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it’s time to Play ball against U.s. Funders of anti-oil activists  •  News

Visiting Calgary, as I did last month, one is impressed. 
Even after a long winter, Calgary exudes that unde-
featable attitude for which Alberta became so admired 

during the 2013 fl oods.
Calgary’s prosperity is easy to see. There’s The Bow tower 

and the $1.3-billion South Calgary Hospital Centre, not to 
mention the $2-billion airport expansion that’s on the way.

Much of Calgary’s economic prosperity comes from Alber-
ta’s extraordinary natural and human potential, the oilsands 
and the people who develop them. To fully realize this poten-
tial, major infrastructure projects are required: pipelines and 
ports that can bring Alberta energy to global markets.

Having researched the funding of environmental activism 
for more than a decade, I worry that Alberta’s potential is 
in jeopardy because of the Tar Sands Campaign, a sophis-
ticated, well-funded initiative that is landlocking Alberta 
energy within North America. Whether it was the original 
intention or not, the Tar Sands Campaign continues the U.S. 
monopoly on Alberta oil, keeping Canada over a barrel.

As Albertans know, this is no small matter. CIBC estimates 
that in 2012, $25 billion in oil revenue was lost because 
Alberta oil was sold into the U.S. below market value. The 
Canadian Energy Research Institute estimates that if Alberta 

oil is landlocked within North 
America, Canada stands to 
lose $1.3 trillion of gross 
domestic product and $276 
billion in taxes by 2035.

Raising the negatives, rais-
ing costs, slowing down or 
stopping infrastructure and 
enrolling key decision-makers is what the Tar Sands Cam-
paign is about, according to a campaign strategy paper. 
Generating media coverage, a steady drumbeat of news is 
central to this campaign. “We need to be able to buy media 
to amplify embarrassing or disturbing facts about the tar 
sands,” the strategy says.

During the fi rst fi ve years of the Tar Sands Campaign, the 
focus was on the Enbridge Northern Gateway project and 
the Keystone XL pipeline. But that has changed.

The same groups that stalled Keystone XL are now setting 
their sights on the Energy East pipeline, Line 9, the Line 3 
rebuild, the Alberta Clipper (Line 67), Flanagan South and the 
Seaway pipelines. Equiterre, Environmental Defence, New Ven-
ture and other environmental and First Nations groups have 
been funded specifi cally to campaign against these pipelines.

Over the past fi ve years, I have reviewed more than 
100,000 pages of U.S. tax returns in order to follow 
the money trail on the campaign against Alberta oil. 
Most of my research is based on U.S. tax returns 
because the IRS requires greater disclosure than the 
Canada Revenue Agency.

From my research, it is evident that many of the 
individuals on the front line of the Tar Sands Cam-
paign are as Canadian as I am but the big funders 
aren’t. The Tar Sands Campaign is heavily funded by 
sources south of the border.

Since 2009, I’ve traced more than 200 grants from 
U.S. sources, totalling in excess of US$75 million for 
conservation initiatives and campaigns that explicitly 
aim to thwart fossil fuel development in Canada. In addi-
tion, I’ve traced more than $250 million for large-scale 
conservation initiatives (the Great Bear Rainforest Ini-
tiative, the Yellowstone to Yukon Initiative, the Sacred 
Headwaters Initiative and the Boreal Initiative) that aim 
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Significant momentum has been gained in East Village. 
Over the past seven years, Calgary Municipal Land 
Corporation has been working diligently on one of the 

most complex and significant projects that Calgary has seen. 
Established as a wholly-owned subsidiary of the City of 

Calgary, Calgary Municipal Land Corporation (CMLC) was 
originally tasked with breathing life into the Rivers District 
Community Revitalization Plan. The plan included East Village 
which is comprised of 49 acres of land and required substantial 
infrastructural improvements and development. 

Since its inception, CMLC has conducted rigorous research and 
developed a comprehensive and extensive plan for East Village, 
which is now rolling out and is on schedule. “East Village is possible 
due to a community revitalization levy (which creates a new tax 
base for the city) and will ultimately become a sought-after multi-
use community in the heart of the city,” explains Susan Veres, vice 
president, marketing and communications at CMLC.

The extraordinarily sophisticated plan includes strategic 
placement and integration of condominiums, a Hilton hotel, 
hybrid shopping experiences, restaurants, gathering spaces, 
the new Central Library and the National Music Centre. “This 
revitalization is extensive and continues to garner the attention 
of developers, businesses and other cities across the country. 
Thus far $325 million has been committed to infrastructure, 
including $70 million to the new Central Library, which has lead 
to $1.7 billion in third-party investment and there is more to 
come. The momentum is escalating and we are energized by 
the interest and progress overall,” says Veres. 

It is anticipated that even as the plan continues to roll out, 
that people will be drawn to the area as interest in construction, 
downtown living and urban exploration grows. Accessible year round 
and featuring ongoing events, festivals, activities and opportunities 

for experiences, East Village will become the pinnacle destination 
within a destination for Calgarians as well as visitors. 

