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Closing Comments   This research project is about data collection.  Data collection relevant to the  

agricultural, forestry, and energy commodities of Northwest Alberta that are sold to the international 

markets.  How much is produced in Northwest Alberta, where are the commodities being exported, and 

the mode of transportation used for export?  Answering these questions is the purpose of this report. The 

tables and charts presented within this report not only set baselines for comparisons and analysis they also 

represent real economic activity outcomes.  
 

 

 
Funding for this research project was received from the Government of  Alberta                                    

under the Community and Regional Economic Support (CARES) program;   
as such this report is available at no charge to the public. 

 

 

 

This report consists of four components as listed below:  

Section 1  Trade: Setting the Stage – Global, Canada, and Alberta Exports  

Section 2 Northwest Alberta Commodities – Agriculture 

Section 3  Northwest Alberta Commodities – Energy  

Section 4  Northwest Alberta Commodities – Forestry 

 

Each section of the report can be printed as a self-contained mini report, with an embedded table of 

contents in each section.  The full report (all four sections) can be printed with a consistency of page 

numbers throughout the master full copy.  Each section of the report also provides an Executive 

Highlights and an ending comments section.  These sections can be quickly reviewed to gain an overview 

of the data and analysis presented across the full report.   

In these final closing comments what is more intriguing are the over-arching common themes that 

emerged across all the sections;  1) Access to Municipal Level Data;  2) Trade With the United States; and 

3) Canada’s Critical Trade and Transportation Infrastructure.  
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1) Access to Municipal Level Data 

Being able to articulate the needs of a community requires grassroots information.  More and more data in 

Alberta is being aggregrated into larger geographical areas that make it difficult to assess local social and 

economic opportunties / challenges.  Part of this is because of the centralization of resources.  Part of it is 

because of the merging of Governement of Alberta municipal boundaries into zones and regions.  Part of 

it is because of Federal level aggregation for Census division reports.  Regardless of the variables that 

create the batching of data reporting at larger and larger levels; accessing data on the municpal level is 

becoming increasingly difficult  and expensive.   

Agriculture:  In 1933 there were 5,474 primary elevators across the Prairies.  Farmers drove 20 – 

50 kms to drop off their grains.  By 2019 there were 355.  Some farmers now drive 400 – 800 kms 

to drop off their grains.   As primary grain elevators became “high-throughput advanced” smaller 

grain terminals were demolished.  And so did local knowledge and local newspaper reporting of 

agriculture commodity production.  

Oil & Gas:  The Alberta Energy Regulator is transistioning away from municipal level data 

reporting (aka.. pools) to larger reporting referred to as geological plays.  Underground, 

geogological plays cross numerous municipal boundaries and hence makes it difficult to assess the 

economic impact of the resources within a unique municipal boundary.  

Forestry:  Reporting of timber harvests within a municipality has always been challenging.  Forest 

Management Agreements and Timber Quotas have crossed over municipal boundaries for decades.  

In Alberta  regional boundary data (eg. Upper Peace and Lower Peace) is more and more given 

way to a dependence on Forest Company reporting, which frequently cross over numerous 

municpalities.  

 

Being able to articulate the needs of a community requires grassroots information.  More and more data in 

Alberta is being aggregrated into larger geographical areas that make it difficult to assess local social and 

economic opportunties / challenges.  Local municipal leaders and Economic Development Officers are 

increasingly challegned to advocate to investors based upon their commodity production levels within 

their boundaries.  Increasingly municipalities are forced to use regional data (eg.. Peace Region, Central 

Peace, Lac Cardinal).  As databases become increasingly merged these datasets will become increasingly 

“useless” at the local economic development level.  
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2) Trade With the United States 

Whether it is agriculture , oil & gas, or forestry products, Canada’s export revenues are significant from 

sales to the United States.  In particuular, Alberta export revenues generated from sales to the United 

States have been consistently more the 85% of the total for decades; with the vast majority of the total 

Alberta export revenues coming from the sale of oil & gas products (70%) in any given year.   

