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SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT

MATERIALITY ASSESSMENT

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

Sustainability strategies are informed through independent analyses of key 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 Health, Safety, Environment and Corporate Sustainability 
Committee. A detailed reassessment every three years helps to identify trends, ensure proper business 
focus and evaluate performance.

A 2019 reassessment reaffirmed all previous high priority issues – Climate Change, Indigenous Relations, 
Land and Biodiversity, Tailings Management, Water, and Regulatory and Government Relations. Medium 
issues include Community Sustainability, Employment, Technology Development and Research, Air, and 
Safety and Health.
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COMMUNITY ADVISORY PANEL

EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE-BASED COMPENSATION

Syncrude convenes a Community Advisory Panel every three years, with the most recent in 2019. The panel 
provides input on our sustainability performance, practices and reporting. Representatives include Indigenous 
communities, as well as regional, economic, not-for-profit and non-governmental environmental organizations. 

In 2019, the Panel was comprised of the following participants: 
•      Bill Loutitt, McMurray Métis
•      Bryce Kumka, Fort McMurray Chamber of Commerce
•      Jim Herbers, Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute
•      Pat Letizia, Alberta Ecotrust Foundation
•      Terry Parker, Building Trades of Alberta
•      Dennis Vroom, Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo
•      Loren Falkenberg, Haskayne School of Business, University of Calgary
•      Neil Shelly, Alberta Chamber of Resources and Construction Owners Association of Alberta
•      Tracy Boyde, Keyano College
•      Sanjay Prasad, Wood Buffalo Environmental Association

A number of Syncrude executive and senior management representatives were also in attendance.

Topics of discussion included:
•      Technology solutions
•      Supply chain engagement
•      Market access
•      Community investment
•      Habitat loss and reclamation
•      Water quality and watershed management
•      Tailings management disclosure
•      Innovations and investments to reduce carbon footprint
•      Indigenous engagement – building capacity and providing opportunities
•      Public reporting and communications
•      Syncrude's priorities and future vision

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, greenhouse gas emissions, water 
use and environmental regulatory compliance.

Sustainability Management / 2

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 
reflected throughout Syncrude's management systems.

Specific measurement criteria are established for tailings management, energy and greenhouse gas 
emissions management, Indigenous and community outreach, crisis management and communications 
planning, safety and health, biodiversity conservation and water management. Other elements include a 
Mine Closure Framework and a component on preventing child and forced labour. 

Protocols are self-assessed and reported annually. Every three years, assessments are externally verified 
to ensure accuracy and transparency. Syncrude underwent an external verification for the 2016 reporting 
year and was confirmed to have high performance in all areas. However, we did not meet our targets for 
energy and greenhouse gas emissions, or for safety and health. 

In addition, a senior Syncrude executive is actively engaged on the TSM Communities of Interest (COI) 
Advisory Panel, which is comprised of representatives from Indigenous, environmental and social NGOs, 
labour and financial organizations, and industry. The COI panel provides a forum for all parties to discuss 
mutual issues of concern and to provide guidance and feedback on the TSM program.
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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 
developing progressive 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 Indigenous business people. Syncrude holds top 
level Gold PAR distinction, and has been certified at this level six consecutive times. 

CANADA’S OIL SANDS INNOVATION ALLIANCE (COSIA)

Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA) is a partnership amongst 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 900 distinct technologies and innovations – 
worth over $1.3 billion in development costs – have been shared amongst members. 

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 
•      Alberta Chamber of Resources
•      Indigenous Works
•      Oil Sands Community Alliance 
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BIODIVERSITY

CREATING THE WORLD’S LARGEST PROTECTED BOREAL FOREST AREA

Our environmental programs and initiatives aim to ensure our actions today do not have a 
long-term permanent impact on local ecosystems. As well, through our reclamation activities,
we re-establish native vegetation and wildlife habitats similar to those that existed prior to
disturbance and are consistent with the natural variability found in the region.

Syncrude uses pre-development conditions as a guide in closure planning and towards
creating a landscape for wildlife to return. A number of inputs guide our reclamation, including
the range of vegetation diversity prior to disturbance. We also use Habitat Suitability Index
modelling a tool to compare the capability of the pre-development landscape to that of our
reclaimed sites for key indicator species.

Syncrude recognizes the value of multi-stakeholder approaches to monitor and mitigate industry impacts on 
the environment and, in 2018, joined the governments of Alberta and Canada, the Nature Conservancy of 
Canada and the Tallcree First Nation to create the world's largest protected area of boreal forest. 

Syncrude contributed $2.3 million to the Nature Conservancy of Canada, which made a payment for a timber 
quota held by the Tallcree First Nation. This enabled the quota to be cancelled by the Government of Alberta, 

2which then created the Birch River Wildland Provincial Park, a conservation area of 3,300 km . This new area 
sits next to Wood Buffalo National Park as well as several new and existing provincial parks. Taken together, 

2the parks form a protected boreal forest area of more than 67,000 km , an area roughly twice as large as 
Vancouver Island. It protects key habitat for 68 species of conservation concern and three species at risk – 
wood bison, woodland caribou and the peregrine falcon. 
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CREATING THE WORLD’S LARGEST PROTECTED BOREAL FOREST AREA (Cont’d)

WILDLIFE AND WATERFOWL PROTECTION

WILDLIFE MONITORING

Syncrude’s investment provides a land distrubance offset for future mining development, such as our
Mildred Lake Extension (MLX) Project, in addition to other commitments to mitigate and reduce our
environmental impacts.

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 2019, we experienced 32 bird and waterfowl mortalities due to oiling. Thirty-three additional losses,
avaian and non-avian, were recorded related to natural or unknown causes. We are required by law to
report to regulartors 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.

It is important to demonstrate that our land reclamation practices are creating productive habitats for
local species to return, including those of traditional value to Indigenous communities. This is done
through monitoring techniques such as visual observations, capture and release of birds, acoustic
recordings, motion-activated cameras and track plates that detect a diversity of wildlife. Some methods
are completed at both reclaimed and natural sites within and around our lease boundaries.

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

Wildlife Incidents 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Avian1 (#) 51 39 49 60 32

Other Wildlife2 (#) 8 8 13 14 14

1 Includes all bird and waterfowl mortalities related to oiling. Incidents are reported to the Alberta Government Environment and Parks 
department. An additional 39 bird mortalities were reported related to natural or unknown causes.

2 Includes all wildlife mortalities, regardless of cause, including those in which the cause was natural, due to predation orunknown.
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WILDLIFE MONITORING

During the 2019 MAPS program, about 1,900 birds of 59 species were captured and released at eight
stations, of which approximately 1,300 birds of 54 species occurred at six stations on reclaimed land.
Since wildlife monitoring began in 2011, 156 species have been detected on our reclaimed areas,
including 34 species of concern.

Automated audio and ultrasonic recordings collected over the years also adds to the evidence that
wildlife are returning to reclaimed areas. These have recorded the calls of borealis chorus frogs, wood
frogs and Canadian toads, as well as those of silver-haired, hoary, northern long-eared, little brown
and red bats.

Stations equipped with motion-detection cameras recorded the presence of 14 mammal species on 
our reclamation areas in 2019. Over the years, we’ve observed an abundance of wildlife species
returning to reclaimed lands including coyote, black bear, gray wolf, Canada lynx, moose, fisher, mink,
muskrat, white-tailed and mule deer, red fox, snowshoe hare, red squirrel, American marten, weasel,
beaver and elk. Monitoring continues in order to understand population demographics and to ensure
our reclaimed land is progressing towards a productive and sustainable ecosystem.
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WILDLIFE CORRIDORS

SPECIES AT RISK

BEAVER CREEK WOOD BISON RANCH

We recognize the development and operations of a mine have a localized impact on wildlife habitat. 
Wildlife monitoring helps to identify those species that may be using an area and strategies are 
established to mitigate the impact wherever possible. For example, at our Mildred Lake Extension 
(MLX) project, we have committed to creating wildlife corridors on either side of the MacKay River. 
This includes a 100-metre-wide corridor starting from the top of the escarpment. No mining or any 
industrial activity will occur in this area. The only disturbances will be at a water outfall facility and 
a bridge across the MacKay River. Wildlife movement for moose and other large mammals was taken
 into consideration in bridge design and reviewed in consultation with the nearby Fort McKay First 
Nation.

