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BB:  ... Maybe you could just start out with the three minute biography -- where you were born and 
raised and where you went to school, that kind of thing. 

NEWELL: Okay. Yeah I was actually born in Kamloops, British Columbia on December 16, 1944; 
it was during the 2nd World War, my father was stationed there. We returned to Victoria when I was 
one year old and that’s essentially where I grew up as a youngster. I went to Victoria High School 
and graduated in 1962. Did my first year of university at what is now called the University of 
Victoria. Unfortunately for me in those days it didn’t have engineering so I went over to Vancouver 
and did my engineering degree, I got a Bachelor of Applied Science and Chemical Engineering from 
the University of British Columbia.  

I initially went to work at Georgia Pacific in Bellingham, Washington, but in parallel I was 
nominated for an Athlone Fellowship to go to Britain and so that came to pass. Georgia Pacific was 
a great employer in that they encouraged me to take that opportunity which I think really changed 
my life, moving to a different country even though they spoke English and that. I went over on an 
Athlone Fellowship and did my Masters in Management Studies at the University of Birmingham in 
England. After that I, because it was a two-year fellowship or a little longer, I worked in London for 
a year and a half and my boss was actually knighted for his work, Sir Frederick Warner [BB note: 
Warner passed away in 2010 at age 100], and one of the key roles they played was the clean-up of the 
River Thames, so I actually was working there in 1969 when the, it was the first, after 15 years of 
this project was the first year the fish came down the river which was very exciting for a young 
engineer like myself.  
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At that point I was... it was time to go back to Canada. I actually interviewed for a job at Imperial 
Oil Limited and they interviewed me in England and I hired on and started work on December 29th 
[laughs], I remember the day cause it added a year of service to us, 1969 and then I spent a lot of my 
career with Imperial Oil in a number of different roles, initially very technical roles, we were, a 
bunch of us were hired on to computerize the oil refineries across Canada. So they actually hired 
Ron Brenneman, Erdal [Yildirim], Cam McAlpine, the three of us from England and we were actually 
in the same office together and of course, Ron ultimately rose to be CEO of PetroCan and my 
friend Cam was best man at my wedding and had a great career with Imperial Oil for all those years.  

So we did that for about seven years and then I held different roles for increasing responsibility and 
that, one of which was the Product Supply Manager for Canada right after the Iranian oil embargo 
which was really a bath of fire and excellent experience, and from there I went out to IOCO refinery 
[in Vancouver] and was first Operations Manager and then Refinery Manager through to 1981-1984 
time-frame, at which time I returned to Imperial’s head office as a Division Manager in charge of all 
the planning, development and division for the refineries and pipelines and also Sarnia research. And 
then the world changed for all of us in 1986 when crude oil fell below $10.00 per barrel and I was 
actually pulled out of my job, even prior to that I think people saw the handwriting on the wall and 
[John] Lynn, [Alain?] Perez and I were pulled out and were asked to redesign Esso Petroleum 
starting from a blank sheet of paper right from values right on up. Perhaps one of the most 
interesting assignments any young person could ever have.  

Unfortunately, what I did is I designed out my job [laughs], so at this point I was unemployed in 
effect, although not really with Imperial in those days, we didn’t like layoffs so we had all sorts of 
innovative ways of placing people to avoid layoffs and through it all I got sent out to Syncrude and 
to me that was probably the best thing that ever happened in my career. I started work there on 
August 1, 1986, it was a bleak environment with crude oil having just fallen below $10.00 per barrel. 
Many, many people doubted whether the oil sands would ever be viable. I mean the concern was 
just palpable amongst employee and the citizens and on top of that there was a bitter, bitter strike 
going on at Suncor and so it wasn’t a pleasant introduction, it was sort of a cold shower wake up.  

But it was exciting from there on in as we initially had to get our cost structure in line and deal with 
some other issues that both at Syncrude, Suncor and Esso, we all did that. And in that period the oil 
sands kind of fell off the map, people forgot about it, we had other big projects like the OSLO 
Project that came and went and I like to tell the story [laughs] when I was going down to talk in 
Ottawa at Centre Block and at that time Syncrude was producing over 10% of Canada’s crude oil 
requirements so it was quite significant, and even the politicians had forgotten that, and I would also 
go in and talk to editorial boards and a... that run a very prominent newspaper, and shall remain 
nameless, in Montreal, after talking for awhile only one of them had heard of us and then he had 
asked me if we had gone commercial yet [laughs], so I used to joke that I was the CEO of the best 
kept secret in Canada.  

