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AD:  My name is Adriana Davies, and I’m the researcher/interviewer for the Petroleum History 
Society Oil Sands Oral History Project. Today is June the 19th, 2012, and it is 9:27 a.m. and I’m 
interviewing Prakash Mullick in his residence.  

Prakash, thanks so much for agreeing to become a part of this project. As you know, the tapes will 
reside in the Glenbow Archives, together with the conventional oil history materials. Now, if you 
could tell me your place of birth and date of birth, and then give me about a three-minute summary 
biography, and then we’ll focus in on your oil sands experiences and related material. 

PM:  First of all, thanks very much Adriana for including me in this project. I feel honoured. To 
start with, I was born in Allahabad, India, in 1940. I grew up there. I went to school and finished my 
Grade 12, which was considered high school. Then I went to university in a place called Varanasi 
which is about 120 kilometres from my hometown. I was only 16 years old at that time, and most 
universities for an engineering faculty you had to be a minimum of 17 years old. But this university, 
that age restriction wasn’t there. Otherwise, I would have to wait a year. So I went to Banaras Hindu 
University, where I graduated in 1960 in metallurgical engineering. Then, I decided to do post-
graduate work, and I graduated from the same university in 1962, with a Master’s degree in 
metallurgical engineering. Then I was awarded a Canadian Commonwealth Scholarship for higher 
studies in Canada. So, on September 13th, 1962, I landed in Toronto to do post-graduate studies at 
University of Toronto. I graduated from University of Toronto with a Master’s degree in 
metallurgical engineering. Then, I decided to work for a few years in Canada to get some Canadian 
experience before going back to India. So I worked for a few years. Then, in 1968, I went back to 
India, and I got married. Now you may think that in four weeks how can you do all this, so if you’ve 
heard about the arranged marriage concept, I saw my wife for the first time on November 4th 1968, 
and we got married on November 18, 1968. And we are still together so … [laughter]. 

AD:  It works. I mean, clearly. 

PM:  So, I worked in the iron-ore industry in Sept Îles, Quebec. Started off as a junior engineer in 
1966 and rose through the ranks, and then I was promoted and transferred as chief metallurgist to 

the Montreal office. I used to travel to Sept-Îles, Quebec, and also to  
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Wabush Labrador, because the company, Wabush Mines, had operations in both locations. Then, in 
the beginning of 1981, Alsands Energy Ltd., which was going to build a third oil sands plant in 
Alberta near Fort McMurray, approached me and they offered a very good salary and compensation. 
Now at this stage, Adriana, at Wabush Mines, I had reached the level of chief metallurgist, so I was 
part of the senior management team. Alsands offered an opportunity to design, build, and operate a 
plant. So. I thought this will be a very good, challenging opportunity. And I was only 41 years old, so 
I thought I will take on that. So we moved to Calgary in June ’81. 

And that project, what it involved - I was staff engineer at Alsands Energy Ltd., based in Calgary. 
But we were operating an equipment test facility in Fort McMurray on the Suncor site. The intent of 
this equipment test facility was to operate and test full-size equipment. Most of the time, work is 
done on a pilot plant or laboratory scale and then you try and design a scale-up. This was to test full-
size equipment. The test went very well. We used to go there for two weeks and then come back to 
Calgary. And what we were doing is developing design basis specifications, design basis 
memorandum for the eventual construction of the plant.  

The economy all of a sudden turned bad. The … at that time, Canada Savings Bonds were offering 
19.5 percent interest. My second mortgage was 19 and a half percent. But, in 1982 - April 30th, 1982 
- the project was cancelled. It was going to be a 13-billion-dollar project. And they had forecast that 
oil prices by the time this plant is in operation in 1989 would be 100 dollars a barrel. Actually, in 
1989, it was around 30 to 40. So had they gone ahead with a 13-billion-dollar expenditure, with the 
projection of 100 dollars a barrel; at 30 it will take a long, long time to recover even the initial capital 
costs. So when the project was cancelled, the economy was in very bad shape. Jobs were hard to 
find. And, Adriana, I found that, whereas Alsands Energy Ltd. was desperate to get me on board. 
Now nobody even bothers to acknowledge my applications.  

After several months of searching for jobs, I got a position at Suncor as senior engineer in extraction 
technical support. So, reluctantly, we moved to Fort McMurray in September 1983. And going back 
Adriana, at that time, my daughter was only nine. My son was 14. And my wife was not working 
outside. So I needed steady income to raise my family. Now, in the beginning, definitely it was a 
setback. Our house in Calgary, we had to sell it. In fact, I had to put money from my pocket to close 
the deal. And generally I sleep very well. At that time was the only time in my life that I had sleepless 
nights. So, looking back, it was somewhat disappointing and very disturbing to start all over again. 
And until then I’d never been out of work. It was a steady increase in positions and salary and all 
that. But looking back, the experience in Fort McMurray turned out to be somewhat rewarding. We 
lived there for 25 years. Both our children—I have a son and a daughter—they graduated from high 
school from there, and then they went on to university. My wife, once the children were grown up, 
she decided to work outside. In the beginning it was difficult, but then she established herself as a  
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real estate agent and was very, very successful. And after having worked there for 25 years, in June 
2008 our grandson was born. So we were debating commuting back and forth, and we said, “Well, I 
think it’s time to call it quits.” So we decided to move to Edmonton in 2008. 

AD:  Now tell me what it was like beginning work at Suncor in 1983 and, you know, the nature of 
the company and your role. 

PM:  Okay. In 1983, Suncor was still struggling. And the rated production capacity was 55 thousand 
barrels per day. There was hardly a week that we didn’t have a shutdown. There was hardly a week 
when we didn’t have a power failure. And it was a struggle from day to day. Now my role was senior 
engineer, extraction technical support. So what we were doing is evaluating plant performance and 
then reporting to operations and maintenance, where we could do better to improve the recovery. 
Because according to the Energy Resources Conservation Board, there is a requirement that 
bitumen is a resource owned by Albertans. So if a company has been given the opportunity to 
operate a plant, they want to make sure that we maximize the recovery, not that well you know only 
50 percent. Well that’s not good enough. So, there is a criteria established as to what level is 
acceptable. But with frequent plant shutdowns, it was always a challenge. And given the fact that 
when this plant was built in the early ’60s, nobody knew that it would be a success. So what was 
done was not necessarily cheap but economical. And given the fact that the J. Howard Pugh family 
from the United States, it was their personal fortune. And I mean 300 million dollars, Adriana, in the 
early ’60s would be like 10 billion today. And that was a family to put up that kind of money, not 
knowing whether it will ever be a success. So, definitely day-to-day challenges were there.  

We were doing our part. And I was also involved in what was called capital and expense projects 
budget for extraction. What this was that we’ll discuss with operations and maintenance, we’ll 
provide our technical expertise, to implement changes in the process and the equipment to 
maximize production. Challenges were such that, again, trying to recruit and retain qualified people. 
Fort McMurray has improved and expanded significantly. At that time, the population was only 
about 20, 25 thousand. There were no major stores. Canadian Tire was there, and the Hudson’s Bay 
was there, but very limited opportunity to even buy, and especially for women who were staying 
home it was very depressing. I recall, when my daughter was going to school for the gym they 
needed a pair of shoes. We went to a store. There was only one place where we could get them, and 
the sales person just said, “Over there you can see what it is we have.” Now my daughter was very 
annoyed, “Papa, is this all we have here?” but we had no choice. Either drive to Edmonton 450 
kilometres or buy. So we said, “We’ll buy now so you can start using it in your gym. And when we 
go to Edmonton next time …” So that was the case.  
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Opportunities were very limited for spouses who were not working at the oil-sands plant. Either you 
work in the service industry, which was low wages, and hardly any benefits and so forth. Way back 
in 1985, whereas Suncor was saying that things are rosy, at that time our chairman and CEO, Tom 
Thompson, had given an interview in Toronto that Suncor had seriously considered shutting down 
the plant. Now, this was not common knowledge on site, because otherwise there’ll be turmoil.  

The lowest point as far as during my stay was in 1986. Suncor’s workforce has a bargaining unit, it 
was called McMurray Independent Oil Workers Union, and both the union and management took a 
hard-line position. Union was taking a, “Well, we want to shut this place down, either you come to 
our terms …” And the management’s position was, “Well, we’ll teach you a lesson and break you 
forever.”  

Now this might not be the official position, but that is how the negotiations were going on. Just to 
give an example: The union was asking for what they call a stand-by pay. So let’s say tomorrow is 
your day off, but you are asked to be on stand-by. So the union said there should be some 
compensation. Now one of the persons who was negotiating, he was giving us an update and he sort 
of somewhat arrogantly said, “You know, when the union said that there should be compensation, 
the manager replied, ‘Adriana, if you had to get up at six o’clock and you didn’t get a call, go back to 
sleep’” [laughter]. Now Adriana, it’s not like turning off a light.  