Wildlife monitoring and research programs occur on both active and reclaimed sites, as well as in areas
surrounding our lease areas. Syncrude's leases are located outside of prescribed Boreal Caribou recovery
 zones and their presence has not been detected on our sites.  There are indications or observations of 
other species of concern, including wolverine, lynx, Canada warbler and the Canadian toad. 

To help mitigate impacts on species, regardless of status, we restrict clearing activities during key 
periods, such as calving or nesting. When possible, we will also relocate wildlife prior to clearing of large 
areas and will use fencing or deterrents, where appropriate, to reduce wildlife use along roads, pits or
industrial areas.

Wildlife monitoring on reclaimed lands has already recorded the return of some species of concern,
including the Canada lynx and fisher – 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 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) and Species at Risk Act (SARA). 

In 1993, in collaboration with the neighbouring Fort McKay First Nation, Syncrude introduced wood 
bison to a reclaimed area to assess the capability of the landscape to support large mammals. 
Today, the ranch numbers around 300 head and is co-managed with the First Nation. The herd is 
prized for its genetic purity, winning several prizes at livestock exhibitions and fetching a premium 
at livestock sales. It has also contributed to a genetic preservation project led by scientists from the
University of Calgary, the University of Saskatchewan, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, Parks 
Canada, the Government of the Northwest Territories and the Calgary Zoo.

The bison graze on three reclaimed areas within our operation. Two are predominantly grassland, 
while the third incorporates more ecological characteristics – such as coniferous and deciduous trees, 
as well as shrubs and grasses – associated with the local boreal forest.
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Wood bison 
grazing on 
land reclaimed 
from mining 
operations.

Biodiversity / 5



Sustainability Fact Sheet

CLIMATE CHANGE

OUR PRODUCT IN A NORTH AMERICAN CONTEXT

Recognizing international efforts to balance increasing global energy needs with carbon 
accountability, Syncrude is implementing an ambitious corporate strategy to identify new 
ways to operate so we can support Canada in addressing the critical issue of climate 
change as well as to ensure the long-term sustainability of our business. 

Our operation is unique in the oil sands industry. Our light, sweet crude oil is an upgraded, high quality 
product which requires less processing by refineries to make the energy and products we use every day. 
While upgrading our oil relieves downstream environmental pressures, it results in more energy used in
our own operation which then contributes to carbon dioxide (CO ) emissions. According to a study by 2

research firm IHS Energy, on a well-to-wheels basis, a barrel of synthetic crude oil produced from mining 
operations such as Syncrude are about nine per cent more energy intensive than the average barrel
refined in the United States.



Oil sands crude 
has similar CO  2

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.

CLIMATE CHANGE STRATEGY

Sour strategy to reduce GHG emissions focuses on four main pillars – reliability improvements, energy 
management, technology development and offsets – with the goal to produce more barrels with less 
energy.

An executive-led steering committee is responsible for overseeing the climate change strategy and 
stewarding progress. A cross-functional technical team supports the execution of the strategy across 
the organization and engages operations personnel to identify, assess and implement opportunities. 
This engagement has so far resulted in a suite of projects that is driving operational efficiencies and 
could potentially reduce GHG emissions by a half million tonnes annually. Examples include a GHG 
performance tracker that facilitates discussions within each shift on how to drive carbon efficiency on 
a daily basis, enhancements to our recycled water system, and capturing natural gas liquids from our 
fuel gas stream.



Note: Syncrude is a large producer of electricity and is a net exporter to the Alberta grid. Emissions from electrical power 
generation are included in the Syncrude total and are part of the intensity calculated on a per-barrel produced basis.
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GHG MANAGEMENT AND ENERGY EFFICIENCY PERFORMANCE

In 2019, greenhouse gas emissions were 12.2 million tonnes, or 0.113 tonnes CO -equivalent per barrel, 2

and we used 8.17 GJ of energy per cubic metre of product. Both emissions and energy use intensity 
improved from previous years due to reliable plant operations and performance. 

As one of the most thermally integrated industrial facilities in Canada, Syncrude has extensive processes 
built into the operation to maximize energy efficiency. For example, depending on production rates, the 
upgrader can produce up to 75 per cent of the total energy needed to produce heat at both our Aurora 
and Mildred Lake sites. This includes heat required for bitumen extraction processes and even for some 
of our buildings. Once all these efficiencies are used, we supplement with natural gas as needed. An 
imbalance between extraction and upgrading processes leads to higher energy use and emissions, as 
was the case in 2019 due to operational impacts related to the Government of Alberta's curtailment 
program. Excess produced energy that cannot be used at a given time is exported to the Alberta 
electrical grid.  



ENGAGEMENT AND CONSULTATION

Syncrude participated in the Mining Association of Canada (MAC) Climate Change Task Force which led 
the development of MAC's Principles for Climate Change Policy Design, which supports establishing a 
broad-based carbon price that is applicable to all sectors of the economy. 

Syncrude also participates in the MAC Towards Sustainable Mining (TSM) program and supports its 
reports annually on our energy and GHG emissions management system. An external review occurs 
every three years. Our self-assessment of 2018 performance confirmed our management and reporting 
processes as being very strong with a rating of Level AAA. However, due to reliability issues related to 
a power outage and extended turnaround event, energy and GHG targets for 2018 were not met, 
resulting in a Level B rating for performance.

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH SOLUTIONS

Through Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA), we have collaborated on research to assess 
how water, energy and carbon are stored and travel within a reclaimed landscape as compared to 
natural undisturbed areas. This has included 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 and ensuring long-term resilience of constructed ecosystems. 

Other COSIA partners are investigating 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.

MEETING PROVINCIAL CARBON REGULATIONS

Syncrude has paid over $278 million in carbon levies since regulation was first introduced in Alberta
in 2007. Up to 2016, the Alberta Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER) was in place, which was 
then followed in 2018 by the Carbon Competitiveness Incentive Regulation (CCIR). In 2019, the newly-
elected provincial government announced CCIR would be replaced with the Technology Innovation and 
Emissions Reduction (TIER) program as of January 2020. This regulates large emitters that produce 
more than 100,000 tonnes of CO  to reduce their emissions intensity by 10 per cent compared to their 2

average emissions between 2016 and 2018. Facilities are permitted to either reduce their emissions or 
use credits from facilities that have met and exceeded their targets, use emission offsets, or pay into 
the TIER Fund which supports technological research and development to reduce emissions.

 
Alberta Carbon Payments 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Annual ($ million) 19.7 9.3 58.0 46.7 34.2 

Cumulative ($ million) 130.0 139.3 197.3 244.0 278.2 

Note: Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER) and Carbon  
Competitiveness Incentive Regulation (CCIR). 



