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Research questions

• Is action on climate change (domestic and global) likely to 
strand oil sands assets?

• How might that happen?

• What are the most significant risks?



Four pillars of stranded asset risk in the oil sands

1. Global climate change policies and induced technological and 
market changes

2. Domestic climate change policy

3. Proxy battles on issues such as market access – will opponents 
succeed in blocking pipelines?

4. Global access to capital and perceived risk of long term oil 
sands investments



Setting the stage: Oil sands are marginal barrels
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Setting the stage: oil sands are high GHG barrels

Source: Know Your Oil



Setting the stage: oil sands are high GHG 
barrels

Source: Know Your Oil



Setting the stage: oil is all about transportation 
fuel demand

Source: IEA (2018)



PILLAR 1 : GLOBAL CLIMATE 
CHANGE POLICY AND 

TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE



The world is still going to use oil…but how much?



Policy Context



1.5oC is much more stringent than 2oC



Are oil sands projects viable under more 
stringent GHG policies? It depends.



PILLAR 2 : DOMESTIC CLIMATE 
CHANGE POLICY



Canada’s Emissions



Canada’s emissions – one sector stands out



Oil sands emissions have grown rapidly



Oil sands emissions trends are not encouraging



Oil sands are resistent to domestic carbon prices



PILLAR 3 : PROXY BATTLES 
AND ACCESS TO MARKETS



New infrastructure matters a lot



Will pipelines be built?
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PILLAR 4 : ACCESS TO CAPITAL



Companies under a tonne of pressure

Source: Suncor



Companies under a tonne of pressure

Source: Suncor



Companies under a tonne of pressure

Source: Shell



Companies under a tonne of pressure

Source: Statoil



Companies under a tonne of pressure



Conclusions

• Oil sands are certainly a marginal resource with the potential to 
be meaningfully impacted by action on climate change

• Global actions on climate policy, technology and access to 
capital are likely the most important risks

• Market access and domestic energy policy are important, but 
potentially an order of magnitude smaller than global oil 
market, capital, and technology impacts

• There can be a role for oil sands in a world acting on climate 
change but a push below 2oC scenarios would change that 
dramatically
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