From there we decided we needed to raise the profile of the industry and through the Alberta 
Chamber Resources we created the National Oil Sands Task Force in 1993 and over a two –year 
period we had about 35 different organizations and 70 people involved and we developed, really, a 
new energy vision for Canada and for the oil sands. What we did which was very instructive, I think, 

is instead of just talking about it and how we could improve the profits of Imperial Oil 
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or Syncrude or Suncor, or whatever, which a lot of people don’t really care about, believe it or not, 
but they certainly cared about jobs, royalty and tax payments, the government, so we’re going to 
enable us to maintain the social systems that we value so highly as Canadians. And so that struck a 
chord, and we, so we announced our vision in May of 1995 and we talked about how we could triple 
production but it would take us 25 years and we’d have to spend somewhere between 21-25 billion 
dollars on projects but we would create all these wonderful jobs and payments and all that, and I 
used to get a cold sweat, Bob, in those days, because at that time we were investing zero dollars so 
people would look at you kind of funny like you were maybe smoking something funny. Of course 
we did attract the attention of people and then we caused them to want to work and part of the task 
force work was to identify the key barriers. And once we got everybody excited about what the 
potential was, it was amazing how easy it was, relatively easy it was to figure out how to knock down 
those barriers or modify them and a lot of people zero in on the fiscal regime and yes, it was 
important, it was only one aspect and then they announce the generic royalty scheme, Premier Klein, 
in November of ’95, and Paul Martin announced the tax changes in March of 1996 budget.  

 In June of 1996, Prime Minister Chrétien and Anne McLellan, then Minister of Natural Resources 
Canada and Pat Black [now Nelson], then Minister of Energy for the Alberta Government, came to 
Fort McMurray with 12 of us, see that was when we stood up there and at that time we announced 
that there were six billion dollars of projects that were ready to go and we all signed the Declaration 
of Opportunity. You know the rest is actually history, but it’s interesting in how un-visionary we 
were because we actually had tripled, actually it only took eight years and not 25 years and of course 
today we’ve spent upwards of a hundred billion dollars and the oil sands production is now five 
times what it was, four or five times and growing higher and all the other benefits were much larger.  

We got the conditions right at the time to move forward. So it was a very, very, very exciting time 
and we watched the community of Fort McMurray, I lived there for seventeen and a half years and I 
watched it grow from, after, relatively, like ten years, from up until ’96 it was flat, the population 
around 35,000, it’s a wonderful community, I love Fort McMurray, it’s where we raised our family 
and when I got there it was my 15th city in 20 years, so it was, and we came from Toronto, so it was 
a bit of culture shock for my three children but it became our home and we think of it as home 
today and we… it was exciting to go through that time. Now of course the challenges never stop, 
we’re, we’ve achieved a lot of growth of [unclear], we’ve got people’s attention but there are 
challenges to making sure that this development is sustainable, socially and environmentally 
responsible fashion if we’re going to realize the true potential of the oil sands which, as we always 
say, the Syncrude it would secure Canada’s energy future.  

And those challenges, there are three primary ones: one is reducing the carbon footprint, that’s, is 
consistent with the concerns about climate and that, and certainly, we didn’t understand that issue 
very well when we produced our first barrel at Syncrude back in 1978 or in Suncor in 1967, as we do 
today. But you know, we need to, it’s a real major challenge to keep production going up and at the 
same time reduce absolute emissions. The industry has a great record on emissions per barrel, we’ve 
reduced them by 39%, ... since … 39% per barrel since 1990 which is a tremendous track record 
[BB: Newell to check more recent intensity calculations] but the thing is, production has gone up so 
the absolute emissions, so it’s going to take some transformative technology to do that. The other 
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issues that are looming that will need to be managed, they’re more local as opposed to global in 
nature, but they’re just as important and that’s around water usage and quality and tailings 
management and land reclamation.  

But I remain very optimistic, I think, if you look at the history of the oil sands its technology that 
got us to where we are today and it’s going to be technology that will take us to where we need to go 
tomorrow. We just need to have the courage to invest and do the right thing. 

BB: That’s a great summary.  ... [laughs]. 

NEWELL: [laughs]. A bit long! [laughs]. 

BB: Well, all in one breath [laughs]! 

NEWELL: [laughs]. All in one breath. 

BB: What was the name of that fellowship that got you over to England? 

NEWELL: The Athlone Fellowship.  

BB: How do you spell that? 

NEWELL: A-T-H-L-O-N-E. Athlone. And it was named after Lord Athlone, but it was actually 
funded by the British Board of Trade and it was only for Canadian Engineers and it was given not 
just for marks but it was given for community leadership and other aspects. And the way they 
justified it was actually created in 1951 by Harold Wilson, who is, later became the Labour Prime 
Minister but he was Minister of Economic or Trade at the time and so they ... ..., what they were 
worried about at the time, the way they justified it was we would bring these engineers from Canada, 
not the other Commonwealth countries, it’s very discriminatory, but from Canada over to England 
they could do a fellowship and you can do it toward, put it, put your two years toward a PhD, you 
could do a Masters, you could do two Masters if you want, or you could just work.  