Climate Change Performance Data 

Energy Use 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Total energy consumption1 (million GJ) 139.2 137.0 129.8 137.7 140.9 

Energy intensity (GJ per cubic metre produced) 9.22 9.14 8.15 9.23 8.17 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

GHGs2,3 (million tonnes) 11.47 11.02 11.34 11.77 12.11 

GHGs2 (tonnes CO2e per barrel produced) 0.13 0.11 0.12 0.13 0.11 

GHGs2 (tonnes CO2e per cubic metre produced) 0.79 0.71 0.78 0.80 0.71 

Alberta Carbon Payments4 ($ million) 19.7 9.3 58.0 46.7 34.2 

 

1 Total energy consumption includes natural gas, internally produced fuels, and purchased/sold energy such as electricity and diesel. It is not adjusted for inventory 
increases or decreases. 
2 Syncrude is a large producer of electricity and is a net exporter to the Alberta grid. Emissions from electrical power generation are included in the Syncrude total and 
are part of the intensity calculated on a per-barrel produced basis. 
3 Syncrude’s 2019 GHG emissions were externally verified by Stantec. 
4 Includes fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER) for 2015-17 and the Carbon Competitiveness 
Incentive Regulation (CCIR) for 2018-19. 



OUR PROGRESS 

We've reclaimed about 13 per cent of the land we've disturbed with plans to double that by the mid-2020s. 
We've reclaimed over 4,300 hectares of land to date and planted around 9.9 million trees and shrubs. An 
additional 1,100 hectares of land have been placed with soil and are ready for revegetation. 

A 2018 research study of ecosites on our reclaimed areas found the presence of 83 per cent of regional 
characteristic species. Of this, we have detected around 165 different boreal species in reclaimed uplands, 
including over 60 which have been identified by local Indigenous communities as possessing traditional value. 
On reclaimed wetlands, over 200 boreal wetland plant species have been recorded, including 17 species of 
moss and six species of liverworts.

In 2019, we reclaimed 342 hectares and planted a little under one million seedlings, six species of trees, 18 
species of shrubs and two herbaceous species. We plan to reclaim a further 220 hectares of land in 2020.
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LAND

Our long-term vision is to create a landscape that sustains a healthy diversity of 
plants and animals, and supports a range of land uses. We are committed towards 
ensuring the final reclaimed landscape has equivalent land capability, is integrated 
with the surrounding area, establishes boreal forest upland and lowland communities 
with characteristic biodiversity, yields water suitable for return to the natural 
environment, and is planned in direct consultation with local, directly affected 
communities. 
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OUR PROGRESS (Cont’d)
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EAST MINE RECLAMATION - CREATING A BOREAL FEN 

Reclamation of our former East Mine is ongoing. This area is approximately 1,150 hectares 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, to fill in the mined-out pit. Revegetation is expected to be
complete around 2025. 

This reclaimed area includes the 57-hectare Sandhill Fen research watershed. In the wetland, the surface 
water quality falls within the range assessed in natural marshes and other fens. Numerous natural 
wetland plants have established, and the forest surrounding the wetland has over 190 different plant 
species. The fen has also demonstrated the potential to accumulate carbon. These results indicate good 
progress toward achieving equivalent wetland function. 
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WEST MINE RECLAMATION - CREATING A LAKE 

Our former West Mine is under reclamation using end-pit lake technology, which places water on top of 
tailings to create an aquatic ecosystem. Research and monitoring is helping us to optimize and validate 
this technique, which is adapted from similar reclamation activities at mines around the world. Already, 
the water is home to a variety of aquatic life, including algae, insects and microscopic animals. 
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The Sandhill Fen
watershed is a 
restored area in our 
former East Mine
using reclaimed
tailings as the
landform substrate.

Research Scientist
Carla Wytrykush at
Syncrude’s end-pit

lake demonstration
project.



CREATING CULTURAL LANDSCAPES

We understand that local Indigenous communities expect reclaimed land to support traditional hunting, 
trapping and gathering for food, herbs and medicines. Towards this, consultation and engagement occurs 
through various activities. One example is the Reclamation Engagement Focus Group (REFG) through 
which local communities share traditional knowledge and on-the-ground input with Syncrude staff 
towards improving closure planning and reclamation outcomes.
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REVEGETATION PRACTICES

Our reforestation program helps to encourage a rapid return 
of plant biodiversity similar to conditions in the local region. 
The process starts by actively managing woody debris and 
soil placement to promote the creation of microsites and 
establishment of species from seed banks in the soil or 
through natural colonization. In fact, we have recorded the 
presence of over 300 characteristic species within seven 
years of an area being reclaimed.

We supplement natural processes through our own 
revegetation program, including direct seeding. Planting 
increases diversity and plays an important role at quickly 
stabilizing vegetation growth to allow the development of 
sustainable ecosystems. Currently, we plant eight species 
of trees and over 25 species of shrubs, forbs and grass. 
These plants are sourced locally and collected manually 
from seeds or cuttings. Seeds are extracted, sorted and 
then propagated at a number of nurseries across Alberta. 
The plants are then returned to us as seedlings.

We have recorded the 
presence of over 300
characteristic species
within seven years of 
an area being reclaimed. 

RESEARCH AND COLLABORATION

Syncrude invested $78.2 million on research and development efforts in 2019; of this, over half was 
directed to environmental projects such as mine closure. In this area, research is focused on achieving 
a self-sustaining final landscape that also meets regulatory requirements for fluid fine tailings 
management, land certification and water release. Employing a watershed scale approach, we monitor 
constructed landforms and assess long-term performance in the areas of water and energy balances 
(location, quantity, quality and movement of water in a landscape), mass balances (including inorganics, 
organics, ions, nutrients, metals) and biological responses. 

We also collaborate through Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA) and provide financial grants 
to Canadian and U.S. universities to assist us in advancing oil sands reclamation science. Among those 
are the NSERC (Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada)/Syncrude Industrial 
Research Chair in Mine Closure Geochemistry at the University of Saskatchewan and the NSERC/Syncrude 
Industrial Research Chair in Hydrogeological Characterization of Oil Sands Mine Closure Landforms at the 
University of Saskatchewan.



STEWARDING TO REGULATORY COMMITMENTS

Syncrude stewards to the expectations of 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. 

We also ensure end land use goals are consistent with objectives expressed in the Integrated Resource 
Plan (IRP) and LARP policy documents, specifically: areas of land capability considered suitable for 
commercial timber production; areas considered suitable for traditional land uses such as hunting, 
trapping, fishing and harvesting; and wildlife habitat within the range of natural variability in the region.
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Land Performance Data

Land Use 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Cleared1 (cumulative hectares) 3,528 3,190 2,847 2,464 2,164

Disturbed: land used for mine or plant purposes1

(cumulative hectares) 20,085 20,455 20,917 20,995 21,234

Total active footprint – mine and plant site 
footprint1 (cumulative hectares) 28,963 29,027 29,913 29,426 29,750

Soils placed – land available for revegetation 1

(cumulative hectares) 1,080 1,044 7302 975 1,018

Temporary reclamation 1 (cumulative hectares) 703 697 1,0642 1,109 1,109

Permanent land reclaimed1 (hectares per year) 54 126 215 160 342

Permanent land reclaimed1,3,4 (cumulative 
hectares) 3,568 3,642 3,843 3,993 4,330

Trees and shrubs planted (# per year) 272,300 408,300 402,500 404,900 995,600

Trees and shrubs planted (millions, cumulative) 7.7 8.1 8.5 8.9 9.9

1 For a full list of definitions regarding land use and reclamation in Alberta’s oil sands, visit www.osip.alberta.ca.
2 Reflects a land status change from soils placed to temporary reclamation.
3 Includes land certified by the Alberta Governmane.
4 Numbers reflect the addition of all newly reclaimed areas as well as any reclamation losses due to re-disturbance 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 theunderlying 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.
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TAILINGS

WHAT ARE TAILINGS?

Tailings ponds are an integral part of our water management system which help to reduce 
withdrawals from the Athabasca River. These facilities store the tailings from the bitumen 
extraction process. As the tailings settle, water is released and then recycled back into 
plant operations. Over 85 per cent of our water needs are met through these facilities. 

