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Night view of the Georgia Pacific plant on the Fox River in Green Bay, Wisconsin,
Feb. 11, 2017. (Flickr/Richard Hurd, CC by 2.0)
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Editor's Note: This story originally appeared in The Narwhal and is part of Covering
Climate Now, a global journalism collaboration strengthening coverage of the
climate story.

The oil and gas industry has a track record of running roughshod over the science of
climate change in pursuit of massive profits, while financially backing organizations
that spread doubt and misinformation about the dangers of fossil fuels.

What might surprise Canadians, however, is that arguably some of the most
consequential examples of climate denial in history happened back in the 1950s and
1960s, long before climate science went mainstream, and involved a key project in
Alberta.

The details have been gathered into a book by Canadian investigative journalist
Geoff Dembicki called "The Petroleum Papers: Inside The Far Right Conspiracy To
Cover Up Climate Change," published Sept. 20, 2022, by Greystone Books.
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 "The Petroleum Papers: Inside The Far Right Conspiracy To Cover Up Climate
Change" By Geoff Dembicki

Dembicki's book highlights decades of effort by oil companies and the organizations
that lobby for them to distract from the environmental destruction their products
create by building, in his words, "an edifice of lies," meant to anticipate and blunt

https://greystonebooks.com/products/the-petroleum-papers
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public anger over climate change and its causes.

In an interview, he said the book's central message is that, far from being a bit
player, Canada's oilsands industry has played a "profound role" in how Americans
deal with the climate emergency, due to the enormous amounts of money, time and
expertise that U.S. companies have sunk into making high-carbon oilsands projects
profitable.

"A lot of the companies that had the biggest financial stakes in the oilsands, such as
Exxon, were really key to leading disinformation campaigns in the 1990s and 2000s.
That had a huge role in blocking solutions to climate change, when we really could
have gotten good control of the emergency," Dembicki told The Narwhal.

"The point I really want to drive home is that Canada has played a huge,
underexplored role in the ability of one of the world's largest emitters to deal with
this problem."

The birth of Alberta's oilsands and the first climate warnings to
industry

Dembicki's book takes a close look at Philadelphia-based Sun Oil, a company that
would eventually spawn Suncor.

These days, Suncor is one of Canada's multibillion-dollar oilsands producers,
pumping out over 600,000 barrels per day of petroleum products from its oilsands
holdings, while producing tens of millions of tonnes of carbon pollution in the
process.

Sun Oil had been present in Canada since the 1920s, selling gasoline imported from
the United States branded as "Sunoco," a condensation of SUN Oil COmpany. (After
corporate acquisitions, Sunoco-branded gas stations in Canada were converted to
Petro-Canada branding, while in the U.S. they are now controlled by a Dallas-based
energy firm.)

In 1949, Sun Oil began examining oilsands development and established a division
in Calgary, and by 1950 the company had launched a drilling program and acquired
"Lease 86," where Suncor's current oilsands operation would eventually be located.

https://sustainability-prd-cdn.suncor.com/-/media/project/suncor/files/investor-centre/quarterly-reports-2022/2022-q2-suncor-energy-quarterly-report-en.pdf?modified=20220902095542&_ga=2.228575646.2008030226.1662740470-608593894.1660230105
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https://www.suncor.com/en-ca/who-we-are/history/the-early-years


Two years later, Sun Oil committed $250 million to create the Great Canadian Oil
Sands company, which at the time was the largest single private investment in
Canada. In 1967, the company and its subsidiaries would launch the first
commercialized heavy oil megaproject in the oilsands, opening the door to exploiting
the third largest proven oil reserve in the world.

Advertisement

The project's success ushered in an era of explosive growth in oil production and
carbon pollution in Canada. Federal figures show that between 1990 and 2020,
oilsands production jumped more than 725%, while emissions soared by over 430%.
As of 2020, the oilsands represented the largest portion of oil and gas emissions in
Canada, at 81 million tonnes, a figure that represents more carbon pollution than
the economies of B.C. or Quebec.