So we had a strike/lockout which started in May 1986. I had never worked as an operator, never did 
manual work, because being an engineer I worked primarily in an office. So all the non-bargaining 
unit staff was recruited, summoned to work to operate the plant. And in the beginning, I was very, 
very concerned. How am I going to do this? I’ve never worked it. I don’t know it. But the training 
co-ordinators, Bert MacKay and Louis Dussault, who were there. Louis Dussault, he was so 
confident. He said, “Prakash, no problem. Three days I’ll explain to you what you have to do. And 
I’ll be there to help you.” So we were working on shift, twelve hours a day, and I recall because there 
was a picket line I was not in the first batch to go in there. Then, all of a sudden, because they’d 
expected that the strike would be over very quickly, when there was no signs of that, then I was 
taken in by a helicopter. I was asked to drive to the airport and from there I was flown in a 
helicopter to plant site to be in the camp. And it was uncertain how long it was going to be, so they 
said, “Bring enough clothing so …” Because until the picket line is removed you can’t go back and 
forth. So I was working, and after about 10 days we got the first break. Now working 12 hours 
doing manual work and being on your feet, I was so tired that when I was going to take the bus I 
couldn’t stand and my feet were hurting so bad, I took off my shoes and I was sitting there, and 
people thought, “What’s the matter with this man.” But if you are in a situation like that, if you don’t 
like my looks well, that’s your problem. I’m just hurting and I can’t …  
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That strike went on for six months. And it had a very bad impact on the labour relations and the 
community, because when let’s say 600 employees, and these were well paying jobs and at that time 
Suncor and Syncrude were the only two companies. Syncrude was having some difficulty too, 
because the low oil prices were having an impact there. So, let’s say if one third of the wage earners 
have no money coming in and you are in the service industry. I’m not going to come to your 
restaurant. I’m not going to come to your store to buy anything, so it had a very, very demoralizing 
effect on the whole community. That to me was the lowest point.  

We did operate the plant very well. In fact, the lessons learned were such that later on when the 
union came back to work, and I still remember, it was October 24th, 1986, I was on night shift, and 
in the morning when I handed over the charts to the union guy I felt very good. But during the six 
months they had no income. The strike pay is minimal, just to bare survival. And Adriana, we were 
making tons of money. I’d never earned overtime, and it was just long hours but tons of money. So 
here you see, one group is earning maybe two, three times their regular salary. And the other has 
zero income, strike pay, bare survival. Now you do see these people, so the resentment will be there 
and let’s say you’re next door. You see that I’m going on vacation and you can’t even buy an ice 
cream for your son or daughter.  

So, I think labour relations is an issue. I’ve never been part of a union, but I’m a firm believer that 
the labour unions have made a big difference for the working man and woman in Canada. And 
whether it’s Air Canada, anything, collective bargaining, if there is a process, it should be respected. 
Now, the lesson learned from there was that since 1986 there has not been a strike. And what it is is 
that in collective bargaining both sides have to compromise. You cannot take a stand that either this 
or else. I mean, take the case of the students in Quebec. You can’t just say either this or we shut 
down. Well, society just doesn’t work that way. In a family the children may want something, but the 
parents have to explain based on these are the resources, this is what can be done, and so forth.  

Suncor has a big community involvement … Both Suncor and Syncrude have made huge 
investment. Whether supporting now, since we have left they have built the Suncor Recreation 
Centre. I haven’t seen it but I am told it’s the best anywhere in northern Alberta, probably all of 
Alberta. Companies are criticized sometimes rightfully, but we should look at the overall picture. For 
example, Adriana, you and I are not perfect, but if I only focus on your limitations and you focus on 
my weaknesses, then we’ll never have a compromise. And we have to work together. Coming from 
that time … of course, now Suncor is doing very well.  

Now, during the time that I was there, the other big change was the conversion from bucket-wheel 
excavator, which was the process involved in extracting the oil sands and transporting via conveyor 
to the extraction plant. In 1992, Suncor decided to convert from bucket-wheel excavator to shovel  
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and truck operation. I’m convinced that, had they not done this, their economic picture would not 
have improved. It is estimated that this reduced the cost of operation by about five dollars a barrel, 
which is very significant. And I must say that Rick George, who recently retired, this year, when he 
came on board in 1991, our mining leases on the west side of the Athabasca River were going to be 
exhausted in a few years’ time. In 1992, Suncor went public. Shares were offered to employees and I 
remember it was 19 dollars a share, and with the split and all of that, it has multiplied several times. 
But there was a huge increase in that. People thought that, I know when I bought shares some of my 
colleagues said, “Prakash, you are a fool. We are going to run out of oil. Who is going to be here? 
Everything will be shut down.” But Rick George had the vision.  

That conversion from bucket wheel to truck and shovel, again caused major upheaval in the 
workforce because that meant a significant reduction in the number of employees needed to operate 
and maintain [the plant]. Since it was going to be primarily the bargaining unit employees, so the 
message from senior management was that we should reduce the workforce of the non-bargaining 
unit employees also. At that time, I was safety and risk management manager.  

Now maybe I should backtrack a little bit. In 1987, there was a fatality on the Suncor site. A welder 
died inside a pipe when he was doing some welding. Occupational health and safety conducted an 
investigation and said, “Although Suncor had procedures and policies in place, they were not readily 
available.” So the executive vice-president Mike Supple, he asked that we should improve this. It was 
assigned to a manager. He hired a consultant. The consultant gave his report; this is good; this is not 
good; this you need. Six months, nothing was done. And as executive vice-president, he had to give 
a kind of progress report to the government. What are you doing? Then another manager was 
assigned and we went through the same process. And nothing happened. By this time, he was fed 
up, and he said that “I want somebody from within to be assigned and take care of this.” So our 
vice-president, at that time Ed Pacholko, there was a loss-control program, and there were nine 
audit areas. Our department, tech resources, which had engineers and technologists, in other words 
the most highly educated workforce, our rating was in the bottom of the nine. He was embarrassed 
by that  - at the management committee meeting that your group, you’re at the bottom. So I was 
asked by our manager, manager of mine engineering, he asked me to develop the program. And he 
gave me responsibility and all that.  

After three months, when I was going on holidays, I said, “John, if Ed is expecting that we will go 
from there to here in December, there’s absolutely no hope.” Now, I was a senior engineer. Above 
me was the superintendent, then manager, then vice-president. And I’m essentially saying that you 
folks at the next three levels haven’t got a clue. So he said, “Prakash, what makes you say so?” I said, 
“John, here’s the reason. You have given full support but you have four superintendents. They  
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haven’t done very much so we are essentially at zero. What do you think is happening in the other 
four areas?” So I said, “Zero plus zero plus zero plus zero plus zero, is five zeros, still zero. So how 
will we improve that?” Now, this is like dynamite; you are telling the vice-president that we have 
been doing a snow job. We have not … So I went on vacation. He went and told this to the vice-
president. Then the vice-president asked all the managers, “Where are we?” Now, nobody wants to 
acknowledge that we are at zero. So, I came back from vacation, and my manager said that “Ed,” the 
vice-president, “he would like you to take on the challenge.”  

So, I said, “I’ll take on the challenge on the condition that then I don’t do any of my other work. 
Because in the past, when you said you’ll provide help, it was never provided.” So, I took on the 
challenge, and by the next audit we went from bottom to the top. And Suncor had a criteria in the 
evaluation. The top used to be excellent, but he gave me a rating superb. And people said, “What is 
going on here?” Never heard of. I felt very good. Then, when this thing came up about the 
documents and so forth and the EVP asked. So our vice-president, Ed Pacholko, he recommended 
my name. At that time I went from an engineering role into this document management system. 
And we developed it so that, let’s say you are a manager. You’ve got nice binders in your credenza 
or cabinet. But at 4:15, you lock everything and go home. Now Jimmy and I are working on night 
shift. How are we supposed to have access? So the solution was that it was an electronic system. 
Anybody who has access to the computer system will be able to access it. And the system was again, 
we used to have from Calgary office the Suncor policies. They were available only in paper copy. We 
decided to amalgamate this and the head office was very upset. You are changing it. “No,” we said, 
“We are not changing anything.” The wording is exactly the same, and the opening statement says 
that the text is exactly the same. However, the formatting is changed to accommodate in the system. 
And all of the head office complained but our EV-P, she said, “Leave that to me.” I have to answer 
that when Jimmy needs a policy. The head office doesn’t. I have to answer.”  