Tailings structures are highly engineered and managed for long-term integrity and safety. 
At the same time, significant resources and expertise are focused toward reducing the 
volume of tailings and treating them to be used in constructing our reclamation landscape. 
Based on our current suite of technologies, and in line with regulatory requirements, all 
Syncrude tailings areas will either have been reclaimed or will be undergoing reclamation 
within 10 years of the end of mining operations. No untreated fluid tailings will remain in 
our post-closure landscape.

Tailings is the material that remains after bitumen is extracted from the oil sand. It is a mixture of sand, 
silt, clay, water and residual hydrocarbon. Tailings are stored in in-pit or out-of-pit tailings placement areas. 
As it is deposited, the coarser components settle rapidly and are used in the construction of sand beaches 
or other landforms. The remaining components form fluid fine tailings (FFT). Currently, the surface area of 
our fluid tailings is approximately 51 square kilometres.

FFT material consolidates to 30 per cent solids by weight within a few years of deposition. However, further 
consolidation is slow. Therefore we use both mechanical and passive technologies to accelerate this 
process in order to obtain a soil substrate capable of supporting reclamation activities. In total, 15.9 million

3m  of fluid fine tailings (FFT) were removed from settling basins and processed in 2019.

Scientist Carla Wytrykush 
at Syncrude’s end-pit lake 
demonstration project, 
Base Mine Lake.
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SAFETY AND MONITORING

Syncrude's tailings facilities are built according to strict government regulations and are monitored 
for structural integrity and seepage. The Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) further oversees the safety 
of our tailings ponds under the ,  Water Act Water (Ministerial) Regulation - Part 6 Dam and Canal Safety
and , and performs annual inspections and audits. We are also Alberta Dam and Canal Safety Directive
guided by the  and Lower Athabasca Region Tailings Management Framework (TMF) Directive 085: 
Fluid Tailings Management for Oil Sands Mining Projects which require operators like Syncrude to 
progressively treat and reclaim tailings.

As required under the Alberta Dam & Canal Safety Directive, the AER conducts a Leading Practices
Assessment every three years to assess our tailings management system. For the 2019 review, 
Syncrude achieved a rating of “Excellent”.

A network of 277 groundwater monitoring wells are located across our operation, of which 219 monitor 
for tailings seepage. A series of interceptor ditches and sumps ensure any seepage or run-off water 
from rain or snow falling on the pond embankments is collected and pumped back into the pond. 
Monitoring results are reported to the AER annually, as required by our operating approval.

Responsible management of our tailings facilities is also a key component of the Mining Association of 
Canada (MAC)  initiative. As a member, Syncrude follows industry Towards Sustainable Mining (TSM)
best practices in tailings dam safety and operation. Internal assessments are required annually, with 
an independent, external verification every three years. An external verification for the 2016 reporting 
year confirmed Syncrude to have a well-developed tailings management system, with comprehensive 
monitoring and external technical review practices. (The verification for the 2019 reporting year was 
scheduled for early 2020 but, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, has been rescheduled for early 2021.)

REDUCING AND RECLAIMING TAILINGS

To reclaim tailings, we've invested over $3 billion over the last decade in three main technologies: 
centrifuged tails, composite tailings (CT) and end-pit lakes. These technologies are incorporated into 
our tailings management plans for Mildred Lake and Aurora North. We have consistently met our 
regulatory commitments and continue to work with Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance, industry 
partners, academia and the scientific community to develop further solutions. 

Tailings is a mixture of sand, 
silt, clay, water and residual 
hydrocarbon.
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COMPOSITE TAILINGS

Composite Tailings (CT) technology combines FFT with gypsum and sand. Upon deposit in mined-out 
areas, the tailings release water and quickly settle. The area is then capped with sand and soil, enabling 
the development of landscapes that support forests and wetlands. CT is being used at both the Mildred 

3Lake and Aurora North sites. In 2019, 11.2 million m  of FFT was processed using this process.

At Mildred Lake, CT placement is being used to reclaim our former East Mine. We expect sand placement 
to be complete in 2021 and the area fully reclaimed by the mid-2020s. The 57-hectare Sandhill Fen 
wetland research watershed was constructed at the northwest end of this area. More information on 
reclamation of this former mine can be found in the Land fact sheet.

CENTRIFUGING

Centrifuge technology combines fluid fine tailings (FFT) with gypsum and flocculent, acting as process 
aids, in vessels (centrifuges) to separate out the water from the FFT. The released water is recycled 
into plant operations and the dewatered clay material is used in reclamation and landform construction. 
In our initial placement activities, where material was deposited in thin layers, the clay product was 
dense and strong enough after about one year, following a freeze-thaw cycle, and is now undergoing 
reclamation. Placement of centrifuge cake currently occurs in a former mined out area, or in-pit deep 
deposit at our Mildred Lake site. There are currently 18 centrifuges – each nine metres long and two 

3metres high – in operation. In 2019, 4.7 million m  of FFT was treated using this technology. Monitoring 
and evaluation of deposit performance continues.

The Sandhill Fen 
wetland was 
constructed 
using Composite
Tailings.
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TAILINGS TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT

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

END-PIT LAKES

End-pit lakes are a common and successful closure practice in the global mining industry. At Syncrude, 
one example involves adding a layer of water over FFT to physically isolate the tailings and create a lake. 
Syncrude has invested over 40 years of research to study this technology, with the industry's first 
commercial-scale end-pit lake demonstration now underway in our former West Mine. 

Focus areas for research and monitoring include water quality, impacts of the underlying FFT layer, 
consolidation of the tailings, development of the shoreline, and the establishment of plants and insects. 
A number of universities have assisted in the research, including the University of Toronto, McMaster 
University, University of Alberta, University of Calgary, University of British Columbia and the University 
of Saskatchewan. 

An adaptive management approach is being used to actively steward the lake towards achieving our 
closure objectives. To date, monitoring and research indicates that the fines are physically isolated 
beneath the water cap, and the water quality is improving. FFT consolidation is progressing as expected, 
with approximately 1 metre of settlement per year since 2013 and a water cap of up to 12 metres deep. 
In addition, there is oxygen in the water, water quality is improving, and naphthenic acids have declined in 
concentration. A variety of biological communities are also developing, including algae, aquatic plants, 
zooplankton and macroinvertebrates. Skimming, dredging and shoreline cleaning are underway to address 
the presence of residual bitumen. In addition, waterfowl deterrents continue to be in place throughout this 
demonstration period.

To date, monitoring
and research
indicates that the 
fines are physically 
isolated beneath
the water cap, and 
the water quality 
is improving.
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ACCELERATED DEWATERING

Accelerated dewatering is based on methods successfully used in the Florida phosphate industry 
where it is known as rim ditching. This technology mixes FFT with an organic flocculent, which is then 
placed in deep deposits. 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 of this technology showed a reduction in FFT volume by 50 per cent in three to five years. 
Further research and field tests significantly improved the process, resulting in increased initial water 
release, higher initial solids content of the treated FFT, lower solids content in the released water, and 
more ultra-fines sequestered in the deposit. Monitoring is ongoing to provide a more complete picture 
of the deposit performance over time. 

We anticipate that accelerated dewatering could be an energy- and cost-efficient addition to our tailings 
reclamation activities. 

OVERBURDEN MIXING

TAILINGS CO-DEPOSITION

This method, studied since the late 1980s, mixes FFT with overburden (from mining operations) to
create a fully functional surface that can be walked or driven upon, and used for terrestrial reclamation. 
A small-scale demonstration pilot plant operated in 2014 and 2015, with a field prototype in operation 
in 2018. Results are promising and we are evaluating opportunities for a commercial demonstration.