The Great Canadian Oil Sands plant is now considered a "landmark" by the Alberta
government. It calls the company a "pioneer" that slogged through years of
operational mishaps, like jammed crushers and frozen conveyor belts, to eventually
turn a profit in 1975. Suncor describes its early efforts in Alberta as resulting from "
perseverance, dedication and innovation" that proved the skeptics wrong.

But as Dembicki argues, Sun Oil followed through with this massive project in the
1960s even as the firm was exposed to clear scientific warnings about the dangers
of unchecked greenhouse gas emissions.

The climate warnings came in two distinct moments. The first was a November 1959
symposium in New York City called Energy and Man, organized by Columbia
University and the lobby group the American Petroleum Institute. That event
featured "one of the earliest known climate change warnings to the oil and gas
industry," Dembicki wrote.

Speaking at the event was Robert Dunlop, then president of Sun Oil and also a
director at the petroleum institute at the time. He promised during his speech to
"listen with the keenest attention" to another speaker, Edward Teller, a nuclear
weapons physicist.
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Edward Teller at Clinch River Breeder Reactor Plant Oak Ridge, Tennessee, July 20,
1981. (Wikimedia Commons/doe-oakridge)

Teller would inform the influential crowd that burning fuel creates carbon dioxide
that ends up in the atmosphere, causing a "greenhouse effect" that is heating up the
Earth.

"It has been calculated that a temperature rise corresponding to a 10% increase in
carbon dioxide will be sufficient to melt the icecap and submerge New York," he
said.

"All the coastal cities would be covered, and since a considerable percentage of the
human race lives in coastal regions, I think that this chemical contamination is more
serious than most people tend to believe."



Dunlop would later argue in 1967 in front of the U.S. Congress, as chair of the
petroleum institute, that toxic fumes from internal-combustion engines, like carbon
monoxide, nitrous oxide and unburned hydrocarbons would eventually be
"controlled."

A photo taken around 1915 showing barrels stacked next to railroad cars near the
smokestacks of the Sun Oil Company located in Oregon, Ohio. (Wikimedia
Commons/Toledo-Lucas County Public Library) 

Although this prediction would come to pass, as most gas-powered vehicles in the
United States began to be fitted with catalytic converters by the mid-1970s to
comply with tighter exhaust regulations, the technology doesn't eliminate emissions
of carbon dioxide, the main greenhouse gas.

Dunlop didn't raise the issue of carbon dioxide in his comments to Congress either.
One of Dunlop's top priorities at the company following the "Energy and Man"
conference would be to figure out how to develop Alberta's oilsands, Dembicki



wrote.

As Great Canadian Oil Sands was just starting operations, Dunlop would again be
exposed to a clear warning, this time from a report commissioned by the petroleum
institute. The group had asked scientists at the Stanford Research Institute to study
the link between the oil and gas industry and the Earth's temperature rise.

Their 1968 report was clear: concentrations of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere
were climbing fast, and the only explanation that made scientific sense was that it
was the unrelenting burning of fossil fuels. "There seems to be no doubt that the
potential damage to our environment could be severe," they wrote.

The report, excerpts of which are available online, found that carbon emissions were
overcoming the natural process of carbon dioxide removal, and that the temperature
increase would eventually melt icecaps, leading to sea level rise and consequential
environmental damage. They then concluded that research needed to be urgently
directed towards technologies to control emissions.

By that time, Sun Oil was already sending oilsands oil down a pipeline from Fort
McMurray to a refinery in Sarnia, Ont., and heading into Alberta's history books as
achieving a "certain level of glory." Suncor itself would officially form in 1979, when
the Canadian operations of Sun Oil merged with the Great Canadian Oil Sands
company.