If I go in the field and Billy says, “Adriana, you lock up everything. What am I supposed to do?” 
You have to answer. So she said, “I will answer to that.” So that’s when I went into [policy 
development], and then into loss management. At that time, the manager’s wife was suffering from 
terminal illness, so he was devoting less time. I was asked to go and work with him, and that’s how I 
went from engineering to loss management and the document management system. This happened 
in ’88, ’89. Now, in 1992, with the conversion from bucket wheel to truck and shovel and reduction 
in work force, at that time I was safety and risk management manager. And the training department 
came under, safety training came under us. But they decided that my position was redundant. So 
because of my age, I was given an option of what they call as a pension bridging. I was 53 at that 
time. So instead of taking a lump sum severance and saying goodbye, I opted for pension bridging  
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so I’ll get a small sum every month and then when I reach age 60 I’ll go on Suncor pension. So as 
you can see, I was 53. I was not ready to retire. Officially I retired, but in reality I was laid off. And I 
have no hesitation in saying so.  

Again, times were tough. ’93, fresh graduates from university were not able to get a job. Mr. Klein 
was cutting down. Nurses were losing jobs, and so forth. After a few months, I was called back as a 
temporary employee, again working in loss management. So from ’94 to ’99, I worked in different 
departments, developing standards and procedures, primarily in loss management. At that stage, I 
decided to establish my own company, PCM Consulting Services Ltd.  In ’99, when Suncor decided 
to go for another expansion, adding another 110,000 barrels per day, so going from 115 to 225,000 
barrels/day, there was a joint venture between Bechtel and Fluor. And again they wanted 
procedures, although they had their own procedures. But they wanted Suncor-specific procedures. 
So, they were looking for as many as possible local people. And then one person with whom I had 
worked, he recommended my name, so I started doing work for them. I did this work for two years, 
from 1999 to 2001, developing procedures.  

And as I was showing you the documents that I was asked to do the lessons learned, and when I 
went talking to the people in the field it was an eye-opener for me and some of the things I couldn’t 
believe. Just to give you an example. There were valves to be installed, and there were hundreds of 
valves. But the design did not clearly specify that these valves were going to be 20 feet above 
ground. And mind you the ground is dirt floor. It is not paved or anything. So now we have got 
these 200 valves, and you’re going to ask Jimmy to install them. But then Jimmy says, “Adriana, 
there’s 20 feet and I’m only six feet tall. How am I supposed to do this?” Now you start installing 
scaffolding. So that is a cost which was never thought of. But, if in the design when the modules 
were being fabricated, if it was specified that these valves will be installed before the module is 
shipped to site then that cost could be defrayed. So that kind of lessons learned. Drawings not 
completed and issued for construction. You start building and then you are making changes. That’s 
how the costs keep on going. And then you say, “Well, we had Fluor and Bechtel, two of the largest 
engineering firms, how could we be so far off the mark?”  

A few years later, Adriana, I was doing work at Albian Sands. I went there and the vice-president 
was making a presentation. He had a picture of a valve, and he said, “I’d like you folks to focus on 
this, and I’ll come back to it later.” Then he said, “There are 24 hundred valves needed for this 
project, but it was the wrong design. And they came from a supplier in Italy, and it’s a long-term 
delivery. So the cost of replacement is minor, but the delay.” It is like if you are building a house and  
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the taps will be six months down the road.  Everything is on time but you can’t move in because the 
taps are not there. They’ll be six months. Because somebody did not specify the right thing.  

After my contract was finished at Suncor, I was approached by Albian Sands Energy. One of the 
persons who had worked at Suncor, he knew me, so he approached me. He found me interested. 
But at that time I was going on holidays, so I said, “When I come back from holidays.” And then 
subsequent to that, when he approached me: “In the next six months, are you going on holidays or 
are you available?” I said, “No, I’m okay.” So I started on the Albian Sands site in July of 2002, as a 
contractor. And worked there ’til 2008, again as a contractor, primarily in health and safety, 
developing standards and procedures and so forth, and established again a document management 
system there too.  

And just going back, when in 1989 Suncor was developing procedures, we used to have 43 different 
categories of documents. You came from somewhere that you said we have to have this. Jimmy 
came from somewhere where you had to have this. So everybody had to have that and we went to 
this guy. We narrowed it down to four and then we added a fifth one. And one of those I remember 
was the policies, and when we were making the presentation, the EVP said, “Why you’ve got the 
policy there? I’m the only one who signs it.”  

My answer was, Mr. Supple, of the 17 policies, there are 11 prototypes.”  

He said, “Okay no further discussion.” What we wanted is that there should be standardization.  

So, if Jimmy looks at a procedure today, and he looks at some tomorrow he’ll say, “Is this the same 
company I’m working for, or what?” And then he thinks, Adriana, Prakash, you work in the office. 
What kind of set up do you have? So standardization is very important. Between Suncor and 
Syncrude at that time we used to have safety orientation. Suncor will bring maybe a thousand 
contractors for a turnaround. They give four hours orientation. That’s all paid. Three months later 
because there are only so many carpenters, and plumbers, and electricians available in Alberta and 
they are sent from the union hall in Edmonton. So Adriana, you’ve got a thousand people in May at 
the Suncor site. Then in September, Syncrude had another thousand people on their site, and they’re 
going through the four-hour orientation. Now we take a thousand people, four hours, that’s four 
thousand hours. Twenty-five dollars an hour, in those days. Today, it’s probably 40 or more. That’s 
a huge cost, so between the two companies, we said, “Why don’t we standardize this?” Because, 
after all, operation is similar.  
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You’re going to say, “These are the things we have to do. You have to get a permit. You have to 
wear personal protective equipment. Where are you allowed to smoke? Where …” All these things. 
We developed a joint orientation, and this is going back to ’93; this was going to save Suncor just in 
orientation, half a million dollars per year, and Syncrude, a million dollars. Now it has gone further, 
and it’s called Oil Sands Safety Association. So Suncor, Syncrude, Albian Sands, and CNRL have 
joined forces. So besides the orientation, now it includes fall protection, confined space entry, etc.  
Again, there are regulations for fall protection, and what was happening that you come on my site, 
and you say, “Look, three months ago I was trained. What’s different? So you’re paying me, at 40 
dollars an hour to attend an eight-hour session. And I’m wondering, why can’t you and your 
counterpart get together and come to terms?” So, working together, although strictly speaking we 
are competitors. But an association like that makes a huge difference, and it all impacts the bottom 
line.  

AD:  So that whole standardization movement was a part of, you know, greater efficiency. I’m going 
to back up and ask a couple of specific questions. You talked about the labour dispute, which had a 
lockout and strike component. But as if that weren’t enough, then there was the big fire at the plant 
in ‘87. Do you want to talk about that from your perspective and how you experienced it? 

PM:  Ya. In 1985, Suncor had decided on its own to remove PCBs. Now PCB was used in 
transformers. It’s a very good material except that at that time it wasn’t known that it had this 
carcinogenic property. So, Suncor had a plan to phase these out, as each one is being replaced. If it is 
enclosed, there is no problem. In 1987, it was Thanksgiving Day; there was some welding being 
done, and a fire started in the cable. And because these cables ran across the roof or ceiling, so it 
started and it spread all across. And this was the extraction plant which was primarily impacted. The 
fire was brought under control, with support from Syncrude also. And it just happened that they had 
what was called the sky-horse crane, which was brought in for some construction work, that was 
used to evacuate some people, because they were on the seventh floor and there was no way they 
could come through the plant. Now. on the top floor were the transformers with the PCB in there. 
Had it not been for the PCB, the clean up would have been much easier. But, because it was coming 
down from there, all the way through, everything had to be scrubbed clean. And the way it was, let’s 
say, Adriana, you and I start work in the morning. At the end of the day, whatever clothing we were 
wearing, a shovel, all tools we were using, everything had to be packed away and shipped to Swan 
Hills. Floor grating, each and every—and these are not flat surface floor grating and then 
underneath, because bitumen is sticky—to clean this was on and on and on. Now, the plant had to 
be rebuilt. We had to start the plant, because we had no money coming in and huge costs for 
rebuilding. I was involved in the design modification for the extraction plant.  
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Now, recovery process, we used to have the separation cell and the scavenger banks. The separation 
cell separated the bitumen, the major portion, and then the scavenger banks recovered the rest of it. 
Now no money is coming in, and tons of money going out for rebuilding. So we made the 
recommendation to management that let’s approach ERCB and say that, during this time we will 
disregard the scavenger banks, which means the tailings losses will be higher. We put together the 
plan, and I very well remember ERCB personnel came—chief came and some engineers—and one 
of the engineers very arrogantly, he said, “No. We won’t tolerate that. You have a mandate to 
protect. This resource is owned by Albertans. You cannot do this thing.” Well, we said, “If that’s the 
case, then, this is going to prolong it and we may have to lay off people.” Because you are an 
operator, you’re not doing anything. There’s only clean up so there isn’t much you can do. During 
the break, the chief, and I was making the presentation and I thought, “Well, now it is a dead loss, 
because you do this or you are not going to start the plant.” During the break, the chief took my 
superintendent aside, and he said, “Don’t pay attention to what Bill is saying. I understand, and we 
will approve it.” He did not want to tell Bill to shut up.  

