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Bowman Centre’s event produces consensus on the  
BIG Debate issues related to Refining and Processing of 

Canada’s petroleum resources 
 
During the debate that took place between Dr. Jim Stanford, Unifor Economist and 
Professor Andrew Leach, Enbridge Chair Professor from the University of Alberta, and in 
answer to the resolution … “Be it resolved that provincial and federal governments in 
Canada should take pro-active measures to encourage greater refining and 
processing of Canada’s petroleum resources within Canada than would occur 
through private market decisions alone”, a set of defining statements were made with a 
general consensus from the delegates attending. The debate was moderated by Jeffrey 
Simpson, national affairs columnist for The Globe and Mail. 
	  

Statement 1 - In support of the resolution: Extraction of bitumen may be 
constrained, leading to a stranded resource.  Therefore it is important to 
maximize value from the bitumen.  Economic decision making by the private 
sector is not always aligned with social values that need to be realized by 
the country, leading to a role for government intervention. Refining creates 
high quality jobs and social benefit spin offs. 
 
Statement 2 - In opposition to the resolution: Government activity 
involves investing marginal dollars. Government investment in the petroleum 
sector would result in wealth transfer not necessarily new wealth, and would 
subtract from government investments in other sectors. Refining operation is 
not labour intensive. Jobs created are high quality but few jobs are created 
per dollar invested. 
 
Statement 3 – Delegate discussion on the resolution: With regard to the 
options of selling petroleum resources raw or refining it within Canada to 
higher value products, the consensus was Canada should do both. We 
should use our extraction expertise to contribute to global energy supplies 
and our refining/petrochemical technology to provide high value jobs and 
national wealth, both pathways adding to Canada’s GDP. It should be noted 
that US Law prohibits the export of any crude whatsoever. Delegates 
brought specific attention to the need to address health and environment 
concerns. 
 
Statement 4 - Sarnia/Lambton: This is where Canada’s petroleum 
production started in the 1860s, and through government involvement, 
where the petrochemical value-added industry started in the 1940s. The 
skilled engineering and construction capacity in the region is huge and 
underutilized.  The region has ready access to key markets. 
 
Statement 5 – Prospective for the SABER project (Sarnia/Lambton 
Advanced Bitumen Energy Refinery): The Sarnia/Lambton region is host 
to and strategically developing three legs in its energy infrastructure, a) bio-
fuels, b) natural gas hub and access to Marcellus shale gas, c) 
petrochemical manufacturing and petroleum refining.  Canada has a unique 



opportunity to grow the third leg to displace imports of petroleum products. 
The SABER project design will strive to become a world leading competitive 
state of the art refinery in its economic competitiveness, in minimizing its 
impact on the environment and in respecting and protecting the health and 
well-being of the people in the community. 
 
Statement 6 – Perspectives and implications of adding value:  Canada 
has ample crude to export but new pipelines are needed.  Canada’s 
diversification is shrinking and value-added refining is needed to help grow 
GDP. As an example, level of upgrading of bitumen has decreased from 
100% at the start of the oil sand industry to a very low fraction today. USA 
investment in moving up the value chain has surged, Canada’s investment 
has lagged. Responsible care and social acceptance are key issues for 
Canada’s chemical industry. Upgrading in Canada provides high quality 
sustainable energy jobs. Canada needs a national sustainable energy 
strategy to provide focus. We must recognize that some energy decision-
makers are not in Canada. Therefore the national interest should be 
reflected in our public policy and our investment climate must be globally 
competitive. 
 
Statement 7 - Canadian Academy of Engineering’s Priorities: A ten-year 
study by the Academy demonstrated that the past big projects that help 
define Canada all involved risk sharing by the public and private sectors. 
Three new big projects are ready to go: adding value to the Canadian oil 
sands, a national high voltage electrical grid, and re-energizing Canada’s 
manufacturing capability around the energy industry. To help initiate these 
projects, the Bowman Centre has developed a $900,000 program. 
Sarnia/Lambton is where Canada’s energy industry started and where 
Canada’s energy renaissance can begin. 
 
Statement 8– Manufacturing Implications of energy-based renaissance 
Energy accounts for ~13% of GDP and 5% of total employment in Canada.  
Manufacturing employment has dropped by 500,000 since 2001. We had a 
manufacturing trade surplus in 2001, eroded to $120B deficit today.  Autos 
went from a $15B surplus in 2001 to ~ $19B deficit in 2014.  We need to 
identify and understand manufacturing technology gaps to arrest and turn 
around these trends.  Canada needs to emulate recent US investments in 
business diversification, especially in manufacturing and not just resource 
extraction. Resource Development and Manufacturing are not competing. Oil 
sands represent a major opportunity for increasing manufacturing, 
downstream and upstream. Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters (CME) 
suggest 25% increase in supply chain penetration. A Manufacturing 
Innovation Centre would be a great asset.  Sarnia/Lambton has existing 
fabrication, construction capability to proactively create new opportunities in 
manufacturing for the resource industry.  
 
Statement 9 - Next Steps: A $900,000 program to initiate three big energy 
projects has been defined by the Bowman Centre.  The private sector has 
committed $450,000; the Alberta Government has committed in-kind 
support; the Bowman Centre is awaiting response from the Ontario 
Government for a matching request of $450,000. 
 

The Ontario Ministry of Energy’s representative, in speaking to Ontario’s Petroleum 
Refining and its current status, was considered a favourable demonstration of support for 
this business sector.  
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