends, ensure 
proper business focus and evaluate 
performance.

As of 2015, high priority issues were 
identifi ed as Land and Biodiversity, 
Tailings Management, Water, 
Aboriginal Relations, and Regulatory 
and Government Relations, with 
medium issues as Climate Change, 
Community Sustainability, 
Employment and Labour Supply. 
(Note: As part of the three-year cycle, 
a reassessment was completed in 
early 2016; all high priority issues 
remained the same with the addition 
of climate change, which will be 
refl ected in the 2016 report.)

Community Advisory Panel
Community advisory panels are 
convened to seek input on 
Syncrude’s performance and 
sustainability reporting. The most 
recent panel occurred in 2013. Please 
refer to the 2014 report for an 
overview and the feedback received. 
(Note: a community advisory panel 

meeting was held in early 2016 
which will be discussed in next 
year’s reporting.)
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Corporate Performance Overview
Our material risk analysis and 
community advisory panels provide 
the basis for the structure and 
content of Syncrude’s sustainability 

report. High priority short- and 
long-term goals, 2015 results and 
ongoing actions are reviewed in the 
table below. Greater detail, as well  

as progress on medium and low 
priority risks, is provided throughout 
the report in relevant chapters. 

MATERIAL ISSUE GOALS 2015 RESULTS ONGOING ACTIONS
Land and Biodiversity: Return disturbed land to a 

healthy, productive condition, 
while meeting evolving 
expectations, standards and 
regulations to ensure and 
protect biodiversity

• Continued reclamation  
of former mining land;  
75 hectares in 2015

• Ensure integrity and 
effectiveness of waterfowl 
deterrent system

• Monitor impacts to species 
adjacent to operations and 
on reclaimed land

• 54 hectares reclaimed and 
272,000 seedlings planted

• Early peat formation  
in reclaimed fen wetland

• 51 avian mortalities related 
to oiling; improved 
monitoring procedures  
being implemented

• Over 2,200 birds captured 
and released at eight 
monitoring stations

• Assess exposure to 
potential federal Species  
at Risk regulatory changes

• Support biodiversity and 
reclamation research studies 
independently and through 
Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA)

• Continued monitoring  
of wildlife presence on 
reclaimed areas

Tailings: Ability to remediate tailings 
and address shared business 
and stakeholder concerns 
regarding long-term 
liabilities

• Achieve 50% fine capture  
at Mildred Lake and Aurora 
sites in 2015

• Manage volumes of fluid 
fine tailings (FFT) by using 
new technologies, including 
start-up of full-scale 
centrifuge plant in 2015

• Continue research of 
additional remediation 
technologies 

• 51% fines capture at 
Mildred Lake; 53.5% at Aurora

• Successful start-up  
of $1.9 billion tailings 
centrifuge project

• Over 60 active tailings-
related projects underway 
through Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA)

• Meet recently enhanced 
regulatory requirements  
for tailings management

• Manage volumes of fluid 
fine tailings (FFT) through 
research, development  
and implementation of  
new technologies

• Continued collaborative 
research through Canada’s 
Oil Sands Innovation Alliance 
(COSIA)

Water: Continued access to and 
protection of regional 
water resource

• Reduced fresh water use: 
40.7 million m3 and 2.35 
barrels water per barrel 
crude oil produced in 2015

• Develop broad water 
strategy to address 
operational, regulatory 
and stakeholder risks

• No spills to the environment

• 37.6 million m3 withdrawal 
from Athabasca River; 2.57 
barrels water per barrel 
crude oil produced

• Actions underway  
to improve water use; 
condensate stripper 
construction completed 
saving 500,000 m3 per year 

• No spills to regional water 
bodies, creeks or river systems

• Achieve overall net water use 
reduction of five million m3 
over next several years

• Continue to research viable 
treatment technologies for 
water re-use or safe return t 
o the environment

• Support science-based 
water quality monitoring
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MATERIAL ISSUE GOALS 2015 RESULTS ONGOING ACTIONS
Aboriginal Relations: Relationship-building  

and effective management  
of issues of concern

• Identify procurement 
opportunities for Aboriginal 
businesses

• Continue to recruit and 
retain qualified Aboriginal 
employees

• Continued and effective 
consultation with First 
Nations and Métis Locals  
on operations and future 
development plans and Impact 
Benefit Agreements (IBAs)

• Continued health, education 
and quality-of-life 
investments in Aboriginal 
communities

• $198.5 million in Aboriginal 
procurement and over 
$2.4 billion cumulative to date

• 9.4% Aboriginal workforce 
representation, highest in  
10 years

• Consultations continued on 
Mildred Lake mine extension 
project (MLX) and statements 
of concern received

• Over $1 million invested  
in Aboriginal community 
projects and initiatives

• Continue focus on six key 
commitment areas of our 
Aboriginal Relations 
program: Corporate 
Leadership, Employment, 
Business Development, 
Education, Community 
Development, and 
Environment

• Continue consultation  
on MLX, address statements 
of concern, identify IBA 
opportunities, and 
incorporate Traditional Land 
Use studies and Traditional 
Environmental Knowledge

Regulatory and 
Government 
Relations:

Understanding government 
expectations and regulatory 
requirements impacting 
development

• Continued active 
engagement on policy  
and regulatory issues 
affecting operations  
and future development

• Continue to execute 
consultation related  
to regulatory application  
for MLX project  

• Executive and senior 
management representation 
on key industry associations 
(e.g. Mining Association  
of Canada, Canadian 
Association of Petroleum 
Producers)

• Regulatory and 
Environmental Impact 
Assessment applications 
submitted to Alberta  
Energy Regulator

• Continued consultation  
and engagement on MLX 
regulatory application

• Continue to monitor  
and assess possible future 
regulatory enhancements  
and expectations related  
to reclamation, tailings 
management and water return  
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ST R AT EGY  A N D P RO G R ESS

Sustainability Management

Our Approach
Toward achieving our goal  
of responsible development,  
we are guided by a number  
of inputs, including: 

Internal
• Syncrude Joint Venture Participants 

• Syncrude Board of Directors 
(including Safety, Health, 
Environment and Corporate 
Sustainability Committee)

• Material risk analysis

• Corporate management systems – 
Operations Integrity Management 
System (OIMS) adopted from 
ExxonMobil, Global Reliability 
System (GRS) and Controls Integrity 
Management System (CIMS).

• Safety, Health and Environment 
Policy

• Research and development 
program

• Performance-based compensation 

• Code of Ethics and Business 
Conduct Policies 

External
• Laws, government policy and 

regulations

• Expectations of Aboriginal 
Communities of Interest (COI)  
and stakeholders

• Community advisory panel 
feedback

• Independent environmental 
monitoring programs

• Industry collaboration and 
representation

More information and highlights 
related to these inputs are featured 
in this chapter and referenced 
throughout the report.

Safety, Health and Environmental 
(SH&E) Policy Update
Key corporate policies are reviewed 
every three years to assess whether 
changes are required based on 
evolving business or societal 
expectations. After a review of our 
SH&E Policy, including input from  
an external sustainability consultant, 
we updated the policy in 2015 to 
better reflect: 

• Stakeholder and community 
considerations;

• Corporate sustainability aspects 
and overall direction;

• Business and moral value of 
effective SH&E management; and

• Strengthened ties to Syncrude’s 
Vision & Values.

The updated policy can be found  
on our website. 

Code of Ethics and Business 
Conduct
Internal and external stakeholders 
expect Syncrude to conduct our 
business with the highest ethical 
standards. This is guided though our 
Code of Ethics and Business Conduct 
Policies, which cover such areas  
as conflict of interest, treatment  
of employees and security. We 
steward the application of these 
policies and report periodically  
to the Board of Directors’ Audit and 
Business Controls Subcommittee  
and make representations to the 
Board to confirm compliance.

All employees are required to review 
our policies upon hire and every four 
years thereafter. Employees receive 
an annual letter from the CEO  
as a reminder of these policies.  
All employees also must sign a 
certification stating they understand 
the policies – Administrative, 
Professional and Technical employees 
certify annually based on their 
increased exposure to potential 

external situations and Occupational 
employees certify at least once every 
four years.

Employees and contractors are 
encouraged to report openly  
any potential policy concerns  
to Syncrude’s Internal Audit 
department. In addition to internal 
communication processes, an 
external system is available for  
the anonymous and confidential 
reporting of concerns about 
corporate conduct. This system, 
EthicsPoint, is available to employees, 
contractors, stakeholders and other 
members of the public. Information 
on how to report is available 
internally to all staff and  
to the public through Syncrude’s 
external website. 

In 2015, 11 submissions (via phone or 
email) were received by EthicsPoint, 
of which none led to a confirmed 
breach of company ethics or business 
conduct. Each call or submission 
received is reviewed and every effort 
is taken to pursue further information 
or clarification to determine whether 
further investigation is required.  
Most submissions require additional 
information from the submitting party 
to enable a thorough and accurate 
investigation. If no further information 
is provided or disclosed after three 
months, the file may be closed. For 
confirmed cases, all members of 
Syncrude’s executive leadership, 
including the vice-president of the 
area involved, are notified.

Employee Performance-Based 
Compensation 
Variable short- and long-term 
incentive pay for all Syncrude 
employees is tied to the achievement 
of certain corporate metrics. This 
includes factors relating to production, 
cost, safety and sustainability, such as 
events with significant environmental 
or public impact.

7 STRATEGY AND PROGRESS Sustainability Management Syncrude Sustainability Report 2015



Regulatory Oversight
Syncrude is subject to numerous 
federal and provincial regulations, 
many of which are referred to in 
related chapters throughout this 
report. Syncrude currently has all 
approvals needed to operate.

Environmental compliance is 
primarily governed by the Alberta 
Environmental Protection and 
Enhancement Act. It imposes certain 
environmental responsibilities on 
Syncrude and, in certain instances, 
also imposes significant penalties  
for violations. Additional regulatory 
oversight was introduced in 2012 
through the Lower Athabasca 
Regional Plan. 

Environmental Monitoring 
Programs
The Alberta Environmental 
Monitoring, Evaluating and Reporting 
Agency (AEMERA) was the agency 
established in 2012 to implement  
and manage the Joint Oil Sands 
Monitoring Program (JOSM).  
It was disbanded in April 2016  
by the Alberta government, and its 
operations were integrated into  
those of the Alberta government. 

The cost of monitoring continues  
to be funded by industry, including 
Syncrude.

Industry Best Practices
Syncrude participates in a number  
of industry associations committed 
to responsible development of 
Canada’s natural resources, and 
improving both performance and 
transparency. These include:

• Mining Association of Canada – 
Towards Sustainable Mining As a 
member of the Mining Association 
of Canada (MAC), Syncrude 
participates in the Towards 
Sustainable Mining (TSM) initiative. 
TSM is a set of guiding principles 
and performance indicators that 

govern key activities of companies 
in the mining and mineral-
processing industry. Developed  
in collaboration with communities 
of interest and key stakeholders, 
these principles are mandated 
across MAC members and are 
embedded throughout Syncrude’s 
management systems.

Specific measurement criteria  
in tailings management, energy 
and greenhouse gas emissions 
management, Aboriginal and 
community outreach, crisis 
management planning, safety  
and health, and biodiversity 
conservation are self-assessed 
and reported annually. Every three 
years, assessments are externally 
verified to ensure accuracy and 
transparency. Syncrude self-
assessed in 2015 to have high 
performance in all areas, but we 
did not meet our targets for energy 
and greenhouse gas emissions.

More information on TSM and 
Syncrude’s performance ratings 
can be found here.

• Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
Business – Progressive Aboriginal 
Relations The Progressive 
Aboriginal Relations (PAR) program 
is Canada’s only certification 
program with an exclusive focus  
on Aboriginal relations. It was 
developed as a framework for 
companies to measure progress  
on Aboriginal relations and 
considers corporate efforts  
in employment, business 
development, building individual 
capacity and enhancing relations 
with communities. Certification 
includes independent verification 
and review by a jury composed  
of Aboriginal business people. 
Syncrude holds top level Gold  
PAR distinction, and has been 
accredited five times. More 
information can be found here.

• Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA) Canada’s Oil 
Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA) 
is an alliance of oil sands 
producers focused on improving 
environmental performance  
in Canada’s oil sands industry 
through collaborative research  
and technology development.  
It brings together industry, 
government, academia and  
the wider public to improve 
measurement, accountability  
and performance in four 
Environmental Priority Areas  
(EPAs) – tailings, water, land and 
greenhouse gases. To date, more 
than 814 distinct technologies  
and innovations – worth over 
$1.3 billion in development costs 
– have been shared amongst 
members. More information  
on COSIA can be found here. 

• Other Strategic Partners Syncrude 
is also an active participant with 
other organizations working  
to address and improve the 
economic, environmental and 
social performance of Canada’s 
natural resources sector. These 
include:

• Canadian Association of 
Petroleum Producers – 
Responsible Canadian Energy

• Alberta Chamber of Resources 

• Aboriginal Human Resource 
Council

• Oil Sands Community Alliance 

Further information on these 
organizations and their mandates 
can be found on their websites.
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Biodiversity

Our Performance
• Over 2,200 birds captured and 

released at 8 monitoring stations 
on reclaimed and natural areas

• Herd of 300 wood bison contribute 
to genetic conservation and 
biodiversity research

• Independent report states 
86 per cent of oil sands region 
undisturbed or has no direct 
human footprint

Our Approach
Our commitment to responsible 
environmental stewardship reflects 
an awareness of the value of 
biodiversity in many of our programs 
and initiatives. Through these,  
we work towards ensuring our  
actions today do not have a long-
term permanent impact on local 
ecosystems and, through our 
reclamation activities, we are able  
to re-establish native vegetation  
and wildlife habitats similar to those 
that existed prior to disturbance  
of the area. 

Wildlife and Waterfowl  
Protection Strategies
Syncrude operates within a large 
wilderness area in northern Alberta’s 
boreal forest and employs a number 
of strategies to deter wildlife from 
our sites. These include our waterfowl 
and bird deterrent system, and 
protocols for the handling of food 
and food waste.

In 2015, there were eight non-avian 
wildlife mortality incidents, including 
those related to natural causes.  
We also experienced 51 bird and 
waterfowl mortalities due to oiling, 
plus 30 additional losses related  
to vehicle collision or natural or 
unknown causes. We are required  
by law to report to regulators 
sightings and wildlife incidents 
occurring on our site. In situations 
where distressed wildlife is found, 

the animal is assessed and action  
is taken under the guidance of Fish 
and Wildlife officials from Alberta 
Environment and Parks. 

An unfortunate incident occurred  
in August, when 31 blue herons were 
discovered dead or in distress at an 
inactive sump area on our Mildred 
Lake site. The birds had been oiled  
by residual bitumen. Government 
officials were notified immediately 
and wildlife deterrents deployed. 
Syncrude was issued an Environmental 
Protection Order by the Alberta 
Energy Regulator (AER), requiring  

us to take soil and water samples  
and implement a wildlife mitigation 
plan to prevent further wildlife from 
entering the area. In addition,  
our own investigation revealed 
opportunities to improve our wildlife 
monitoring efforts, and these too 
have been implemented. Water in  
the sump area has since been 
drained and shoreline vegetation 
removed. Reclamation of the area  
will be completed in 2016. We 
continue to cooperate with both  
the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) 
and Environment Canada as the two 
agencies conduct their investigations.

Wildlife Incidents

1  Includes all bird and waterfowl mortalities related to oiling. Incidents are reported to the 
Alberta Government Environment and Parks department. An additional 30 mortalities were 
reported related to vehicle collision or other natural or unknown causes.

2  Includes all animal mortalities, regardless of cause, including those in which the cause was 
natural, due to predation or unknown.

Wildlife Monitoring
It is important to assure stakeholders 
and regulators that our land 
reclamation practices are delivering 
results and creating productive 
habitats for local species to return. 
This is done through monitoring 
techniques such as visual 
observations, capture and release  
of birds, acoustic recordings, motion-
activated cameras and track plates  
to detect the diversity of wildlife. 
Studies compare both reclaimed  

and natural sites within and around 
our lease boundaries. 

Activities are supplemented with  
the Institute for Bird Populations’ 
Monitoring Avian Productivity and 
Survivorship (MAPS) program. 
Through this continent-wide bird 
banding program, researchers can 
effectively monitor bird reproduction, 
survivorship and habitat use of 
reclaimed, disturbed and natural 
sites. Information collected 
contributes to a large database  
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that is managed by The Institute for 
Bird Populations. 

During the 2015 program, over 2,200 
birds were captured and released 
at eight stations, including over 
1,500 birds at six stations located 
on reclaimed land. Since the program 
began in 2011, 137 species have been 
detected. Furthermore, automated 
audio and ultrasonic recordings have 
detected the presence of boreal 
chorus frogs and wood frogs, as well 
as silver-haired, hoary, northern 
longed-eared, little brown and red 
bats. Stations equipped with motion-
detection cameras have captured an 
abundance of wildlife species 
including coyote, black bear, gray 
wolf, Canada lynx, moose, fi sher, 
white-tailed and mule deer, red fox, 
snowshoe hare, red squirrel, 
American marten, weasel, northern 
river otter and beaver. Monitoring 
continues in 2016.

Managing Species at Risk
Species of concern to provincial 
and federal governments have been 
monitored returning to our reclaimed 
areas. These include the Canada lynx 
and fi sher – both listed by the Alberta 
government as sensitive – and 
the short-eared owl and common 
nighthawk – listed as special concern 
and threatened respectively by the 
Canadian government’s Species at 
Risk Act (SARA). As well, an increase 
in the number of adult Canada 
warbler – listed as threatened by 
Canada’s Committee on the Status 
of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 
(COSEWIC) and SARA – has been 
observed in the region since 2011. 

Regarding woodland caribou, 
Syncrude’s operations are not 
located within their habitat range 
nor have our monitoring programs 
observed evidence of their presence 
on our leases.

Regional Biodiversity Assessment
A report issued by the Alberta 
Biodiversity Monitoring Institute 
(ABMI) in 2014 states the oil sands 
region is home to at least 88 species at 
risk, as identifi ed by the governments 
of Alberta and Canada. There is no 
species listed as endangered in the 
region. The Biodiversity Intactness 
Index was 88 per cent, based on 
the assessment of 425 species. This 
represents a 12 per cent deviation 

from expected abundance relative 
to an undisturbed area.

The report further states that 
86 per cent of the oil sands region 
– an area over 140,000 km2 comprising 
approximately 21 per cent of Alberta 
– is undisturbed or has no direct 
human footprint. Energy has the 
lowest footprint at 2.2 per cent. Visit 
the ABMI website for more information 
and to download the report.

Total Human Footprint (%)

Source: ABMI Trend in the percentage of total human footprint and its primary components: 
agriculture, industry, energy industry, and forest footprint in the OSR from 1999 – 2012. 

Beaver Creek Wood Bison Ranch
Together with the Fort McKay First 
Nation, Syncrude manages a herd 
of around 300 wood bison which 
graze on pasture land reclaimed 
from mining operations. Known 
as the Beaver Creek Wood Bison 
Ranch, it is recognized across 
Western Canada for herd health 
and has contributed to genetic 
conservation efforts. As well, animals 
are in high demand as breeder stock 
at auction sales because of their pure 
genetic status. 

It was disappointing when, in the 
summer of 2015, anthrax bacteria 
were detected in fi ve wood bison 
on the ranch. Upon discovery, 
we immediately worked with 
appropriate experts to manage 
the situation. These efforts limited 

the impact to fi ve animals and 
protected the remaining herd. 

Anthrax is caused by a bacterium 
that can survive in spore form in soil 
for decades. Spores can concentrate 
in sloughs and potholes, and may 
be released when these areas become 
dry. The region experienced drier 
conditions during the summer, which 
we believe caused the occurrence. 
Anthrax was also confi rmed in other 
herds in Saskatchewan and Wood 
Buffalo National Park around the 
same time. 

Syncrude’s work with veterinarians 
during the incident is contributing 
to research efforts toward improved 
and practical anthrax prevention 
practices.
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Multi-stakeholder Collaboration
We recognize the value of multi-
stakeholder approaches to monitor 
and mitigate industry impacts on  
the environment. Syncrude funding 
supports the work of several groups 
and initiatives, including the Wood 
Buffalo Environmental Association 
(WBEA), and we actively participate 
|in a number of initiatives underway 
through Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA). This 
includes, for example, the Alberta 
Biodiversity Conservation Chairs 
Program to improve biodiversity 
science in the boreal forest and 
research on assessing regional 
wildlife corridors.

As a member of the Mining 
Association of Canada, we endorse 
the principles of the Towards 
Sustainable Mining initiative. This 
includes a protocol on biodiversity 
conservation. More information  
on TSM can be found in the 
Sustainability Managment chapter.

SIDEBAR STORY:
Dung beetles reveal heaps  
of research discoveries in  
bison pasture
Research continues year-round  
to constantly monitor and assess 
Syncrude’s reclamation and 
environmental initiatives, including 
the bison herd co-managed with  
the Fort McKay First Nation. When  
a species of dung beetle was found 
on a reclaimed pasture area, 
researchers took notice. One of those 
was Canada’s leading expert in bison 
and bison habitats, Wes Olson. 

“I searched the literature and could 
find no evidence that anyone else 
had ever seen that specific dung 
beetle, Aphodius fimetarius, in this 
part of the province,” says the  
40-year conservation and wildlife 
management expert. “Their presence 
in bison dung indicates the reclaimed 

ecosystem is working at a very 
complex level.”

Wes has worked with bison 
throughout North America for more 
than three decades. During his time 
with Parks Canada, he provided 
expertise to Syncrude while still 
managing the herds at Elk Island 
National Park, from where the 
original herd was sourced. 

“In the early 1990s Syncrude 
approached Elk Island to see if  
they could participate in the Wood 
Bison Recovery Program, run by  
the Canadian Wildlife Service,”  
he explains. “This led to the first 
shipment of wood bison to establish 
the herd in 1993. We shipped wood 
bison to Syncrude several times after 
that and this allowed me to stay  
in touch with the herd managers.”

As a result of the dung beetle 
findings, Syncrude launched an insect 
biodiversity investigation in spring 
2015 to learn more about the insects 
occupying the company’s reclaimed 
areas with and without bison. 

“The project has expanded from 
looking at dung beetles to include 
every insect species that we catch.  
It was incredible to see how many 
other species of insect life was 
present in the samples,” says Brad 
Ramstead, supervisor of the Beaver 
Creek Wood Bison Ranch. “Dung 
beetles contribute greatly to the 
health of the soils by recycling the 
nutrients found in bison dung. The 
volume and diversity from just one 
week of findings provided a diverse 
and abundant collection. It shows  
us the reclamation is maturing and 
there is a lot left to discover.”