But, again, you have to look at the overall picture. We are not deliberately destroying Alberta’s 
resources. We will have a process to recover that, but there’s no money being earned, and tons of 
money to be spent. Once this starts up, you’re generating some revenue. And, if it goes, let’s say if 
ERCB were to disapprove it, it may go to the government level. And Suncor management said, 
“Adriana, here are the two options. We have to lay off 500 employees. Or do this. I’m sure the 
decision will be okay. You’ve already kept the employees. Not one employee was laid off.” You 
know, companies get bad press and all that, but these things should be kept in mind. Not one 
employee was laid off. 

AD:  And I gather that, you know, the resolution of the labour dispute resulted in close 
collaboration between management and the union. And so that it was a very collaborative attitude 
that enabled the rebuilding. 

PM:  Yup. As you said, look everybody’s livelihood is at stake. Even as an engineer, okay. You can 
say, “Look, you have designed it, but now it is in the hands of the carpenter to build it. So for the 
next three weeks there is no job for you. And there’s nothing I can do.” That’s a fact. I’m an 
operator. I don’t have the trade skill of a carpenter or a plumber. You only need so many labourers 
or helpers. So you can say, “No, no, no.” I mean, you’re an electrician and you’ve got an electrician 
apprentice. Now why do you need Prakash Mullick to hold the ladder? “No, no, Prakash Mullick has 
to go. And since you’re not making any money, you cannot carry this huge payroll.” So, it did bring 
about that, if we work together, and demands are fine but there is only so much money available. 
And I mean the union realizes also that you are not going to get everything. But if you try that you 
started here and I was here, and gradually we come and say, “Okay this makes sense. Let’s move  
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on.” But if you say “I’m not moving,” and if you say, “I’m not moving,” then what will happen? 

AD:  So if one is looking at the evolution of the company and that you look at those three … I 
mean, there’s a saying that bad luck comes in threes. So you would have had the labour dispute, the 
fire, and then, of course, the whole transitioning of the plant, making it more efficient, one aspect 
being the move to truck and shovel. But we’re now talking about the era where Dee Parkinson 
Marcoux came in. And I mean, she was brought in, my understanding of it, as a change agent. Do 
you want to address her role and how she was perceived and how the company changed? 

PM:  Ya, Dee Parkinson certainly deserves a lot of credit. She was brought in, in 1991, when the 
previous EV-P Mike Supple retired. And at the same time, the truck and shovel was being 
contemplated. Now since I wasn’t part of senior management, it’s difficult to say who was 
responsible. In fact, recently I was looking at somebody had sent me on this LinkedIn thing, and 
there was one engineer, Wayne Hill, he has stated that, in his profile, that it was his idea to go truck 
and shovel. Some people have said that an external consultant did. However, whether it came from 
there or it came from Dee Parkinson, Dee Parkinson was the person at the time this transition had 
to take place. And, when you are making a big change the labour thing and so forth, she had to be in 
charge, and, although Rick George was the president and CEO, Dee Parkinson as the EV-P had to 
implement it. So, the credit definitely goes to her. Now some people have bad memories of “If I lost 
my job. You know, things were going on. Why did we have to do all this?” But, even the bargaining 
unit employees, who lost jobs but most of them got their jobs back in a different capacity.  

As you know, it used to be in the ’50s and ’60s that you had one skill and you had one job and you 
worked for that. Now, during your career you’ll have five, six jobs. Just take my case. When I went 
to university, forget about the computer, calculators didn’t exist, but you used slide rules and log 
tables. If I hadn’t learned to use a computer, nobody would be interested in talking to me. The days 
when you wrote something and gave it to a secretary to type are gone. So, if I come to you and say, 
“Adriana, I don’t know how to use a computer. I’ll write it longhand and get a secretary.” Would 
you even consider me? Irrespective of what else I may have. Now if I’m one-of-a-kind in this work, 
then you’ll say, “Okay we’ll hire somebody to help him.” Otherwise, no. So Dee Parkinson was 
instrumental in getting the implementation going. And, as the implementation took place, the cost 
started coming down, and by 1996 when the entire conversion had taken place, as it was estimated, 
five dollars a barrel.  

But, during this phase, there was a tragedy in 1994. Because it was decided to phase out the bucket-
wheel excavator, they … Any equipment has to be maintained. And the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act clearly says that the employer shall maintain equipment according to manufacturers’  
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recommendations. This particular bucket wheel, although the quality assurance inspectors had 
indicated that certain things had to be done, as the records were … they weren’t done. And, in 1994, 
one of the bucket wheels collapsed, the boom collapsed, and Patrick Dick was the man. He died. I 
went to that funeral. Dee Parkinson was there too. And Adriana, I’ve been to many funerals, but 
I’ve never seen a family so distraught as that one; never seen a family so distraught as that one. 
Anyway, something happened. Of course, Suncor was charged and Suncor had, I believe, pleaded 
guilty, because it’s public record so I can say so. Suncor pleaded guilty because violation of the … 
What Occupation Health and Safety looks at is which clause of the act was violated. You can’t just 
say, “Oh, you violated the law.” No. You have to be specific. And that’s where it was that failing to 
maintain equipment according the manufacturers’ documentation.  

AD:  Which is sad, because it tarnishes somehow the success of the move to truck and shovel. And 
of course, you know about the equipment and a number of people that I’ve interviewed have 
commented on this, that the equipment was designed to mine sometimes different commodities in 
different countries. The equipment … the stresses and strains of working with the bitumen, which 
could be molten during the summer but rock hard and frozen in the winter, do you want to 
comment about issues around equipment? 

PM:  That’s true. Oil sands mining is a unique business and, until Suncor started, nobody knew 
anything about it. The bucket wheels were being used in the coal industry in European companies all 
over. And this was designed by O&K, which was a German company at that time, West German 
company. And they were very successful. However, when you are operating outside in minus-40 
weather, steel becomes a brick. And I know of a case where an eight-inch diameter steel boom 
cracked, like you crack a matchstick, because of the extreme cold. I had worked in the iron ore 
industry in northern Quebec. I recall one place in Schefferville, and in those days the trucks were 
only 35 tons. Now they are 400 tons. The instructions were that, when you stop the truck, you don’t 
go to idle at the lowest speed. You had to run it at a high speed, in idling. This truck was loaded. The 
operator parked it somewhere and went for his lunch or something. But what he did was she went 
too low, and the engine stalled. It’s frozen. Because this truck is loaded with a full load, there is no 
equipment powerful enough to drag it into the shop. That truck stayed sitting idle outside until May 
or June when the temperature warmed up that you can move the thing.  

So, the harsh climate in which, and as you said, it’s frozen rock. I mean it’s minus 40. You know, it’s 
like a chunk of ice like on your front sidewalk or driveway, to try to break ice is not easy. Shovelling 
snow is fine. So during the time, of course, the company started evaluating that, excuse me is that 
going to …[telephone rings and answering machine goes on] 
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Outside voice:  Just wait until it goes and then … 

AD:  Yup. You can continue as soon as it stops ringing. 

PM:  Okay. So what was being done was they developed techniques to go for blasting to break the 
oil sands into smaller pieces, because what would happen otherwise is that you are trying to dig the 
big rock, and although the teeth of the bucket wheel—this was the most vulnerable, because you’re 
trying to dig, but the teeth are broken, worn out. Then it’s like you have a flat shovel to shovel the 
driveway. When you try to dig in your garden, unless there is a point there’s no way. So when the 
teeth were getting broken, this is where the technical advances. We have to say what it is.  

Going back, for example, trucks. Exhaust used to go at the back. But in wintertime, it’s frozen. So 
somebody came up and said, “No, no, circulate it under the body of the truck so it will keep warm, 
so it won’t stick now. Like in-floor heating in your house. So, technological challenges have made a 
big difference. And I’m convinced that the future generation will come up with solutions, for 
example, the tailings pond. You’ve heard about it. The toxic lakes you can see from the shuttle and 
so forth. Technology is being developed to address that. All of a sudden, you will not find a 
solution. I’m sure, Adriana, years ago you used to purchase leaded gasoline. We used to use DDT 
across the country. Smoking was permitted pretty well everywhere. It was considered gentlemanly to 
light the lady’s cigarette. Those things are gone. Women were not considered persons. We have 
moved forward. We should look at solutions rather than condemning what is happening. And all the 
negative publicity about the dirty oil and so forth.  

I don’t know if you are familiar with the CBC program, “Cross Country Checkup,” with Rex 
Murphy. During the last election campaign, and there was Mr. Layton talking about oil sands. So 
one person called and, at that time the topic was and he said, “You know, these toxic tailings ponds? 
There is a disaster waiting to happen. Things will collapse and there will be calamity all across 
northern Alberta.” I was a little annoyed, so I called in and was able to get through, and I said, “Rex, 
first of all, that statement is false. There are strict guidelines for the design of the tailings ponds.  
Once the oil sands is mined, it leaves a big cavity, that’s where the tailings is deposited. So the walls 
are very sturdy and their strength is regularly monitored.  Now tailings pond 1, which was the first 
one, which is close to Athabasca River, now it has been reclaimed. Again, nobody knows what will 
happen 10 years down the road. But you keep monitoring and see what we need to do. Technology 
is improving, changes are taking place.”  