The company has made some effort in recent years to soften concerns over its
climate impact. It has supported carbon pricing, said it intends to offer more "low-
carbon fuels" and promised to cut its emissions and reach "net zero" emissions by
2050, although this pledge doesn't include the majority of its carbon pollution, which
comes from the burning of its products.
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A Sunoco service station in Toledo, Ohio, 1960. Sun Oil, the company that would
eventually spawn Suncor, had been selling Sunoco-branded gasoline in Canada since
the 1920s, but began committing money to the oilsands in the 1950s. (Wikimedia
Commons/Toledo-Lucas County Public Library)

Suncor, however, has recently lobbied against climate transparency measures. The
company's former chief executive Mark Little recently stepped down following news
reports of a string of worker deaths at company facilities. The death of a 26-year-old
contractor near Fort McMurray in July was the fifth such workplace fatality since
2021.

Prosperity in the oilsands has played a huge role in wealth generation for companies
in Alberta, as well as the provincial government, and to a certain extent, Albertans
themselves. The royalties from bitumen, the tar-like petroleum substance derived
from the oilsands, have poured billions of dollars into provincial coffers. The
International Energy Agency estimates that over five per cent of workers in Alberta
are employed in the oil and gas industry. Many more indirect jobs exist to supply
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industry needs as well as support the daily activity of industry workers.

At the same time, Sun Oil's first oilsands megaproject, and a second megaproject
that would come in the 1970s, both received significant levels of public funding to
help them succeed. And there have been persistent questions about whether the
riches generated from the oilsands have been fairly distributed to Albertans.

The Narwhal asked Suncor for its response to the book's arguments and to comment
on the company's history when it came to heeding the many scientific warnings
about climate change, but has not heard back.

The religious connection that greased the oilsands wheels

Dembicki outlines in his book how the wheels for Sun Oil's oilsands megaproject
were greased by the religious worldviews of Dunlop's predecessor, former Sun Oil
president J. Howard Pew, as well as then-Alberta premier Ernest Manning. Both men
felt that North American oil needed to be urgently exploited.

The Pew name is associated these days with the Pew Charitable Trusts and the Pew
Research Center it established, but in the early 1960s, Pew, a Christian libertarian,
was able to get Manning's approval to get an oilsands operation started in Alberta,
after the two exchanged letters riddled with Biblical references.

Dembicki's book quotes extensive research done by Darren Dochuk, a history
professor at the University of Notre Dame, who has studied the links between
religion and petroleum in the United States, including in his own book, "Anointed
With Oil: How Christianity and Crude Made Modern America."

Through archival documents, Dochuk has shown how Pew became bent on using the
oil in northern Alberta to loosen North America's dependence on overseas oil. Pew
enthusiastically showed off a file marked "Athabasca Tar Sands" in his Philadelphia
office, Dochuk wrote, to anyone who would indulge him.

He talked about "America's Christian heritage," and gave rousing speeches on the
virtues of "freedom" and "friendly competition." He railed against the 1930s New
Deal package of economic stimulus, unemployment relief and public works projects,
calling it a government attempt to dominate the private sector. He defended the
right for employers to lower employee wages on a whim.
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Manning, meanwhile, held conservative evangelical beliefs and was a radio
preacher. He wanted Alberta to generate wealth from its resources, but as a
"premillennialist," Dochuk wrote, he also believed Christ's return was near, and that
Christians needed to "extract expeditiously whatever oil was left under their soil
before their dispensation expired."

"Here is a really profound connection that is ultimately going to be instrumental in
starting one of the most important, and one of the most expensive experiments in
oil production in the 20th century," said Dochuk in an interview about his research
on Pew and Manning's relationship.

Pew, who was no longer officially the head of Sun Oil by the early 1960s but was still
a dominating figure in the company, began exchanging letters with Manning that
referenced the Bible, discussed Presbyterian and evangelical conferences, and had
religious book recommendations.



Newspaper ad for Sunoco motor oil, the company was then known as the Sun Oil
Company, 1920. (Wikimedia Commons/Sun Oil Co.)



Pew asked Manning if he could cite his sermons in his public talks, Dochuk wrote,
while Manning told Pew that Christians like them needed to "take an
uncompromising stand for the faith" in their work.

"They saw each other as kind of brethren, if you will, within the church, sharing a
similar conservative evangelical gospel," said Dochuk.