There are many reasons to try and 
better understand the behaviour of 
insects on the bison pastures. In the 
spring, large amounts of robins were 
seen hopping around hunting for 

insects on the ground – a time when 
insects are typically sparse. 

“Areas like these pastures are 
referred to as stop-over sites; places 
that are rich in forage resources for 
insectivorous birds,” says Wes. “These 
sites are critical for many of these 
birds because they need to regain  
the weight they have lost during 
migration. As many as 80 per cent  
of the birds that breed in the boreal 
forest are insectivores and are 
entirely dependent upon being able 
to find enough insects to survive  
and reproduce.” 

Known in the scientific world as  
a keystone species, the bison have  
a huge effect on the environment 
around them. 

“The research Wes leads helps us 
understand how bison interact on  
the reclaimed land, along with any 
relationships they form with animals 
and invertebrates,” says Syncrude field 
services coordinator Sylvia Skinner.

Although it is early in the dung  
beetle study, the evidence suggests 
larger environmental diversity than 
originally thought. Preliminary results 
found five species of dung beetles on 
the study site, one of which has never 
been recorded in Canada. This is the 
farthest north any of the five species 
have been recorded throughout 
North America. 

“As I begin to develop a clearer 
picture of which insects live in  
each habitat, a much richer and  
more complex story is going to 
evolve,” adds Wes. “My challenge  
now is to identify each of these 
species and how they relate to each 
other, the environment they live in, 
and the food webs around them.”
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Land

Our Performance
• 54 hectares of former mine areas 

reclaimed in 2015 

• Over 272,000 tree and shrub 
seedlings planted on reclaimed land

• 59% of land reclamation in oil sands 
mining industry at Syncrude sites

Our Approach
Our long-term vision is to create  
a landscape that supports a healthy 
diversity of plants and animals,  
and sustains a range of land uses. 
Our goals are to ensure the final 
reclaimed landscape has capability 
equivalent to that existing prior  
to development, is integrated with 
the surrounding area, establishes 
boreal forest upland and lowland 
communities, yields water suitable 
for return to the natural environment, 
and is planned in direct consultation 
with local, directly affected 
stakeholders, and Aboriginal 
communities of interest.

Because we progressively reclaim 
former mining areas as soon as they 
are available, rather than delay until 
the end of mine life, areas available 
for reclamation vary from year to  
year depending on the mine plan. 
Cumulative reclamation continues  
to increase annually.

Syncrude participates in the Mining 
Association of Canada’s Towards 
Sustainable Mining (TSM) initiative, 
and endorses its Mine Closure 
Framework. This framework outlines 
expectations regarding the closure  
of a mine, including a commitment  
to work with communities to develop 
closure plans and identify values that 
will be incorporated into reclamation 
objectives, and to research and 
innovate improved mine closure  
and monitoring technologies. 

Meeting Regulatory Commitments
Syncrude adheres to the Alberta 
Environmental Protection and 

Enhancement Act, which requires  
us to return the land we use to a 
productive capability equivalent  
to that of the pre-disturbance 
landscape. A mine closure plan is 
submitted to the government every 
ten years, with a mid-term update;  
a mine reclamation plan is submitted 
every three years, supplemented  
with annual progress reports. These 
complement our commitment to  
the Alberta Energy Regulator’s 
expectations regarding tailings 
management.

Each Syncrude Joint Venture 
Participant is liable for its share  
of financial security regarding  
the operation’s closure obligation. 
Information on the Mine Financial 
Security Program for coal and oil 
sands companies can be found  
on the website of the Alberta  
Energy Regulator.

Ongoing Reclamation Activities
Syncrude reclaimed 54 hectares  
in 2015 and planted over 272,000  
tree and shrub seedlings, including 
around 1,500 water sedge in wetland 
areas. From this total, we planted six 
species of trees and 13 species of 
shrubs, and planted or seeded nine 
native species of grass.

Seeds used in reclamation activities 
are sourced and collected from 
undisturbed areas on and around our 
leases. We work with an Alberta-based 
nursery to extract, process and store  
a wide variety of seed pods, cones  
and other vegetative material. All the 
cleaned seeds are registered by 
original location and shipped to the 
provincial seed storage facility, which 
keeps them until needed.

More than 3.6 million cubic meters 
(m3) of surface soil, peat and subsoil 
material were salvaged in 2015 for 
use in reclamation, with LFH (leaf 
litter/fibric/humic, or the top layer 
recovered from the forest floor) 
material being placed directly  
to promote the most productive 
propagule germination of the native 
seed bank. Currently, in total, we 
have stockpiled over 78 million m3  
of soil material. In addition, we rough 
mulch the tops and stumps of non-
merchantable trees to add large 
pieces of woody debris into the cover 
soil. This leads to a varied surface 
which efficiently captures moisture 
and forms microsites attractive  
to plants and animals.
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Trees and Shrubs Planted (cumulative)

Reclamation of our former East Mine 
is ongoing. This area is approximately 
11.5 square kilometers in size and 
bordered by Highway 63 south of our 
main plant site. Reclamation began  
in 2000 using composite tails as the 
landform substrate, or underlying 
layer. Construction of a fen research 
watershed was completed in 2012  
and results to date are surpassing 
expectations; after four growing 
seasons, excellent progress is being 
made to establish the water and 
carbon balance and, in 2015, evidence 
showed the ecosystem is moving 
toward becoming a net carbon 
accumulating system.

The plant community in the fen 
watershed, including mosses, 
continues to develop and plant 
health is comparable to the same 
plants found on a natural site. A 2015 
vegetation diversity study showed 
that about 40 per cent of the area  
is characterized by peat forming 
species, 48 per cent by upland 
species and 12 per cent by marsh 
plants. The fen will continue to be 
closely monitored and studied by  
a multi-disciplinary research team  
for years to come. Lessons learned 
are being shared with other members 
of Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA). 

Syncrude’s efforts to design  
and establish the fen, the first 
constructed wetland to be built  
on a foundation of oil sands tailings,  
were recognized with a 2015 Emerald 
Award for Environmental Excellence.

We are now reclaiming the 85-hectare 
area immediately adjacent, known as 
the Kingfisher wetland. It will feature 
both upland forest and wetland 
areas, and the reclamation strategy  

is being informed by lessons learned 
from the Sandhill Fen. Land-forming 
work commenced in 2015, and soil 
placement and vegetation planting  
is expected to be completed in 2017. 

The two watershed systems are 
interconnected, with the Sandhill Fen 
draining water into the Kingfisher 
wetland, which will in turn drain into 
the Mildred Lake reservoir and 
eventually into the Athabasca River. 

Reclamation of the remainder of  
the East Mine will continue with 
land-forming in 2017. It is expected  
to be fully reclaimed by 2024.

Reclamation in our former West Mine 
began in late 2012 using the method 
of capping fluid fine tails with water. 
This area is now capped with water 
and will be monitored as it evolves 
towards a fully functional, healthy 
aquatic ecosystem. 

Further discussion on reclamation  
of the East and West mines can be 
found in the Tailings chapter.

Oil Sands Reclamation (permanent and certified)
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Oil Sands Mining Active Footprint (hectares)

Data Source: Government of Alberta Regional Reclamation and Disturbance Tracking by Company,  
 to December 31, 2014

Alberta Wetland  
Policy Consultation
Syncrude actively participated  
in multi-stakeholder consultations  
on the development of a provincial 
wetland policy from 2005 to 2012. 
These consultations weighed 
environmental, social and economic 
outcomes, and informed government 
policy. The Alberta Wetland Policy 
was released in September 2013  
after several years of discussion and 
compromise from non-government 
organizations, academia, agriculture, 
oil and gas, forestry and other 
stakeholders. 

After its release, Syncrude continued 
to be involved in multi-stakeholder 
discussions on the implementation  
of the policy and the Alberta Wetland 
Mitigation Directive that supports it. 
The policy and directive became 
effective in the Green Area, which  
is where Syncrude operates, in 2016. 
Details can be found on the Alberta 
Environment and Parks website

Wetlands cover about 20 per cent  
of Alberta, and more than 90 per cent 
of these are peatlands (primarily 
bogs and fens).

Reclamation Research
Syncrude invested over $54 million on 
research and development efforts in 
2015; of this, over half was directed to 
environmental projects such as our 
reclamation research programs and 
collaborative efforts through COSIA. 

One particular study resulted in an 
amendment to our operating 
approval from the Alberta Energy 
Regulator that reduces the thickness 
of soil capping on reclaimed land 
from 1.5 metres to one metre. Multi-
year research involving various 
disciplines demonstrated that a one 
metre thickness was sufficient for soil 
cover and landscape productivity. The 
decision will result in less land 
disturbance for soil stockpiling and 
an estimated savings of around 
$400 million over the next 10 years.

We also provide financial grants  
to Canadian and U.S. universities  
to assist us in advancing oil sands 
reclamation science. Among those are:

• NSERC (Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council  
of Canada)/Syncrude Industrial 
Research Chair in Mine Closure 
Geochemistry at the University  
of Saskatchewan

• NSERC/Syncrude Industrial 
Research Chair in Hydrogeological 
Characterization of Oil Sands Mine 
Closure Landforms at the 
University of Saskatchewan

32% Syncrude

All other 
oil sands mining 68%
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Performance Data
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Cleared1 (cumulative hectares) 2,597 3,719 3,526 3,876 3,528
Disturbed: land used for mine or plant purposes1 (cumulative hectares) 18,287 19,155 19,552 19,983 20,085
Total active footprint – mine and plant site footprint1 (cumulative hectares) 25,858 27,861 28,120 28,951 28,963
Soils placed – land available for revegetation1 (cumulative hectares) 1,202 1,086 1,075 1,047 1,080
Temporary reclamation1 (cumulative hectares) 690 690 668 632 703
Permanent land reclaimed1 (hectares per year) 200 330 103 81 54
Permanent land reclaimed1,2,3 (cumulative hectares) 3,186 3,316 3,403 3,516 3,568
Trees and shrubs planted (# per year) 356,000 954,000 305,000 156,867 272,330
Trees and shrubs planted (millions, cumulative) 5.9 6.9 7.2 7.4 7.7

1 For a full list of definitions regarding land use and reclamation in Alberta’s oil sands, visit www.osip.alberta.ca.

2 Includes land certified by the Alberta Government.

3 Numbers reflect the addition of all newly reclaimed areas as well as any reclamation losses due to redisturbance that may occur. Syncrude 
promotes early reclamation of unused land when practical. This may result in future re-disturbance of areas that have been reclaimed  
in the past. Reclaimed areas may be selected as project sites, pipeline or power line corridors, or work may be necessary to maintain  
the integrity of the underlying structure.

Note:  Syncrude conducts quality assurance checks of reclamation data in support of the Alberta Government geospatial database submission 
requirement. This process involves survey and investigation to verify field conditions, interpretation of air photos and satellite imagery  
to adjust boundaries, and analysis of historic data and classification. This work can result in adjustments to previously reported information.

SIDEBAR STORY:
Willow research provides insights 
on lake reclamation
Along the water’s edge of Syncrude’s 
Base Mine Lake, willows are the newest 
member of the plant community. 

It started four years ago with a 
conversation between Richard Krygier 
from Natural Resources Canada 
(NRCan) and Syncrude’s Research  
and Development team. Wanting  
to understand the salt tolerance  
of willows, plants native to the  
boreal forest, and Syncrude having 
naturally occurring salt on its site, 
the partnership began.

“I worked on willows for biomass 
production and wastewater 
treatment and approached Syncrude 
for process water,” says Richard. 
“They thought it would be interesting 
if we could find willows that were 
tolerant to the water to help with  
the stabilization of the shoreline  
of Base Mine Lake.”

Syncrude is located in an area that 
was once part of a prehistoric sea, 
leaving the area with naturally 
occurring salt in the soil. Water used 
through its processes also picks up 
salt while it’s being recycled.

“In scientific literature there are 
variations in tolerance to 
environmental effects – whether it be 
frost, or in our case, salt in the water 
and soil,” explains Craig Farnden, 
Syncrude research scientist. “Richard 
and his team tested willows from our 
site in the lab and identified which 
had the highest salt tolerance.”

Beginning with two greenhouse trials 
in 2011, 85 varieties of willow were 
tested. These included willows 
collected at and around the Syncrude 
operation, from other locations in 
Alberta and from NRCan’s bioenergy 
program. Based on the promising 
results, a field trial took place the 
next year, and 15 local and Alberta 

willow varieties were planted on  
the shores of Base Mine Lake in 2014. 

“We’ve found individual plants that 
are more tolerant to process-affected 
and high salinity water,” says Richard. 
“They can grow and handle the 
chemistry of that water.”

Willows establish early after a 
disturbance and have thick, fibrous 
roots. They hold soil particles 
together and keep them from 
washing away. Because they grow 
fast, they gain control of the site.

“Willows are one of the first to 
produce pollen in the spring and a lot 
of pollinating insects like the plants 
because nothing else is flowering 
besides the willows,” explains 
Richard. “The other plus is because 
they grow fast, willows produce a lot 
of leaves. When the leaves drop in 
the fall as litter, they help build soil, 
and that soil helps the establishment 
of other plants.” 
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Organic matter falling into the water 
is another important component of 
succession in the littoral zone, where 
shallow aquatic plants grow.

“Leaf fall into those littoral zones  
is important because it helps build 
organic matter,” says Richard. “You 
get that contribution of willows to 
starting natural ecosystem processes 
on these sites.”

Some of the willows grew two metres 
during the first year and the survival 
rate was close to 100 per cent. “They 
are growing like crazy right along the 
shores of Base Mine Lake which is 
fairly saline,” says Craig.

The tallest seedlings planted were 
40 centimetres in length, but many 

were smaller. By the end of the 
summer, the average height of  
the tallest individual was 180 
centimetres.

“It’s mind-blowing. My technician is 
6’2” and they’re up to his shoulders,” 
says Richard. “Not only seeing them 
grow and survive last fall, but going 
back this spring and seeing 
everything alive from the base  
to the tip of the plant was quite 
satisfying. This is just the beginning.  
I think there’s potential to use  
plants to more effectively deal with 
challenging sites and to me, that’s  
the exciting part.”
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Tailings

Our Performance
• $1.9 billion full-scale centrifuge 

plant starts operation

• Over 3.5 million cubic metres  
of soil material produced from 
tailings centrifuge project

• Construction of 85-hectare wetland 
in former tailings area underway

Our Approach
Through the use of tailings ponds,  
we maintain a highly efficient water 
recycling system, which minimizes 
withdrawal of water from the 
Athabasca River. However, the storage 
of tailings also creates a potential 
long-term liability because of the 
volume that must be managed 
responsibly and cost-effectively 
before reclamation can occur.

Tailings management is a priority 
across the organization. Our strategy 
to reclaim tailings currently 
incorporates three technologies – 
centrifuged tails, composite tails  
and water capping – in addition  
to working actively with industry 
partners and the scientific 
community towards developing 
further solutions. We are committed 
to meeting government regulation 
and the expectations of Albertans 
towards responsibly managing this 
environmental challenge.

To learn more about tailings and  
how they are stored, click here. 

Towards Sustainable Mining 
Tailings Protocol
Following the 2014 Mount Polley 
tailings dam failure in British 
Columbia, the Mining Association  
of Canada (MAC) established an 
independent multi-interest task force 
which spent six months in 2015 
reviewing its Towards Sustainable 
Mining tailings management protocol 
and related guides to ensure they 
met best practice. The task force 
submitted a final report to MAC’s 

Board of Directors, which contained 
29 recommendations. All were 
accepted. Syncrude is currently 
reviewing the recommendations  
to identify opportunities toward 
integrating them into our own 
management system. More 
information on the work of the task 
force can be found here.

Reducing and Reclaiming Tailings
We are reclaiming tailings through  
an investment of approximately 
$3 billion in three main technologies:

CENTRIFUGING A full-scale tailings 
centrifuge plant started operation  
in 2015. The $1.9 billion plant 
accelerates the reclamation process 
by centrifuging fluid fine tailings (FFT) 
to create a clay soil material that can 
be used in post-mining reclamation 
landform construction. The 
technology involves putting tailings 
through equipment where a spinning 
action, or centrifuging, separates out 
the water. Released water can be 
recycled back into plant operations. 
The resulting clay material will 
initially be used to reclaim portions 
of our North Mine, where it will be 
capped with soil and re-vegetated.  
In 2015, 3.5 million cubic metres  
of material was produced from 
4.1 million cubic metres of FFT.

Syncrude contributed the centrifuge 
technology to the members of 
Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA). In 2012, Shell Canada 
adopted the technology and used our 
findings to further develop centrifuge 
for use in its own operations. Shell 
will contribute its findings back to 
COSIA to allow other members to 
continue to develop the technology.

COMPOSITE TAILINGS Composite 
Tails (CT) technology combines FFT 
with gypsum and sand to create a 
mixture that is deposited in mined-
out areas where the tailings release 
water and quickly settle. The area can 
then be capped with sand and soil, 

enabling the development of 
landscapes that support forests  
and wetlands. CT is being used  
in our former East and West mines,  
as well as a portion of our North  
Mine which is still in operation. 

CT placement in the East mine began 
in 2000 and was complete in 2011. 
Sand capping to establish closure 
drainage is ongoing. A 54-hectare fen 
wetland research project was 
constructed at the northwest end  
of this area. We are also beginning 
reclamation activities on the 
85-hectare Kingfisher wetland. More 
information on these reclamation 
projects can be found in the Land 
chapter.

We continue to work towards 
improving the efficiency of this 
technology through a low-energy 
process borrowed from the concrete 
and construction industries which 
places CT underwater using a tremie 
deposition technique. A key 
advantage is the ability to create 
reclaimed uplands by initially placing 
material underwater. Essentially the 
landform is built from the bottom up. 
As an additional benefit, water is 
released from the deposit upon 
placement and recycled back into 
plant operations. We completed 
commercial-scale testing in 2015  
and anticipate implementing this 
technology in the future. Listen to  
an interview with Syncrude tailings 
advisor Eric Leneve about the tremie 
process here. 

WATER CAPPING One of the most 
extensively researched tailings 
management techniques is the 
capping of FFT with water to form  
a lake environment. Research and 
testing dates back to the 1980s, and 
culminated with the commissioning  
of the industry’s first commercial-
scale demonstration in late 2012  
in one of our former mine pits.  
A comprehensive research and 
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monitoring program is underway  
to study the performance of the lake 
as it evolves into an aquatic ecosystem. 
Research and monitoring focuses  
on water quality, impacts of the 
underlying FFT layer, performance  
of the littoral (shallow shoreline) 
zone, interaction of biological 
communities, consolidation of  
the tailings, development of the 
shoreline, and the establishment  
of plants and insects.

Monitoring since 2013 indicates 
progress on key performance  
factors such as shoreline stability, 
consolidation and stability of the 
underlying fluid tailings layer, 
improving water chemistry and 
decreasing naphthenic acids.  
We have noted the presence of 
hydrocarbon on the water surface 
and shore, and are investigating 
options for skimming and shoreline 
cleaning. Waterfowl deterrents 
continue to be in place throughout 
this period.

Tailings Management Performance (million tonnes)

Tailings Technology Development
We are currently researching additional technologies that could be used to 
supplement existing tailings remediation methods. These include:

ACCELERATED DEWATERING Also 
referred to as rim ditching, 
accelerated dewatering is based on 
methods successfully used in the 
Florida phosphate industry. This 
technology mixes FFT with an organic 
compound called flocculent, which is 
then placed in a shallow deposit. The 
flocculent is the same material used 
by municipal water treatment 
systems. Flocculent molecules wrap 
around the clay mineral particles in 
the FFT, forcing them to settle faster. 
Initial tests have shown a reduction 
in FFT volume by 50 per cent in three 
to five years. If tests continue to be 
successful, accelerated dewatering 
could be an energy- and cost-

efficient enhancement to our tailings 
management activities. 

OVERBURDEN MIXING This method, 
studied since the late 1980s, mixes 
FFT with overburden to create a fully 
functional surface that can be walked 
or driven on. A demonstration pilot 
plant began operation in 2014 and 
results have shown the mixed 
product can be used to build roads 
and berms, or as a base for 
reclamation soils. 

THICKENER TECHNOLOGY The 
thickener technology process 
involves taking the tailings stream 
and running it through a cyclone 
separator. This sends the fines and 

water to the top. Coarser material 
sinks to the bottom and is then used 
as landform construction material. 
The fines-water overflow goes to  
a thickener, which adds an organic 
flocculent that binds the fines 
together into bigger particles that  
are the size of a grain of sand. Once 
dried, the resulting clay material  
can be used directly in reclamation. 
Water, forced out of the fines as they 
are bound together, is recycled back 
to the plant. 

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH 
EFFORTS We operate one of the 
largest private sector research 
facilities in Western Canada and 
participate in Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA), which 
exchanges findings among industry 
operators. COSIA is currently 
coordinating over 60 active tailings 
management projects with its 
members, including Syncrude. 
Further information is available  
by downloading a PDF (2MB) of the 
COSIA 2015 Performance Update.

We are also a member of the 
Petroleum Environmental Research 
Forum (PERF), which shares knowledge 
on health, safety and environmental-
related technology development. 
Projects are jointly funded, helping 
reduce research costs and enhance 
access to industry expertise.
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Performance Data 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Mildred Lake
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 469.6 476.3
Fines capture, annual (thousand tonnes) 3,115 1,932 3,605 5,391 6,427
Fines capture, annual (%) 18.8 12.3 25.7 47.8 51.0
Fines capture, cumulative (thousand tonnes) 4,503 6,435 10,040 15,431 21,858
Aurora North
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 113.0 127.9
Fines capture, annual (thousand tonnes) 0 0 0 4,058 9,549
Fines capture, annual (%) 0.0 0.0 0.0 25.0 53.5
Fines capture, cumulative (thousand tonnes) 0 0 0 4,058 13,607
Combined2
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 582.6 604.2
Fines capture, annual (million tonnes) 3.1 1.9 3.6 9.5 16.0
Fines capture, cumulative (million tonnes) 4.5 6.4 10.0 19.5 35.5

1  New indicator to align with reporting to the Alberta Energy Regulator.

2  Combined data for Mildred Lake and Aurora North.

Note:  Currently, there are several differences in the way oil sands operators measure fines and therefore the percentage of fines which must be 
captured. Our methods, which yield higher fines values, are reflected in the numbers reported in this table. Work is underway through 
Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA) to standardize measurement procedures.

SIDEBAR STORY:
Research on water capped tailings incorporates leading-edge monitoring
When Syncrude closed the west 
quadrant after mining, the company 
filled the remaining pit with fluid fine 
tailings and capped it with water  
so that one day the resulting lake  
will be an important part of 
Syncrude’s closure landscape.

Filling the mine pit was the easy part. 
Understanding the lake – its 
movements, the settling of the 
tailings and its ability to sustain 
life – is the goal of an ongoing 
monitoring and research program. 