“There will be significant projects coming out of the ground 
every two years, throughout this 20-year plan. East Village is 
for everyone and is going to be absolutely remarkable! It has 
exponential offerings and its personality and vitality are going 
to be contagious.”

Emerging in Front of Your Eyes.
Development in East Village is in full progress and this dynamic community 

promises to be spectacular in many ways. Come take a look. 

Calgary is strong. And so is East Village, the place where Calgary was founded 
and where the future of downtown living is being built today. 

Since 2006, Master Developer CMLC has led the transformation of East Village, and flood-proofing was 

an integral part of the master plan – in the past five years, we’ve raised the floodplain by up to four feet. 

That important investment paid off this summer: our two major residential projects sustained little or 

no damage, and construction continues. Our pride at the efforts of our neighbours and our community 

knows no bounds. Our commitment to delivering the master plan vision of the community is intact and 

our resolve is unwavering. We look forward to welcoming you to the newest, oldest, coolest, warmest 

neighbourhood in town.  

Relief. Recovery. Resolve.

INSPIRING COMMUNITIES TO BUILD, GROW AND BELIEVE.  

FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT CALGARYMLC.CA OR CALL 403.718.0300.

east village® is a trademark owned by Calgary Municipal Land Corporation.

Looking Ahead
• Mixed-Use Residential Developers

Embassy BOSA Inc. (Vancouver) to open mid-2015
FRAM+Slokker (Ontario) to open mid-2015

• Hilton Hotel – Widewaters Group (USA)  
•  Simmons Building – Phil & Sebastian, Sidewalk Citizen 

Bakery and Charcut to open in mid-2015 (around the 
same time the first residents move into East Village)

•  RiverWalk – Stage 2, Phase 1 - planning is underway
• St. Patrick’s Bridge to open fall 2014
• St. Patrick’s Island to open end of fall 2015
• Elbow River Traverse completion fall 2014
• Heritage Buildings

Simmons Building reopen 2015
Hillier Block complete
St. Louis Hotel ongoing
King Edward Hotel to open 2016 in conjunction with 
NMC opening

• Central Library to open 2018
• National Music Centre to open 2016

Visit www.calgarymlc.ca to view our 3D animation of 
East Village.

Tides has specifi cally funded groups to cultivate grassroots opposition and 

put a negative slant on public opinion about the oilsands. This is not exactly 

what a charitable foundation such as Tides is supposed to be doing.
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to put more than one third of Canada off-limits to the develop-
ment of oil and gas and other natural resources.

Leading the charge against the Keystone XL pipeline, and 
now Energy East, is Bill McKibben. His campaign, 350.org, 
has the look and feel of an amateur, grassroots operation, but 
in reality, it is a multimillion-dollar outfi t run by staff earn-
ing six-digit salaries. During 2011-12, the most recent year 
for which tax returns are publicly available, 350.org had a 
$2-million payroll, including $600,000 for consultants.

By my analysis, the main intermediary organizations 
involved in funding the Tar Sands Campaign are the Tides 
Foundation (“Tides”) and the New Venture Fund.

U.S. tax returns fi led by Tides show that since 2008 it has 
granted at least $25 million to 75 organizations that campaign 
against Alberta oil in the U.S., Canada and in Europe. In the 
U.S., these organizations have more than 2,000 employees, 
more than 20,000 volunteers and combined annual revenues 
of half a billion dollars. These numbers give an indication of 
the clout that the Tar Sands Campaign can draw on.

Where did Tides get the $25 million for its Tar Sands Cam-
paign? That’s not entirely clear. Tides has annual revenue of 
roughly $95 million from many sources. What we do know 
for sure is that since 2004, the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation paid Tides nearly $10 million for reducing fossil 
fuel development in Canada. Tides also received $8 million 
from the Sea Change Foundation, funded by James Simons, a 
hedge fund billionaire, and members of his family. At least $2 
million from Sea Change was “to promote awareness of and 
opposition to tar sands.”

Another big funder of Tides is Warren Buffett. Over the past 
decade, his foundation, “NoVo,” has granted $28 million to Tides, 
including $12 million for environment and indigenous leader-
ship. NoVo representatives do not say how Tides spent NoVo 
funds except that they are not used in the Tar Sands Campaign.

Whether it was planned or not, Warren Buffett’s rail busi-
ness, BNSF, may have benefi ted substantially from Tides’ 
anti-pipeline campaign since oil shipments by rail have sky-
rocketed because Keystone XL has been stalled.

Until the fall of 2013, little information was publicly avail-
able about the specifi c activities that the Tar Sands Campaign 
funds. That changed when more than 2,700 covering letters 
on payments made by Tides were found online. I came across 
these covering letters unexpectedly, using Google.

Among the 2,700 covering letters that I have seen, at 
least 70 appear to pertain to the Tar Sands Campaign. Made 
between June and October of 2013, these 70 payments total 
$3 million and were made to 40 organizations in Canada, the 
U.S. and Europe.