 

Alberta Export Revenues (CA$) – Percent from Sales to USA 
 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 
USA  $80,761.42   $  91,078.75   $80,558.66   $  87,549.41   $103,522.49  
All Countries  $93,714.14   $103,584.86   $92,976.20   $101,051.76   $117,703.05  
% USA 86% 88% 87% 87% 88% 

 

There are frequent comments amongst Canadian economists, national news broadcasts, and even current 

Members of Governments on our “dependence” on the USA to sell our export products.  Perhaps it would 

also be strategic to consider that Canada is fortunate to be positioned on the world’s longest unarmed 

border with access to more than 330,000 million people and 100,000’s of companies to sell products to.    

 

The labyrinth of roads, airports, pipelines, and railways that run from north-south has taken 100+ years to 

build.  On-again, off again trade agreements, tariffs and political agendas have either positively or 

negatively impacted our trade relationship with the United States in any given decade. For most of our 

exports proximity is a blessing.  For some it is a curse.  How proximity impacts the overall prosperity of 

Northwest Alberta, and our ability to get our commodities to global markets, is what we need to keep an 

eye-on.   

 

 
 

“The first rule of thumb for trade is proximity. 

The closer you are the more likely it is there will be trade; 

especially if you both have something the other wants.” 

Source: “Gravity Model of Trade”- Foreign Affairs Canada 
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3) Critical Trade and Transportation Infrastructure 

After WW1 the Canadian federal government (like many Countries at the time) was heavily invested in 

maintaining and building national infrastructure from railways, airlines, airports, highways, hotels, marine 

vessels, ports, postal services, border crossings, coal & grain terminals, and national broadcasting.  Many 

of the infrastructure assets had colorful backgrouds, political history, and management services through 

third-arm federal government employees under Crown Corporation designations.  State-owned enterprises 

have been used as vehicles to implement public policy in Canada for many decades. For example, federal 

Crown corporations such as Canadian Arsenals, Air Canada, and Petro-Canada facilitated government 

policy in the areas of national security, cross-Canada transportation, and Canadian ownership in the 

domestic oil industry, respectively.  

 

Crown Corporations became icons of being Canadian.  Canadian National Railway, CBC Television, Air 

Canada,  Canada Post, the Bank of Canada, Canadian National Steamships, CN Hotels, and the Trans-

Canada Highway collectively laid the fabric of a national identity. By the mid-1970’s and all through the 

1990’s the federal government began divesting of its Crown Corporations; selling off major Canadian 

infrastructure in the process, see list below.   

And it continues to this day. 

 

 Feds sell majority stake in B.C.’s Ridley 
Terminals for $350 million 

The Canadian Press   July 12, 2019 

The Canadian government has signed a deal to 

sell a 90% stake in Ridley Terminals Inc. to a 

company owned by Riverstone Holdings and 

AMCI Group for $350 million.  The remaining 

10% stake will be transferred to the Lax 

Kw’alaams Band and the Metlakatla First Nation at the close of the sale.  Ridley Terminals, a federal 

Crown corporation, operates on Ridley Island in Prince Rupert, B.C.  It transfers bulk commodities such 

as coal and petroleum coke from rail cars to ocean-going vessels.   

 
NOTE:  Coal exported from Rideley Terminals is increasing from the United States as Canada shuts down its coal industry.  
 
 

Largest Privatizations of Crown Corporations 
Canadian National Railway Co.  1995 
Petro-Canada  1991 
Nav Canada  1996 
Air Canada 1988 
Teleglobe Canada 1987 
Canada Development Corporation 1987 
Nordion International 1991 
Telesat Canada 1992 
de Havilland Inc. 1986 
Canadair  1986 
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Pipelines:  With current pipeline bockades, aboriginal land right disputes, and enviromental impact studies 

that last 10 years or more, you would think Canadian companies have never built or maintained an oil/gas  

pipeline before.  In fact for more than 50 years pipelines have been built across Canada. An estimated 

840,000 kms of pipelines lies under our cities, running alongside our highways, under our canola fields, 

and connected to our homes.  