Base Mine Lake is the oil sands 
industry’s first commercial-scale 
demonstration of end pit lake 
technology. The bottom half of the 
lake is fluid fine tailings, or FFT, a 
mixture of silt, clay, process-affected 

water and residual bitumen. A layer 
of fresh water caps the upper half. 
The demonstration intends to show 
that the water quality will improve 
over time while the particles in  
the tailings settle to the bottom  
of the lake below the water cap. 

The Base Mine Lake was officially 
commissioned in December 2012.  
In 2013, fresh water and process 
water was added to bring the lake  
to an elevation of nearly 310 metres 
above sea level. Since lakes have 
water flowing in and out, pumps were 
installed to maintain the water level 
and mimic the flow that will naturally 
occur when different watershed 
elements are reclaimed and 
connected to the lake, and outflow 

can ultimately be directed towards 
the Athabasca River. 

While Base Mine Lake’s ongoing 
monitoring program began in 
February 2013, the research that led 
to this demonstration phase began 
long before the first drop of water 
was added. 

“Understanding what’s happening  
in the lake is the role of monitoring. 
Understanding why that’s happening 
is the role of research,” says technical 
lead Carla Wytrykush.

Monitoring involves setting baselines 
for a long list of water quality and 
lake processes. It also includes 
detecting and measuring changes  
in the lake in the first few years  
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to develop a baseline of biophysical 
data to track lake performance. 

Today there are six research 
programs underway with multiple 
activities to explore different aspects 
of the lake as it evolves over time. 

Kathryn Dompierre, a PhD candidate 
at the University of Saskatchewan, 
conducted one of these studies. 
Towards greater understanding of the 
energy dynamics and water chemistry 
of the lake, her thesis research 
proved that tailings settlement is 
currently the main form of mass and 
heat transport from FFT to the lake. 
“It’s a fundamental research question 
that needed to be answered,” says 
Kathryn. “We have shown that what 
we expected to happen did happen 
by doing the field investigation.”

Further research in this area will  
look at the movement of more 
complicated components like 
naphthenic acids that degrade  
over time. 
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Water

Our Performance
• 37.6 million cubic metres of fresh 

water used in plant operations

• 86% of all water used recycled 
from tailings facilities

• Strategies in place to reduce  
net water use by five million cubic 
metres 

Our Approach
Water is essential to Syncrude’s 
operation and plays a key role in  
our production processes. However, 
we realize it is a resource that must 
be managed responsibly. Toward this, 
we aim to minimize the withdrawal  
of fresh water from the watershed, 
maximize reuse of process-affected 
water, and safely manage its storage. 
This includes taking steps to protect 
local water bodies, creeks and rivers, 
and to develop scientifically-sound 
treatment methods which will allow 

us to return water stored on our site 
safely back to the environment.

Our Water Sources
The majority of our operation relies 
on recycled water sourced from our 
tailings ponds. Of the total water 
used in 2015, 86 per cent was recycled 
from these facilities.

Our main source of fresh water is  
the Athabasca River, which provided 
the remaining 14 per cent of our 
water needs in 2015. This water  
is used to cool process water and 
generate steam, and for potable 
water. Our water license permit, 
granted in the 1970s, allows 
withdrawal of 61.7 million cubic 
metres of fresh water from the river 
annually, but we have always 
remained well below this limit.  
In 2015, we used about 0.2 per cent  
of the river’s average flow, or about  
17 hours of the average annual flow. 

Alberta Water Allocations 2014

Source: Alberta Environment & Parks

Water Use Performance
In 2015, we used 37.6 million cubic 
metres from the Athabasca River  
for production operations. As well, 
around one million cubic metres  
of basal groundwater was used  
in Aurora plant operations. 

For non-production purposes, an 
additional six million cubic metres  
of fresh water was diverted from 
Beaver Creek Reservoir for the Base 
Mine Lake tailings reclamation 
demonstration project. To offset  
the fish habitat impacted by this 
diversion, we funded the Alberta 
Conservation Association’s work  
to protect and enhance the riparian 
zone and streambed of the Owl River, 
near Lac La Biche. The offset 
constitutes compensation,  
as per our Fisheries Act approval,  
for Harmful Alteration, Disruption  
or Destruction of fisheries habitat 
(known as HADD).

As per provincial regulation, 
precipitation and runoff that comes 
in contact with our mining area must 
be collected and routed into our 
tailings recycle water system. Over 
the last few years, extensive efforts 
have been undertaken to return clean 
surface water and basal groundwater 
from our leases back into the 
surrounding watershed. In 2015, 
about eight million cubic metres of 
water was successfully returned to 
the environment, instead of being 
diverted to tailings storage facilities, 
upon meeting provincial water 
quality standards.

43% Irrigation/agriculture

6% OtherMunicipal 11%

Oil sands 8%

Other oil & natural gas 2%

Commercial 29%
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Fresh Water Withdrawal from Athabasca River1 (million cubic metres)

1 Operations use only.

Toward Great Water Efficiency
Syncrude is working to identify  
and implement processes and 
technologies to reduce net water  
use from the Athabasca River.  
A number of opportunities have 
been identified which could reduce 
net annual withdrawals from the 
Athabasca River incrementally by  
at least five million cubic metres 
over the next several years.  

Actions are already underway. For 
example, the Syncrude Emissions 
Reduction Project, which started 
operation in late 2013, is reusing 
about one million cubic metres of 
water from the reverse osmosis units 
in our water treatment plant. We also 
completed construction in 2015 of a 
condensate stripper in our hydrogen 
plant which will save about half  
a million cubic metres per year. 

Syncrude and Industry Fresh Water Withdrawal

Source: Government of Alberta

Research Progresses on 
Treatment and Release
Presently, Syncrude does not release 
process-affected water to the 
environment. The only releases to the 

Athabasca River are treated sanitary 
sewage similar to that from 
municipalities, as well as clean 
surface and aquifer water that  
has not been used in the bitumen 
production process. All releases  

are tested to ensure they meet 
government specified quality 
regulations.

However, we recognize that storing 
process-affected water is not a viable 
long-term practice. To expedite 
landscape restoration activities  
and improve overall environmental 
stewardship, the hydrology of the 
reclaimed landscape must be 
integrated within the surrounding 
environment. To address these 
challenges, Syncrude collaborates 
through Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA) and with 
academic institutions to research 
water treatment methods.

For example, Syncrude’s Research 
department is investigating tailings 
water treatment using petroleum 
coke, a byproduct of our upgrading 
process. The treatment is similar to 
using a home water filter. The coke, 
which is almost pure carbon, acts  
as a filter that removes contaminants 
such as naphthenic acids. Field 
programs completed to date confirm 
the method produces water that 
safely supports aquatic life. Subject 
to regulatory approval, we are 
planning a larger pilot-scale plant to 
further assess treatment efficiency, 
and provide engineering design 
information necessary for potential 
commercial-scale implementation.

Regional Water Monitoring
The Joint Canada-Alberta Plan  
for Oil Sands Monitoring (JOSM) was 
established in 2012 by the provincial 
and federal governments to ensure 
credible, transparent and science-
based environmental monitoring of 
the oil sands industry. Coordinated 
through the Alberta Environmental 
Monitoring Evaluation and Reporting 
Agency (AEMERA) and Environment 
and Climate Change Canada, activities 
include water, biodiversity and 
ecosystem health monitoring. 
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Results are published regularly and 
are peer reviewed. The 2014–2015 
Technical Results Summary states: 
“Water quality data collected from 
2011 to 2014 by Environment and 
Climate Change Canada (ECCC) in  
the lower Athabasca River, and for 
the 12 sites in and around the Peace-
Athabasca Delta were assessed 
against 36 Canadian Council of 
Ministers of the Environment (CCME) 

guidelines. For 19 parameters 
(alkalinity, pH, 2 nitrogen nutrients, 
5 total metals, methylmercury and 
9 organic substances), the nearly  
900 samples showed no exceedances 
in any samples.” Exceedances were 
noted for certain PACs (polycyclic 
aromatic compounds), although the 
frequency was less than four per cent 
of the total number of samples taken, 
and occurred within the range of 

annual variation and only during 
periods of high flow and high runoff. 
Download the complete summary here. 

In 2016, the Alberta Government 
moved the responsibilities of AEMERA 
under the Ministry of Environment 
and Parks, Environmental Monitoring 
and Science Division. Further details 
on water monitoring activities in the 
oil sands region can be found here. 

Performance Data 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Fresh water withdrawal1 (million m3) 38.5 39.6 37.2 38.8 37.64
Fresh water use intensity (barrel water per barrel crude oil produced) 2.28 2.35 2.37 2.55 2.57
Fresh water use intensity2 (barrel water per barrel bitumen produced) 1.36 1.46 1.43 1.61 1.62
Water returned to the Athabasca River – treated sanitary (million m3) 0.32 0.31 0.27 0.30 0.22
Water returned to the Athabasca River – other (million m3) 7.9 4.8 5.9 6.5 7.9
Process water recycled (million m3) 270 242 259 218 236
Process water recycled (% total water used) 88 86 87 85 86
Water discharge quality exceedences (treated sanitary) (# incidents) 0 0 0 0 0
Water discharge quality exceedences (industrial process) (# incidents) 0 0 0 0 0
Reportable spills to natural water bodies (m3) 0 0 0 0 0

1  Direct operations use only. In 2015, under regulatory approval, an additional 6.0 Mm3 of fresh water was diverted from Beaver Creek Reservoir  
for the Base Mine Lake tailings reclamation demonstration project. Also, an additional 0.85 Mm3 of basal groundwater was diverted for use  
in Aurora plant operations.

2  Historical data for fresh water use per barrel of bitumen has been based on total water withdrawn from the Athabasca River for the entire 
operation, inclusive of both bitumen production and upgrader processes. Data now reflects the estimated volume of water used only in the 
bitumen production process. Previous years have been restated.
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Climate Change

Our Performance
• Energy intensity of crude oil 

production averages 1.38 million 
BTUs per barrel

• Greenhouse gas emissions 
intensity remains 0.11 tonnes  
per barrel 

• Over $19 million payment  
to Alberta Climate Change  
and Emissions Management Fund 

Our Approach
The International Energy Agency 
predicts that energy demand will 
grow by about one-third between 
2013 and 2040, underlining the case 
that energy from all sources – 
including conventional oil, oil from 
oil sands and renewables – must be 
developed. At the same time, both 
federal and provincial governments 
have outlined their commitments 

towards meeting the goal of the Paris 
Agreement, which calls for action on 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) 
and to limit increasing average global 
temperatures to under 2°C above 
pre-industrial levels. 

As a large producer of greenhouse 
gas emissions in Canada, Syncrude 
recognizes that addressing climate 
change is important to the future  
of our industry and country. In this 
respect, we believe every sector has  
a role to play. In our own operations, 
we aim to minimize GHGs through 
improvements in energy efficiency, 
process reliability, and reduced 
flaring and venting. We also contribute 
toward studies on improving 
quantification methods and engage 
on this issue through industry 
associations as well as directly with 
provincial and federal governments.

Global GHG Emissions Profile

Source: CAPP 2016

GHG Management and Energy 
Efficiency Performance
Greenhouse gas emissions from 
Syncrude in 2015 remained relatively 
stable compared to the previous year 
at 11.47 million tonnes, or 0.11 tonnes 
CO2-equivalent per barrel. We 
consumed approximately 1.38 million 

BTUs per barrel, which was above  
our established target of 1.29 million 
BTUs, due to process reliability issues 
during the year. 

Energy conservation is core to our 
business. Extensive cogeneration 
processes are incorporated 
throughout our operation in order  

to recover waste heat for reuse.  
As a result, we do not use all the 
energy we produce and export excess 
electricity, included in our total 
greenhouse gas emissions calculation, 
to the Alberta grid. In fact, as one  
of the most efficient means of 
producing electricity from natural 
gas, oil sands cogeneration has 
helped to reduce Alberta's overall 
grid intensity. In 2015, we exported 
85,000 MWh for use by Albertans – 
enough to power about 120,000 
homes for a year.

Increased energy efficiency correlates 
directly to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions, and it also improves 
financial outcomes. As we continue  
to pursue the next generation of oil 
sands technologies and reliability 
improvements, energy efficiency 
remains a key factor when evaluating 
capital and maintenance projects.  
In fact, when evaluating capital 
spending, projects that have 
significant energy efficiency 
advantages are permitted a lower 
financial return on investment.

Syncrude has fully adapted and 
implemented two ExxonMobil-
developed operations management 
systems – the Operations Integrity 
Management System (OIMS) and the 
Global Reliability System (GRS) –  
to improve safety, reliability and 
environmental performance at our 
operations. In addition, we are 
implementing aspects of ExxonMobil’s 
Global Energy Management System, 
which will help to identify energy-
saving opportunities throughout the 
operation. Current plans are focused 
on improving steam management, 
naphtha and bitumen recovery, fuel 
management, heat transfer and 
energy real-time optimization.
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Energy Efficiency (million BTUs per barrel)

Greenhouse Gas Emissions1 (tonnes CO2e per barrel produced)

1  As reported to Environment Canada. Emission calculations for the purpose of provincial  
and federal regulatory reporting will differ, as certain sources of emissions are excluded.

Meeting Provincial  
Carbon Regulations
Alberta is one of the few jurisdictions 
in North America that has a price on 
carbon and a regulated carbon offset 
market. The Alberta Specified Gas 
Emitters Regulation, established in 
2007, set aggressive intensity targets 
for Large Final Emitters of carbon 
dioxide. It requires operations such 
as Syncrude to reduce per barrel 
emissions of greenhouse gases by 
12 per cent from the average per 
barrel emissions between 2003 and 
2005. If Syncrude does not meet this 
target in any reporting year, we must 
purchase offset credits or pay into 
the Alberta Climate Change and 
Emissions Management Fund, which 
invests in the development of 
emissions reduction technology.  
Both these options are assessed  
at $15 per tonne of CO2 that is in 
excess of reduction targets. Changes 
to the regulation will increase this 
levy in 2017 to $20 per tonne, with  
a 15 per cent reduction target,  
and in 2018 to $30 per tonne, with  
a 20 per cent reduction target.

Syncrude did not meet the target for 
2015 and contributed $19.7 million 
into the Fund. 
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Alberta Carbon Payments ($ million)

Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas 
Emitters Regulation (SGER).

Full-Cycle GHG Emissions Oil Sands and U.S. Refined Crudes

Oil sands crude has similar CO2 emissions to other heavy oils. Synthetic crude oil from mining 
operations such as Syncrude are nine per cent more intensive than the average U.S. barrel refined 
in the United States on a well-to-wheels basis. Source: IHS Energy 

Renewable Fuels Regulations
The federal government’s Renewable 
Fuels Regulations require Syncrude 
to include at least two per cent 
renewable fuel in our distillate pool, 
including diesel fuel for our mining 
fleet. Syncrude has complied with  
the regulations by purchasing  
offset credits. 

Through a 2013 federal court judicial 
review, we unsuccessfully challenged 

the validity of the regulations  
as it applies to our operation.  
We appealed the court’s decision  
in the Federal Court of Appeal in 2015. 
Syncrude’s challenge was based on 
evidence that compliance would 
actually increase overall greenhouse 
gas emissions, rather than reduce 
them. There are no available 
renewable fuel sources of the type 
we need in our region. The closest 
supply is in Asia and biodiesel would 

therefore need to be shipped  
across great distances to our site  
in northern Alberta. 

In mid-2016, the Federal Court of 
Appeal dismissed our case and we 
continue to comply with the regulations 
by purchasing offset credits.

Collaborative Research Solutions
Through Canada’s Oil Sands 
Innovation Alliance (COSIA), we are 
collaborating on research to assess 
how water, energy and carbon are 
stored and travel within a reclaimed 
landscape as compared to natural 
undisturbed areas. This includes 
support of the Hydrology, Ecology 
and Disturbance (HEAD) program,  
a multi-year and multi-university 
research program focused on the  
role of climate on the landscape.  
In addition, two Syncrude Joint 
Venture Participants are involved  
in a research study to investigate  
the use of satellite technology to 
provide more accurate and frequent 
measurements of fugitive GHG 
emissions from tailings ponds and 
mine faces. Learnings will be shared 
with all COSIA members.

Demonstrating Leadership with 
Mining Partners
As a member of the Mining 
Association of Canada (MAC), 
Syncrude participates in the Towards 
Sustainable Mining (TSM) program. 
We report annually on our energy 
and greenhouse gas emissions 
management and our results are 
externally verified every three years. 
Participation in TSM also provides  
the opportunity to learn from, and 
share best practices with, mining 
companies across Canada. 

We also participate in the MAC 
Climate Change Task Force and 
contributed to the development of its 
Principles for Climate Change Policy 
Design which supports a carbon price 
to help reduce emissions.
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Input to Alberta’s Climate 
Leadership Plan
Syncrude provided input to Alberta’s 
Climate Change Advisory Panel which 
made recommendations to the 
provincial government and led to the 
Alberta Climate Leadership Plan 
announced in late 2015. Our position 
is that cogeneration offers a 
significant opportunity to further 
contribute to Alberta’s base load 
power supply with reliable, low-cost 

and low GHG-intensive energy. To 
ensure investor confidence toward 
achieving this, there must be 
appropriate long-term policy 
certainty, clarity and transparency,  
as well as clear regulatory processes, 
around the treatment of cogeneration 
within Alberta’s future climate 
strategy. 

Another opportunity lies in further 
leveraging of Alberta’s provincial 
Scientific Research and Experimental 

Development tax credit, which 
includes credits for expenditures 
related to the development of 
technologies intended to reduce 
environmental impacts. Furthermore, 
funds from Alberta’s Specified Gas 
Emitters Regulation should be 
invested to develop and deploy new 
emission-reducing technologies in 
the oil and gas sector that could have 
broader economic and environmental 
implications. Our entire submission 
can be found here. 

Performance Data
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Energy Use
Total energy consumption (billion BTUs) 136,647 133,926 129,705 131,902 126,603
Energy intensity5 (million BTUs per barrel) 1.27 1.28 1.31 1.39 1.38
Energy intensity reduction (% as compared to 1990) 6.6 6.3 4.8 1.0 1.6
EROEI (Energy Returned on Energy Invested)1 4.4 4.4 4.3 4.0 4.1
Greenhouse Gas Emissions
GHGs2,5 (million tonnes) 12.87 12.37 12.46 11.90 11.47
GHGs3,4,5 (million tonnes) 11.24 10.67 10.91 10.37 9.97
GHGs3,4,5 (tonnes CO2e per barrel produced) 0.11 0.10 0.11 0.11 0.11
GHGs3,4,5 (tonnes CO2e per cubic metre produced) 0.67 0.63 0.69 0.68 0.68
Alberta Carbon Payments6 ($ million) 21.18 14.36 26.73 19.90 19.73

1  Ratio of million BTUs of crude oil product per million BTUs of energy consumed.

2 As reported to Environment Canada. Emission calculations for the purpose of provincial and federal regulatory reporting will differ, as certain 
sources of emissions are excluded.

3  CO2-equivalent emissions reported include all Syncrude sources (net of industrial process, biomass, and waste and wastewater emissions)  
as reported to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER). 

4  Syncrude’s GHG emission estimates were verified by Conestoga-Rovers & Associates to satisfy the ‘Third party Review’ required by the SGER.

5  Syncrude is a large producer of electricity and is a net exporter to the Alberta grid. Syncrude exported 85,000 Megawatt hours of electricity  
in 2015. Emissions from electrical power generation are included in the Syncrude total and are part of the intensity calculated on a per-barrel 
produced basis.

6 Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER).
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SIDEBAR STORY:
Maximizing steam efficiency 
through trap testing
Syncrude’s original operation was 
built during the energy crisis of the 
1970s. To protect against rising energy 
costs, extensive cogeneration 
processes were built to ensure  
a reliable source of steam and 
electricity, and to recover waste  
heat for reuse. 

Efforts continue today, including  
a program introduced in 2014 to test 
and replace thousands of steam 
traps. Bob King, maintenance area 
leader, and John Foy, maintenance 
advisor, have spearheaded changing 
out old steam traps with more energy 
efficient and reliable devices. 

Steam is among Syncrude’s primary 
commodities and is produced by 

Utility boilers as well as from waste 
heat from Upgrading units. Steam  
is used to help separate oil from 
sand and to generate the processing 
temperatures needed to convert 
bitumen into a high quality, light,  
low sulphur crude oil.

Steam traps are a type of automatic 
valve that filters out condensate 
(condensed steam) and non-
condensable gases such as air 
without letting steam escape. 

“As steam flows through pipes it 
loses heat and eventually starts 
condensing,” explains Mike Di Fabio, 
production planning coordinator. 
“Steam traps collect condensate  
and route it safely out of the steam 
system into the condensate system 
for reuse.”

Mike, who is helping roll out the 
project, adds that managing steam 
trap deficiencies and reducing leaks 
is resulting in financial benefits, 
improved safety and reliability  
as well as better environmental 
performance.

“We’re recovering steam and 
condensate that would otherwise  
be lost to sewers and end up in a 
tailings pond,” he explains. “One of  
the other big benefits is minimizing the 
amount of water and energy necessary 
to make-up for steam losses.” 
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E N V I RO N M E N T 

Air

Our Performance
• SO2 emissions among the lowest  

in our operating history

• A decrease in NOX emissions  
by 20 per cent over five years

• 3 air exceedences attributed  
to Syncrude operations

Our Approach
We are committed to staying within 
the emissions limits of our operating 
license and will reduce production 
rates to do so. If we are aware of a 
plant upset that could cause odours 
or temporarily elevate emissions 
from our operation, our protocol  
is to inform local stakeholder 
communities of the situation and  
our efforts to resolve the issue. 

Sulphur Dioxide (SO2) Emissions
Emissions of sulphur dioxide (SO2)  
in 2015 were amongst the lowest  
in our operating history and over 
50 per cent less than levels in 2011. 
This is attributed to the 
commissioning of the $1.6 billion 
emissions reduction project in 2014. 
Flaring in 2015 was higher than in 
previous years due to an upgrader 
incident in late August and a power 
loss event in December. When it is 
necessary to flare or divert gas, we 
adhere to regulatory requirements 
and take every possible action to 
reduce the duration of each incident. 
This includes decreasing production 
rates if required. 

SO2 emissions originate mainly from 
our three fluid cokers. Other sources 
can include flaring and diverter 
stacks which are used only during 
coker unit or plant upsets.

Sulphur Dioxide (SO2) Emissions (thousand tonnes per year)
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Nitrogen Oxide (NOX) Emissions
Nitrogen oxide (NOX) emissions 
originate from our upgrader 
processes and mining equipment. 
Emissions have decreased by 
approximately 20 per cent since 2011, 
due primarily to the installation of 
higher-tier engines in medium-duty 
support equipment, combined with 
reduced mobile equipment usage  
in 2015. 