To give an example, at Suncor site we have naphtha, which is the most valuable component of the 
crude oil. Naphtha from plant 4, which is the froth treatment plant, used to go to the  
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tailings pond, certain portions. And because of its foul odour, and the main road to the plant site 
was beside the pond, it used to be always a nuisance thing. Studies were done. You know, what 
should we do? Then as I recall, Alberta Environment mandated it that we had to find a solution. So, 
a naphtha recovery unit was built. The cost of that unit was recovered within six months, because 
the most valuable component of crude oil, which was going to the tailings, is now being recovered. 
Then, they realized that this is not big enough. It’s working, so we went to a much bigger unit. So 
technology also helps in other ways.  

Totally aside, when I was involved with the metrification program at Wabush Mines. We used to 
have toothpaste tubes, whether it is Crest or Colgate or others. And everything used to be 1 and 3/8 
ounce, and the next one would be 3 and 5/8. And then we had 5 and 7/8 or something. And if 
Crest has 1 and 3/8 the next, Colgate will not be 1 and 3/8; it will be 1 and 5/8. So let’s say you 
have to produce the empty tubes. You have to have 20 different types. And your shipper will 
somehow make a mistake—not intentionally. He’ll send the one to Colgate which should have gone 
to Crest. Now it’s standardized, whether it’s 100 millilitres or 130 or 170. You want Colgate or you 
want this, all that is available. Does it hurt anything? No. 

AD:  Now, to go back to this issue of standardization, because you’ve spent a significant portion of 
your career on this, I mean, the integrated management system within the plant and other types of 
evaluation strategies. Do you want to talk about that? That movement for international 
standardization and how, you know, you were part of bringing that to Suncor and the work that you 
did. 

PM:  Yes, what it was that as Suncor in the beginning it was very difficult to recruit people. So let’s 
say you came in for six months and you say, “Well, this is the way to do business.” Then somebody 
else came in, so it was a hodgepodge of things there. Now, it’s like in your kitchen, instead of buying 
ten cups which you couldn’t afford to buy so you bought two. And then there is two other different 
size and so forth. So you got a hodgepodge of everything. And what is happening with the 
employees? They are saying that I look at this procedure, it has these things. Then I look at another 
one, it has something different. How do you get these things?  

I can give an example when I was asked by Shell Scotford, after I moved here. I went there and the 
manager for whom I was going to do work, he had worked at Albian Sands, so that’s how he 
approached me. It was half an hour of discussion. He gave me some examples. And he said, 
“Prakash, just having looked at it, tell me one thing that is blatantly obvious to you.” I said, “Jeff in  
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any document the first page is a table of contents. In all of these it says index. Index is usually at the 
end of the document in alphabetical order. Table of contents is at the front, and there should be 
page numbers. There are no page numbers here.” 

And he said, “You know, we’ve been doing this for 25 years, and nobody has mentioned it.” And 
every document … the only thing standard was the header and footer and the first page index. But 
beyond that, it was free for all.  

So, I said, “We have to develop a template first. So when you look at it, it starts with something and 
these things have got to be, because you need it. Now, Jimmy says, ‘Adriana puts it on first page, 
Prakash puts it on seventh page, and some document is not there. Is it or is it not important to do 
it?’” And that’s where the fellow at the floor level is not intentionally doing the job wrong. When he 
or she comes to work, he or she wants to do the job right, without getting hurt, without destroying 
anything. But with this kind of thing there is bound to be errors.  

It’s the same thing for you. Sometimes you say, “Look, establish. Are we going to use metric units or 
imperial units?”  

So, you say, “Oh, oh I thought it was only three feet.” No, no, no, it was three metres. But if 
everyday you go, “No, no, no, keep it in mind. It’s three metres, not three feet.” Now three feet is 
but three metres is 10 feet. Now if you were to build that accordingly, you’d say, “Ya, he writes 
something; you write something. Here is Centigrade; here is Fahrenheit or something else.” You 
keep on, keep on all this confusion. Shell’s former CEO, he came up with what they call ESSA. E 
for elimination, S for simplification, S for standardization, and A for automation. Exactly, what I’ll 
say. So whether you call it this acronym or that one, what he was saying was eliminate unnecessary 
work. Before writing a procedure, think of it. Is it required or is this covered by some other 
document? And if it is required, will it conflict with some other document? Otherwise you say, 
“Well, that one says 90 degrees Celsius. Now this one says 60 degrees Celsius. Now you’ve got three 
documents with three different criteria. How do you expect the person at the floor level to comply?” 
So look at the three documents. Can they be combined? Because not only that … sure, if my job is 
that the more documents I create the more money I make. But Adriana, you are the manager. You 
should be making the call. Why do we need these three documents? And the three documents. If 
some change takes place, you have to update three. So not only that effort and resources allocated to 
develop that, they have to be kept up to date. 

AD:  So, in the first 20 years or so, there were so many challenges and they were in a reactive 
posture. But then, of course, once the industry begins to make that transition to earning  



 
Sponsors of The Oil Sands Oral History Project include the Alberta Historical Resources 
Foundation, Athabasca Oil Sands Corp., Canadian Natural Resources Limited, Canadian Oil 
Sands Limited, Connacher Oil and Gas Limited, Imperial Oil Limited, MEG Energy Corp., 
Nexen Inc., Suncor Energy and Syncrude Canada. 
 

18 

money, then you have to address those issues of safety, standards, training. And so that’s the 
department that you were involved with and ended up heading and creating some of this. But my 
understanding is that … and then of course you had trainers, you developed training materials, you 
used video, so very innovative in terms of those training approaches. But then, of course, that 
department was dismembered. This was in the Dee Parkinson era. And what was the thinking 
around that? 

PM:  Okay. What Dee Parkinson’s concept was decentralization. So, let’s say you are as former 
Premier Jean Lesage said, “Maître chez nous,” you are the master in your house. So Adriana, you 
will decide how things are going to be run in your department. Prakash Mullick can offer advice, if 
you ask him, but he’s not going to tell you how it should be done. It has its advantages, but it has its 
disadvantages, too. For example, I remember one thing. A friend of mine was working in upgrading 
and one of the engineers working for him had designed something. And there was a water line and 
he said, “Well, we’ll cut it off here.”  

Now he knew the plant completely, so he said, “Adriana, if you cut off that line, how would water 
go to Jimmy’s house. You can’t just … You have to see what will be the impact of doing that on the 
other.” Now, if I’m concerned only about my house, sure I can close this tap and that tap. But if I 
go on the main street, and close that valve because I’m doing some work, everybody else is deprived 
of the water.  

And, in this particular case, I know in upgrading, and he said, “No, you can’t do that.” But the 
engineer who was working on his focus was only here. So, Dee Parkinson decided that it would be 
decentralized. The main engineering department said no. Upgrading will run its show. And you’ll run 
your show. And you’ll run your show.  

AD:  And the training component was then put into the unit. Now, of course, we’ve seen the swings 
and roundabouts with respect to Alberta Health. You know, we moved away from the individual 
health board, regional health board to, you know … 

PM:  A super board. 

AD:  A super board. You know, so it’s really the swings and roundabouts and the flavour of the 
month, but that in interviewing a number of people who were involved in that training function, it 
begs the question. Where you have an excellent centralized system, where you’ve innovated both in 
the development of materials and you are using, you use multi-media, various delivery mechanisms, 
and you also have face-to-face delivery. And then you get rid of that and we go back to the point 
that there were real job losses on the staff side and what would be the middle management ranks. 
And that those were real cuts. 
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PM:  That’s true. 

AD:  Rather than the redeployment of the unionized labour. And so a number of people then, you 
know, were given that bridging but there were real cuts. 

PM:  Real cuts. In fact, a good friend of mine, he came to my office one day. His face was sort of 
ashen. And he said, “Prakash, can I shut the door?”  

I said, “Sure.” But I said, “Mark, what’s the matter? You look so distraught.” He said, “Today I was 
asked to do something which nobody should have to do.”  

So, not knowing anything, I said, “Mark, what, care to comment?” And I said, “Rest assured, 
nobody would know from me. And that’s why the door is shut. Nobody is going to bother us.”  