The two became close friends. They met in person at a ceremonial unveiling of the
Great Canadian Oil Sands project in 1964, and again in Jasper, Alta., in the Rockies.
The friendship helped overcome a level of skepticism on Manning's part of an
American company extracting riches from Alberta's natural resources.

Dochuk said it wasn't an easy negotiation when it came to business and
government, as Manning was a populist at heart, while Pew was a libertarian
conservative.

"Nevertheless I would say that the relationship between the two men, based on their
shared values, was instrumental in getting that project off the ground and running,"
he said about Great Canadian Oil Sands.

While there was a possibility that climate change was a topic of concern between
Pew and Manning, Dochuk added, nothing he came across in his research pointed to
proof that it was.

"There was just an assumption that this was an anthropocentric project of Christian
stewardship, of using the land, that this is a God-given resource," he said.

"I don't think (climate) was on the radar, certainly in the way that we might imagine
it to be today."

Pew's views, and Manning's views, don't represent the entirety of Christian ideology
when it comes to climate change today.

In fact, dozens of Christian organizations and institutions around the world divested
from fossil fuels in 2021. The Vatican itself has asked Catholics to divest from the oil
and gas industry.

https://www.desmog.com/2021/05/17/christian-organisations-around-the-world-announce-fossil-fuel-divestment/
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Pope Francis delivers a recorded video message during a news conference to unveil
a new platform for action based on his 2015 encyclical, "Laudato Si'," at the Vatican
May 25, 2021. The Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human
Development unveiled initiatives to promote the message and concrete action called
for by the encyclical. (CNS/Paul Haring)

The World Council of Churches, which has declared its support for climate justice,
issued a statement at the outcome of the last United Nations Climate Change
Conference that expressed "disappointment and dismay" at the extent of progress
by governments to commit to addressing the climate crisis.

Human beings are "dependent on the divinely created web of life for our well-being"
and "carry the responsibility to care for God's creation," the council's statement
read, adding "sisters and brothers in poor, vulnerable and marginalized communities
are facing the worst impacts of climate change while those responsible for the crisis
continue to resist the demands of solidarity and justice."

https://www.oikoumene.org/what-we-do/care-for-creation-and-climate-justice#advocacy-for-climate-and-ecological-justice
https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/statement-on-the-outcome-of-cop26


More warnings on emissions at the dawn of the Syncrude
oilsands megaproject

Dembicki's book shows how Sun Oil's success in the oilsands was soon followed by a
second megaproject backed by the American oil behemoth, Exxon, which by 1970
had grown to become the second largest corporation in the United States.

By this time, Exxon had long been the majority owner of Canadian oil company
Imperial Oil, and that ownership structure continues to this day. Similar to Sun Oil's
experience, officials at Imperial Oil were also exposed to early warnings about
climate change, even as the company was setting up its own oilsands megaproject,
Dembicki wrote.

At first, Imperial Oil, through a partnership with Los Angeles-based Richfield Oil,
pitched a plan to unleash a nuclear explosion in the oilsands, with the theory that it
would melt the heavy oil and allow for easy pumping to the surface.

After that disastrous idea was put on ice in the late 1950s, Imperial Oil and its
partners launched Syncrude, a joint effort that was first established in 1965, with
preparations at a site at Mildred Lake beginning in 1973 and production starting in
1978.

https://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/fortune500_archive/full/1970/
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Aerial view from 40,000 feet, looking southeast, of Syncrude Mildred Lake site, an
Athabasca oil sands mine works in northeast Alberta, including the Syncrude Tailings
Dam and basin, with Mildred Lake and the Athabasca River in the background, and
other oil sands works in the area, Aug. 3, 2022. (Wikimedia Commons/Dicklyon, CC
BY-SA 4.0)

The Syncrude megaproject, which grew to produce over three billion barrels of oil by
2019, was put into motion after the company was warned by internal scientists on
three separate occasions in the 1970s about the dangers of fossil fuel use.