From the Great Bear Initiative, directed by Art Sterritt, and 
the First Nations at Fort Chipewyan to the groups pushing for 
the EU fuel quality in Europe, Tides funds every major orga-
nization that is campaigning against the Alberta oil industry. 
Tides also funds the beginning of a new campaign against in 
situ mining. Tides also funds ForestEthics to get Coke or Pepsi 
to refuse to buy Alberta oil.

The push to get the European Union to pass the Fuel Qual-
ity Directive, which would disadvantage Alberta oil in global 
markets, is also funded by Tides through at least six organiza-
tions on both sides of the Atlantic. For example, in September 
of 2013, Tides, based in San Francisco, paid a numbered 
company in Fort Chipewyan $55,000 “to build the case for 
rejecting the Shell and Teck Frontier mines; participate in reg-
ulatory processes and use legal tools to increase regulations; 
work with groups in Europe to support the Fuel Quality Direc-
tive; and build public opposition to tar sands and pipelines.”

Tides has specifi cally funded groups to cultivate grassroots 
opposition and put a negative slant on public opinion about 
the oilsands. This is not exactly what a charitable foundation 
such as Tides is supposed to be doing.

The Dogwood Initiative, based in Victoria, B.C., was funded 
“to cultivate widespread public opposition to tar sands oil 
tankers and pipeline proposals in British Columbia.” It’s not 
all tankers that Dogwood is funded to oppose, only tankers 
carrying Alberta oil. Since 2009, Tides has granted Dogwood 
at least $US920,000.

Several grants mention building relationships with First 
Nations and supporting their legal action against oilsands 
development projects. For example, Tides funded the Pipe 
Up Association “to build the grassroots movement to oppose 
the Kinder Morgan pipeline, build relationships with First 
Nations along the pipeline and participate in public meetings 
on Kinder Morgan.”

The Canadian organization that has received the most funding 
from Tides, as indicated in these letters, is the Pembina Institute, 
granted $280,000 for 2013. Pembina was paid “… to advance 
the narrative that oilsands expansion is problematic” and “… for 
furthering awareness of the negative impacts of the tar sands 
economy.” Indeed, with the release of reports such as, “Booms, 
Busts and Bitumen,” Pembina is doing what it is funded to do.

Since 2004, the Pembina Foundation and the Pembina Insti-
tute have been paid nearly $7 million from U.S. sources that 
fund organizations opposed to Canadian energy development.

Another component of the campaign against Alberta oil is 
“Dirty Oil Sands,” an online initiative. Its newsletter, The Dirt, 
and its Twitter feed consistently put Alberta oil in a negative 
light while praising anti-pipeline activists.
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The Dirty Oil Sands website is registered to the New Ven-
ture Fund (“New Venture”), a charitable organization based 
in Washington, D.C. Another website registered to New Ven-
ture is RETHINK ALBERTA, a campaign to steer tourists away 
from Alberta. Whatever the beef over oil, it hardly seems fair 
to take it out on tourism.

Like Tides, New Venture executes “donor-developed proj-
ects,” keeps the books and manages payroll for projects on 
a wide range of issues. New Venture’s biggest funder is the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation which has granted at least 
$50 million to address college readiness and malnutrition in 
developing countries.

For 2012, New Venture’s total revenue topped $52 million, 
up from $36 million the year before. Since 2009, New Venture 
has been granted at least $32 million to protect the environ-
ment, reduce fossil fuel development and promote renewable 
energy. In 2012, for example, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund 
paid New Venture $250,000 “to cap tar sands production in 
Alberta, Canada, and to reduce demand for tar sands derived 
fuels in the United States.”

Given the infl uence of U.S. funders, it is time to bring them 
into the conversation. Dialogue with local, Canadian stake-
holders is important and must remain a priority. The U.S. 
funders must also be brought to the table.

It’s fair for Canadians to ask some rather pointed questions: 

Why is there no campaign against the tankers that import oil 
into the U.S. on a daily basis? Why no campaign against oil 
imports by rail? Why no multimillion-dollar campaign to cap 
industry expansion in Texas and North Dakota – where oil 
production has soared? Why is the Tar Sands Campaign only 
against the pipelines that would take Alberta oil to offshore 
markets?

My hope is that a small group of forward-thinking leaders 
from the Alberta business community will strike up a for-
mal dialogue directly with the U.S. funders of the Tar Sands 
Campaign, in particular, the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, the 
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Oak Foundation, 
Tides and Sea Change. There is common ground: we all want 
a sustainable future, more renewable energy, better energy 
effi ciency and less waste.

The broader group of American charitable foundations that 
fund the Tar Sands Campaign has more than $50 billion in 
assets and gives away more than $2 billion each year to a 
wide range of causes. They can’t be outspent. To use an anal-
ogy from baseball, this is Moneyball and Alberta might as 
well be sporting the uniforms of the Oakland A’s.

Spring has arrived. It’s time to play ball. BiC

vivian kraUse is a vancoUver researcher and contribUtor to 
the Financial Post. on twitter, she’s @FairQUestions.
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