Our primary goals with respect  
to minimizing NOX emissions are  
to move the maximum volume of 
material while consuming the least 

amount of fuel, and to have engines 
that continue to reduce emissions 
per litre of fuel consumed. This is 
achieved through capital turnover 
and the purchase of new haul trucks 
when equipment reaches end-of-life. 
For our Mildred Lake Extension (MLX) 
project, for example, our intent is  
to move to Tier 4 engines pending 
vendor availability. We also focus  
on fuel quality, engine selection, 
operating and maintenance practices, 
mine plan efficiency and knowledge 
sharing activities.

Nitrogen Dioxide (NOX) Emissions (thousand per year)

Volatile Organic Compounds 
(VOCs) and Fugitive Emissions
The majority of Volatile Organic 
Compounds (VOCs) stem from 
naphtha losses to our Mildred Lake 
tailings settling basin and hydrocarbon 
vapours from storage tanks. To 
reduce VOCs, wastewater streams  
are directed through two Naphtha 
Recovery Units (NRUs) which employ 
a process developed by Syncrude  
in the mid-1980s. Over the last five 
years, naphtha recovery has averaged 
85 per cent. 

To reduce VOCs and fugitive 
emissions, we conduct annual 
inspections on all operating units in 
our extraction, upgrading and utilities 

operations to identify leaks and 
ensure timely repair. As well, in 2014, 
the Government of Alberta set out 
standard procedures for quantifying 
fugitive emissions from mine faces 
and tailings ponds, and encouraged 
these procedures to also be used  
in sampling for other air quality 
indicators, such as VOCs. As a result, 
the accuracy of emissions 
measurement has improved and 
studies are underway to identify 
potential reduction strategies. 

In addition, two Syncrude Joint 
Venture Participants are involved  
in research through Canada’s Oil 
Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA)  
to investigate the use of satellite 
technology to provide more accurate 
and frequent measurements of 
fugitive greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions from tailings ponds  
and mine faces. 

Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) (thousand per year)

Note: Emission totals for 2013 and 2014 have been restated due to results from laboratory  
reanalysis and to expanded scope.
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Regional Air Quality
Regional air quality is monitored 
independently by the Wood Buffalo 
Environmental Association (WBEA). 
Headquartered in Fort McMurray,  
this multi-stakeholder association 
operates the most integrated and 
intensive focus on air and terrestrial 
monitoring in any one area in 
Canada, with 17 air monitoring 
stations and 23 passive monitoring 
stations throughout the region.  

It is comprised of 38 members 
representing Aboriginal communities, 
three levels of government, industry 
operators and environmental non-
government organizations. 

WBEA informs Syncrude immediately 
of any ambient air exceedences 
recorded at their stations in the 
region. This triggers a site-wide 
investigation into possible sources 
that may be contributing to elevated 

readings. If one is identified, 
procedures are implemented to 
minimize air quality impacts, which 
can include reducing production 
rates. A follow-up report is submitted 
to Alberta Environment and Parks 
within seven days. 

In 2015, WBEA registered 26 
exceedences at its air monitoring 
stations, of which three were sourced 
to Syncrude operations.

Regional Air Quality WBEA AQHI at Community Air Monitoring Stations in 2015

Low Risk ■ Moderate Risk ■ High Risk ■ Very High Risk ■
Charts depict the percentage of 2015 hourly AQHI (Air Quality Health Index) values within each of the four risk categories – low, moderate, high and 
very high – calculated for four local WBEA stations. Visit the WBEA website for complete details on pollutants measured by AQHI.

Research and Air Monitoring 
Programs
In 2015, WBEA published a 
report, Assessing Forest Health in the 
Athabasca Oil Sands Region, which 
summarized 15 years of results from 
its forest health monitoring program. 
Studies confirmed that the highest 

concentrations of key air quality 
pollutants were reported nearer  
to oil sands operations and retreated 
to background levels approximately 
40 to 50 kilometres away. Acidification 
was not detected in soils. Further 
results and discussion can be found 
at the WBEA website. 

WBEA also released a video on the 
latest results from a five-year berry 
monitoring project carried out with 
Elders of the Fort McKay First Nation. 
Monitoring found that berry patches 
further from industrial development 
had lower concentrations of air borne 
contaminants and had higher 
concentrations of healthful 
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constituents, such as phenotics, 
which have antioxidant properties. 
Pollutant concentrations were not 
high enough to cause direct injury  
to the plants. The study had been 
done on the request of the Elders 
and brought together elements  
of both traditional environmental 
knowledge and western science.

Odours
Local residents have expressed 
concerns regarding odours in the 
region. To help identify, measure and 
trace the source of odours, WBEA 
installed specialized analyzers at two 

existing monitoring stations – one in 
Fort McKay and one on the Syncrude 
site. Monitoring shows that volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs) and 
reduced sulphur compounds (RSCs) 
can cause odours, either singly or  
in combination. 

A community monitoring program 
enables local volunteers to track  
and report odours. The program ran 
in Fort McMurray from 2013 to 2015, 
with a second study currently 
underway in Anzac.

In the event of an operational upset 
or scheduled maintenance which 

could cause odours or affect air 
quality, we will notify impacted local 
communities. As well, local 
stakeholders can report odour 
concerns through the 24-hour Alberta 
Energy and Environmental Response 
hotline at 1-800-222-6514. Government 
authorities then notify local industrial 
operators of the complaint and require 
them to assess their operations for 
possible sources of odours and take 
remediating action. 

There were three odour complaints  
in the region during 2015, versus our 
target of zero, that were attributed  
to Syncrude’s operation. 

Performance Data
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Ozone-depleting substances (kg CFC11 equivalent per year) 1,653 1,332 0 0 0

Sulphur Dioxide (thousand tonnes per year) 64.73 72.97 63.13 25.43 27.95

Sulphur Dioxide emission intensity (kg per m3 production) 3.84 4.34 4.02 1.67 1.91

Sulphur Dioxide emission intensity (per thousand barrels production) 0.61 0.68 0.63 0.27 0.30

Nitrogen oxides (thousand tonnes per year) 30.65 27.67 26.11 26.73 24.39
Nitrogen oxides emission intensity (kg per m3 production) 1.82 1.66 1.67 1.78 1.67
Nitrogen oxides emission intensity (per thousand barrels production) 0.29 0.26 0.27 0.28 0.27

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (thousand tonnes per year) 12.41 12.46 31.85 33.15  22.94
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (kg per m3 production) 0.74 0.74 2.03 2.18 1.57 
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (per thousand barrels production) 0.12 0.12 0.32 0.35  0.25

PM – Total particulate matter (tonnes per year) 15,796 13,929 14,052 18,067  17,805

PM10 – Particulate matter <= 10 microns (tonnes per year) 5,270 4,868 5,124 6,633  5,649

PM2.5 – Particulate matter <= 2.5 microns (tonnes per year) 971 972 1,096 1,391  924

Sour gas diverting (tonnes per day SO2) 0.90 0.70 0.70 1.11 0.05
Flaring (emergency and non-emergency) (million standard m3) 133.40 136.40 120.80 222.79 1,411.69
Flaring Intensity (emergency and non-emergency) (m3 per m3 production) 7.90 8.12 7.69 14.66 96.593

1 Syncrude reports annually to the National Pollutant Release Inventory. A comprehensive annual breakdown of substances reported,  
including VOCs, can be found at https://www.ec.gc.ca/inrp-npri/ and typing “Syncrude” in the Facility Name search field.

2 Emission totals for 2013 and 2014 have been restated due to results from laboratory reanalysis and to expanded scope.

3 Increased flaring due to process incident. Click here for more information.
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Key Air Indicators

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
2016 

TARGET
Diverter stack usage (hours per year) 118.09 90.79 97.70 268.70 20.79 < 292

Sour gas flaring (tonnes per day SO2) 3.80 3.90 7.40 8.23 21.19 < 5
Main stack dioxide  
(hours greater than 16.4 per hour)

0 0 1 0 0 0

Main stack dioxide (90-day rolling average >245) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0
Main stack nitrogen oxides (# hours > 1.5 per hour) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Main stack opacity (# hours > 40%) 9 4 0 656 5 < 5
Ambient air H2S hourly (#) 14 14 1 11 23 0
Ambient air H2S 24-hour period (#) 4 1 0 1 3 0
Ambient air SO2 hourly (#) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ambient air SO2 24-hour period (#) 0 0 0 0 0 0

Odour Incidents (# attributed to Syncrude) 2 3 6 3 3 0
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S O C I A L

Aboriginal Relations

Our Performance
• Consultation continued on 

proposed mine extension project

• Cumulative spending with 
Aboriginal-owned companies 
surpasses $2.4 billion 

• Highest level of Aboriginal 
representation in 10 years, at 9.4% 
of employee population

Our Approach
We aim to build strong relationships 
with Aboriginal communities and 
establish mutually beneficial formal 
agreements that mitigate concerns, 
provide shared value to affected 
communities, and are in accord with 
Canadian law. Toward this, our goals 
for our Aboriginal Relations program 
clearly define our engagement 
principles, with a focus on employment, 
business development, community-
guided investment, effective 
engagement and consultation,  
and environmental programs.

Effective Stewardship  
of Commitments
A steering committee comprised of 
executives, senior management and 
advisors meets quarterly to steward 
our commitments and guide 
strategies which aim to ensure 
positive outcomes for local Aboriginal 
communities. An Aboriginal Relations 
team supports the committee, and 
manages the day-to-day engagement 
and relationships. 

Syncrude’s relationships with 
Aboriginal communities are guided 
by our Stakeholder Relations and 
Communications Policy, which  
was updated in 2015, and our 
Consultation Principles. The 
effectiveness of our external relations 
program is assessed through internal 
and external audits, as well as against 
the expectations of the Aboriginal 
and Community Outreach Protocol 
under the Mining Association of 

Canada’s Towards Sustainable Mining 
(TSM) initiative. 

Syncrude also advocates for greater 
Aboriginal engagement countrywide, 
supporting organizations such as the 
Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
Business, Aboriginal Human Resource 
Council and Indspire, and through our 
participation in related committees 
of the Mining Association of Canada 
and the Canadian Association  
of Petroleum Producers.

Respecting the Rights  
of Aboriginal Peoples
Syncrude’s operations are located 
solely in Alberta and we have no 
foreign or international sites. We  
have always abided by the laws  
and regulations of the Government  
of Canada and support the 
constitutional right of Aboriginal 
people to be consulted as delegated 
by the Crown. 

In 2015, the governments of Alberta 
and Canada announced their intent 
to implement the United Nations 
Declaration on The Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 
Recognizing the importance this 
plays in national reconciliation, we 
support implementing the principles 
of UNDRIP in a manner consistent  
with the Canadian Constitution  
and law and will continue to monitor 
and seek further understanding on 
its application to our business. 

Engagement and Consultation 
Activities
At Syncrude, consultation occurs 
regularly and directly on key projects 
and issues of concern. In addition, 
engagement occurs regularly through 
face-to-face meetings, tours and 
community events. 

A formal regulatory application for 
the proposed Mildred Lake Extension 
(MLX) project was submitted to the 
Alberta Government in late 2014. 

Consultation on this project occurred 
throughout the year with formal 
statements of concern received from 
four First Nations and three Métis 
Locals. Issues include the incorporation 
of Traditional Land Use (TLU) studies 
and Traditional Environmental 
Knowledge (TEK) into the project’s 
environmental impact assessment, 
tailings management, air quality, and 
reclamation and closure. Syncrude 
continues to work through the issues 
with each community of interest. 
Discussions have also been held on the 
approach to developing Impact Benefit 
Agreements (IBAs) related to the project 
and Syncrude’s operations.

Other consultation activities regarded 
odour concerns, land disturbance 
associated with a reclamation soil 
stockpile site, our annual winter 
drilling program, and tours of our 
operations and reclamation sites.

Business Development Surpasses 
$2.4 Billion
Syncrude’s continued focus on 
identifying more opportunities for 
regional Aboriginal businesses led  
to $198.5 million in total Aboriginal 
business volume in 2015. While 
15 per cent lower than the record  
of $228 million in 2014, it is still  
a strong outcome given the reduction 
in Syncrude’s overall procurement 
spending. Cumulative Aboriginal 
spending now surpasses $2.4 billion.

Multi-year agreements were struck 
with several suppliers new to Syncrude, 
for such services as site security and 
environmental remediation. Other 
new contracts continue to be 
negotiated. All of Syncrude’s business 
units are engaged in our approach  
to stimulate growth through the 
completion of opportunity 
assessments in key areas of 
procurement need. 
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Syncrude’s definition of an Aboriginal 
business is one that is at least 
51 per cent owned by a First Nation, 
Métis Local, or Aboriginal person.  
The Aboriginal owner also must  
be in control of the daily operations 
of the business. 

Also in 2015, the Northeastern Alberta 
Aboriginal Business Association 

(NAABA) recognized Syncrude with  
a Best Practices Award in the 
Industry-Major Producer category.  
The award celebrates Syncrude’s 
successful partnerships with Aboriginal 
businesses, and demonstrated 
excellence based on a set of measured 
best practice criteria. Syncrude was  
a founding industry partner in NAABA 
22 years ago.

Aboriginal Business

Our Aboriginal Workforce
Syncrude’s Aboriginal workforce 
comprised 461 people in 2015. It  
was our highest level of Aboriginal 
representation in 10 years, at 
9.4 per cent of the total employee 
population. In addition, Aboriginal 
people comprised about 15 per cent 
of all new hires during the year,  
with Aboriginal employee attrition 
comparable to the general employee 
attrition rate. 

Our goal is for Syncrude’s Aboriginal 
workforce to reflect Aboriginal 
representation in the Wood Buffalo 
region, which was about 11 per cent 

in 2011, according to Statistics 
Canada. We work continually to 
maintain strong levels of Aboriginal 
hiring, through the efforts of a 
dedicated Aboriginal recruitment 
specialist, our rotational employment 
program for Fort Chipewyan 
residents, and our participation  
in events organized by Indspire  
and the Aboriginal Human Resource 
Council. We also support education 
and trades training programs that 
develop the next generation of 
Aboriginal employees. 

For a complete overview of our 
Aboriginal workforce performance, 
refer to the data table in our People 
chapter.
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Investing in Education
Through the support of a $435,000 
investment by Syncrude, Keyano 
College held Aboriginal Heavy 
Equipment (HEO) training programs 
at Fort McMurray 468 First Nation and 
Fort McKay First Nation in 2015. In all, 
21 students – 95 per cent of those 
enrolled – completed the training 
and gained HEO certification. The 
program will be held in additional 
Wood Buffalo communities in 2016. 
The six-week program is delivered 
through a mobile lab and simulators 
which enable students to train in  
a safe and controlled environment 
close to home.

Recognizing that Aboriginal people 
represent one of Canada’s youngest 
and fastest growing demographics, 
Syncrude developed a new initiative 
to raise awareness of the role 
education can play in both personal 
and career success. The Imagine 
What's Possible program brings into 
the classroom Elders, employees, 
business owners, community leaders 
and post-secondary students to 
discuss their learning experiences 
and to address the importance  
of education. The program will be 
rolled out in schools throughout  
Fort McMurray starting in 2016.

Encouraging Greater  
Aboriginal Inclusion
In August, the Canadian Chamber  
of Commerce issued a new report, 
funded in part by Syncrude, 
advocating for greater Aboriginal 
participation in Canada’s economy. 
Entitled Aboriginal Edge: How 
Aboriginal Peoples and Natural 
Resource Businesses Are Forging  
a New Competitive Advantage,  
the report outlines the importance  
of Aboriginal peoples in Canada’s 
competitiveness and the benefits  
in forging mutually productive 
relationships. This includes Aboriginal 
investment and ownership, 

employment, procurement, partnering 
on community development and 
collaboration on environmental 
protection. The report also discusses 
Aboriginal rights and examines the 
last 40 years of Aboriginal relations 
in the resource industry.

PAR Accreditation Renewed
Syncrude’s accreditation at the gold 
level in the Progressive Aboriginal 
Relations (PAR) program of the 
Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
Business (CCAB) was renewed for the 
sixth time in 2015. According to the 
CCAB, PAR Gold companies such as 
Syncrude demonstrate sustained 
leadership in Aboriginal relations  
and our commitment to working with 
Aboriginal businesses and communities 
has built the business case that other 
companies aspire to prove. 

PAR establishes a framework for 
companies to measure progress on 

developing progressing Aboriginal 
relations and considers corporate 
efforts in Aboriginal employment, 
business development, building 
individual capacity and enhancing 
relations with communities. Syncrude 
is one of two oil sands companies 
holding top-tier distinction. 

Further information on PAR can be 
found on their CCAB website and  
in our Sustainability Management 
chapter.

Promoting Community  
Success Stories
Syncrude annually publishes a 
comprehensive overview of our 
Aboriginal relations work and our 
progress in stewarding to our key 
commitment areas. Called Pathways, 
the review also profiles tremendous 
success stories and role models from 
Aboriginal communities. It is 
available for download here.

SIDEBAR STORY: 
Rising to the top
A strong commitment to safety netted 
a local business major accolade.  
The Fort McKay Group of Companies 
received recognition for Most Improved 
– Large Company at Syncrude’s 2015 
Safety Summit and awards ceremony. 
The event honours Syncrude business 
areas and contractor companies for 
achieving improved or maintained 
safety performance on the job. 

This was the first time the Fort McKay 
Group of Companies had achieved 
the Most Improved Award, although 
two subsidiaries of the company had 
been recognized in the past – Fort 
McKay Logistics once received the 
Small Contractor Award, and Fort 
McKay Strategic Services received  
an award for 10 years without a 
recordable injury at the Beaver Creek 
Wood Bison Ranch.

Jim Carbery, who was CEO of the Fort 
McKay Group of Companies at the 

time, credited the implementation of 
the Loss Prevention System (LPS) for 
the gains they’ve made on safety. LPS 
is a system that uses behaviour-based 
tools and management techniques to 
prevent or reduce losses.

“We put a lot of focus on safety in  
the past year because we needed  
to improve, not just at Syncrude but 
other sites,” said Jim. “We looked  
at every aspect of our operations 
from administration to the field  
and the results to date have been 
excellent.”

Employees are being trained in LPS 
and it is being implemented within 
the many subsidiary companies that 
make up the Fort McKay Group of 
Companies. Transparency with 
suppliers and clients is a big part  
of the improvement. The main focus 
of the team is to keep communication 
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lines open with all stakeholders and 
addressing the root causes of failures.

“Our people believe in the system 
and we’re prepared to put the time 
and effort into implementing it 
across the board,” said Jim.

Low injury rates compared to other 
contractor companies, and employees 
going above and beyond to ensure 
safety is a priority, were all key 
factors that clinched the award. 
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S O C I A L

Community and Stakeholder Relations

Our Performance
• Consultation continues on 

proposed Mildred Lake Extension 
(MLX) project

• Over $6 million invested in 
community projects and initiatives

• Stakeholder relations policy 
undergoes review and update

Our Approach
We seek ideas, input and feedback 
from our communities of interest  
in a manner that fosters cooperation 
and trust. We are committed to 
ensuring our employees fully 
understand our goals, plans and 
performance, and the role they play 
in our success. We also contribute  
to projects that promote growth and 
well-being, and enhance the quality 
of life where we live and work. 

Stakeholders and communities of 
interest include (in alphabetical order):

• Academia

• Employees

• First Nations – Local

• Métis Locals

• Governments – Local, Provincial 
and Federal

• Industry Associations

• Syncrude Project Joint  
Venture Participants

• Suppliers and contractors

• Wood Buffalo residents and  
other Albertans

Stakeholder and Community Engagement

Gauging Effectiveness
The effectiveness of our stakeholder 
relations is stewarded at the executive 
level and assessed through internal 
and external audits. In addition, we 
subscribe to the Mining Association 
of Canada (MAC) Towards Sustainable 
Mining protocol for Aboriginal and 
Community Outreach. This includes 
an internal assessment of our 
performance each year, and external 
third-party verification, including 
stakeholder interviews, of this 
assessment every three years.  
Results are published annually  
on the MAC website.

Examples of Syncrude’s direct 
engagement with stakeholders are 
referred to throughout this report. 

Stakeholder Relations Policy 
Update
Syncrude’s stakeholder relations 
policy was updated in 2015 to ensure 
its relevancy to corporate 
sustainability efforts and increasing 
societal expectations. Through both 
internal and external-led reviews, 

recommendations were made to 
ensure continued consistency with 
Syncrude’s Vision and Values and 
Ethics policy, and to more clearly 
address human rights as defined 
under the Alberta Human Rights Act 
and the Canadian Human Rights Act, 
and reflected in the Canadian Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms. The revised 
policy can be viewed on our website.

Mildred Lake Extension Project
During 2015, Syncrude engaged with 
five First Nations and three Metis 
locals affected by our proposed 
Mildred Lake Extension (MLX) project, 
which was first announced in 2012, 
and for which a regulatory application 
was filed in late 2014. We provided 
the affected communities with  
an overview of the project, and  
are reviewing and responding to 
statements of concern. Discussions 
about the manner in which the 
communities wish to be consulted 
also occurred. Refer to the Aboriginal 
Relations chapter for further 
information on MLX consultation.

ENGAGEMENT
& INTERACTION

RESOLUTIONS
& KEY ACTIONS

OUTCOMES
& DIALOGUE

ISSUES
IDENTIFICATION

& CLARIFICATION

STAKEHOLDER
ENGAGEMENT

CYCLE
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Oil Sands Community Alliance
Through our involvement in the Oil 
Sands Community Alliance, Syncrude 
continued in 2015 to support this 
industry-funded group in its work to 
manage the socio-economic impacts 
of oil sands development. OSCA focus 
areas include Aboriginal Community 
Relations, Community Well-Being, 
Infrastructure and Workforce. Work  
is stewarded by the OSCA Steering 
Group, and by committees and task 
groups that focus on community well-
being and Aboriginal community 
relations, as well as various 
infrastructure matters. Syncrude 
employees serve at each level. 

In 2015, OSCA established a joint 
initiative project to provide funding 
and work with Fuse Social, an 
organization which provides capacity 
support to the local social profit 
sector, on the Wood Buffalo Strategy 
Roadmap project. The roadmap will 
help to identify opportunities for 
multi-sector collaboration, collective 
impact and social innovation; 
recognize areas where duplication  
of programs and services is occurring; 
and assist in measuring community 
progress on key issues.

Tours and Social Media
Towards enhancing transparency 
about our operations, Syncrude 
welcomed more than 550 tour visitors 
to our sites in 2015. Our visitors 
represented the worlds of politics, 
media, education, environment and 
labour, and met with employees from 
across the company as they learned 
how we mine oil sand, extract 
bitumen, upgrade it into crude oil 
and then reclaim the land we disturb. 