Tailings co-deposition places two or more tailings products in a mined-out pit with limited to no 
intentional mixing. We have performed laboratory scale tests to study several different combinations 
and, based on the positive results so far, we are evaluating opportunities to implement co-deposition 
at a larger scale. With continued demonstrated success, the technology could add an alternative fluid 
tailings treatment technology that may accelerate reclamation and closure activities.

As it consolidates, FFT releases water at a very slow rate due to the strong affinity between clay 
surfaces and water. Lab-scale demonstrations in our research centre however have successfully 
enlarged the size of the clay particles and treated them so they repel – instead of attract – water. 
This could potentially provide an additional tailings treatment process. A field trial is underway.

FFT CLAY TREATMENT
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TAILINGS TREATMENT PROCESS AID

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH EFFORTS

Gypsum is currently used as a treatment aid to accelerate FFT consolidation and dewatering in CT 
and centrifuge tailings operations. Research however has demonstrated the potential to replace 
gypsum with a waste byproduct from a process in our upgrader which uses lime and calcium oxide to 
help capture sulphur dioxide gas and minimize air emissions. This solid byproduct, containing calcium 
sulphite and residual lime, has so far proven to be an effective tailings treatment aid which could help 
to improve our reclamation outcomes. Planning for further field studies are underway. 

We operate one of the largest private sector research facilities in Western Canada and participate in 
Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA). COSIA coordinates collaborative industry research and 
knowledge exchange among its members. Research work includes literature reviews, laboratory 
projects, pilot trials and large, field scale demonstration and commercialization programs.

Tailings Management Performance Data

Mildred Lake 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Fluid Tailings volumes1 (million m3) 476.3 501.2 502.1 514.6 525.5

Centrifuge Cake volume2 (million m3) 3.5 5.3 6.7 6.4 3.8

CT Beach deposit3 (million m3) 11.0 1.1 2.36 2.11 1.2

Aurora North 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Fluid Tailings volumes (million m3) 127.9 131.2 136.8 133.3 137.0

CT Beach deposit2 (million m3) 21.7 25.1 5.1 5.9 16.7

1 Treated and untreated volumes as measured (mid-year). 
2 Volume of reclaimable treated fluid fine tailings (cake) material produced from centrifuge process, calculated using a combination of 

instrumentation and sampling data.
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2019 Sustainability Fact Sheet

WATER

OUR WATER SOURCES

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 release water stored on our site safely back to the environment.

The majority of our operation relies on recycled water sourced from our tailings ponds. Of the total water 
used in 2019, 87 per cent was recycled from these facilities.

Our main source of fresh water is the Athabasca River, which provided approximately 13 per cent of our 
water needs in 2019. This water is used to cool upgrading processes, generate steam, and for potable 

3consumption. Our water license permit allows withdrawal of 61.7 million m  of fresh water from the river 
annually. In over 40 years of production, we have always operated well within our license and will limit 
withdrawals during low flow periods. In 2019, we used about 0.19 per cent of the river's total annual 
average flow, which is equivalent to about 17 hours for the year. 

of the river’s total annual average flow 
was used for production0.19%
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3In 2019, we withdrew 40.1 million m  from the Athabasca River for production operations and potable 
water. 

3For non-production purposes, an additional 6.3 million m  of fresh water was diverted from Beaver Creek 
Reservoir for the Base Mine Lake tailings reclamation demonstration project. To offset this diversion, we 
fund 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 is 
collected and routed into our closed circuit recycle water system. In 2019, this included a Mildred Lake 

3site fence line diversion of an estimated 14 million m  in precipitation (snowmelt, rainfall) and 0.1 million
3 3m  in surface water. Fence line diversion at our Aurora North site was an estimated 2.3 million m  in 

3 3precipitation, 2.9 million m  in surficial water and 3.2 million m  in basal groundwater. 

Over the last few years, extensive efforts have been undertaken to return natural surface water and 
3basal groundwater from our leases to the watershed.  In 2019, 5.3 million m  of water was returned to 

the environment upon meeting provincially-regulated water quality parameters.

OUR PROGRESS

TOWARD IMPROVED WATER EFFICIENCY

In 2019, water use was 2.33 barrels per barrel of production. Toward our effort to continuously improve 
our water efficiency, we have implemented a strategy under three specific goals:

       

Extensive analyses is underway throughout every aspect of our operation to identify specific projects 
that can improve our efficiency and use of this valuable natural resource. 

       Reduce – optimize raw water use and reduce external environmental inputs

       Reuse – more efficient reuse of our existing on-site water supply

       Release – remediate and treat process water for use in reclamation and eventual release to the 
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RESEARCH ON TREATMENT AND RELEASE

WATER RELEASE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

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 surface 
and aquifer water that has not been used in the bitumen production process. All releases are routinely 
tested to ensure compliance with government specified quality regulations.

We however recognize that storing process-affected water is not a sustainable 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 
goals, Syncrude collaborates through COSIA and with academic institutions to research and develop 
appropriate water treatment technologies. At our site, two large-scale projects are currently underway – 
the Base Mine Lake water-capped tailings technology demonstration (see our Tailings fact sheet) and 
the Water Release Demonstration project.

Syncrude's Research department has been successfully conducting research on 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 to remove contaminants in the water 
such as naphthenic acids. Field programs completed to date shows the treated water will support 
aquatic life and can be released in a manner to ensure protection of downstream uses. 

A large pilot-scale plant at the Mildred Lake Settling Basin is further assessing the technology, and will 
provide engineering design and operational information necessary for potential commercial-scale
implementation. With input from government, industry and Indigenous communities, a comprehensive
monitoring and testing plan has been developed to evaluate the water quality throughout the treatment 
process. Academic institutions are also being engaged to advance knowledge and ensure results are 
transparent and publicly available in peer-reviewed scientific literature. 

In addition, both the federal and provincial governments have started the process to ensure a regulatory 
framework is in place to enable the safe release of treated oil sands mine water. Releases will be 
managed consistent with those approved from other industries in Alberta and Canada.
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REGIONAL WATER MONITORING

Syncrude funds regional monitoring which is managed at arm's length by federal and provincial 
agencies through the Oil Sands Monitoring Program under the Environmental Monitoring and 
Science Division within Alberta Environment and Parks. Areas of oversight include water, biodiversity 
and ecosystem health. An Indigenous Knowledge Advisory Panel also provides advice on monitoring 
activities. 

In addition, Syncrude participates in and is compliant with the Surface Water Quantity Management 
Framework under the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan. This framework sets out weekly management 
triggers to limit oil sands water withdrawals during low flow periods. From this, Syncrude then works 
with other oil sands operators to establish and agree upon withdrawal allocations.

Water Use Performance Data 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Fresh water withdrawal 1 (million m3) 37.6 34.9 36.4 37.6 40.1

Fresh water use intensity (barrel water per barrel crude oil 
produced) 2.57 2.19 2.50 2.56 2.33

Fresh water use intensity (barrel water per barrel bitumen 
produced) 2.17 1.89 2.10 2.18 1.98

Process water recycled (million m3) 236 241 239 252 274

Process water recycled (% total water used) 86 87 87 87 87

Water returned (million m3)2 8.1 4.8 4.1 4.8 5.5

1 Athabasca River water diversion for direct operations use only. In 2019, under regulatory approval, an additional 6.3 Mm3 of fresh water was 
diverted from Beaver Creek Reservoir for the Base Mine Lake tailings reclamation demonstration project.

2 Water is returned to the Athabasca River and includes surface water and groundwater from dewatering activities as well as treated sanitary.
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2019 Sustainability Fact Sheet

HEALTH AND SAFETY

OUR PERFORMANCE 

Our goals are to achieve a workplace where “Nobody Gets Hurt” and “Everyone Stays 
Healthy.” Syncrude's Operations Integrity Management System (OIMS) engages everyone 
in the awareness, understanding and adoption of safety rules, procedures and standards, 
and enables us to identify and remove workplace hazards and risks that could cause 
injuries. A network of safety committees, representing each area of the company, works 
to identify, discuss and resolve safety and health related issues. These committees share 
information and safety learnings with business teams across the organization.

