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develo pment (09/17/2009)

Eryn Gable, special to E&E

An international coalition of environmental groups this week escalated a campaign to oppose Canada's tar sands, arguing that
the "dirty oil" that comes from the tar sands could derail the Obama administration's efforts to increase renewable energy
production.

The protests coincided with Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper's visit to the White House yesterday. Harper and President
Obama discussed energy issues, reiterated the urgency of taking aggressive action to combat climate change and reaffirmed
their commitment to a "comprehensive and effective" international agreement that puts the world on a path toward clean energy.

But many environmental groups contend that United States' reliance on Alberta's tar sands runs contrary to the administration's
goal of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and Canada has failed to take a leadership role internationally on climate and
energy policy because of its economic dependence on the tar sands. Harper advocates expansion of the Alberta oil sands and
has sought to ensure allowances for oil sands crude development and consumption in any new climate regulation in the United
States or Canada.

"It's important that Prime Minister Harper is aware and that the president is aware that tar sands oil is not something that fits with
a clean energy agenda," said Susan Casey-Lefkowitz of the Natural Resources Defense Council, one of the groups participating
in the campaign.

Environmentalists are targeting Alberta's oil sands because they
are the United States' No. 1 source of foreign oil. The groups
say that the U.S. reliance has taken a heavy toll on the
environment given that oil sands projects are the fastest-
growing source of greenhouse gas pollution in Canada,
producing between three to five times the pollution of
conventional oil production.

Besides the concerns about emissions, environmentalists also
warn that tar sands development in Alberta is creating an
environmental catastrophe, with toxic tailings ponds so large
they can be seen from space. In addition, the practice involves
stripping huge swaths forests and peat lands. Tar sands oil also
contains 11 times more sulfur and nickel, six times more
nitrogen and five times more lead than conventional oil.

As part of their campaign, activists this week unveiled a 70-foot
banner above Niagara Falls and blockaded a giant dump truck
and shovel at Shell's Albian Sands mine in northern Alberta.

Other campaign activities have included the launch of a new Web site about tar sands development, an international online
advertising campaign and a street demonstration outside the White House during the two leaders' meeting.

Gillian McEachern of ForestEthics noted that about 99 percent of tar sands oil exports go to the United States, which gives the
United States a lot of influence over what happens with regard to the development. The question, she said, is, "Will the U.S.
want to see an expansion of the network of pipelines that deliver tar sands to the United States or will there be a shifting to clean
energy sources?"

Enviros challenge Alberta Clipper pipeline

In addition to the campaign, environmental groups are trying to thwart the network of thousands of miles of pipeline that have
been proposed to support this oil sands development. The pipelines would thread through almost every U.S. state and cost an
estimated $15 billion.
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The Keystone pipeline is 2,148 miles long and
designed to carry 435,000 barrels per day of tar sands
to U.S. refineries, but it could be expanded to carry as
much as 590,000 barrels per day. Courtesy of FWS.

"Building this massive pipeline infrastructure locks us into a high-carbon energy future, which is the exact opposite of President
Obama's clean energy agenda," said Pat Gallagher, director of the Sierra Club's environmental law program. "It also destroys
vast areas of boreal forest that provide habitat for migratory birds and impinges on the human rights of indigenous peoples in
Canada."

American Indian and environmental groups filed a lawsuit in federal court earlier this month challenging the State Department's
Aug. 20 approval of Enbridge Energy's Alberta Clipper pipeline, which would permit 450,000 barrels of tar sands oil to be
pumped daily from northern Alberta to Superior, Wis., for refining.

The Indigenous Environmental Network, Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy, National Wildlife Federation and Sierra
Club -- represented by Earthjustice -- filed the suit  in the U.S. District Court for Northern California.

The groups want the State Department to cease all permitting activity on the pipeline until an international climate treaty is
negotiated. Additionally, the groups argue that the State Department's environmental review skirted some tough environmental
issues surrounding the pipeline, including a related diluent pipeline and the downstream impacts of processing the crude oil at
U.S. refineries.

Marty Cobenais of the Indigenous Environmental Network also noted that the State Department should have waited to issue the
permit until other permits, including one pending from the Bureau of Indian Affairs, had been decided upon. By issuing the
permit, the State Department is "basically telling federal employees, 'This is going through,'" he said.

The Alberta Clipper pipeline would cross the border in Neche, N.D., and run for 384 miles through the Chippewa National Forest
and the Leech Lake tribal lands in Minnesota before terminating in Superior. The lawsuit contends that construction would affect
more than 200 water bodies and destroy more than 1,200 acres of upland forested lands, more than 650 acres of open lands,
and more than 1,300 acres of wetlands.

Enviros target other pipelines

There are currently two other major tar sands pipeline projects in varying stages of approval or development known as the
Keystone and Keystone XL pipelines.

A joint venture of TransCanada and ConocoPhillips, the Keystone pipeline is a
2,148-mile pipeline running from Hardisty, Alberta, through the Dakotas,
Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri and Illinois, with a spur into Oklahoma. The
pipeline is designed to carry 435,000 barrels per day of tar sands to U.S.
refineries but could be expanded to carry as much as 590,000 barrels per day.

The State and Transportation departments have issued permits allowing the
pipeline to cross the U.S. border and for its construction in the United States,
but those permits have been challenged by environmental groups and tribes.

NRDC and Plains Justice, representing Dakota Resource Council and Dakota
Rural Action, have filed a lawsuit challenging the environmental impact
statement that underlies the pipeline's State Department permit. Additionally,
several tribes filed suit in federal court in South Dakota in November 2008,
challenging the permit on grounds that it violated statutes governing native
cultural and historic resources.

NRDC and the Sierra Club have also protested the Transportation Department's
permitting of the project, saying in part that the agency did not conduct a proper
environmental review.

The Keystone XL pipeline, also known as the Keystone Gulf Coast Expansion
Project, involves the construction of a 1,980-mile pipeline that would begin at
Hardisty, Alberta, and extend southeast through Saskatchewan, Montana,
South Dakota and Nebraska. It would incorporate a portion of the Keystone
Pipeline and deliver tar sands crude to existing terminals in Nederland, Texas,
to serve the Port Arthur, Texas, oil market, with a 50-mile spur supplying the oil
market in Houston.

TransCanada is seeking a permit from the State Department for the pipeline's border crossing, and the permit is now undergoing
a "scoping" process pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act. The company is also seeking a "special permit" from
DOT to operate the pipeline at higher pressures than allowed by current pipeline safety regulations.

The Sierra Club and Plains Justice filed written objections to the waiver of pipeline standards, as did the Western Organization
of Resource Councils. A broad coalition of groups also submitted letters to DOT protesting the lack of environmental review for
the "special permit" and pipeline management and emergency response plans needed for the project.
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The Keystone XL pipeline has also faced criticism from some local landowners who are concerned about liability issues
associated with having the pipeline run through their property. Landowner groups have formed in Montana and South Dakota
recently in the hopes that they can develop an agreement that addresses common concerns associated with the pipeline.

Tom Rudolph, a wheat farmer who owns 5,440 acres of land that would be crossed by 1.85 miles of the pipeline, said the
landowners are particularly concerned that they would be liable for any accidents where the landowner is to blame. With an
estimated $2.6 million worth of oil running through the pipeline every hour, even being liable for a small spill could be disastrous
for the landowners, he said.

"That could put any one of us out of business," Rudolph said.

Gable is an independent energy and environmental writer in Woodland Park, Colo.
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