Syncrude is also becoming more 
active at engagement through social 
media channels, such as Twitter, 
YouTube, Flickr and LinkedIn. In 2015, 
we expanded our presence into 
Instagram, where we share 

photographs and videos of our 
operations and community activities. 

Political Contributions
In mid 2015, the Alberta Legislature 
passed Bill 1, An Act to Renew 
Democracy in Alberta, which bans 
corporate and union donations  
to political parties. Only residents  
of Alberta are permitted to contribute 
to a candidate, constituency 
association, political party or 
leadership contestant.

Syncrude’s political contributions 
policy had previously focused on 
donations towards fundraising 
activities or events that were 
generally open to the public, through 
ticket purchase or table sponsorship. 
Only the Chief Executive Officer could 
authorize direct donations. In 2015, one 
donation of $4,000 was made towards 
sponsorship and ticket purchase for  
a political leadership dinner.

Corporate giving1 ($ millions) 

1  Includes donations made under the Community Investment Program, Aboriginal Community 
Investment Program, sponsorships and gifts-in-kind.

Over $6 Million in Community 
Investment 
Syncrude made community donations 
totaling more than $6 million in 2015. 
The funds supported our objective of 
enriching the lives of our employees 
and the communities where we do 
business. Donations were directed 
toward organizations and endeavours 
in the Wood Buffalo region and 
Edmonton, focused on education, 
Aboriginal-focused initiatives, 
healthcare, education, sports and 
recreation, arts and culture, and 
safety, health & environment. More 
about our corporate giving guidelines 
can be found on our website.

Among the donations announced 
in 2015:
• $400,000 to the Northern Lights 

Health Foundation to support 
upgrades to two nurseries and the 
Maternal Child Unit at Northern 
Lights Regional Health Centre. 

• $75,000 to the Wood Buffalo Food 
Bank in support of the 2015 
Syncrude Food Bank Drive, which 
raised $390,000 plus 85,000 
pounds of food, and was supported 
by the volunteer efforts of more 
than 150 Syncrude employees and 
their families. Funds also supported 
the Fort McKay Mobile Pantry.
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• $430,000 to the United Way of 
Fort McMurray, Edmonton and 
Calgary in support of their annual 
community campaigns. Syncrude 
employees donated a further 
$1.67 million bringing the total  
to over $2.1 million.

• $300,000 to the YMCA of Fort 
McMurray to support enhanced 
childcare programming.

• $311,000 to 92 local organizations 
through our Good Neighbours 
program. This program encourages 
employees to engage in community 
volunteerism by awarding grants to 
the organizations for which they 
volunteer. It also includes busing 
grants awarded to support out-of-
town travel by community groups.

• $45,000 to five local organization 
chosen by Syncrude employees 
through our Give with Heart 
campaign. The employees directed 
$25,000 to the Centre of Hope,  
a drop-in centre for homeless 
people, and $5,000 each to Big 
Brothers Big Sisters Wood Buffalo, 
the Fort McMurray Chinese-
Canadian Cultural Society, Sanatan 
Mandir Cultural Society, and 
Santa’s Anonymous.

• $500,000 over five years to the 
Lois Hole Hospital for Women to 
support an Advanced Minimally 
Invasive Surgery program. The 
hospital serves patients from 
across northern Alberta.

• $250,000 over five years to  
the Alberta Conservation 
Association to support 
biodiversity research studies.

• $50,000 to the Art Gallery of 
Alberta to support an exhibition  
of the work of Professional Native 
Indian Artists Incorporated, also 
known as the Indian Group of Seven.

• $90,000 over three years to the 
University of Alberta to support 
the USchool initiative.
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S O C I A L

Employment

Our Performance
• Zero layoffs during the  

reporting year

• New short-term and long-term 
incentive programs introduced

• Women’s Interest Network 
launched to promote diversity 

Our Approach
We have always believed the support 
and strength of our employees are 
imperative to our success. 

Toward this, we have established 
strong employee programs and 
support for a wide range of labour 
pool development initiatives, 
including those designed to increase 
Aboriginal representation and 
diversity in our workforce. We feel 
this focus will also enhance 
attraction and retention rates, and 
build an organization of proud and 
motivated employees. As well, we 
prefer to hire from within the local 
Wood Buffalo region whenever 
possible.

2015 Workforce
Syncrude’s employee workforce  
was reduced by 270 people in 2015, 
reflecting a multi-year effort to 
steward the workforce down to  
a target of 4,900 through natural 
attrition. This target was achieved 
without any employee layoffs. We 
welcomed 75 new employees during 
the year, including 11 Aboriginal 
employees, bringing Aboriginal 
participation to a 10-year high  
of 9.4 per cent of the employee 
population. Aboriginal participation 
in leadership positions, at 6.1 per cent, 
also was the highest in 10 years. 
Local residents comprised 51 per cent 
of all new hires, down significantly 
from recent years, as many of the 
new hires are recent university 
graduates from outside the region.

Engaging with Our Employees
Syncrude aims to maintain a direct 
relationship with our employees.  
In support of this objective, leaders 
and HR representatives build 
personal rapport with employees  
and create a positive and productive 
work environment through regular 
employee sensing. This direct 
interface enables increased 
organizational flexibility and 
cooperation toward common goals, 
as employees are free to discuss 
what is going well and not so well 
within their work teams and the 
broader workplace. 

A training program for front-line 
leaders introduced in 2015 is helping 
them make business decisions that 
are aligned with Syncrude’s corporate 
values, policies, and business plans; 
it is also providing leaders with tools 
that allow them to better engage with 
their team members to resolve 
work-related issues and manage 
workforce performance in a manner 
that is fair, equitable and consistent 
across the organization. Feedback 
has been positive.

Employees are also engaged through 
a variety of interfaces, including 
company-wide channels such as 
videos, newsletters, bulletins and  
a dedicated employee website.

Employee Compensation  
& Retention Initiatives
Syncrude introduced several changes 
to its compensation and retention 
programs in 2015 to help attract and 
keep high-quality employees. 

A new short-term incentive program, 
available to all employees, provides 
an annual payout for achieving 
continuous improvement in several 
key corporate performance areas.  
A new long-term incentive program, 
available to all administrative, 
professional and technical personnel 
and qualified panel operators, is also 

designed to align monetary rewards 
with business results while 
incentivizing employee retention.  
It offers annual awards of phantom 
restricted share units that are paid 
out after three years. A separate 
retention program is provided to  
our occupational employees.

Syncrude’s housing support program, 
which offsets mortgage interest  
and rental accommodation costs, 
continued in 2015 with no changes. 
Our industry-leading defined benefit 
pension plan also is unchanged.  
It rewards employees for career- 
long service.

Career Development  
for New Graduates
Syncrude’s Initial Professional 
Development Program (IPDP), 
welcomes new graduates working  
in a variety of different professional 
and technical disciplines. IPDP 
ensures they get the opportunities 
and training they need to grow and 
succeed at Syncrude. This typically 
includes two to three different 
development assignments and 
mentorship from more experienced 
professionals.

Participants spend three to four  
years in the program, which includes  
a rapid learning curve and progressive 
assumption of responsibilities. About 
125 employees were active in the 
program in 2015, 25 of who emerged  
as fully qualified professionals.

The Syncrude Network Advisory 
Program (SNAP) hosts quarterly 
networking events for our co-op/ 
discipline students and employees 
who are recent graduates. Bringing 
them together with Syncrude leaders, 
managers and executives helps 
promote better understanding of 
working life and culture at Syncrude 
and also fosters valuable cross-
functional interfaces.
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Women’s Interest Network
Syncrude launched its Women’s 
Interest Network (WIN) in late 2015.  
It is creating a supportive environment 
for women in our workforce by 
offering mentorship, personal 
development, networking, community 
involvement activities and more. 
More than 300 employees have 
joined the network, including a 
number of male employees. The 
network aims to help members 
manage such challenges as single 
parenting, work-life balance, and 
serving in roles that are often 
dominated by the opposite gender. 

Investing in Career Awareness 
and Training
Toward developing the next 
generation of employees and oil 
sands workers, Syncrude makes 
regular and significant investments  
in career training and exposure 
opportunities for young people.  
In 2015, this included support for:

• Keyano College Mobile Heavy 
Equipment Operator Training  
The program delivers hands-on 
training to students in Fort 
McMurray and the region’s remote 
Aboriginal communities. Read 
more in our Aboriginal Relations 
chapter.

• Keyano College – Power and 
Process Engineering Lab  This new 
facility opened in early 2015 and 
tripled the previous output of 
students. Local delivery of power 
and process engineering education 
is supporting the oil sands 
industry in a high demand skills 
area. Syncrude contributed 
$3 million to the project. 

• Skills Canada Alberta Multi-year 
support from Syncrude enabled 
the continuation of the Skills 
Canada Alberta competition Read 
more in our Labour Relations 
chapter. 

• Canadian Mining Games These 
annual student-organized events 
provide an opportunity for mining 
engineering students from 
universities across Canada to test 
their mining knowledge and their 
learning and adaptive capabilities. 
They also provide the opportunity 
for future employee recruitment, 
as sponsors such as Syncrude 
interact directly with students 
during competitions and evaluate 
students’ response to new and 
challenging situations.

• CAREERS: The Next 
Generation Multi-year support 
from Syncrude enabled the 
continuation and expansion of the 
organization’s full suite of career 
awareness and apprenticeship 
programs in the trades and 
technologies. Also enabled was a 
2015 Career Expo in Fort McMurray. 
During 2015, CAREERS reached 
more than 40,000 Alberta school 
students, created 2,000 internships 
and placed 1,500 students in the 
Registered Apprenticeship 
Program; more than 1,300 Alberta 
employers were involved. 

• Trades Alberta For the third 
consecutive year, Syncrude was  
a key supporter of the Trades 
Alberta campaign, initiated by 
CAREERS: The Next Generation.  
The campaign used print and 
digital media to generate interest 
in careers in the trades and 
technologies. It shared stories 
about people who work in these 
areas, as well as information on 
the programs, organizations and 
resources that provide career 
pathways.

Corporate Awards
Syncrude is proud to have received 
several awards in 2015. These reinforce 
our efforts to be a preferred employer 
and a responsible oil sands producer.  

• Alberta’s Most Respected 
Companies Syncrude was named 
one of three Alberta energy 
companies chosen as among 
Alberta’s most respected 
organizations. The results were 
determined by a Leger Marketing 
poll conducted for Alberta Venture 
magazine. Syncrude was recognized 
for such reputation attributes as 
innovation, environmental and 
social responsibility, honesty  
and transparency.

• NAABA Best Practices The 
Northeastern Alberta Aboriginal 
Business Association recognized 
Syncrude for establishing and 
maintaining relationships with 
Aboriginal stakeholders and setting 
standards for quality of service  
and delivery in its supply chain.

• IABC Capital Award Syncrude was 
honoured by the International 
Association of Business 
Communicators with an Award of 
Merit for our Let’s Build Something 
recruitment brochure targeted at 
skilled trades professionals.

• Hermes Creative Awards Syncrude 
was recognized with Platinum 
awards for the 2013 Sustainability 
Report and the 2014 Pathways 
Aboriginal Review. The awards 
honour excellence in corporate 
reporting. 

• Emerald Award for Environmental 
Excellence The Alberta Emerald 
Foundation recognized Syncrude 
with an award in the Large 
Business category for the Sandhill 
Fen Watershed Research initiative. 
The Fen is the first reclaimed 
landscape in the oil sands built  
on a foundation of mine tailings.
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Performance Data 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Permanent workforce
Total 5,515 5,083 5,188 5,121 4,851
# under age 301 – – – – 541
# age 30-501 – – – – 2,817
# over 501 – – – – 1,493
% under age 301 – – – – 11%
% age 30-501 – – – – 58%
% over 501 – – – – 31%
Temporary and casual (#) 145 133 156 127 119
Trades and operators (#) 3,094 2,827 2,848 2,827 2,661
Administrative, professional and technical (#) 2,421 2,256 2,340 2,294 2,190
Leadership:
% under age 302 – – – – 4.4
% age 30-502 – – – – 61.3
% over 502 – – – – 34.3
% employees covered by collective bargaining agreements 0 0 0 0 0
New employees
Total 234 326 508 138 75
# under age 301 – – – – 48
# age 30-501 – – – – 23
# over 501 – – – – 4
% under age 301 – – – – 64
% age 30-501 – – – – 31
% over 501 – – – – 5
Trades and operators (#) 172 189 331 95 30
Administrative, professional and technical (#) 62 137 177 43 45
Male (#) 189 238 395 110 43
Aboriginal (#) 36 32 32 16 11
Female (#) 45 88 113 28 32
Aboriginal representation3 234 326 508 138 75
Number of employees 492 474 452 451 461
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 8.6 9.1 8.7 8.9 9.4
% of new hires 15.4 9.8 6.3 11.6 14.7
% of leaders2 5.5 6.0 6.2 5.8 6.1
Female representation:
Number of employees 950 958 988 958 909
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 18.6 18.8 19 18.7 18.7
% of new hires 19.2 27.0 22.2 20.3 42.7
% of leaders2 11.8 12.7 11.6 12.3 12.6
Recruiting effectiveness
New hire acceptance rate (%) 89 94 82 91 94
Local hires (% of all new hires) 71 76 74 82 51
Job applications received (#)1 25,452 57,899 55,598 29,572 16,776
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Attrition
All employees, including retirements (%) 5.5 14.2 7.5 4.0 6.5
Employee initiated termination (% of total attrition) 2.6 7.4 4.7 2.0 36.3
# under age 301 – – – – 44
# age 30-501 – – – – 124
# over 501 – – – – 158
% under age 301 – – – – 13.5
% age 30-501 – – – – 38
% over 501 – – – – 48.5
Company initiated termination (% of total attrition) 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 20.5
Retirements (% of total attrition) 1.9 5.8 2.0 1.0 43.2
Aboriginal (% of total attrition) 5.6 10.4 8.2 6.0 7.5
Female (% of total attrition) 6.5 12.7 8.3 28.5 21.7
Trades and operators (%) 4.9 12.1 8.5 45.8 46.6
Administrative, professional and technical (%) 6.3 16.1 6.8 54.2 53.4
Aboriginal Representation3

Number of employees 492 474 452 451 461
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 8.6 9.1 8.7 8.9 9.4
% of new hires 15.4 9.8 6.3 11.6 14.7
% of leaders2 5.5 6.0 6.2 5.8 6.1
Female Representation
Number of employees 950 958 988 958 909
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 18.6 18.8 19.0 18.7 18.7
% of new hires 19.2 27.0 22.2 20.3 42.7
% of leaders2 11.8 12.7 11.6 12.3 12.6
Employee Productivity
Thousand barrels of production per employee 19,174 20,628 18,785 18,391 18,682
Average employee service (in years) 9.6 9.5 9.0 8.9 10.7
 Female 8.6 8.5 8.2 8.2 9.6
 Aboriginal 10.2 10.2 10.7 10.7 12.3
Employee Development
# of hours in training per employee4 – – – 45.41 41.57
# of total hours of training related to aspects of human rights5 – – – – 2,932
% of employees completed training related to aspects of human rights5 – – – – 8.0
Wages, Compensation and Benefits
Ratio of standard entry level wage to minimum wage6 3.5 3.5 3.6 4.0 3.6
# of recognitions to employees7 6,415 5,081 6,519 5,457 3,838
Annual scholarships, bursaries and endowments ($) 940,415 1,033,200 971,964 814,329 749,045
Numbers of employee student scholarships 516 558 553 461 425
Number of tuition refunds to Syncrude employees 144 130 106 129 122
Parental Leave8
Male employees who started parental leave (#) – – – 16 19
Male employees who returned to work after parental leave (#) – – – – 14
Male employees who returned to work after parental leave (%) – – – – 88
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Male employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were still 
employed 12 months after return to work (#)

– – – – 13

Male employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were still 
employed 12 months after return to work (%)

– – – – 93

Female employees who started parental leave (#) – – – 48 60
Female employees who returned to work after parental leave (#) – – – – 40
Female employees who returned to work after parental leave (%) – – – – 83

Female employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were 
still employed 12 months after return to work (#)

– – – – 35

Female employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were 
still employed 12 months after return to work (%)

– – – – 88

Employee & Family Assistance Program (EFAP) utilization
# of clients as % of Syncrude workforce 18.5 16.3 16.8 19.7  16.3
Ethics and Business Conduct
Anonymous reports of non-conformance9 14 11 18 18 11
Confirmed cases of non-conformance 0 0 1 1 0

1  New classification starting in 2015 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance. Refer to previous reports for prior  
data categories.

2  Calculated as percentage of permanent Syncrude leaders.

3  Self-declaration only; Syncrude does not mandate employees to disclose minority or cultural status.

4  Per annum. New indicator starting in 2014 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance.

5  Includes all training related to harassment and discrimination, diversity awareness and Aboriginal cultural awareness per annum.

6  Based on basic wage for entry level trades/operators position and Alberta hourly minimum wage of each reporting year.

7  Includes service and safety awards.

8  New indicator starting in 2014 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance.

9  Anonymous and confidential reporting is enabled through EthicsPoint, an independent third-party hotline managed by NAVEXGlobal. 
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S O C I A L

Labour and Supply Chain Relations

Our Performance
• Canadians comprise 99%  

of workforce for maintenance  
and construction projects

• 85% of contractor workers sourced 
through Building Trades of Alberta

• Over $240,000 invested in 
programs to support skilled  
trades training

Our Approach
Our commitment is to first employ 
Albertans and Canadians for contract 
labour. If unions are unable to source 
Canadian workers, they will, through 
their union counterparts, seek 
tradespeople in the United States 
and then other countries, if needed.

To manage skilled labour 
requirements, Syncrude continues to 
work with partners on initiatives that 
will develop more skilled workers in 
Canada. As well, we continue to make 
strategic investments that encourage 
youth to choose trades as a career, 
such as the Father Patrick Mercredi 
High School Science and Technology 
Centre in Fort McMurray, CAREERS: 
The Next Generation, Skills Canada 
and programs at Keyano College.

Labour Forecast
Overall, labour supply in Alberta  
is expected to be in balance with 
demand between 2016 and 2025. 
However, there will be a large 
requirement for new entrants into the 
skilled trades workforce to offset the 
anticipated high level of retirements. 
This requirement is expected to be 
met by new entrants to the workforce 
plus workers recruited from other 
industries and regions.

Employment is anticipated to be 
increasingly sustained by the rising 
need for workers on sustaining 
capital and maintenance projects, 
versus new construction projects. 
This is due to the significant 
expansion of oil sands production 

capacity over the last decade. Meeting 
peak labour demand periods for 
shutdowns, turnarounds and outages 
could become a growing challenge. 
Workers seeking employment in other 
provinces, such as potential resource 
projects in BC and Manitoba, will also 
tighten markets for skilled workers  
in Alberta.

Hiring and Workplace 
Commitments
About 85 per cent of needed workers 
are sourced through the Building 
Trades of Alberta, which represents 
16 trade unions and 75,000 union 
members, and which has the ability 
to draw from union halls across 
Canada. In the event that workers 
cannot be found in Canada, the 
Building Trades then sources from 
the United States and overseas  
where skills and certifications are 
comparable to those in our country. 
Syncrude continues to be successful 
in providing jobs for Canadian 
maintenance and construction 
workers; in 2015, temporary foreign 
workers comprised about one per 
cent of our contractor workforce.

Skilled tradespeople sourced from 
outside of Canada and who work  
at Syncrude are protected by all 
Canadian labour regulations, as well 
as the respective collective 
agreements Syncrude contractor 
companies have with various unions. 
They are treated and compensated 
the same as any domestic worker, 
and the federal government provides 
assurance of this through random 
workplace inspections. Sponsoring 
unions and the Alberta government 
(through Alberta Advanced 
Education’s Apprenticeship and 
Industry Training system) also 
conduct their own independent 
audits and verifications. 

We provide opportunities for skilled 
apprentices primarily through the 
various contractor companies that 

are employed on the Syncrude site. 
Syncrude’s contractual expectation  
is that apprentices will comprise 
between 25 to 30 per cent of all the 
skilled workers on any given project; 
these are to be equally distributed 
between the first and final years of 
the applicable trade apprenticeship. 
Apprentice ratios are measured 
quarterly by Syncrude. Expectations 
were not met in 2015, and Syncrude 
has asked the Building Trades unions 
and contractors to work to bridge  
the gap and provide greater work 
opportunities for apprentices.  

Sources of Skilled Trades 
Maintenance & Construction Workers 
for Syncrude (2015)

Supply Chain Management
Syncrude recognizes our on-site 
suppliers and contractors can impact 
our operations and reputation, and 
we expect them to meet standards 
comparable to ours for occupational 
health and safety, human rights, 
working conditions, business ethics, 
environmental protection, regulatory 
compliance and sub-contracting. This 
includes at a minimum, compliance 
with all applicable acts, laws and 
regulations. Our contract clauses 
cover numerous environmental, 
social and governance factors which 
are monitored through periodic 
audits and inspections. Management 
responsibility for this lies with 
Syncrude’s Chief Executive Officer, 
Chief Financial Officer (and Vice-

%02

89 Temporary foreign workers

Canada 6,895
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President of Business Services) and 
the Manager of Procurement.

Contractor Workforce Safety
Syncrude is committed to providing  
a safe workplace for both employees 
and our contractor workforce. All 
skilled tradespeople and labour 
providers must abide by Syncrude’s 
safety and health policies. Our total 

2015 onsite workforce comprised 
approximately 11,600 employees  
and contractors, with 24.3 million 
workforce hours. During this period, 
there were 81 contractor recordable 
injuries with a total recordable 
incident rate (TRIR) of 0.63. Further 
discussion on worker safety can be 
found in the Safety and Health 
chapter. 

Contractor Safety (Total Recordable Injury Frequency Rate)

Investing in Trades and 
Technology Training
Syncrude donated $100,000 to Skills 
Canada in 2015 to promote trades 
and technology careers. This 
partnership enables visits to schools 
and post-secondary institutions  
to share information on the benefits 
of such careers, and supports skills 
competitions at the regional, 
provincial, national and international 
levels. During the year, around 17,500 
Alberta students participated in Skills 
Canada programs.

Syncrude provided an additional 
$15,000 to sponsor the Heavy 
Equipment Service Try-A-Trade 
demonstration at the Provincial Skills 
Competition, attended by over 670 
students. Through this, Syncrude 
connected with the students and 
shared information on skilled trades 
careers at our company.

Syncrude also provided $130,000  
to CAREERS: The Next Generation to 
support its ongoing outreach efforts 
and training and apprenticeship 
programs, including the 2015 CAREER 
Expo in Fort McMurray. 