Syncrude achieved a major employee and contractor safety milestone in 2019 with a best-ever combined 
Total Recordable Injury Rate (TRIR) of 0.44. We also improved our Lost-Time Injury Rate (LTIR) over the 
previous three years with a combined 0.05.

Substantial progress was also made last year toward greater reliability and safety throughout the 
operation. Specific achievements included the implementation of Operational Discipline principles and 
accelerated development of our front and second line leadership through a field level coaching program. 
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Our operation is large with many moving parts, both literally and figuratively. One of the ways we're guided 
through our diverse complexities is with our Operational Discipline (OD) principles. These are key principles 
that help us approach our jobs in a safe and thoughtful manner, and ensure we are doing the right thing, 
the right way, every time. They include:

•      seek knowledge and understanding
•      adhere to procedures 
•      use questioning to surface problems 
•      expect accountability 
•      collaborate 

A THOUGHTFUL WAY TO WORK
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Syncrude achieved a 
major employee and 
contractor safety 
milestone in 2019 with 
a best-ever combined 
Total Recordable Injury 
Rate (TRIR) of 0.44.

Our goals are to achieve a 
workplace where “Nobody
Gets Hurt” and “Everyone
Stays Healthy”.



HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITTEES

Our Joint Work Site Health and Safety Committee (JHSC) brings together employees and managers from 
across the operation to identify and solve worksite issues and promote general health and safety 
awareness. The committee includes two front line workers and one management representative from 
each of our major operations and support areas. Employee representatives are randomly selected based 
on nominations by their peers and colleagues. The JHSC is co-chaired by one employee and one 
management representative, who are chosen by committee members. 

EVALUATING OUR EFFECTIVENESS

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

For example, 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.

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. 
The COR is valid for a three-year period, with maintenance audits required for the years in between. 
Syncrude maintained its COR after an independent audit in 2018.

Syncrude also participates in the Partners in Injury Reduction (PIR) program which encourages injury 
prevention and effective health, safety and 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. 

As a member of the Mining Association of Canada (MAC), Syncrude participates in the Towards 
Sustainable Mining (TSM) program and reports annually on our safety and health management system. 
An independent external review occurs every three years. Our internal verification for 2018 assessed 
Syncrude at Level AAA across all indicators encompassing policy, implementation, training, reporting 
and performance. The review also assessed Syncrude as meeting all requirements under the TSM crisis 
management and communications planning system protocol.

SHARING KNOWLEDGE AND RECOGNIZING EXCELLENCE

Each year, Syncrude hosts the Loss Prevention Leadership Symposium for our leaders and 
representatives of contractor companies. The symposium works to provide understanding of what 
pace-setting organizations do to achieve outstanding safety performance, share learnings and renew 
commitments to a loss-free workplace. As part of the symposium, Syncrude awards suppliers and 
internal departments for outstanding safety performance and demonstrated leadership. 
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SHARING KNOWLEDGE AND RECOGNIZING EXCELLENCE (Cont’d)

The Loss Prevention Contractor Awards of Excellence for 2018 were presented to:

•      RAC Group Inc.
       Most Improved Small Company (50,000 – 200,000 exposure hours)
•      Diversified Transportation Ltd.
       Best Overall Small Company (50,000-200,000 exposure hours)
•      OA Heavy Metal Equipment & Rentals
       Most Improved Medium Company (200,000-400,000 exposure hours)
•      Primoris Willbros Canada
       Best Overall Medium Company (200,000-400,000 exposure hours) 
•      APTIM Services Canada Corp.
       Most Improved Large Company (More than 400,000 exposure hours) 
•      CBS Construction Ltd.
       Best Overall Large Company (More than 400,000 exposure hours)

The Loss Prevention Syncrude Awards of Excellence for 2018 were presented to:

•      Aurora Mining Dumps and Structures, for Most Improved Business Team. It implemented Leadership 
       tours and inline checks, and closed several Loss Prevention System (LPS) stewardship gaps. The 
       Team holds itself accountable and assesses major losses so plans can be implemented to stop them.
•      Technical Operations Support, for Best Overall Operations Department. The department makes it a 
       priority to spend time at the Production workface, including with contractors, and makes effective 
       use of the Loss Prevention System.
•      Human Resources, for Best Overall Corporate Department. The department is now four years injury 
       free thanks to a “one team” approach to achieving its goals for loss prevention and safety awareness.

Health and Safety / 4

REGIONAL SAFETY INITIATIVES

Energy Safety Canada is the one-stop shop for all oil sands 
and energy industry safety training. It was formed through 
the merger of two key industry safety organizations, 
Enform Canada and the Oil Sands Safety Association (OSSA) 
in 2017, helping to streamline workplace safety processes 
across the country. Visit the Energy Safety Canada website 
for more information.

Our Joint Work Site Health and Safety 
Committee (JHSC) brings together
employees and managers to identify
and solve worksite issues and promote
general health and safety awareness.
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Safety and Health Performance Data 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Employee lost-time incident rate1 0.02 0.09 0.04 0.12 0.02

Contractor lost-time incident rate1 0.03 0.08 0.08 0.04 0.07

Combined employee and contractor lost-time
Incident rate1 0.02 0.09 0.07 0.07 0.05

Employee lost-time injuries (#) 1 4 2 6 1

Contractor lost-time injuries (#) 2 5 7 4 6

Combined employee and contractor lost-time
Injuries (#)

3 9 9 10 7

Employee total recordable incident rate1 0.30 0.53 0.37 0.47 0.20

Contractor total recordable incident rate1 0.63 0.58 0.50 0.47 0.58

Combined employee and contractor total 
recordable incident rate1 0.49 0.56 0.45 0.47 0.44

Employee recordable injuries (#) 15 25 18 23 10

Contractor recordable injuries (#) 45 34 44 45 47

Combined employee and contractor recordable 
injuries (#)

60 59 62 68 57

Syncrude injury severity rate 0.60 4.49 4.02 6.60 2.30

Contractor injury severity rate 2.53 5.93 1.58 2.22 2.06

Syncrude and contractor injury severity rate 1.74 5.29 2.44 3.70 2.15

Injury-free performance – maximum hours 
between LTIs (million hours)

9.7 4.6 4.3 4.9 10.0

Employee fatalities (#) 0 0 0 0 0

Contractor fatalities (#) 0 0 0 0 0

EH&S professionals on staff (#) 119 113 107 101 90

Workforce represented in formal joint 
management-worker H&S committees (i.e. safe 
operating committees) (%)

100 100 100 100 100

Health and safety convictions (#) 0 0 0 0 0

On-site workforce3 (#) 11,518 10.337 12,929 13,676 12,371

Workforce hours4 (million) 24.3 21.2 27.3 28.9 26.1

1 Includes occupational illnesses.

2 Administration penalties totaling $400 were issued by the Carrier Services Section of Alberta Transportation after deficiencies were identified in   
a National Safety Code audit. These deficiencies have since been rectified.

3 Full-time equivalent.

4 Includes Syncrude and contractor workforce hours.
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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.



2019 Sustainability Fact Sheet

ECONOMIC VALUE

CONTRIBUTING TO THE LOCAL AND CANADIAN ECONOMIES 

Syncrude is committed to responsible development and management of the oil sands 
resource. Toward this, we aim to create sustained economic value for our local communities
of interest and all Canadians. This is achieved through an ongoing focus to improve safety, 
reliability and environmental performance, and to share the opportunities and benefits 
generated by our operations. Indeed, we recognize we are measured on not just the crude 
oil we produce, but how well we do it.