 
 

Pipelines are necessary to deliver fuel for Canadians to heat their homes, drive their cars and travel by 

bus, ship, train and air. Cars, buses, trains, boats and airplanes are all fuelled by petroleum products 

such as gasoline, diesel and aviation fuel. Petroleum products are also used as feedstock to make 

materials found in everyday household items, such as toiletries, electronics and clothes. Pipelines are 

used to move these petroleum products to refineries and to customers across the country. Canadians 

simply could not live as they do today without pipelines.          Source: Natural Resources Canada 
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All over the world pipelines are built and maintained.  The India Oil Company has 19,000 kms of oil 

pipelines being built between 2019 and 2023.  Russia’s GazProm is building 14,500 kms within the same 

time frame across eastern Europe; and partnering with China to build pipelines along the Polar Silk Road, 

a geographic description coined by China of the development located in the Artic Circle.   While Canada 

internally fights, these Countries, and many more are building pipelines, oil refineries, and liquified 

natural gas terminals to embrace the use of their resources to build their nations.  

 

Marine:  The enviromental concerns and federal regulations banning tankers along British Columbia’s 

northern coastline is hard to digest when you can see the movement of oil & gas around the world below.  

Each red marker is an oil or gas tanker – the live GPS streaming was “snapped” on March 27, 2020.    

 

 
 

Canada has more 220,000 kms of coastline; the longest in the world; spanning across three oceans.  Oil & 

Gas exploration and tankers have been off Canada’s coastline for decades in Bristish Columbia, the 

Northwest Territories, Newfoundland, Quebec, and New Brunswick.    
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Rail:  Canada was not built with a strategic plan.  The railways in our Country were patch worked together 

from a collection of merger and acquisitions across provincial railways and industry purpose built 

railways.  For that last 150 years Canada has been band-aiding this historic rail infrastructure while 

other Countries are investing in strategic and technologically advanced railways. It is time Canada 

actually had a railway development strategy. One that includes access to northern resources and 

northern export options (reference to the Northern Transportation Advocacy Bureau) instead of having 

grain farmers, potash shippers, and oil companies fighting for railcars from private railway companies to 

get their products to market.   Transportaion should be the easiest part of running a business.  In Canada, 

transporting product by rail is like setting yourself up for a chess game with a super-computer.  While we 

Canadians collectively accept this as our reality other Countries are moving forward and making rail 

transport the seamless activity it should be.  

 

Roads: In Canada, the National Highway System is a federal designation for a strategic transport network 

of highways and freeways. The system includes, but is not limited to, the Trans-Canada Highway, which 

was completed in 1971.   The NHS currently consists of 38,021 kilometres of roadway designated under 

one of three classes: Core Routes, Feeder Routes, and Northern and Remote Routes. The Government of 

Canada maintains very little power or authority over the maintenance or expansion of the system beyond 

sharing part of the cost of economically significant projects within the network. There is no single, 

ongoing program for Federal contributions to the NHS; rather, these contributions have been made 

through a variety of separate infrastructure investment programs of defined length and scope. The NHS 

has been criticized for lacking a truly comprehensive expansion plan across Canada.  In many parts of the 

Country, the system relies on two-lane highways, or expressways which are not fully up to international 

freeway standards.  

 

Perhaps the biggest development needed in the Canadian road sytem is northern east-west connectors.   

There are none.  Aside from Northwest Alberta which has a crosswork of paved roads; the rest of 

Northern Canada has none. Churchhill, Manitoba doesn’t even have a road going south let alone east-

west. Yet for decades it has been a major export point for Canada.  When the railway was washed out a 

few years ago the community was literally abandoned by the Federal government for more than a year.    

A northern trans-Canada highway should be a national federal priority project.  