The first warning came in 1970 from an Imperial Oil chemical engineer working in
Sarnia, Ont. The scientist's report, "Pollution Is Everybody's Business," included a
description of "air pollutants," one of which was carbon dioxide, which he noted
came from "oxidation of plant and animal matter" and "combustion."
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"Since pollution means disaster to the affected species, the only satisfactory course
of action is to prevent it — to maintain the addition of foreign matter at such levels
that it can be diluted, assimilated or destroyed by natural processes — to protect
man's environment from man," reads a line from the report.

The report also argued that pollution "cannot be dealt with on a voluntary basis" and
so the "protection of the interests of society as a whole requires the establishment
of legal controls on pollution, as on other anti-social acts."

Then in 1977, a senior Exxon scientist and top expert in the company's research and
engineering arm, gave a dire presentation to the company's management
committee warning that carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels will put humanity in
danger by heating up the planet.

The scientist made it clear that "there is general scientific agreement that the most
likely manner in which mankind is influencing the global climate is through carbon
dioxide release from the burning of fossil fuels," according to an investigation by
InsideClimate News.

The following year he informed Exxon managers and other company scientists about
research showing how average global temperatures could climb by two or three
degrees Celsius as carbon dioxide became more concentrated in the atmosphere,
leading to floods and droughts, and jeopardizing agriculture.

"Man has a time window of five to 10 years before the need for hard decisions
regarding changes in energy strategies might become critical," he wrote in a
summary to Exxon in 1978.

At first, Exxon responded rapidly, launching an internal research body that sampled
carbon dioxide and engaged in climate modeling, but by the late 1980s the
company would begin scaling back the work, according to the InsideClimate News
investigation, and directing its resources toward climate denial instead.

 

Our strategy to reduce GHG emissions focuses on four main pillars –
reliability improvements, energy management, technology development

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/16092015/exxons-own-research-confirmed-fossil-fuels-role-in-global-warming/
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and offsets – with the goal to produce more barrels with less energy. Learn
more https://t.co/ABcTVts83d#SyncrudeSustainability #oilsands
pic.twitter.com/Dmq2WerkUz

— Syncrude Canada Ltd. (@SyncrudeCanada) October 13, 2021

 

"It put its muscle behind efforts to manufacture doubt about the reality of global
warming its own scientists had once confirmed. It lobbied to block federal and
international action to control greenhouse gas emissions. It helped to erect a vast
edifice of misinformation that stands to this day," wrote the journalists.

Syncrude continued to operate in the decades that have followed, with Imperial Oil
and its Exxon owners playing a central role in maintenance and energy management
support for the project. In 2021, Suncor took over operations at Syncrude, but
Imperial Oil still owns 25% of the operation.

The InsideClimate News investigation, the revelations of which became known as
"Exxon Knew," was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in public service as well as the
recipient of a White House Correspondents Association award, and other accolades.

Yet Exxon rejected the work as "deliberately cherry-picked statements" that were
"taken completely out of context" and that "ignored other readily available
statements demonstrating that our researchers recognized the developing nature of
climate science at the time which, in fact, mirrored global understanding."

The company continues to claim it has not misrepresented its research or climate
disclosures to investors or the public, calling "Exxon Knew" a "coordinated campaign
perpetuated by activist groups with the aim of stigmatizing ExxonMobil."

Yet it also appears to continue to engage in climate denial. A U.S. congressional
investigation has recently revealed internal Exxon documents showing how the
company pushed for the removal of comments in a 2019 policy statement that could
have committed it to advocate on decarbonization goals.

Imperial Oil says it supports the Paris climate agreement and wants to "mitigate
emissions" at its facilities. Like Suncor, it has also committed to reaching "net zero
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emissions" by 2050. But so far it has only committed to cutting its emissions
intensity, not its absolute emissions.

The Narwhal offered Imperial Oil a chance to comment on any steps the company
took while involved in the origins of Syncrude to address any scientific warnings
about climate change. Spokesperson Lisa Schmidt said the company has nothing to
add to the story.

 

This story appears in the Covering Climate Now feature series. View the full series
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