Syncrude contributed $6.2 billion to the Canadian economy in 2019 – over 40 per cent in the Wood Buffalo 
region – through the procurement of goods and services, payment of taxes and royalties, and salaries. Over 
the last five years, Syncrude has generated a total economic impact of approximately $26.9 billion.

At $3.4 billion, procurement comprised the largest portion of our expenditures. This included $602 million 
with Indigenous businesses – representing 18 per cent of our total annual spend and continuing the upward 
trend from previous years. In total, $1.4 billion was procured from local businesses and suppliers in the Wood 
Buffalo region, representing 48 per cent of our purchasing for the year. An additional $1.5 billion was 
procured from businesses elsewhere in Alberta and $352 million from the rest of Canada. Of our total annual 
procurement, 96 per cent was spent in Canada. 

Economic contributions also included net payroll costs of $986 million, municipal taxes of $90 million, payroll 
and corporate taxes of $416 million, and royalty payments of $956 million.
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RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

Syncrude ranks amongst the top spenders on research and development in Canada, investing $78.2 million 
in 2019. A ranking compiled by RE$EARCH Infosource lists Syncrude in the 17th spot overall, with R&D 
expenditures totaling $1.1 billion during the 2001-2015 period. Our company was one of two oil and gas 
companies to make the list. In addition, our employees are responsible for the creation of over 200 patents 
to date.

Syncrude environmental technologies related to tailings, water management and reclamation are published 
and shared openly through technical journals, conferences and collaborative industry groups such as 
Canada's Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA).

Syncrude also collaborates with universities, government agencies, industrial research networks and 
consortia, and private research organizations. In fact, between 2014 and 2018, we awarded 110 research 
grants to universities across the country. We are also a key stakeholder, directly and through COSIA, in a 
number of Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) Industrial Research 
Chairs at Canadian universities, including six at this time.  

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF
1PROCUREMENT SPEND

In 2019, we procured 
$1.4 billion in goods and 
services from local and 
Indigenous businesses,
representing 48 percent 
of our purchasing for 
the year.
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Economic Value Performance Data

Economic Value 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Operating costs1 ($ million) 4,368 4,081 4,671 5,183 4,951

Operating costs1 ($ per barrel production) 48.20 41.15 51.22 56.97 46.12

Capital expenditures2 ($ million) 600 294 245 196 279.9

SSP selling price ($CDN per barrel)3 61.27 57.03 67.55 70.69 74.3

Revenues3 ($ million) 5,553 5,657 6,161 6,433 7,972

Goods and services purchased ($ million) 3,284 2,735 3,288 3,662 3,472

Indigenous procurement ($ million) 199 174 342 518 602

Community Investment ($ million) 6.1 5.9 6.2 6.2 6.4

Research and development expenditures4 ($ million) 61.1 68.9 74.5 82.3 78.2

Royalties ($ million) 351 39 526 172 956

Government of Alberta carbon payments5 ($ million) 19.7 9.3 58.0 46.7 34.2

Payroll and corporate taxes ($ million) 388 396 395 435 416

Municipal taxes ($ million) 131 131 122 102 90

Purchased energy6 ($ million) 318 261 328 332 268

Employees (net) ($ million) 847 853 781 849 986

1 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, development expenses, start-up costs, research, and purchased energy. There is no 
generally accepted accounting definition as to what constitutes “Operating Costs.”

2 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.

3 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.

4 Research and development expenditures will differ from that reported under the Scientific Research and Experimental Development (SR&ED) Tax Incentive 
Program, as it includes costs ineligible under SR&ED (e.g. expenditures outside of Canada, some overhead, and costs associated with patenting).

5 Fund credit purchases paid to the Government of Alberta under the Specified Gas Emitters Regulation (SGER).
6 Includes expenditures related to the purchase of diesel, natural gas and electricity.

Note: These figures may differ from those reported by any of the Syncrude Joint Venture Participants due to differences in reporting conventions and 
Methodology.
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COMMUNITY RELATIONS

Syncrude aims to earn and maintain public confidence through effective engagement with 
stakeholders and communities of interest. We seek ideas, input and feedback on our plans 
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

Academia

Employees

Local First Nations

Governments - Local, Provincial and Federal

Industry Associations

M tis Localsé

Syncrude Project Joint Venture Participants

Suppliers and contractors

Wood Buffalo residents and other Albertans

We consider a range of interests and engage with diverse stakeholders
and communities of interest. These include, but are not limited to:
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GAUGING EFFECTIVENESS

OIL SANDS COMMUNITY ALLIANCE

OVER $6 MILLION IN COMMUNITY INVESTMENT

The effectiveness of our stakeholder relations is stewarded at the executive 
level and assessed through internal and external audits. In addition, we are 
informed by the Mining Association of Canada (MAC) Towards Sustainable 
Mining protocol for Indigenous and Community Relationships. 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.

As an active member in the Oil Sands Community Alliance (OSCA), Syncrude 
continues to support this industry-funded group in its work to manage the 
socio-economic impacts of oil sands development. OSCA focus areas include 
Indigenous Community Relations, Community Well-Being, Infrastructure and 
Workforce. Work is stewarded by a steering group, and by committees 
and task groups that focus on community well-being and Indigenousl 
community relations, as well as various infrastructure matters. Syncrude 
employees serve at each level.

Syncrude made community donations totaling $6.4 million in 2019. 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, Indigenous-related initiatives, healthcare, education,
sports and recreation, arts and culture, and safety, health & environment.

$6.4 Million
in donations to 
support enriching 
the  communities 
where we live 
and work.

5.8

5.9

6

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

) s n o i l l i m  $ (  g n i v i G  e t a r o p r o C

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

Corporate Donations
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Among the organizations which received funding  
from Syncrude in 2019:

RECOGNIZING EMPLOYEE VOLUNTEERS

Our Good Neighbours Program encourages employees and 
retirees to give and volunteer for the organizations that 
matter the most to them. Over $440,000 was donated to 
99 various registered non-profit or charitable organizations
and initiatives in 2019 alone, recognizing about 12,000 
volunteer hours.

Organizations are eligible to receive up to $750 once an 
employee or retiree volunteers a minimum of 40 hours 
within the calendar year. Employees who volunteer for local
sports or recreation teams may also apply to receive a 
busing grant of $2,500 to help offset the cost of travel 
outside of the community for tournaments or competitions.

Syncrude will also match contributions made to eligible 
educational institutions, to a maximum of $500 per 
calendar year per employee or retiree.

United Way of Fort McMurray and Wood Buffalo,

Edmonton and Calgary
Each year, employees volunteer to help collect donations during the 
Wood Buffalo Food Bank Drive.

programming)

Senior Human Resources Leader Jay Falcone
volulnteers in the community to help newcomers
understand their personal finances.

 $440,000

employee volunteer hours.

Alberta Conservation Association

Alberta Emerald Foundation

Compassion House Foundation

Hub Family Resource Centre

Northern Lights Regional Health Foundation

Safe Community Wood Buffalo

Skills Canada

Waypoints Emergency Shelter

Wood Buffalo Community Fund

Wood Buffalo Food Bank

Wood Buffalo Regional Library

YMCA Northern Alberta (daycare facilities/

Over

12,000

donated 

to recognize 
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OPERATIONS AND PERFORMANCE

Syncrude is one of the largest producers of crude oil from oil sands. Our oil production 
facility has the capacity to produce over 15% of Canada's total oil requirements.

To do this, we surface mine oil sand, extract the raw oil known as bitumen from the sand 
using water-based processes and upgrade that bitumen into a high quality, light sweet 
crude oil through fluid coking, hydroprocessing, hydrotreating and reblending.