Labour Market Engagement
Syncrude’s Labour Relations 
Executive Steering Committee, which 
is composed of senior Syncrude 
leaders, assesses our labour 
workforce needs and develops 
strategies to meet them. The 
committee also oversees Syncrude’s 
engagement with several external 
stakeholder organizations that work 
to influence labour market outcomes 
through a multi-pronged approach 
encompassing apprentice 
recruitment, training and supply; 
journeyman recruitment, training  
and supply; and immigration.

Working committees from the various 
groups focus on these issues and, 
where there is opportunity, federal 
and provincial agencies are also 
engaged in sustainment work. 

Among those organizations through 
which we engage are: 

• Canadian Chamber of Commerce 
Human Resources Policy 
Committee This committee 
addresses: skills & training; 
immigration policy; education of 
stakeholders about labour market 
needs; provision of labour market 
information; labour mobility  
in Canada; strategies to retain 
international students; and the 
employment of underutilized 
groups such as older workers, 
youth and Aboriginal people.  
The committee has advocated  
for increased funding for labour 
market information to better align 
future job growth areas with skills 
and training. It also advocated 
retaining the Aboriginal Skills  
and Employment Training Strategy 
to ensure adequate funding  
for Aboriginal people pursuing 
employment opportunities.  
A Syncrude employee serves  
as a committee member.

• Construction Owners Association 
of Alberta The COAA provides 
leadership to enable the Alberta 
heavy industrial construction and 
industrial maintenance industries 
to be successful in safe, effective, 
timely and productive project 
execution. It provides a forum for 
dialogue, common understanding 
and shared vision among owners, 
contractors, labour providers  
and governments. It also creates 
construction industry best 
practices and champions their 
implementation. A Syncrude senior 
manager serves on the COAA Board 
of Directors.
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• Buildforce Canada Buildforce 
Canada is a national, industry-led 
and funded organization that 
works with construction 
stakeholders to provide 
information and resources to 
assist in managing workforce 
requirements. Buildforce leads 
programs that build the capacity 
and capability of the construction 
workforce to meet current and 
future industry demand. Buildforce 
is also the leading source  
of reliable trades workforce 
projections for Alberta and 
Canada. Syncrude participates  
on the Alberta Labour Market 
Information Committee to ensure 
the accuracy of industry 
information. 

• National Owners Forum Under 
Buildforce Canada, this group of 
major construction project owners 
from across Canada, including 
Syncrude, convened industry and 
government stakeholders at its 
first National Strategy Summit,  
in 2015, to develop a national 
workforce development strategy  
to mitigate against the effects  
of the retirement of about one-
quarter of Canada’s construction 
and maintenance workers over  
the next decade. This demographic 
shift comes at the same time as 
the industry projects steady but 
moderate growth. Meeting this 

challenge is addressed in the 
resulting strategy, which can be 
found at the Buildforce website.

• Alberta Owners/Building Trades 
Canadian Executive Board 
Partnership This group is 
comprised of Alberta construction 
project owners and the Canadian 
Executive Board of the Building 
Trades Unions of Canada. It is 
co-chaired by a Syncrude employee 
on behalf of the project owners 
and by the chief operating officer 
of the Canadian Building Trades 
Unions on behalf of the union 
affiliates. The group’s vision is for 
Alberta to have a safe, effective, 
productive and high value-added 
construction and maintenance 
industry. Toward this, it engages  
in dialogue, information sharing 
and the exploration of ways to 
effect continuous improvement.  
It develops and implements 
strategies for priority areas  
and collaborates with others  
on complementary initiatives.

• Alberta Council of Turnaround 
Industry Maintenance 
Stakeholders (ACTIMS)  
& Construction Industry 
Stakeholders Association  
of Alberta (CISAA) ACTIMS is 
comprised of owners, labour 
providers and contractors. It is  
a tool to manage the strategic 

business of industrial plant 
maintenance in Alberta and other 
regions of Canada by building and 
sustaining the population of skilled 
trades professionals needed for 
plant maintenance over the long-
term. If labour cannot be secured  
in Canada, ACTIMS works to ensure 
an adequate and properly trained 
temporary foreign workforce for 
major industrial maintenance 
turnarounds. The group is working 
to identify needed worker volumes, 
skill sets and qualifications; 
improve communication with 
labour providers regarding project 
plans and labour needs; develop 
standardized worker training and 
worksite protocols; and recruit  
new apprentices. 

CISAA is similar to ACTIMS in  
its composition and approach,  
but focuses on major industrial 
construction work. It is chaired  
by Syncrude's Manager of  
Labour Relations. 
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S O C I A L

Safety and Health

Our Performance
• Total recordable injury rate  

the lowest in 5 years

• Lost-time injury rate of 0.02  
is best ever performance

• Syncrude recognized with 
Canadian Institute of Mining  
safety award 

Our Approach
Syncrude’s goals are “Nobody Gets 
Hurt” and “Everyone Stays Healthy”. 
Toward these outcomes, our 
Operations Integrity Management 
System (OIMS) engages all employees 
in the awareness, understanding and 
adoption of safety rules, procedures 
and standards, and enables them  
to identify and remove workplace 
hazards and risks that could cause 
injuries. OIMS effectiveness is 

assessed through both internal and 
external reviews. 

An integral component of our 
management approach is a network 
of safety committees that identify, 
discuss and resolve safety and health 
related issues, and which share 
information and safety learnings with 
our business teams. These groups 
represent every area of the company 
and ensure employees have a voice 
and the means to get issues resolved.

Safety & Health Performance
Syncrude’s total recordable injury 
rate was 0.49 in 2015. While this was 
the lowest in five years, 15 employees 
and 45 contractors sustained 
recordable injuries. Our lost-time 
injury rate of 0.02 was our best ever 
performance on this measure and 
first aid occurrences (234) also were 
the lowest in our history. 
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New Loss Prevention System
Toward improving personnel and 
process safety, we have adopted  
the internationally-recognized Loss 
Prevention System (LPS) which  
uses behaviour-based tools and 
management techniques to prevent 
and reduce losses. The tools help 
identify and eliminate factors and 
behaviours that lead to losses, and 
help determine what caused or 
contributed to an incident. While 
safety improvement is its primary 

intended benefit, the system also 
focuses on preventing operational 
inefficiencies, reliability and quality 
issues. 

A number of early successes in its 
implementation are encouraging; 
program leaders have noted worker 
openness to change, and departments 
have become more proactive in making 
changes before incidents arise. 
Worker training and coaching about 
the system will continue into 2018. 

Alberta Safety Benchmarking (Loss-time Incident Rate)

Source:  Syncrude, Alberta Occupational Health and Safety 

Oil Sands Safety Benchmarking

Source: Syncrude, Oil Sands Safety Association

OIMS System Results
OIMS effectiveness is assessed 
continuously through various 
feedback mechanisms. Formal 
internal assessments occur annually, 
with external assessments by 
representatives from a Syncrude  
Joint Venture Participant every three 
years. Syncrude’s 2015 assessments 
comprised 846 employee and 
supplier/contractor field interviews, 
including visits to 33 departments. 
Data was reviewed from incident 
investigations, emergency response 
plans, operations and maintenance 
procedures, risk assessments and 
work permits, to name a few.

Results highlighted continuous 
improvement in Syncrude’s 
performance in the areas of safety, 
health, environment and security, 
and noted a strong internal system 
assessment process and successful 
embedding of the OIMS culture 
within the organization. The focus  
for 2016 is to identify and address 
high priority gaps, and enhance 
communication and alignment 
among business teams and OIMS 
sponsors and administrators. 

Audits and Recognition
Our assessment process is an 
important tool to review health and 
safety performance, and it also helps 
us achieve provincial certifications 
that are critical to ongoing 
operations. 

A Certificate of Recognition, or COR, 
is issued by Alberta Occupational 
Health & Safety to employers who 
have implemented a workplace health 
and safety management system  
that meets provincial standards. 
Syncrude maintained its COR after  
an independent audit in 2015.

Syncrude participates in the Partners 
in Injury Reduction (PIR) program 
that encourages injury prevention 
and effective health, safety and 
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disability management systems  
in the workplace. It is a voluntary 
joint effort by the Alberta Workers’ 
Compensation Board (WCB), Alberta 
Occupational Health & Safety, 
industry partners, safety associations, 
employers and labour groups. Due  
to the effectiveness of our systems, 
and as a participant in COR, PIR and 
the Partnership Audit Standard 
Equivalency (PASE), Syncrude in 2015 
received a reduction on our annual 
WCB premiums of $300,000. 

The Canadian Institute of Mining 
recognized Syncrude’s mining, 
tailings and lease development 
teams with the 2015 John T. Ryan 
Regional Safety Award for achieving 
the lowest reportable injury rate in 
the select mines category. For more 
information, click here.

Safety Focus on Short- 
service Workers
A safety program introduced in 2015 
focuses on contractor workers with 
little or no experience on Syncrude 
sites. The program recognizes that 
each oil sands site presents specific 
risks to workers who are new to the 
area. To guard against these, such 
workers now wear green hard hats so 
others can identify them and provide 
assistance on such matters as 
policies, practices and behaviours. 
Short-service workers are also now 
assigned a mentor/coach and must 
complete various proficiency 
assessments over time before they 
become fully site oriented.

Syncrude Safety Summit
Syncrude in 2015 once again 
convened its annual Safety Summit, 
bringing together about 200 senior 
leaders from our organization, 
supplier companies and building 
trades associations. The group sought 
to understand what pace-setting 
organizations do to achieve and 
sustain outstanding safety 

performance, and focused on the role 
of leaders in engaging the workforce 
toward committing to and achieving 
desired safety outcomes. The group 
reviewed past performance and 
causal factors of injuries, and also 
learned about the Loss Prevention 
System now being implemented 
across the company. Leader 
accountability was a key theme.

As part of the annual summit, 
Syncrude takes the opportunity  
to recognize suppliers and internal 
departments for outstanding safety 
performance and demonstrated 
leadership. Honours for 2014 
performance went to:

• Aluma Systems – Best Overall 
Contractor Safety Performance, 
large company

• Fort McKay Group of Companies – 
Most Improved Contractor Safety 
Performance, large company

• Terracon Geotechnique – Best 
Overall Contractor Safety 
Performance, small company

• Acden Bee Clean – Most Improved 
Contractor Safety Performance, 
small company

• Syncrude Aurora Utilities & 
Offsites – Best Overall Safety 
Performance, business team

• Syncrude Aurora Dumps & 
Structures – Most Improved Safety 
Performance, business team

• Syncrude Major Projects Execution 
– Best Overall Safety Performance, 
support organization

• Syncrude Procurement – Most 
Improved Safety Performance, 
support organization

Emergency Response Excellence
Syncrude hosted two competition 
events for emergency responders  
in 2015. These are a showcase  

for our personnel to demonstrate 
their skills proficiency. 

The Scott FireFit Championship for 
northern Alberta brought together 
about 70 professional firefighters 
from the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo and local oil sands 
operations, including 23 from 
Syncrude. Syncrude scored gold 
medals in industrial relay, ages  
40+ relay and ages 40+ individual.

The Alberta Mine Rescue Competition 
brought together more than  
50 competitors. The events gave 
participants the opportunity to 
practise important lifesaving and 
firefighting skills in a competitive 
environment.

Regional Safety Initiatives
Through the Oil Sands Safety 
Association (OSSA), Syncrude and 
other oil sands industry partners 
continued work to align safety 
training requirements for contractor 
workers. The goal is to reduce 
training redundancies and allow 
contractor workers to move easily 
and safely among oil sands sites. In 
2015, two new mandatory pre-site 
access training courses were 
introduced, as were new regional  
Life Saving Rules, all of which have 
been adopted by Syncrude. OSSA  
is a non-profit organization comprised 
of representatives from Syncrude and 
three other developers, plus labour 
providers, unions, area contractors 
and learning providers. 

Also, Syncrude continued to be an 
active participant in the Coalition  
for a Safer 63 & 881, formed in 2010 
to promote responsible driver 
behaviours on the two major 
highways in the Wood Buffalo region. 
The Coalition implements seasonal 
driver safety education campaigns.
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Performance Data

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Employee lost-time incident rate1 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.09 0.02
Contractor lost-time incident rate1 0.09 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.03
Combined employee and contractor lost-time incident rate1 0.08 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.02
Employee lost-time injuries (#) 4 1 1 5 1
Contractor lost-time injuries (#) 8 6 7 6 2
Combined employee and contractor lost-time injuries (#) 12 7 8 11 3
Employee total recordable incident rate1 0.83 0.66 0.71 0.56 0.30
Contractor total recordable incident rate1 0.70 0.80 0.71 0.62 0.63
Combined employee and contractor recordable incident rate1 0.75 0.76 0.71 0.60 0.49
Employee recordable injuries (#) 48 36 38 30 15
Contractor recordable injuries (#) 66 97 103 81 45
Combined employee and contractor recordable injuries (#) 114 133 141 111 60
Syncrude injury severity rate 7.55 0.60 2.25 4.60 0.60
Contractor injury severity rate 11.92 2.52 5.45 2.44 2.53
Syncrude and contractor injury severity rate 10.26 1.92 4.59 3.07 1.74
Injury-free performance - maximum hours between LTIs (million hours) 10.9 5.90 10.20 10.70 9.66
Employee health - new long-term disability (LTD) cases (#) 32 28  29 21 15
Employee and contractor health - health centre visits (#) 16,088 14,049 14,262 13,349 10,437
Employee fatalities (#) 0 0 0 0 0
Contractor fatalities (#) 0 0 1 0 0
On-site responses by emergency services (#) 1,986 1,487 2,032 1,698 2,053
Off-site responses by emergency services (#) 68 82 68 96 39
EH&S professionals on staff (#) 97 118 122 104 119
Workforce represented in formal joint management-worker H&S committees 
(i.e. safe operating committees) (%)

100 100 100 100 100

Health and safety convictions (#) 1 0 0 1 0
On-site workforce2 (#) 15,178 16,830 18,923 17,532 11,518
Workforce hours (million) 30.4 35.3 39.7 37.0 24.3

1 Includes occupational illnesses.

2 Full-time equivalent

DEFINITIONS: 
•  A lost-time incident is an injury/illness that requires medical attention and results in the worker being absent from work beyond the day  

of the injury/illness; lost-time incident statistics include all lost time injuries/illnesses and fatalities.

•  Total recordable incident rate includes all injuries/illnesses requiring medical attention, involving work restrictions, or that resulted in a worker 
being absent from work (recordable injury/illness statistics include all non-first aid injuries/illnesses); it is expressed as injuries/illness per 
200,000 work hours.

•  Injury severity is the average rate of lost workdays per lost-time injury/illness; only lost-time injuries/illness have days lost.
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ECO N OM I C  VA LU E

Operations and Economic Value

Our Performance
• 90.6 million barrels of crude  

oil shipped

• Per barrel operating costs  
12% lower than 2014

• Total economic contribution 
exceeds $5 billion

Our Approach
Syncrude is committed to responsible 
development and management  
of the oil sands resource. Toward this, 
we aim to create sustained economic 
value for our stakeholders and all 
Canadians. This is achieved through 
an ongoing focus to improve safety, 
reliability and environmental 
performance; reduce operating costs; 
and ensure opportunity for all 
stakeholders to benefit from our 
operations. Indeed, we recognize we 
are measured on not just the crude 
oil we produce, but how well we do it.

Contributing to the Local and 
Canadian Economies
Syncrude contributed over 
$5.3 billion to the Canadian economy 

in 2015 – with over 30 per cent in the 
local Wood Buffalo region – through 
the procurement of goods and 
services, payment of taxes and 
royalties, and salaries.

At $3.3 billion, procurement 
comprised the largest portion of  
our expenditures. This included 
$199 million with Aboriginal 
businesses and $634 million with 
other businesses in the Wood Buffalo 
region – representing one quarter  
of our annual procurement. We spent 
over $1.8 billion with businesses 
elsewhere in Alberta and $588 million 
in the rest of Canada. Of our total 
annual procurement, 96 per cent was 
spent in Canada. 

Economic contributions also included 
net payroll costs of $847 million, 
municipal taxes of $131 million, 
payroll and corporate taxes of 
$388 million, royalty payments of 
$351 million, and purchased energy 
costs of $318 million.

Over the last five years, Syncrude has 
generated a total economic impact  
of more than $36 billion.

Annual Economic Contributions ($ millions)
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Geographic Distribution of Economic Contribution1 

1  Includes all expenditures

Cost Structure Reductions
More than $1.3 billion from 
Syncrude’s 2015 budget was saved 
through a concerted cost 
management effort that began in 
2014. This helped us weather the 
sustained low oil price environment 
and was achieved without any 
employee lay-offs. Savings were 
achieved by finding efficiencies in 
operating, development and capital 
program areas, and through project 
deferrals. Our focus on safety, 
reliability and compliance with 
regulatory requirements was 
maintained.

Input to Alberta Royalty Review
The Government of Alberta concluded 
its review of the province’s energy 
resource royalty system with a 
February 2016 report that found 
Alberta’s royalties are comparable to 
similar jurisdictions and, therefore, 
competitive. Syncrude submitted our 
formal input to the review in late 2015. 

In our submission, we noted that 
improved market access for energy 
products and an efficient and 
effective regulatory process enhance 
Alberta’s competitiveness and grow 
the benefits of responsible oil sands 
development.

Cumulative Royalty Payments ($ billions)

Major Projects and  
Future Development
Two major projects began operations 
in 2015. The first was the $3.8 billion 
Mildred Lake Mine Replacement 
Project which is on track to improve 
bitumen recovery rates and increase 
bitumen production through two new 
mine trains that incorporate new ore 
crushing technology. Second was the 
$1.9 billion Fluid Fine Tails Full-Scale 
Centrifuge Plant which dewaters fluid 
fine tailings and produces a clay-rich 
soil material that is being used in the 
reclamation of former mining areas. 

Syncrude filed in late 2014 our 
regulatory application to develop  
a project known as the Mildred Lake 
Extension (MLX). The project is 
intended to sustain bitumen 
production levels from the North 
Mine when currently approved 
Mildred Lake mining areas are 
depleted; it is believed that it will be 
one of the lowest-cost developments 
in the oil sands. The application 
remains under review by the Alberta 
Energy Regulator and consultations 
continue with communities of 
interest. Further information can  
be found in the Aboriginal Relations 
and Stakeholder Relations chapters.

Development plans for the Aurora 
South leases have been deferred into 
the 2020s so we can instead focus  
on continuing efforts to improve 
efficiency and plant reliability in 
existing operations. This work should 
increase production and add near-
term value.
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Bitumen Recovery (%)

Focus on Process Safety
The goals of our Operations Integrity 
Management System (OIMS) and 
Global Reliability System (GRS) are  
to address risks, increase reliability 
and achieve a workplace where 
“Nobody Gets Hurt.” It was 
disappointing when, in late August,  
a fire started from the release of 
hydrocarbons from a pipeline in our 
upgrader. There were no injuries, 
however, production from some units 
was suspended for nearly a month, 
as were crude oil shipments. 

This serious incident led us to 
conduct a comprehensive 
investigation into the cause and also 
to dedicate significant resources to 
repairs that would enable the return 
to normal operations. We conducted 
engineering assessments on more 
than 60 piping lines throughout the 
upgrader to ensure the integrity  
of the operation and to support  
our ongoing effort to eliminate high 
potential incidents, and improve 
safety and reliability.

Research and Technology 
Development
Syncrude invested about $55 million 
in the development of new 
technologies and processes in 2015, 

and our commitment to research  
and development once again earned 
recognition as one of Canada’s Top 
100 Innovation Leaders as 
determined by annual R&D spending.

While spending was lower than the 
prior five years, this was due to the 
completion of several significant R&D 
projects, such as the Fluid Fine 
Tailings Centrifuge demonstration.

Our R&D program focuses on 
improving the reliability, capacity  
and cost-effectiveness of our 
operation, and on projects that will 
improve environmental performance.

Syncrude received 15 patents during 
the year, bringing to 162 the total  
of Canadian patents awarded.  
They included patents for pump 
technology, bitumen separation  
and extraction methods, and tailings 
treatment technologies. 

Syncrude environmental technologies 
related to tailings management, 
water use and reclamation are 
published and shared openly through 
technical journals, conferences and 
collaborative industry groups such  
as Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation 
Alliance (COSIA). We also collaborate 
with universities, government 
agencies, industrial research 

networks and consortia, private 
research organizations, and Syncrude 
Joint Venture Participants. 

As a COSIA member, Syncrude has 
contributed over 290 technical 
reports. We also participate in the 
Tailings, Water, Land and Monitoring 
Environmental Priority Areas, and 
lead 40 Joint Industry Projects.

As a funder and provider of in-kind 
support, Syncrude is a key stakeholder 
in the following Natural Science and 
Engineering Research Council of 
Canada (NSERC) Industrial Research 
Chairs at universities across Canada:

University of Alberta
• Oil Sands Engineering

• Pipeline Transport Processes

• Intelligent Sensing Systems

• Control of Oil Sands Processes

• Oil Sands Tailings Water Treatment

University of Saskatchewan
• Hydrogeological Characterization of 

Oil Sands Mine Closure Landforms

• Mine Closure Geochemistry

Western University
Fluid Coking Technologies

Updates on recent research activities 
are included throughout this report, 
in the Biodiversity, Land, Tailings 
Management and Water chapters.
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Research and Development Expenditures ($ millions)

Improving Coker Reliability
Acting on a recommendation from  
an internal taskforce mandated to 
find ways to improve coker reliability, 
we have changed the maintenance 
strategy for our two original fluid 

cokers. The new approach is to “keep 
it clean” rather than allow coke build-
up that can reduce coker throughput 
toward the end of planned run 
lengths. Coker reactor cyclone outlets 
are now cleaned every six months 

instead of only during end-of-run 
maintenance shutdowns. Our 
reliability goal is to achieve run 
lengths of 36 months between 
turnarounds on a coker unit. 

Best Practices Extend Truck  
Tire Life 
We achieved a new record for truck 
tire life in early 2015. The tire on  
a Caterpillar 797 haul truck was in 
service for 11,158 hours over 465 days 
and travelled more than 147,000 
kilometres in the Aurora mine. The 
practices leading to the best-in-
industry record included enhanced 
road maintenance and tire monitoring 
as well as improved truck operator 
education. At a cost of about $65,000 
each, tires represent the single 
highest dollar value item in our truck 
budget; significant savings are 
expected from these ongoing efforts.