He said, “Prakash, a few months ago a certain number of employees were transferred into my group. 
Nobody had asked me, and I didn’t understand the rationale. Yesterday, I was given these packages. 
“Terminate these employees.” So he said, “Six months ago they were moved here. Nobody asked 
me. Nobody told me why. And today I’m being asked to …” So he said, “These are human beings. 
They’re going to lose their jobs. How do I explain to them what am I doing? Why am I doing it? I 
can’t, because “Adriana” has given me these packages and said, ‘Bill, and Joan, and Deborah, and 
Alvy have to go, so just give them and tell them this is it.’” So that sort of thing, and again, a few 
years later, centralization and decentralization, in Suncor history has gone on a few times. In fact, 
when I was doing some consulting with Suncor later on, this was one thing because … I was doing 
some work for Reliability Engineering. Now there are codes to be followed: Alberta Boiler Safety 
Association. So let’s say if you are in charge for all dealings with ABSA, you will know up-to-date 
what is the requirement, and you tell everybody. But no, no, no, no, you look after only that. So now 
four people are handling it. Now four people go to ABSA, and ABSA thinks, “What kind of crazy 
set up is this. I’m used to dealing with “Adriana,” now “Adriana” comes two days later. Prakash is 
asking the same question. And a month later somebody else. What is it? Why can’t you …?” So I 
was asked to produce, again, a Reliability Engineering manual. So everybody in the organization, 
whether you are in mining, whether you are in extraction, whether you are in utilities, and whether 
you are in upgrading, you should all follow that.  

And when you get to the Occupational Health and Safety Act does not … That’s the law of the 
land. There’s nothing to negotiate. You have a question, you go to them. Alberta Boiler Safety 
Association, the same thing. Alberta Boilers Branch, the Canadian Standards Association, these are  
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non-negotiable. For example, when you drive from here, it says 50 kilometres per hour. That’s not 
negotiable. That’s the law of the land. And if today I phone Alberta Transportation, what’s the speed 
limit? Two days later, somebody else in the same company. If you were there, wouldn’t you say, 
“Doesn’t Prakash work in your company?”  

“Oh no, no. He works in another department. Well, don’t you people talk to each other?” 

AD:  So, some of those, the changes that occurred in her era were productive. And the switch to 
truck and shovel, I mean, there were actual savings. But in terms of some of those structural 
changes, flattening the organization … it’s a hit and miss. 

PM:  Some of the things, and I can say, because I was present in that meeting where Rick George 
was the speaker. But to answer that question a little bit more personally. My next door neighbours 
both worked at Suncor, husband and wife. And the message was from Rick George that we are a 
large organization. Let’s make sure that if both husband and wife are working, let’s make sure at least 
one of them is accommodated somewhere. Both were laid off. They had two young children. They 
were next door to me. They were struggling. It was a young couple. Now, sure, there’s EI and all 
that. When Rick George came … by this time Dee Parkinson had left the organization and this was 
the first communication session after Dee Parkinson had left. And I was in that meeting and he said 
that, “I knew that there would have to be adjustment. I knew that there would be some hardship.” 
But I was disappointed in the brutal manner that some of these were implemented.” And I 
remember Adriana, very, very well, he used the word “brutal.” And when I recall that “brutal,” I see 
Bill and Chris Horne living next door to me.  

AD:  So they’re real people. And I think that, you know, when CEOs talk about profit and loss. And 
I mean, that’s the level at which they look at things. But in terms of understanding the entire 
industry, it isn’t just about economics. It’s a societal impact, so, you know, one has to look at … 

PM:  Ya. And going back to Bill and Chris Horne, they’re both working now, at the same place, at 
Suncor. Now, here is the big difference with Dee Parkinson, definitely. She was focusing only at 
Suncor. The community mattered nothing to her. In fact, I’ve come to know through the grapevine, 
that we used to have a Suncor barbeque. And that started way back in the 70s. And Dee Parkinson 
wanted to cancel it because it was an unnecessary cost. But others prevailed on her that look, this is 
something that people look forward to. It’s like children look forward to Christmas presents or a 
birthday. Now if this year you’re out of work, and there’s no money.  
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I remember when I was out of work when Alsands collapsed. 1982. And there was an Atari game 
called “Phoenix” and my children were very keen on it. And, after my wife told them, “Look this 
year Papa doesn’t have a job, so maybe …” And I said to her, “Look, we are not hurting for grocery 
money. They’ve been looking forward to it, so I’m going to buy that, but don’t tell them.”  

My wife asked my son, “What would you like to have as a Christmas present?”  

And he said, “I’d like Papa to have a job.” So, we weren’t hurting, but when I look at my next door 
neighbour, this is where Rick George said “brutal.”  

When Mike Ashar came, he wanted to make sure. He said, “Look, we are part of this community. 
We have got to engage. And since they are our neighbours, we cannot just ignore it. Look, you 
didn’t go to school. You have a drinking problem. Well, tough luck, who cares?” He said, “No, 
we’ve got to engage.” So he was a lot more in the community. Just to give an example, when Suncor 
was going through an expansion, Bechtel and Fluor, they were the joint venture managing partners. 
They needed a lot of vehicles. So, their Calgary office negotiated with some company in Edmonton 
and Calgary because they didn’t know about Fort McMurray. So, a lot of rental vehicles came on 
site. The president of Northstar Ford, because Mike Ashar had gone to the Chamber of Commerce 
and said that there would be expansion so there would be opportunities and to the extent that price 
and quality and delivery I would see to it that local businesses are also considered. Now, Adriana, 
you have expertise in designing high-pressure compressors. You are one of a kind located in 
Vancouver. So, just because Prakash Mullick is living in Fort McMurray, no, no, no. Competence is 
the first thing. Can you do the job? Can you do it on time and can you do it for the right price? So, 
the president of Northstar Ford called Mike Ashar and said, “Mike you had come to the Chamber of 
Commerce and you had said that … I was not even given a chance. Maybe I would not have been 
successful, but I was not even given a chance to bid. Now, granted a dealership in Fort McMurray is 
much smaller than Edmonton or Calgary or Toronto. But, he said, I was not even …’” Mike Ashar 
was very annoyed. Now mind you this was being handled by the joint venture managing contractor. 
But the president of Northstar Ford is looking at Mike Ashar, you are the EV-P, you came to the 
Chamber of Commerce and said this.  

Mike Ashar said, “Look that contract is awarded, I cannot … But these trucks will require 
maintenance, and because these are Ford pickups,” he said, “I’ll make sure that you are included in 
the bidding for the maintenance.” And they got the contract, but there was a clause there that it’s 
not nine to five, Monday through Friday. For example, let’s say, Adriana you have a vehicle. You 
cannot leave it in the garage for three days. Otherwise, we have to have more. So we need service 
that this week it will be available. They made arrangements. They said, Adriana, at the end of her 
shift, so let’s say you work from seven ’til five. Five o’clock, either she can drop it off here or we’ll  



 
Sponsors of The Oil Sands Oral History Project include the Alberta Historical Resources 
Foundation, Athabasca Oil Sands Corp., Canadian Natural Resources Limited, Canadian Oil 
Sands Limited, Connacher Oil and Gas Limited, Imperial Oil Limited, MEG Energy Corp., 
Nexen Inc., Suncor Energy and Syncrude Canada. 
 

22 

go and pick up from her home and bring it during the night, so tomorrow morning when she gets 
up, seven o’clock, her vehicle will be there. Or we’ll provide another vehicle, because some work 
may not be completed. And they lived up to it. They said that we will provide 24-hour, seven-day 
service. And they made lots of money, but the condition was that Adriana should have the vehicle 
when she needs it. Yes, if it was involved in an accident, then you may have to lease another one. 
But routine maintenance—oil change or tires or some windshield wipers not working, or things like 
that—and they honoured it. 

AD:  Now, this raises the issue of the relationship between the company and the community, now 
do you want to address this, and also what it was like in Fort McMurray in the 25-year period when 
you lived there. Do you want to talk a bit about that? 

PM:  Ya, the industry has supported the community to a large extent. Various things … for 
example, they provide scholarships to the employees’ children for post-secondary education. Both 
my children benefited from that. They support the local college, Keyano College, through donations 
and grants for different things. Hospital, they support when, for example, Northern Lights Regional 
Health Centre was the only place in Alberta that didn’t have MRI. And Mr. Klein was issuing the 
400-dollar cheques. He came to Fort McMurray, and the cost was estimated at 5.5 million to 
purchase equipment, to train staff, to set up the facility. At that time, Adriana, Alberta had a surplus 
of 6.8 billion. He came and gave two million dollars. He got three standing ovations, the 
cheerleaders were there. Now the fundraising starts to get the other three and a half. Albian Sands 
was the biggest donor. They gave the biggest to make sure … Because what they said is, “This is a 
necessity, and who’s going to be using it? Some of our employees. Maybe the CEO may not; you 
may not; I may need it. Where would they have to go …?” Adriana, I’m not bragging about it, but 
my 400-dollar cheque? I added another 400 and gave them an 800-dollar cheque to get the MRI. We 
never benefited. That’s irrelevant. So that kind of thing they keep on doing.  