Our final product, Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP), is sent by pipeline to Edmonton area 
refineries and to pipeline terminals which ship it to refineries in Canada and the United 
States. Once the product leaves our plant site, transportation and marketing become 
the responsibilities of our joint venture participants. Bitumen is not shipped from our 
operations.

Our operations are guided by a commitment to meet the expectations of Canadians for 
responsible development. Towards this, Syncrude invests significantly in innovation, 
making us one of the top spenders on research and development in the country.
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Operations Performance Metrics

Performance Data 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Operations:

SSP produced1 (million barrels) 90.6 99.2 91.2 91.0 107.3

SSP produced1 (million m3) 14.4 15.8 14.5 14.5 17.1

SSP produced1 (thousand barrels per day) 248 271 250 249 294

Bitumen produced (million barrels) 109.0 116.1 109.0 108.5 127.6

Bitumen produced (million m3) 17.3 18.5 17.3 17.3 20.3

Bitumen recovery (%) 90.5 90.8 91.2 91.4 92.7

Upgrading yield (%) 85.0 86.2 83.4 85.6 85.8

Significant Spills2 0 0 0 0 0

Environmental Compliance Incidents3 24 20 18 10 9

Environmental fines ($ million) 0 0 0 0 2.75

Environmental protection orders (#) 1 0 0 0 0

1 Production is Syncrude Sweet Premium (SSP) crude oil shipped.
2 Spills or leaks of hydrocarbons, chemicals, waste water and/or recycle water which were not fully captured nor directed into approved containment

or disposal. All releases regardless of volume are reported to the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP).
3 An Environmental Compliance incident is a failure, equipment bypass, or upset, that results in a numerical limit exceedance or operating without a

control device (or a malfunctioning control device) as identified in Syncrude’s AEPEA Operating Approval.
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CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Syncrude Canada Ltd. (“Syncrude” or the “Corporation”) is a private corporation incorporated 
under the Business Corporations Act of Alberta.

Syncrude's bylaws stipulate that shares of the Corporation will be held only by the 
shareholders of Syncrude (the “Shareholders”) in proportion to their percentage interest 
in the Syncrude Project, a joint venture, and that Syncrude may not carry on business or
activities other than as operator of the Syncrude Project on behalf of the Shareholders.

The Board of Directors of Syncrude (the “Board”) is elected by the Shareholders and is responsible for 
providing general oversight and direction to the Corporation. The 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: Health, Safety 
Environment & Corporate Sustainability Committee; Audit & Pension Committee; and Human Resources 
& Compensation Committee. The Committees are composed of members of the Board of Directors.
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The Board has delegated to the Health, Safety, Environment & Corporate Sustainability Committee 
certain responsibilities relating to oversight, guidance and direction in respect of Corporation's health, 
safety, environment, corporate sustainability and security policies, practices and compliance systems, 
including:

•     Reviewing and approving the Corporation's principal health, safety, environment, corporate 
      sustainability policies and security policies and programs and related management systems and 
      significant changes thereto; 

•     Recommending that the Board or the Corporation undertake a special review of health, safety, 
      environmental, corporate sustainability or security issues, programs or initiatives at any time the 
      Committee deems appropriate;

•     Reviewing the Corporation's processes for the selection, preparation and disclosure of sustainability 
      performance data and information, and reviewing the Sustainability Report prior to public 
      dissemination;

•     Advising on the adoption of appropriate health, safety, environmental, corporate sustainability and 
     security targets and measures;

•     Ensuring alignment with the Audit & Pension Committee on the assessment and adequacy of controls 
      to manage risks in respect of health, safety, environment, corporate sustainability and security and 
      reviewing significant items from any audits and assessing the Corporation's response and 
      recommendations; and

•     Annually reviewing the Public Affairs, Research & Development and Regulatory Affairs plans to ensure 
      consistency with the Corporation's broader strategic objectives for health, safety, environment, 
      corporate sustainability and security.

HEALTH, SAFETY, ENVIRONMENT & CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY COMMITTEE
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AUDIT & PENSION COMMITTEE 

The Board has delegated to the Audit & Pension Committee certain responsibilities relating to 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, accounting 
      principles and practices and disclosure requirements and approving material changes thereto;

•     Reviewing the scope and adequacy of the Corporation's internal audit program and findings of 
      external and internal audits, including serious irregularities and general trends of concern;

    



AUDIT & PENSION COMMITTEE (Cont’d)
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•      Reviewing and endorsing for the Board's approval, all audit opinions and annual financial statements 
       of the Corporation and Retirement Plan and external auditor's fees;

•      Recommending to the Board the external auditor for the Corporation;

•      Reviewing and providing input on the Corporation's cyber-security program and receive reports on any 
      significant cyber-security incidents;

•      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 and the Corporation's Governance Policy and Funding Policy in  
      respect of the Plan and Fund in accordance with the Act; and

•      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 & 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 and non-seconded officers and executives; 

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

•     Approving changes in the plan design and compensation features of any benefit plan texts, including 
      the Retirement Plan, that require Board approval; 

•     Approving annual performance bonuses or short-term or long-term incentive awards for the
      Corporation's employees and non-seconded officers and executives in a manner consistent with the 
      approved plan texts for such bonuses and awards; 

•     Approving any post-retirement pension payment adjustments and adhoc increases, and to authorize 
      the Corporation, as sponsor of the Retirement Plan, to make such payments; and

•     Reviewing and approving changes to management structure and senior management succession 
      plans of the Corporation or providing guidance on significant issues regarding those matters.
    



MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

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

OPERATIONS & STRATEGIC SUBCOMMITTEE

The Management Committee is the governing body of the Syncrude Project.  Each joint interest owner in 
the Syncrude Project (each, a “Participant”) appoints a primary and alternate representative to the 
Management Committee, which meets regularly.  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 of the Syncrude Project.  The Management Committee's 
mandate includes reviewing and approving 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 financial and operational performance of the Syncrude Project.  The current Chair of the 
Management Committee is Melanie Weber, Vice President, Regional Integration & Development, at 
Suncor Energy Inc.
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CORPORATE INFORMATION

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

1 Member of Human Resources & Compensation Committee
2 Member of Health, Safety, Environment & Corporate Sustainability Committee
3 Member of Audit & Pension Committee

DIRECTOR COMPANY

Wayne Pon
Jamie Suddaby13

Simon Younger
Bruce Milner2

Jamie Long

Imperial Oil Resources Limited

Quin Wilson
Scott Chalker123

Jiejun Chen
CNOOC Oil Sands Canada

Weisong Xue
Guangiun Chen
Jiuhe Gong1

Yanxia Ding3

Derek Wong2

Sinopec Oil Sands Partnership

Mike MacSween
Cal Buchanan
Belinda Phillips2

Jeff Farnham3

Melanie Weber1

Suncor Energy Inc. (Held as 36.74% Canadian Oil 
Sands Partnership #1 and 22% Suncor Energy 

Ventures Partnership, both wholly owned affiliates of 
Suncor Energy Inc.)

COMMITTEE MEMBERS COMPANY

Wayne Pon
Jamie Suddab (Alternate)

Imperial Oil Resources Limited

Scott Chalker
Jennifer Roeske (Alternate)

CNOOC Oil Sands Canada

Jiuhe Gong
Derek Wong (Alternate) 

Sinopec Oil Sands Partnership

Melanie Weber
Belinda Phillips (Alternate)

Suncor Energy Inc.
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OFFICERS OF SYNCRUDE CANADA LTD.

Mike MacSween
Chair of the Board

Doreen Cole
Managing Director

Steve Yatauro
Senior Vice President, Production

Doug Simms
Vice President, Business Services

Curtis Serra
General Counsel and Corporate Secretary

External Auditors

KPMG LLP
205-5th Avenue SW, Suite 3100
Calgary, AB   T2P 4B9


