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alberta’s potential in jeopardy because of the tar sands campaign
By ViVian krause

V

isiting Calgary, as I did last month, one is impressed.
Even after a long winter, Calgary exudes that undefeatable attitude for which Alberta became so admired
during the 2013 floods.
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 Alberta’s extraordinary natural and human potential, the oilsands
and the people who develop them. To fully realize this potential, 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 sophisticated, 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
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oil is landlocked within North
America, Canada stands to
lose $1.3 trillion of gross
domestic product and $276
billion in taxes by 2035.
Vivian Krause
Raising the negatives, raising costs, slowing down or
stopping infrastructure and
enrolling key decision-makers is what the Tar Sands Campaign 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 first five 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 Venture and other environmental and First Nations groups have
been funded specifically to campaign against these pipelines.
Over the past five 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 Campaign 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 addition, I’ve traced more than $250 million for large-scale
conservation initiatives (the Great Bear Rainforest Initiative, the Yellowstone to Yukon Initiative, the Sacred
Headwaters Initiative and the Boreal Initiative) that aim
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Tides has speciﬁcally 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.
to put more than one third of Canada off-limits to the development 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 outfit run by staff earning 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 filed 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 Campaign? 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 leadership. 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 business, BNSF, may have benefited substantially from Tides’
anti-pipeline campaign since oil shipments by rail have skyrocketed because Keystone XL has been stalled.
Until the fall of 2013, little information was publicly available about the specific 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.
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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 organization 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 Quality Directive, which would disadvantage Alberta oil in global
markets, is also funded by Tides through at least six organizations 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 regulatory processes and use legal tools to increase regulations;
work with groups in Europe to support the Fuel Quality Directive; and build public opposition to tar sands and pipelines.”
Tides has specifically 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 Institute 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 Venture Fund (“New Venture”), a charitable organization based
in Washington, D.C. Another website registered to New Venture 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 projects,” 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 environment, 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 influence of U.S. funders, it is time to bring them
into the conversation. Dialogue with local, Canadian stakeholders 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:

t

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 formal 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
efficiency 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 analogy 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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