The other thing that I like to emphasize is the incentive to hire Aboriginal People. And, in this 
regard, the credit should go to Eric Newell, who was president and CEO of Syncrude. He had made 
a ruling that the Syncrude workforce must represent the demographics of the community. And, 
since the Region and Municipality of Wood Buffalo was 13 percent Aboriginal population, 
Syncrude’s workforce must be 13 percent Aboriginal. Now that did not mean that just because 
you’re Aboriginal you’re going to be given a job as an engineer or carpenter. That competence you 
must have. However, he said, there are positions, for example, janitorial contract. Now, if I’ve never 
worked as a janitor, I may have an engineering degree, but if you want me to work as a janitor, you’ll 
have to change what chemical I’m going to use, what supplies I’m going to use, all those things. 
Syncrude established that and then gradually Suncor and other organizations [followed suit].  
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And I remember, when I was at Albian, there was one man who came—there was a lot of 
unemployment, again, lack of education and skills so, there’s only so many jobs as a labourer—we 
needed a crew to wash trucks. So, this man came, he said, “Is there work available?” He had a small 
company, so we said this is what is needed, to wash the trucks. So, if you are the owner, whether you 
are the owner, the foreman, the supervisor, we need four people. But drug and alcohol testing is 
mandatory. Albian was the first one to bring in that in 2003. You have to make sure that these 
employees pass the drug and alcohol test and they must maintain that status during their 
employment and there shall be no leeway at all. Well, this man thought, well, you know, this is … 
they will provide the equipment. They’ll provide the training, but you have got to follow the rules. 
And the drug and alcohol, everybody has to go for testing and maintain that status. He said, “This is 
good enough.” He went and got some people, and he said that … So everybody started but one 
person showed up under the influence of alcohol.  

So he was told, “Look, this man has to go and he will not be rehired here for six months. He better 
go and clean up.”  

So this fellow went, and he said, “Look, Adriana, the rules are very clear. You haven’t had a steady 
job for years. Now you got a steady job. Very good pay. They’re providing you with equipment. 
They’re providing you with training. They’re giving you good wages. And you can’t leave alcohol? 
You don’t belong here.” And because you are the owner, what right have I got to ruin your 
company, because if tomorrow somebody shows up then Albian will say, “Adriana, either you clean 
up this or we are cancelling the contract.” So it’s a two-way street. Again, now that you have a steady 
job, you have a steady income, you do your partying outside the work.  

To give an example, a few years ago, a facilities maintenance supervisor, he had developed a bonus 
plan. So his manager said, “Show it to Prakash to see how it is doing.” He showed it to me, and I 
said, “Ya, it’s very well presented. But,” I said, “Glen, this is crazy. What are you doing here?” What 
it was … this is for the janitorial staff at Suncor. If you are scheduled to work and you show up for 
work you get 50 cents per hour bonus. If you are not able to come and you phone in, “Look I am 
sick,” you get 50 cents per hour. That is considered scheduled work. And if you show up for work 
and wear the personal protective equipment, in other words, safety boots, hardhat, safety glasses, 
gloves and follow that, another 50 cents per hour. So 40 hours per week you’re getting 40 dollars 
extra, just to show up at work and follow … So I said, “Glen, is this the way you are doing it?”  

He said, “Prakash, let me explain to you.” He said, “When you finish work at 4:15, you go home. 
You have your supper with your family or you take your children for hockey or whatever. What 
happens to me? I get home at five o’clock, sit down to have supper, and the phone rings. Adriana is 
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saying, ‘Oh, Billy hasn’t shown up.’ Now,” he said, “Prakash if you don’t come to work tomorrow 
something will suffer, but if the washrooms are not clean, there’ll be stink in more ways than one.” 
So he said, “What do I do now? I leave my supper and start phoning. I phone Adriana, ‘Are you 
available?’ No. I call, so I go through the list. So I find somebody. Then, I pay a taxi for that person, 
an overtime meal, and this is overtime hours. And because the shift change is less than the required 
hours the next shift will be overtime also.” And he said, “This happens at least three times a week.” 
And he said, “Prakash, I don’t get a cent. I can’t have my … I can’t tell me daughter that ‘Look, I 
have to arrange this. I can’t take you to figure skating.’”  

Anyways, so I said, “Okay, I didn’t know.” I shut up.  

Six months later, Adriana, he said, “Prakash, this is confidential information, but you had raised the 
question.” Adriana, the bonus versus the other costs. The other costs were ten times the bonus, and 
this man disrupted supper and not taking his children was not a factor.  

So I said, “Glen, I would never have thought.” So what it is is that if you were to say, “I’m paying 
him a dollar an hour just to show up.”  

I’d say, “Adriana are you crazy? Is this how you manage your budget?” When you look at it, it was a 
factor of 10. Not just a little bit. A factor of 10.   

AD:  So, there has to be that flexibility to create incentive schemes that will get Aboriginal People 
into the work force and keep them in the work force. And, of course, I know there have been great 
successes to do with independent companies, service companies. Is there anything else that you 
would like to share with me, because I think you’re going to show me some documents and things 
and we can discuss those, but, you know, are there any summative remarks you want to make or is 
there anything else that comes to mind? 

PM:  Ya. I would say …[telephone rings and answering machine picks up] 

Outside voice: It’s been two hours, or close to two hours, I have to change the … 

AD:  Okay, perfect, so this is a good time to break. 

AD:  So any summative remarks? 

PM:  As you know Adriana, there has been a lot of negative publicity about the oil sands. Because it 
has become such a success, everybody is involved in one way or another. And there are a lot of 
people throwing rocks without understanding the overall picture. And all the talk about dirty oil and 
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the other side, ethical oil, and so forth, I think this industry is crucial, not only for Alberta’s 
economy but for the Canadian economy. And whether we like it or not, in the foreseeable future, 
fossil fuels will be the source of energy for the Canadian society. We live in a harsh climate; we have 
to heat our homes. We have to travel whether by bus or train or vehicle. We have to transport our 
food and commodities from one place to the other. We are a large country. Whether it’s by aircraft 
or truck or train, we need some sort of fuel. Now, if you look back our forefathers lived without 
central heating, without running water and all that. I don’t think Canadian society wants to go to 
that. So, if you are thinking about going to that agrarian society, where you had a little plot of land, 
you grew a few vegetables, and had a few chickens and something—survived. Those days are over.  

We need energy, but we have to be more efficient. And having just returned from Europe, you see 
there all the hotels, you have the key and you have to insert in your slot; otherwise power will not 
come on. Why can’t that be done in North America? Most people turn off. But some others, they 
say, “Ah, who cares? I’m paying 150 dollars a night anyway. So, I leave at eight until five, all the 
lights are on, the TV is on. Are we suffering because in Europe you have to take the key out and 
everything’s shut down. Does it hurt anything? No. Take the toilet system. Why can’t we have that, 
you know, number one and number two? That’s easily possible and, going back, I remember we 
used to have different colour toilet papers. Then it was found that it was affecting the algae, and so 
forth. Is our personal hygiene affected because it’s only white now? So change is like that. Need to 
be looked at, not that. You come up with something, and I can call you crazy and so forth. You’re a 
highly-qualified person. Why can’t we talk to each other instead of talking about each other? I go 
around badmouthing Adriana. And people on the street think Adriana is qualified. Prakash is 
qualified. What are they bickering about? Shouldn’t they be talking to each other to say, “How can 
we improve these things?” 

AD:  So you’re saying, I mean, in terms of the adversaries of the oil sands, that there should be some 
frank conversation and really to look at conservation and better use. 

PM:  Now as you know, Mr. Mulcair has made some statements. He’s been called divisive and all 
that. His statement about calling Premier Redford, and Premier Clark, and Premier Selinger as 
messengers for Prime Minister Harper is insulting. But for him to say that we are not complying 
with the environment regulations. Both Alberta government and federal government studies have 
said that we don’t have proper monitoring. Now here also, it used to be the Alberta government 
does this, federal government does this, and then bickering going on. Adriana, you and I sit down. 
We’ll do the testing. How will we do the testing? We establish the criteria. We don’t know? We’ll go 
to some university, hire an expert. How do we monitor bitumen in the water? What would we do 
about that? Come to terms. Otherwise, “Oh, Adriana doesn’t know the testing she did was just 
flawed.”  
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Then, the common person says, “Adriana has a PhD. How could she be so far off the mark?”  

And, then, next day someone says, “Oh, look at Prakash Mullick. What kind of junk is he 
producing?” So, instead of talking about each other, if we talk to each other. We need to 
accommodate, but to a certain point.  

Like we said, “We’ll accommodate you. You don’t have the education, we’ll train you. But if you 
show up under the influence of alcohol, the door is closed and there’s nothing to negotiate.”  

And giving the example of Aboriginals, I was doing some work for facilities maintenance. We had 
developed some work practices. This foreman was a female. All the workers were male, and so the 
attitude was, “Who is she to tell us?” So they were pestering her all the time. “What do you think 
Gloria? You are pushing us? The manager will kick you out.” Now she felt threatened. A single 
mother. She’s got a steady job. Now, she’s feeling it. So she came to see me.  

And she said, “Prakash, you know these work practices we developed, they keep on saying again and 
again that I will be kicked out.” 