Performance Data
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Operations1

SSP produced (million barrels per year) 105.2 104.9 97.5 94.2 90.6
SSP produced (Mm3 per year) 16.70 16.70 15.50 14.98 14.40
SSP produced (thousand barrels per day) 288 286 267 258 248
Bitumen produced (million barrels per year) 125.2 121.2 117.8 111.9 109.0
Bitumen produced (Mm3 per year) 19.9 19.3 18.7 17.8 17.3
Bitumen recovery (%) 91.7 91.6 91.0 91.2 90.5
Upgrading yield (%) 85.7 86.3 85.3 84.9 85.0
Economic Value
Operating costs2 ($ million) 4,344.4 4,428.7 4,379.8 4,845.9 4,117.3
Operating costs2 ($ per barrel of production) 41.28 42.24 44.94 51.55 45.43
Capital expenditures3 ($ million) 1477.4 2501.7 3232.7 2036.6 600.2
Research and development expenditures ($ million) 92.0 158.2 192.0 107.4 54.80
SSP selling price ($ per barrel)4 101.20 91.90 99.55 99.24 61.27
Average West Texas Intermediate ($ per barrel) 95.11 94.15 98.05 92.91 48.80
SSP selling price premium over West Texas Intermediate (%) 6.2 -2.4 1.5 6.6 22.7
Revenues4 ($ million) 8,655 10,708 9,706 9,703 9,306
Retained earnings5 – – – – –
Community investment ($ million) 5.0 6.0 6.6 6.0 6.1
Royalty payments ($ million) 759 359 582 669 351
Government of Alberta carbon payments6 ($ million) 21.18 14.36 26.73 19.90 19.73
Payroll and corporate taxes ($ million) 404 394 382 423 388
Municipal taxes ($ million) 105 102 100 113 131
Purchased energy7 ($ million) 528 339 392 560 318
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Employees (net, $ million) 907 866 849 702 847
Goods and services purchased ($ million) 4,191 5,510 6,289 5,503 3,284
Operations Performance
Spills8 (#) 0 0 0 0 0
Environmental Compliance Incidents9 (#) 4 17 28 12 24
Environmental fines10 ($ million) 0 0 0 0 0
Environmental protection orders (#) 0 0 0 0 1

1  Production is Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude oil shipped.

2  Operating costs are costs related to the mining of oil sands, the extraction and upgrading of bitumen into Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude 
oil, and maintenance of facilities; they also include administration costs, start-up costs, research, and purchased energy, but do not include 
development expenses. There is no generally accepted accounting definition as to what constitutes “Operating Costs.”

3  Capital expenditures includes development expense related to sustaining capital and growth capital projects. The accounting treatment of certain 
costs may vary significantly between different producers; some producers may elect to capitalize or defer and amortize certain expenditures that 
are recorded as an expense by other producers, and may segment “Corporate” costs.

4  Production of Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude oil becomes the property of Syncrude’s Joint Venture Participants at point of departure from 
the Syncrude plant. As the operator, Syncrude does not collect revenue from the sale of crude oil or other products. Selling price and revenue 
reported here is solely meant to provide an indication of performance.

5  Syncrude’s annual operating and capital expenditures are funded pro-rata by the Syncrude Joint Venture Participants.

6  Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER).

7 Includes expenditures related to purchased bitumen.

8  Spills or leaks of hydrocarbons, chemicals, waste water and/or recycle water which were not fully captured nor directed into approved 
containment or disposal. Releases are reported to the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP). During  
the reporting period, no spills occurred off-lease or into the surrounding environment. 

9  An Environmental Compliance Incident is a failure, equipment bypass, or upset, that results in a numerical limit exceedence or operating without 
a control device (or a malfunctioning control device) as identified in Syncrude’s AEPEA Operating Approval. Data prior to 2012 includes only those 
incidents of limit exceedences.

10 In 2012, an administrative penalty of $5,000 was paid to the Government of Alberta for failure to sufficiently report the release of emissions  
due to an isolated on-site sour water leak in July 2010.

Note:  These figures may differ from those reported by any of the Joint Venture Participants due to differences in reporting conventions  
and methodology.
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A B O U T  SY N C RU D E

Syncrude At A Glance

Syncrude is one of the largest operators in Canada’s oil sands industry,  
with a 50-year history of innovation and responsible operations.

Based in Fort McMurray, Alberta, 
Syncrude operates technologically-
advanced oil sands mines, extraction 
and upgrading facilities, as well as 
utilities plants. A large research and 
development facility in Edmonton 
supports operations and has 
pioneered many of the technologies 
used today in the industry. Current 
production capacity is 350,000 barrels 
per day of high quality light, sweet 
crude oil, and cumulative shipments 
now exceed 2.5 billion barrels.

The Syncrude Project is a Joint 
Venture undertaking among Canadian 
Oil Sands Partnership #1, Imperial Oil 
Resources, Mocal Energy Limited, 

Nexen Oil Sands Partnership, Sinopec 
Oil Sands Partnership and Suncor 
Energy Ventures Partnership, as the 
project participants, and Syncrude  
as the project operator. 

The long life and high quality 
resource base of Syncrude’s oil sands 
leases provide our Joint Venture 
participants with a sound platform 
for continued sustainable operations 
and future growth. All of Syncrude’s 
leases can be mined and are among 
the best in the Athabasca deposit for 
quality of ore, and low total volume-
to-bitumen in place, both of which 
enhance the economics of the 
Syncrude Project.

Syncrude Oil Sands Leases
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Our Operations

Proposed Site
Surveys and core sample drilling 
help us to gain better understanding 
of the oil sands resource on 
undeveloped leases, its quality 
and distance from the surface. 
Environmental assessments are also 
completed to provide a complete 
picture of local ecosystems, 
vegetation and geographical features 
to inform future reclamation. The oil 
sands found on Syncrude’s leases 
are accessed via mining operations. 
Syncrude does not operate in situ 
facilities.

Aboriginal, Stakeholder and 
Government Engagement
The input and expectations of 
Aboriginal communities of interest 
and stakeholders are integral to our 
decisions. We also engage with all 
levels of government to understand 
present and future regulations, and 
with industry associations to improve 
performance. Syncrude is one of the 
largest employers of Aboriginal 
people in Canada.

Research and Development
Science and technology provide the 
keys to unlocking the potential of the 
oil sands resource and improving our 
performance. We were recognized as 
one of the top 100 corporate R&D 
spenders in Canada in 2015, investing 

about $55 million, and currently 
hold over 160 active Canadian and 
U.S. patents.

Purchase of Goods and Services
Syncrude helps sustain local and 
regional economies through the 
purchase of goods and services. In 
2015, procurement amounted to 
about $3.3 billion. Governments also 
benefi t through Syncrude’s payment 
of taxes and royalties.

Construction and Operations
Through fabrication, new construction 
and ongoing maintenance activities, 
we directly and indirectly employ 
many thousands of people across 
the country.  

Utilities
The Utilities plants produce steam, 
electricity and air to run the 
operation, and manage the water 
required to run plant operations. 
Syncrude is a net exporter of 
electricity to the Alberta power grid.

Mining
Shovels and trucks remove muskeg, 
overburden and earth overlying the 
oil sands at Syncrude’s Mildred Lake 
and Aurora sites. This material is 
put aside for reclamation activities. 
Shovels and trucks mine the oil sand, 
which is then mixed with warm water 
recovered from upgrading processes 
to create a slurry that is pumped by 
pipeline to our extraction facilities.

Extraction
The slurry is fed into separation 
vessels, where the bitumen fl oats 
to the surface as froth. This froth is 
diluted with naphtha and fed into 
centrifuges, which spin out water 
and solids. Finally, the naphtha is 
removed, leaving clean bitumen 
which is piped to our upgrading 
operation.
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Upgrading
The cleaned bitumen goes into one  
of Syncrude’s three fluid cokers  
or a hydrocracker, where it is 
thermally cracked into hydrocarbon 
gases, naphtha and gas oils. The 
hydrocarbon gases are treated  
for use as refinery fuel. The naphtha 
and gas oils are further treated  
and blended into high quality light, 
sweet crude oil. 

Delivery of Crude Oil
Syncrude Sweet Blend crude oil 
becomes the property of the Joint 
Venture Participants upon being 
shipped from our site. The oil is 
transported by pipelines to refineries 
throughout North America, where  
it is turned into gasoline and diesel 
fuels, jet fuels and chemical 
feedstocks. Syncrude is not 
responsible for the transportation  
or marketing of our product.

Mine Completion  
and Land Formation
Syncrude practices progressive 
reclamation. After mining is complete 
in a given area, work starts to reclaim 
the land. Overburden, sand and/or 
treated tailings fill up former mines. 
Engineers and reclamation scientists 
guide the design of the landscape 
while muskeg, peat and organic 
matter from the forest floor are 
transferred from future mine areas.

Reclamation
Vegetation specialists manage native 
plants, shrubs and trees to recreate 
diverse boreal forest ecosystems. 
About a quarter of our footprint has 
either been fully reclaimed or is 
undergoing reclamation. Syncrude is 
the first oil sands operator to receive 
government certification for 
reclaimed land. Certification was 
received in 2008 for a 104-hectare 
area known as Gateway Hill, which 
was planted in the early 1980s.

About This Report
This report is a comprehensive 
discussion of the environmental, 
social and economic impacts of 
Syncrude’s business activities during 
2015. The report is published on  
a biennial cycle, with an interim 
update. The 2015 report has been 
reviewed against the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI). 

More information about Syncrude 
and access to past reports can also 
be found on our website.

Contact Information
Syncrude Canada Ltd. 
Government and Public Affairs 
P.O. Bag 4009 M.D. 1000 
Fort McMurray, AB T9H 3L1 
Canada 

Phone: (780) 790-6461 
Toll-free: (800) 667-9494 
Fax: (780) 790-6270 
Media Relations: (780) 790-6202 
E-mail: info@syncrude.com 
Website: www.syncrude.ca
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A B O U T  SY N C RU D E

Key Performance Indicators

Land
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Cleared1 (cumulative hectares) 2,597 3,719 3,526 3,876 3,528
Disturbed: land used for mine or plant purposes1 (cumulative hectares) 18,287 19,155 19,552 19,983 20,085
Total active footprint – mine and plant site footprint1 (cumulative hectares) 25,858 27,861 28,120 28,951 28,963
Soils placed – land available for revegetation1 (cumulative hectares) 1,202 1,086 1,075 1,047 1,080
Temporary reclamation1 (cumulative hectares) 690 690 668 632 703
Permanent land reclaimed1 (hectares per year) 200 330 103 81 54
Permanent land reclaimed1,2,3 (cumulative hectares) 3,186 3,316 3,403 3,516 3,568
Trees and shrubs planted (# per year) 356,000 954,000 305,000 156,867 272,330
Trees and shrubs planted (millions, cumulative) 5.9 6.9 7.2 7.4 7.7

1 For a full list of definitions regarding land use and reclamation in Alberta’s oil sands, visit www.osip.alberta.ca.

2 Includes land certified by the Alberta Government.

3 Numbers reflect the addition of all newly reclaimed areas as well as any reclamation losses due to redisturbance that may occur. Syncrude 
promotes early reclamation of unused land when practical. This may result in future re-disturbance of areas that have been reclaimed in the 
past. Reclaimed areas may be selected as project sites, pipeline or power line corridors, or work may be necessary to maintain the integrity  
of the underlying structure.

Note:  Syncrude conducts quality assurance checks of reclamation data in support of the Alberta Government geospatial database submission 
requirement. This process involves survey and investigation to verify field conditions, interpretation of air photos and satellite imagery  
to adjust boundaries, and analysis of historic data and classification. This work can result in adjustments to previously reported information.

Tailings 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Mildred Lake
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 469.6 476.3
Fines capture, annual (thousand tonnes) 3,115 1,932 3,605 5,391 6,427
Fines capture, annual (%) 18.8 12.3 25.7 47.8 51.0
Fines capture, cumulative (thousand tonnes) 4,503 6,435 10,040 15,431 21,858
Aurora North
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 113.0 127.9
Fines capture, annual (thousand tonnes) 0 0 0 4,058 9,549
Fines capture, annual (%) 0.0 0.0 0.0 25.0 53.5
Fines capture, cumulative (thousand tonnes) 0 0 0 4,058 13,607
Combined2
Fluid tailings volumes1 (Mm3) – – – 582.6 604.2
Fines capture, annual (million tonnes) 3.1 1.9 3.6 9.5 16.0
Fines capture, cumulative (million tonnes) 4.5 6.4 10.0 19.5 35.5

1  New indicator to align with reporting to the Alberta Energy Regulator.

2  Combined data for Mildred Lake and Aurora North.

Note:  Currently, there are several differences in the way oil sands operators measure fines and therefore the percentage of fines which must be 
captured. Our methods, which yield higher fines values, are reflected in the numbers reported in this table. Work is underway through 
Canada’s Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA) to standardize measurement procedures.
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Water 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Fresh water withdrawal1 (million m3) 38.5 39.6 37.2 38.8 37.64
Fresh water use intensity (barrel water per barrel crude oil produced) 2.28 2.35 2.37 2.55 2.57
Fresh water use intensity2 (barrel water per barrel bitumen produced) 1.36 1.46 1.43 1.61 1.62
Water returned to the Athabasca River – treated sanitary (million m3) 0.32 0.31 0.27 0.30 0.22
Water returned to the Athabasca River – other (million m3) 7.9 4.8 5.9 6.5 7.9
Process water recycled (million m3) 270 242 259 218 236
Process water recycled (% total water used) 88 86 87 85 86
Water discharge quality exceedences (treated sanitary) (# incidents) 0 0 0 0 0
Water discharge quality exceedences (industrial process) (# incidents) 0 0 0 0 0
Reportable spills to natural water bodies (m3) 0 0 0 0 0

1  Direct operations use only. In 2015, under regulatory approval, an additional 6.0 Mm3 of fresh water was diverted from Beaver Creek Reservoir for 
the Base Mine Lake tailings reclamation demonstration project. Also, an additional 0.85 Mm3 of basal groundwater was diverted for use in Aurora 
plant operations.

2  Historical data for fresh water use per barrel of bitumen has been based on total water withdrawn from the Athabasca River for the entire 
operation, inclusive of both bitumen production and upgrader processes. Data now reflects the estimated volume of water used only in the 
bitumen production process. Previous years have been restated.

Climate Change
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Energy Use
Total energy consumption (billion BTUs) 136,647 133,926 129,705 131,902 126,603
Energy intensity5 (million BTUs per barrel) 1.27 1.28 1.31 1.39 1.38
Energy intensity reduction (% as compared to 1990) 6.6 6.3 4.8 1.0 1.6
EROEI (Energy Returned on Energy Invested)1 4.4 4.4 4.3 4.0 4.1
Greenhouse Gas Emissions
GHGs2,5 (million tonnes) 12.87 12.37 12.46 11.90 11.47
GHGs3,4,5 (million tonnes) 11.24 10.67 10.91 10.37 9.97
GHGs3,4,5 (tonnes CO2e per barrel produced) 0.11 0.10 0.11 0.11 0.11
GHGs3,4,5 (tonnes CO2e per cubic metre produced) 0.67 0.63 0.69 0.68 0.68
Alberta Carbon Payments6 ($ million) 21.18 14.36 26.73 19.90 19.73

1  Ratio of million BTUs of crude oil product per million BTUs of energy consumed.

2 As reported to Environment Canada. Emission calculations for the purpose of provincial and federal regulatory reporting will differ, as certain 
sources of emissions are excluded.

3  CO2-equivalent emissions reported include all Syncrude sources (net of industrial process, biomass, and waste and wastewater emissions) as 
reported to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER). 

4  Syncrude’s GHG emission estimates were verified by Conestoga-Rovers & Associates to satisfy the ‘Third party Review’ required by the SGER.

5  Syncrude is a large producer of electricity and is a net exporter to the Alberta grid. Syncrude exported 85,000 Megawatt hours of electricity in 
2015. Emissions from electrical power generation are included in the Syncrude total and are part of the intensity calculated on a per-barrel 
produced basis.

6 Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER).
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Air Emissions
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Ozone-depleting substances (kg CFC11 equivalent per year) 1,653 1,332 0 0 0

Sulphur Dioxide (thousand tonnes per year) 64.73 72.97 63.13 25.43 27.95

Sulphur Dioxide emission intensity (kg per m3 production) 3.84 4.34 4.02 1.67 1.91

Sulphur Dioxide emission intensity (per thousand barrels production) 0.61 0.68 0.63 0.27 0.30

Nitrogen oxides (thousand tonnes per year) 30.65 27.67 26.11 26.73 24.39
Nitrogen oxides emission intensity (kg per m3 production) 1.82 1.66 1.67 1.78 1.67
Nitrogen oxides emission intensity (per thousand barrels production) 0.29 0.26 0.27 0.28 0.27

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (thousand tonnes per year) 12.41 12.46 31.85 33.15  22.94
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (kg per m3 production) 0.74 0.74 2.03 2.18 1.57 
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)1,2 (per thousand barrels production) 0.12 0.12 0.32 0.35  0.25

PM – Total particulate matter (tonnes per year) 15,796 13,929 14,052 18,067  17,805

PM10 – Particulate matter <= 10 microns (tonnes per year) 5,270 4,868 5,124 6,633  5,649

PM2.5 – Particulate matter <= 2.5 microns (tonnes per year) 971 972 1,096 1,391  924

Sour gas diverting (tonnes per day SO2) 0.90 0.70 0.70 1.11 0.05
Flaring (emergency and non-emergency) (million standard m3) 133.40 136.40 120.80 222.79 1,411.69
Flaring Intensity (emergency and non-emergency) (m3 per m3 production) 7.90 8.12 7.69 14.66 96.593

1 Syncrude reports annually to the National Pollutant Release Inventory. A comprehensive annual breakdown of substances reported, including 
VOCs, can be found at https://www.ec.gc.ca/inrp-npri/ and typing “Syncrude” in the Facility Name search field.

2 Emission totals for 2013 and 2014 have been restated due to results from laboratory reanalysis and to expanded scope.

3 Increased flaring due to process incident. Click here for more information.

Key Air Indicators

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
2016 

TARGET
Diverter stack usage (hours per year) 118.09 90.79 97.70 268.70 20.79 < 292

Sour gas flaring (tonnes per day SO2) 3.80 3.90 7.40 8.23 21.19 < 5
Main stack dioxide  
(hours greater than 16.4 per hour)

0 0 1 0 0 0

Main stack dioxide (90-day rolling average >245) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0
Main stack nitrogen oxides (# hours > 1.5 per hour) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Main stack opacity (# hours > 40%) 9 4 0 656 5 < 5
Ambient air H2S hourly (#) 14 14 1 11 23 0
Ambient air H2S 24-hour period (#) 4 1 0 1 3 0
Ambient air SO2 hourly (#) 0 0 0 0 0 0
Ambient air SO2 24-hour period (#) 0 0 0 0 0 0

Odour Incidents (# attributed to Syncrude) 2 3 6 3 3 0
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Waste Management
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Non-hazardous waste recycled or reused 
Solid1 (tonnes) 28,913 19,268 20,035 15,803 12,714
Liquid2 (m3) 2,858 1,700 1,917 4,378 2,732

Non-hazardous waste disposal
On-site (tonnes) 17,807 38,329 25,176 13,336 17,236
Off-site (tonnes) 15 3 29 99 <1
Hazardous or potentially hazardous materials sent for off-site treatment, 
destruction or disposal
Recycling (tonnes) 5,551 593 2,790 2,864 4,442
Treatment, destruction or disposal (tonnes) 98 102 382 3,391 579
Treatment, destruction or disposal3 (m3) 1 1 <1 31 899
Sanitary non-hazardous disposal
On-site (tonnes) 720 16 0 0 0
Off-site4 (tonnes) 1,098 2,603 2,603 3,060 1,763

1  Includes recycled materials such as catalyst, scrap metal, tires, conveyor belting, batteries, aerosols, oil/fuel filters, oily rags, refrigerant, plastic 
and metal drums, electronic waste, fluorescent tubes, kitchen grease, paper/cardboard/newsprint, beverage containers and printer cartridges.

2  Includes used oil and used solvents.

3 Includes waste glycol and coolant.

4  Sanitary waste generated at Syncrude is disposed of at the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo’s landfill.
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Employment 
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Permanent workforce
Total 5,515 5,083 5,188 5,121 4,851
# under age 301 – – – – 541
# age 30-501 – – – – 2,817
# over 501 – – – – 1,493
% under age 301 – – – – 11%
% age 30-501 – – – – 58%
% over 501 – – – – 31%
Temporary and casual (#) 145 133 156 127 119
Trades and operators (#) 3,094 2,827 2,848 2,827 2,661
Administrative, professional and technical (#) 2,421 2,256 2,340 2,294 2,190
Leadership:
% under age 302 – – – – 4.4
% age 30-502 – – – – 61.3
% over 502 – – – – 34.3
% employees covered by collective bargaining agreements 0 0 0 0 0
New employees
Total 234 326 508 138 75
# under age 301 – – – – 48
# age 30-501 – – – – 23
# over 501 – – – – 4
% under age 301 – – – – 64
% age 30-501 – – – – 31
% over 501 – – – – 5
Trades and operators (#) 172 189 331 95 30
Administrative, professional and technical (#) 62 137 177 43 45
Male (#) 189 238 395 110 43
Aboriginal (#) 36 32 32 16 11
Female (#) 45 88 113 28 32
Aboriginal representation3 234 326 508 138 75
Number of employees 492 474 452 451 461
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 8.6 9.1 8.7 8.9 9.4
% of new hires 15.4 9.8 6.3 11.6 14.7
% of leaders2 5.5 6.0 6.2 5.8 6.1
Female representation:
Number of employees 950 958 988 958 909
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 18.6 18.8 19 18.7 18.7
% of new hires 19.2 27.0 22.2 20.3 42.7
% of leaders2 11.8 12.7 11.6 12.3 12.6
Recruiting effectiveness
New hire acceptance rate (%) 89 94 82 91 94
Local hires (% of all new hires) 71 76 74 82 51
Job applications received (#)1 25,452 57,899 55,598 29,572 16,776

65 ABOUT SYNCRUDE Key Performance Indicators Syncrude Sustainability Report 2015



2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Attrition
All employees, including retirements (%) 5.5 14.2 7.5 4.0 6.5
Employee initiated termination (% of total attrition) 2.6 7.4 4.7 2.0 36.3
# under age 301 – – – – 44
# age 30-501 – – – – 124
# over 501 – – – – 158
% under age 301 – – – – 13.5
% age 30-501 – – – – 38
% over 501 – – – – 48.5
Company initiated termination (% of total attrition) 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 20.5
Retirements (% of total attrition) 1.9 5.8 2.0 1.0 43.2
Aboriginal (% of total attrition) 5.6 10.4 8.2 6.0 7.5
Female (% of total attrition) 6.5 12.7 8.3 28.5 21.7
Trades and operators (%) 4.9 12.1 8.5 45.8 46.6
Administrative, professional and technical (%) 6.3 16.1 6.8 54.2 53.4
Aboriginal Representation3

Number of employees 492 474 452 451 461
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 8.6 9.1 8.7 8.9 9.4
% of new hires 15.4 9.8 6.3 11.6 14.7
% of leaders2 5.5 6.0 6.2 5.8 6.1
Female Representation
Number of employees 950 958 988 958 909
% of permanent Syncrude workforce 18.6 18.8 19.0 18.7 18.7
% of new hires 19.2 27.0 22.2 20.3 42.7
% of leaders2 11.8 12.7 11.6 12.3 12.6
Employee Productivity
Thousand barrels of production per employee 19,174 20,628 18,785 18,391 18,682
Average employee service (in years) 9.6 9.5 9.0 8.9 10.7
 Female 8.6 8.5 8.2 8.2 9.6
 Aboriginal 10.2 10.2 10.7 10.7 12.3
Employee Development
# of hours in training per employee4 – – – 45.41 41.57
# of total hours of training related to aspects of human rights5 – – – – 2,932
% of employees completed training related to aspects of human rights5 – – – – 8.0
Wages, Compensation and Benefits
Ratio of standard entry level wage to minimum wage6 3.5 3.5 3.6 4.0 3.6
# of recognitions to employees7 6,415 5,081 6,519 5,457 3,838
Annual scholarships, bursaries and endowments ($) 940,415 1,033,200 971,964 814,329 749,045
Numbers of employee student scholarships 516 558 553 461 425
Number of tuition refunds to Syncrude employees 144 130 106 129 122
Parental Leave8
Male employees who started parental leave (#) – – – 16 19
Male employees who returned to work after parental leave (#) – – – – 14
Male employees who returned to work after parental leave (%) – – – – 88

Male employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were still 
employed 12 months after return to work (#)

– – – – 13
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2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Male employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were still 
employed 12 months after return to work (%)

– – – – 93

Female employees who started parental leave (#) – – – 48 60
Female employees who returned to work after parental leave (#) – – – – 40
Female employees who returned to work after parental leave (%) – – – – 83

Female employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were 
still employed 12 months after return to work (#)

– – – – 35

Female employees who returned to work after parental leave ended who were 
still employed 12 months after return to work (%)

– – – – 88

Employee & Family Assistance Program (EFAP) utilization
# of clients as % of Syncrude workforce 18.5 16.3 16.8 19.7  16.3
Ethics and Business Conduct
Anonymous reports of non-conformance9 14 11 18 18 11
Confirmed cases of non-conformance 0 0 1 1 0

1  New classification starting in 2015 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance. Refer to previous reports for prior  
data categories.

2  Calculated as percentage of permanent Syncrude leaders.

3  Self-declaration only; Syncrude does not mandate employees to disclose minority or cultural status.

4  Per annum. New indicator starting in 2014 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance.

5  Includes all training related to harassment and discrimination, diversity awareness and Aboriginal cultural awareness per annum.

6  Based on basic wage for entry level trades/operators position and Alberta hourly minimum wage of each reporting year.

7  Includes service and safety awards.

8  New indicator starting in 2014 to align with Global Reporting Initiative standard disclosure guidance.

9  Anonymous and confidential reporting is enabled through EthicsPoint, an independent third-party hotline managed by NAVEXGlobal. 
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Safety and Health

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Employee lost-time incident rate1 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.09 0.02
Contractor lost-time incident rate1 0.09 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.03
Combined employee and contractor lost-time incident rate1 0.08 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.02
Employee lost-time injuries (#) 4 1 1 5 1
Contractor lost-time injuries (#) 8 6 7 6 2
Combined employee and contractor lost-time injuries (#) 12 7 8 11 3
Employee total recordable incident rate1 0.83 0.66 0.71 0.56 0.30
Contractor total recordable incident rate1 0.70 0.80 0.71 0.62 0.63
Combined employee and contractor recordable incident rate1 0.75 0.76 0.71 0.60 0.49
Employee recordable injuries (#) 48 36 38 30 15
Contractor recordable injuries (#) 66 97 103 81 45
Combined employee and contractor recordable injuries (#) 114 133 141 111 60
Syncrude injury severity rate 7.55 0.60 2.25 4.60 0.60
Contractor injury severity rate 11.92 2.52 5.45 2.44 2.53
Syncrude and contractor injury severity rate 10.26 1.92 4.59 3.07 1.74
Injury-free performance - maximum hours between LTIs (million hours) 10.9 5.90 10.20 10.70 9.66
Employee health - new long-term disability (LTD) cases (#) 32 28  29 21 15
Employee and contractor health - health centre visits (#) 16,088 14,049 14,262 13,349 10,437
Employee fatalities (#) 0 0 0 0 0
Contractor fatalities (#) 0 0 1 0 0
On-site responses by emergency services (#) 1,986 1,487 2,032 1,698 2,053
Off-site responses by emergency services (#) 68 82 68 96 39
EH&S professionals on staff (#) 97 118 122 104 119
Workforce represented in formal joint management-worker H&S committees 
(i.e. safe operating committees) (%)

100 100 100 100 100

Health and safety convictions (#) 1 0 0 1 0
On-site workforce2 (#) 15,178 16,830 18,923 17,532 11,518
Workforce hours (million) 30.4 35.3 39.7 37.0 24.3

1 Includes occupational illnesses.

2 Full-time equivalent

DEFINITIONS: 
•  A lost-time incident is an injury/illness that requires medical attention and results in the worker being absent from work beyond the day of the 

injury/illness; lost-time incident statistics include all lost time injuries/illnesses and fatalities.

•  Total recordable incident rate includes all injuries/illnesses requiring medical attention, involving work restrictions, or that resulted in a worker 
being absent from work (recordable injury/illness statistics include all non-first aid injuries/illnesses); it is expressed as injuries/illness per 
200,000 work hours.

•  Injury severity is the average rate of lost workdays per lost-time injury/illness; only lost-time injuries/illness have days lost.
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Operations and Economic Value
2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Operations1

SSP produced (million barrels per year) 105.2 104.9 97.5 94.2 90.6
SSP produced (Mm3 per year) 16.70 16.70 15.50 14.98 14.40
SSP produced (thousand barrels per day) 288 286 267 258 248
Bitumen produced (million barrels per year) 125.2 121.2 117.8 111.9 109.0
Bitumen produced (Mm3 per year) 19.9 19.3 18.7 17.8 17.3
Bitumen recovery (%) 91.7 91.6 91.0 91.2 90.5
Upgrading yield (%) 85.7 86.3 85.3 84.9 85.0
Economic Value
Operating costs2 ($ million) 4,344.4 4,428.7 4,379.8 4,845.9 4,117.3
Operating costs2 ($ per barrel of production) 41.28 42.24 44.94 51.55 45.43
Capital expenditures3 ($ million) 1477.4 2501.7 3232.7 2036.6 600.2
Research and development expenditures ($ million) 92.0 158.2 192.0 107.4 54.80
SSP selling price ($ per barrel)4 101.20 91.90 99.55 99.24 61.27
Average West Texas Intermediate ($ per barrel) 95.11 94.15 98.05 92.91 48.80
SSP selling price premium over West Texas Intermediate (%) 6.2 -2.4 1.5 6.6 22.7
Revenues4 ($ million) 8,655 10,708 9,706 9,703 9,306
Retained earnings5 – – – – –
Community investment ($ million) 5.0 6.0 6.6 6.0 6.1
Royalty payments ($ million) 759 359 582 669 351
Government of Alberta carbon payments6 ($ million) 21.18 14.36 26.73 19.90 19.73
Payroll and corporate taxes ($ million) 404 394 382 423 388
Municipal taxes ($ million) 105 102 100 113 131
Purchased energy7 ($ million) 528 339 392 560 318
Employees (net, $ million) 907 866 849 702 847
Goods and services purchased ($ million) 4,191 5,510 6,289 5,503 3,284
Operations Performance
Spills8 (#) 0 0 0 0 0
Environmental Compliance Incidents9 (#) 4 17 28 12 24
Environmental fines10 ($ million) 0 0 0 0 0
Environmental protection orders (#) 0 0 0 0 1

1  Production is Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude oil shipped.

2  Operating costs are costs related to the mining of oil sands, the extraction and upgrading of bitumen into Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude 
oil, and maintenance of facilities; they also include administration costs, start-up costs, research, and purchased energy, but do not include 
development expenses. There is no generally accepted accounting definition as to what constitutes “Operating Costs.”

3  Capital expenditures includes development expense related to sustaining capital and growth capital projects. The accounting treatment of certain 
costs may vary significantly between different producers; some producers may elect to capitalize or defer and amortize certain expenditures that 
are recorded as an expense by other producers, and may segment “Corporate” costs.
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4  Production of Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude oil becomes the property of Syncrude’s Joint Venture Participants at point of departure from 
the Syncrude plant. As the operator, Syncrude does not collect revenue from the sale of crude oil or other products. Selling price and revenue 
reported here is solely meant to provide an indication of performance.

5  Syncrude’s annual operating and capital expenditures are funded pro-rata by the Syncrude Joint Venture Participants.

6  Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER).

7 Includes expenditures related to purchased bitumen.

8  Spills or leaks of hydrocarbons, chemicals, waste water and/or recycle water which were not fully captured nor directed into approved 
containment or disposal. Releases are reported to the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP). During the 
reporting period, no spills occurred off-lease or into the surrounding environment. 

9  An Environmental Compliance Incident is a failure, equipment bypass, or upset, that results in a numerical limit exceedence or operating without 
a control device (or a malfunctioning control device) as identified in Syncrude’s AEPEA Operating Approval. Data prior to 2012 includes only those 
incidents of limit exceedences.

10 In 2012, an administrative penalty of $5,000 was paid to the Government of Alberta for failure to sufficiently report the release of emissions  
due to an isolated on-site sour water leak in July 2010.

Note:  These figures may differ from those reported by any of the Joint Venture Participants due to differences in reporting conventions  
and methodology.
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G OV E R N A N C E

Corporate Governance

Syncrude Canada Ltd. is a private company incorporated under the Business 
Corporations Act of Alberta.

Syncrude’s bylaws stipulate that 
shares of the corporation will be  
held only by the Shareholders in 
proportion to their percentage 
interest in the Syncrude Project,  
a joint venture, and that Syncrude 
Canada Ltd. may not carry on 
business or activities other than  
as operator of that project on behalf 
of the Shareholders.

Board of Directors
The Board of Directors of Syncrude  
is responsible for providing general 
oversight and direction to the 
corporation. The Board of Directors 
takes seriously its duties and 
responsibilities and is of the view 
that the processes and procedures 
supporting those responsibilities  
are comprehensive, effective and 
consistent with generally accepted 
standards of Canadian corporate 
governance. The whole Board meets 
at least twice annually and fulfills  
all statutory and other legal 
requirements that have not been 
delegated to the Committees of  
the Board.

There are three Committees of  
the Board, which meet on a more 
frequent basis: Safety, Health, 
Environment & Corporate 
Sustainability Committee; Audit  
& Pension Committee; and Human 
Resources & Compensation 
Committee. The Board and its 
Committees are comprised of 
Directors appointed by the 
Shareholders of the Corporation.

Safety, Health, Environment & 
Corporate Sustainability 
Committee
The Safety, Health, Environment  
& Corporate Sustainability Committee 
assists the Board in fulfilling its 

responsibilities to provide oversight, 
guidance and direction in respect  
of Corporation’s safety, health, 
environment, corporate sustainability 
and security policies, practices and 
compliance systems, including:

Reviewing and approving the 
Corporation’s Safety, Health, 
Environment & Corporate 
Sustainability Policy and significant 
revisions to that policy and the 
principal programs, systems 
processes supporting it;

Reviewing, assessing and approving 
the Corporation’s processes for 
selection, preparation and disclosure 
of sustainability performance criteria 
and sustainability targets and 
measures as well as the programs 
and initiatives to address 
sustainability objectives and issues;

Monitoring and assessing the 
Corporation’s performance against  
its Safety, Health, Environment  
& Corporate Sustainability Policy, 
procedures, standards and related 
requirements by receiving and 
reviewing regular and special reports 
from the Corporation regarding  
such performance;

Confirming that the Corporation  
has implemented and continues  
to maintain and audit appropriate 
policies, procedures, controls and 
due diligence systems with respect  
to safety, health, environment and 
security requirements and issues 
including, without limitation, 
compliance with all applicable laws 
and approvals, appropriate plans  
and responses to deal with emerging 
issues or trends and adherence to 
procedures for notifying regulators as 
well as the Board and Management 

Committee of the Syncrude Project  
of any reportable incidents; and

To review reclamation and closure 
plans and receive updates on 
reclamation activities, including 
tailings management.

Audit & Pension Committee
The Audit & Pension Committee 
assists the Board in fulfilling its 
responsibilities to provide oversight, 
guidance and direction in respect of 
the Corporation’s internal business 
controls and management systems 
for financial accounting, reporting 
and disclosure as well as the 
financial administration and 
management of the Retirement  
Plan for the Employees of Syncrude 
Canada Ltd. (“Retirement Plan”) and 
associated assets (“Fund”), arising 
under the Employment Pension Plans 
Act (“Act”), including:

Reviewing the adequacy of the 
Corporation’s internal control 
systems and processes and 
accounting principles and practices;

Reviewing the scope and findings  
of external and internal audits, 
including serious irregularities  
and general trends of concern;

Reviewing and endorsing for the 
Board’s approval, all annual financial 
statements of the Corporation and 
Retirement Plan;

Overseeing the investment of the 
Fund and monitoring its performance 
and compliance with the Statement 
of Investment Policies and 
Procedures (“SIPP”);

Reviewing and approving the SIPP, 
Governance Policy and Funding Policy 
in respect of the Plan and Fund in 
accordance with the Act; and
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Approving the appointment of the 
actuary for the Plan and trustee and 
custodian of the Fund and reviewing 
and approving financial assumptions 
and actuarial valuations of the Fund.

Syncrude has a Code of Ethics and 
several other core Business Conduct 
policies that are designed to foster a 
high level of ethical conduct expected 
by our employees and contractors. 
The Corporation stewards the 
application of these policies and 
reports regularly to the Audit and 
Pension Committee and its officers 
and make quarterly and annual 
representations to the Board  
to confirm compliance. 

Human Resources & 
Compensation Committee
The Human Resources & 
Compensation Committee assists the 
Board in fulfilling its responsibilities 
to provide oversight, guidance  
and direction in respect of the 
Corporation’s principal compensation 
and benefit programs and human 
resource policies and succession 
plans, including:

Reviewing and approving annual 
adjustments to the salaries and 
benefits of the Corporation’s 
employees;

Reviewing and approving principal 
human resource policies and 
programs of the Corporation and 
significant changes thereto and  
to provide advice and direction  
on major human resource issues;

Approving changes in any benefit 
plan texts, including the Retirement 
Plan and any post-retirement pension 
payment adjustments and adhoc 
increases that require Board 
approval; and

To review and approve significant 
changes to Syncrude’s management 
structure and senior management 
succession plans and to provide 
guidance on significant issues 
regarding those matters.

Management Committee
The Management Committee is the 
governing body of the Syncrude 
Project, a joint venture. Each joint 
venture Participant of the Syncrude 
Project appoints two representatives 
to the Management Committee, which 
meets regularly. Generally speaking, 
the Management Committee primarily 
deals with significant operating and 
strategic issues and opportunities 
impacting the value, return, business 
risk, and growth and development of 
the assets comprising the Syncrude 
Project. The weight assigned to each 
Participant’s vote through the 
Management Committee is 
proportionate to its percentage 
interest in the Syncrude Project.

The Management Committee reviews 
and approves the strategic plans, 
business plans, annual budget and 
major capital appropriations 
developed by Syncrude, as operator 
of the Syncrude Project. In addition,  
it reviews overall performance, both 
operationally and financially.

The Management Committee has 
established the Operations & 
Strategy Subcommittee (“OSSC”)  
to support it, Syncrude and the 
Participants.

Operations & Strategy 
Subcommittee
The OSSC provides the initial and 
more detailed review of matters 
being directed to the Management 
Committee for decision by Syncrude. 
It also assists Syncrude on matters 
for which it is seeking guidance, input 
or support from the Participants. The 
oversight responsibilities of the OSSC 
includes:

• Reviewing and endorsing Syncrude’s 
Business Plan, Annual Budget, R&D 
Technology Development Plan and 
strategic plans;

• Reviewing and endorsing major 
capital project work programs and 
other planned capital expenditures 
and monitoring performance of 
Syncrude’s major capital project 
execution;

• Reviewing and endorsing growth 
development and lease 
optimization opportunities; and

• Reviewing and monitoring 
Syncrude’s regular stewardship 
reports and operating 
performance, including cost  
and plant reliability.

72 GOVERNANCE Corporate Governance Syncrude Sustainability Report 2015



Corporate Information:
Board of Directors
Imperial Oil Resources 
Barton P. Cahir 
Bruce Milner2,3,4 
John Whelan1

Mocal Energy Limited 
Ryosuke Hojo 
Steve Fly2 
Kemmei Nakata

Nexen Oil Sands Partnership 
Zhi Fang 
Scott Chalker1,2 
Malcolm Strachan4

Sinopec Oil Sands Partnership 
Zhiqiang Feng 
Lydia Li4 
Hansheng Mou1,2,3 
Fanli Zeng

Suncor Energy Ventures Partnership 
Mark Little 
Jeff Farnham4 
Cal Buchanan1,2,3 
Ross McElroy

1  Human Resources & Compensation 
Committee

2  Management Committee

3  Safety, Health, Environment & Corporate 
Sustainability Committee

4  Audit & Pension Committee

Officers of Syncrude Canada Ltd.
Mark Little 
Chairman of the Board

Mark Ward 
Chief Executive Officer

Pablo Borgnino 
Chief Operating Officer

Manuel Ortiz 
Chief Financial Officer and 
Vice President, Business Services

Ray Hansen 
Vice President, Law & Land, 
and Corporate Secretary

External Financial Auditors
Pricewaterhouse Coopers LLP 
111-5th Avenue S.W., Suite 3100 
Calgary, AB T2P 5L3 
Canada 
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G OV E R N A N C E

Investor Advisory

In the interest of providing readers of 
this report with information regarding 
Syncrude, including management’s 
assessment of Syncrude’s future 
technologies, reclamation, emissions 
and production levels and Syncrude 
operations, certain statements and 
graphs throughout this sustainability 
report contain forward-looking 
information and forward-looking 
statements (collectively referred  
to as “forward-looking statements”) 
under applicable securities law. 
Forward-looking statements are 
typically identified by words such as 
“anticipate”, “expect”, “believe”, “plan”, 
“intend”, “will”, “aim”, “goal”, “could”, 
“target” or similar words suggesting 
future outcomes.

Forward-looking statements in this 
report include, but are not limited to, 
statements and graphs with respect  
to: Syncrude’s Vision and Values, and 
goals; future expectations and goals 
regarding reclamation, tailings 
management, water use, Aboriginal 
relations, air emissions, greenhouse 
gas reductions; regulatory and 
government relations, profitability  
and sustainable development; plans 
for reclamation activities and 
monitoring, including the anticipated 
timing for completion of reclamation 
projects; estimated cost savings and 
reductions in land disturbance as a 
result of reducing the thickness of soil 
capping on reclaimed land; tailings 
management technologies under 
development and the anticipated uses 
and benefits thereof; processes and 
technologies being identified and 
implemented to reduce net water use 
from the Athabasca River and potential 
benefits thereof; plans for a pilot-scale 
plant for treating tailings water using 
petroleum coke; research underway  
to identify air emissions reduction 
strategies; energy demand; the target 
for 2016 energy intensity; expectations 
relating to labour supply  and demand; 
expectations relating to the Mildred 
Lake Mine Replacement Project; 

expectations regarding the Mildred 
Lake Extension project; goals for coker 
reliability; and expected cost savings 
from efforts to extend truck tire life.

The factors or assumptions on which 
the forward-looking statements are 
based include, but are not limited t 
o: the successful and timely 
implementation of capital projects; 
Syncrude’s spending plans; the ability 
to obtain regulatory and Syncrude  
joint venture owner approval; the 
continuation of assumed tax, royalty 
and other legislative and regulatory 
regimes; commodity prices; capital 
efficiencies and cost savings; future 
production rates; the sufficiency of 
budgeted capital expenditures in 
carrying out planned activities; the 
availability and cost of labour and 
services; and the success of the 
technologies and initiatives under 
development.

You are cautioned not to place undue 
reliance on forward-looking statements, 
as there can be no assurance that the 
plans, intentions or expectations upon 
which they are based will occur. By their 
nature, forward-looking statements 
involve numerous assumptions, known 
and unknown risks and uncertainties, 
both general and specific, that 
contribute to the possibility that the 
predictions, forecasts, projections  
and other forward-looking statements 
will not occur.

Although Syncrude believes that  
the expectations represented by such 
forward-looking statements are 
reasonable and reflect the current 
views of Syncrude, there can be no 
assurance that such expectations will 
prove to be correct. Some of the risks 
and other factors that could cause 
results to differ materially from those 
expressed in the forward-looking 
statements contained in this 
sustainability report include, but are 
not limited to: the impacts of legislative 
and regulatory changes especially those 
which relate to royalties, taxation, 

tailings, water and the environment;  
the impact of new technologies on the 
cost of oil sands mining; budgeted 
capital expenditures may be insufficient 
for carrying out planned activities; the 
impacts of rising costs associated with 
tailings and water management and 
other sustainability initiatives; the 
inability of Syncrude to obtain required 
consents, permits or approvals, 
including without limitation, the 
inability of Syncrude to obtain approval 
to return water from its operations; 
various events which could disrupt 
operations including fires, equipment 
failures and severe weather; 
unsuccessful or untimely  
implementation of capital or 
maintenance projects; the impact  
of technology on operations and 
processes and how new technology may 
not perform as expected; the obtaining 
of required owner approvals from the 
Syncrude participants for expansions, 
operational issues and contractual 
issues; labour turnover and shortages 
and the productivity achieved from 
labour in the Fort McMurray area; 
uncertainty of estimates with respect  
to reserves and resources; volatility of 
crude oil prices; general  economic, 
market and business conditions; and 
such other risks and uncertainties 
described from time to time in the 
reports and filings made with regulatory 
authorities by Syncrude.

You are cautioned that the foregoing list 
of important factors is not exhaustive. 
Furthermore, the forward-looking 
statements contained in this report are 
made as of the date of this report and 
unless required by law, Syncrude does 
not undertake any obligation to update 
publicly or to revise any of the included 
forward-looking statements, whether  
as a result of new information, future 
events or otherwise. The forward-
looking statements contained in this 
report are expressly qualified by this 
cautionary statement.
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