I said, “Gloria, that will not happen. The manager asked me to develop this and to train you. That’s 
not going to happen. But to put your mind at ease, I will set up a meeting.”  

I went to see the manager, and he said, “Prakash, you’re absolutely right. Let’s set up a meeting.” 
The manager was there, the supervisor, and Gloria, and I.  

And I said, “Gloria, please feel free to say what you want to say without fear of anything.”  

She said what she had to say, and the manager said that “Nobody is going to push you around. I 
give you my commitment. These work practices were developed to do the job safely and properly. 
And anybody who is not going to do that will not be working here. And anybody who pushes you? 
You have your supervisor’s support. You can go to Prakash or you can come directly to me.” After 
that, she felt very comfortable. But again, Adriana, Gloria was feeling uncomfortable. Not having 
worked, she didn’t know. But now her confidence is lifted this high. And a few months later when I 
saw her, she had been promoted. So now if she had been told, “Oh Gloria, take it easy.” Now you 
are sort of leaving the door open that a little bit of digression or diversity is tolerated. No, no, no. 
This is the way business will be done. And the person who doesn’t will not be working here. Now 
you have boosted her confidence, and whether it’s male or female is nothing. Suncor has a policy: 
we treat each other with respect. It doesn’t say male or female. We treat each other with respect. I 
mean, what is happening with the RCMP, the female employees, this is just disgusting. 
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AD:  And now, of course, I mean in an employer that is working in the contemporary world and 
espousing contemporary values, you do have those standards. And it’s good to have someone who 
played a role in that. And I thank you for your willingness to be interviewed. And if we can move to 
the other room so that we can talk about some of your materials?  

PM:  Sure. Thanks very much for inviting me to participate in this. 

AD:  Thank you. 

AD:  Let’s look at some of the … 

PM:  The community work? 

AD:  Yes, I want to look at some of the community work. Because I think we’ve picked up 
standards and other things. We talked about them. 

PM:  There is documents, but there is … 

AD:  So I think the community work. Okay? 

PM:  Okay. 

AD:  Shall we move these chairs if you’re going to …? 

PM:  Is there enough light here? 

Outside voice [videographer]: And yup, go ahead. 

AD:  So Prakash, you were an active volunteer in the community. Did Suncor encourage its 
employees to involve themselves in volunteer activities or was this your choice? 

PM:  Although Suncor encouraged, but it was my own choice. And the reason is very simple. When 
our children were young, others helped them, whether it was figure skating, or soccer, or hockey. So 
I thought when I was in a position, I am not athletic or a sports-minded, so I was not in a position 
to help with the coaching in soccer or football or hockey or figure skating. So I felt I can contribute 
in some other ways.  

And the first thing where I got involved was doing the income tax return for seniors and, of all the 
volunteer work I have done, I found that was the most rewarding. And to give an example. I went to 
do the income tax return for one lady, and for seniors, just to put it in perspective, there is only  
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three or four entries beside the name and social insurance number and all that. And you don’t have 
to do any calculation since they are not paying any taxes, so it’s not that that figure is going to 
change. I asked this lady who was doing it before? And she said she used to go to an agency, and I 
asked her how much they charged. She said, “Seventy-five dollars.” And for every schedule, 10 
dollars extra. Now when GST was brought in, this was a one-page schedule. All you had to do was 
write your name and social insurance number, and she was charged ten dollars for that.  

So I said to her, “Look the amount of work is so little, they are charging you 85 dollars.”  

So she said, “I asked him is there a discount for seniors?”  

And he said, “Mam, this is our price. If you don’t like it go somewhere else.” So she said, not 
knowing I had no choice but to pay.  

So I said, “What he charged you for 10 dollars for this was to write your name and social insurance 
number and where it says ‘Are you applying?’ you say ‘yes.’” Okay? So, she was so obliged; she 
wanted to give me some money. And I said, “Mam, this is volunteer work. I will not accept money.” 
And, in fact, what I used to do is I’ll look after getting the stamp and all that. I’ll mail them too. So 
having seen that, that the total income on line 150 (of the Income Tax Return) is between 10 and 15 
thousand, then you know the pain that some of your fellow citizens are going through. And for me, 
half an hour of work to do that was nothing. And by this time, our children were grown up so I felt 
that I should be able … 

AD:  You had time to do that. Now you also were involved in some health care issues. There’s a 
plaque from the Canadian Cancer Society. Do you want to talk a bit about the work that you did?  

PM:  Yes, how I got involved in the Canadian Cancer Society is because my mother died of cancer 
and one of my nieces died at the age of 25, of cancer. So I thought that I should contribute in some 
way to help people. And that’s how I go involved in the Canadian Cancer Society. So I was on the 
board, and then what you do and all is you go and make presentations on different topics. And then 
I decided to have my hair, my head shaved. That was the first anniversary of my niece’s death. I 
hadn’t told my board members why I was doing it, but that’s what I did. And then on my 65th 
birthday, I decided to do the same thing. And at that time I was working as a contractor at Albian 
Sands, so I went to my manager, and I said, “Would you mind if I have it done here.”  

And he said, “No, that’s fine with me.”  

And I said, I’m not going around seeking donors.”  
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Then a week later, he said, “Look Prakash, I think this is a great idea.” So he sent an e-mail to all the 
senior managers that Prakash is doing this. Although he is a contractor but I support him.  

And at that time, the president and COO, he told the person who put together the company paper. 
He said, “I want this thing to be photographed and covered.” Adriana, the people who came to give 
money. I never talked to them. People came, gave money. My cousin died, my uncle died, my … just 
unbelievable. We raised four thousand dollars. I’m very proud of this.  

AD: Now you also supported the Oil Sands Discovery Centre, the Government of Alberta facility. 
Do you want to talk a bit about your volunteer work there? 

PM:  Yes, Oil Sands Discovery Centre, it was called first of all Oil Sands Interpretive Centre, which 
is difficult. On the 20th anniversary … I was involved in the sense that we would have tourists there, 
so I would go there. And then at the time of the redevelopment of the project, so I had contributed 
some money too.  

And then Petro-Canada said at the time of the 20th anniversary that they wanted to recognize 
ordinary citizens in Fort McMurray, not the senior executives, who were involved in one way or 
another. And they said that these nominations submitted would be evaluated by some independent 
group, not Petro-Canada. So, unknown to me, my name was submitted and then that’s how it came 
about that I was chosen one of the volunteers. I think there were 10 awards presented for different 
categories … And primarily it had to do with my involvement with the Canadian Cancer Society and 
the no-smoking bylaw. 

The no-smoking thing, ah, I got involved not because I myself smoked or that I had resentment 
towards those who smoke but smoking has caused so much harm to society and continues to cause 
death. Adriana, I’ve just returned from a trip to Europe. In most developing countries, the life 
expectancy is going up. Russia and Estonia, those two places I was there, the life expectancy is going 
down. Why? Tobacco and vodka. And the smoking rate in Canada is down to 20 percent and 
thereabout. There it is around 50 percent. The ravages of that are just unbelievable. So I got 
involved in that and then the first time that the bylaw was passed, it was kind of watered down. So 
in that connection I used to write letters to the editor also. And this one was written in 2007, 
because they were trying to water it down, and here is one sentence I’d like to: “If my memory 
doesn’t fail me, I’d like to remind everyone that those members of council who voted against the 
1996 bylaw were all defeated in the subsequent municipal elections.” 
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AD:  So basically the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo has passed a smoking ban in public 
places.  

PM:  And then the other thing I was involved with was recycling. 

AD:  Recycling. Okay. 

PM:  Ya. What was happening was that Fort McMurray, the Regional Municipality of Wood 
Buffalo, was way behind. And there was a volunteer group that they started for collecting 
newspapers. And that was going on. Fort McMurray Today provided the facility where they could be 
collected. And then Safeway was providing their trucks, because they could bring supplies, it was 
going empty. So they said we could transport. Then Fort McMurray Today expanded, so facility space 
was lost. And then the project dropped. So we went to the Council, made a presentation, and again, 
“Who will do it?” “Will people respond?” and all that, so we kept pestering. And I made this 
presentation to Council and that was on behalf of a group so this was the presentation. And I 
believe the last sentence is probably, just a sec, okay. This was the thing that “We do not want to 
impose any deadlines on Council. However, it would be realistic to have a waste management plan 
in place by July ’98 and implemented over the following 12 months.” And my last statement was, 
“I’m sure this Council will want to be remembered as the one that took an initiative to implement a 
comprehensive waste management plan, rather than as a NATO committee. NATO for No Action 
Talk Only [laughter].  

AD:  Well, thank you so much. That rounds out the interview with you as an employee but now the 
private citizen, with, you know, a stake in the community. Thank you so much. 

PM:  You’re very welcome. I feel honoured that you chose to include me in this project. 

AD:  You’re just going to take a couple of pictures? I think we’ve got a really good interview. 