And the idea was these would be people that would go back, and remember their experience, go 
back to Canada, and remember their experience in Britain and then they would buy British so that’s 
how they justified the trade. The real reason was that it was the mother country, you know the 
empire logic coming through and at that time, in 1951, Canada’s Universities didn’t have very good 
graduate schools, if any, and so the graduates weren’t coming to Britain, they were going to the 
United States. So this was the really the real reason, I think, was to try to reverse the brain drain 
from the U.S. to Britain. And so it lasted, the fellowship lasted until 1971 and then it was a, they 
couldn’t really justify it any longer. Except somehow it’s been reinitiated.  

I don’t know quite what the history of how it got reinitiated. But it was just a marvellous experience 
for all of us. It would take about 40-45 of us a year and I just think every young person should get 
an international experience, it just causes you to look at the world differently and quite frankly, it 
makes you realize how lucky we are in Canada and North America. And so, I, so anyhow it was 

transformative in my career and caused me to look at opportunities very, very differently 
and if it wasn’t for that and my experience with my boss, Sir Frederick Warner, who 
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taught me amongst many other things, he told me never, always find the area where your boss’ never 
worked in before... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: ...look at the boundaries. And so we actually talked about that, cause he had, the work 
on the River Thames was very interesting. In the, back in the 50’s and 60’s, the area of pollution 
control and that was largely dominated by civil engineering with supplying sewage plants, concrete 
structures. The solution to the River Thames problem was a chemical engineering problem, solution, 
we developed a very sophisticated, for the time, the young people they would laugh at it, but very 
sophisticated computer model of the Thames and both from the  hydrodynamics, the mixing, the 
tidal effects and also thermal dynamics from the heating of power things and by, actually the biggest 
strides made there was by relocating sewage plants, and central electricity generating board plants 
which heated up the river and caused the biological oxygen demand to go up.  

And then after that, we got into the secondary, tertiary recovery. But the point I’m making here is 
that, Sir Frederick was making with me, is that a chemical engineer had such, you know nobody had 
thought of it that way before and by thinking of it as a chemical engineering and that developing a 
solution there was a big area and he saw everything that happened to us... 

BB: We’re going to get these metal clanking [BB: Newell tapping on table in front of microphone.] 
[laughs]... 

NEWELL: oh okay, Yeah... so he actually saw what happened and he told me that, you know if I 
went back to North America and developed credibility, scientific credibility in environmental areas 
the world would be my oyster because he said just like as we had in Europe, going back in time, you 
will get rational responses from genuinely concerned people, environmentalists and that, and people 
will be looking for who is the person who can actually put the science there and he actually had an 
offer I didn’t accept but he would have set me up in Cleveland with a professor who is a consultant 
of ours, at the ripe age of 23 years old, that I didn’t do that.  

Because the other area, which is what caused me to go into the oil industry, was computer control. 
That was my interest and in those days everybody thought of computer control as the role of the 
electrical engineer because they thought of the hardware and everything but the real magic of 
process computer control is how do you use that to control a process to make better yields and safer 
operations, etc, again that was a chemical engineering solution. So that’s what I did, I went in there, I 
did take his advice there, it was great, because those of us who were hired by Imperial Oil and the 
computerized refineries across the country, nobody else knew how to do that, we probably made all 
sorts of mistakes nobody knows about [laughs]... 

BB: [laughs]  

NEWELL: ...even us, but they gave us, those of us in the group a chance to take on a lot of 
responsibility and a full project. So it was, it was very interesting and that all came out of the Athlone 
Fellowship. 

BB: Where did you meet your wife? 
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NEWELL: Well I was en route, when I got back I joined Imperial Oil in Sarnia, and sharing 
division, end of 1969 and I was actually assigned to work on the Dartmouth Refinery to 
computerize it and at the time Esso Research and Engineering, which were located in Florham Park, 
New Jersey. They wanted to develop a mini-computer concept that could be applied in very remote 
areas where you couldn’t have any computer maintenance people but you wanted to sort of 80% of 
the benefits, so I, so the decision was made somehow, we would [use] Dartmouth Refinery in 
Canada as the guinea pig and I would get sent down on loan to Esso Research and Engineering in 
Florham Park and that happened to be where my wife was working at the time and that’s how I met 
her. 

BB: In New Jersey? 

NEWELL: In New Jersey, she’s American, yeah. 

BB: Oh yeah. 

NEWELL: But more interestingly she had spent most of her life in a convent, she was going to 
become a nun. And I have to quickly point out that she had made the decision not to become a nun 
before I got down to New Jersey, that I wasn’t running around convents looking for dates [laughs]... 

BB: [laughs]  

NEWELL: ...but Kathy’s been a great part of my life and in a funny way well, that has a huge 
impact on, in many respects, in our family, obviously the church has always been very important. 
But moving around a lot, Kathy first of all, because from a young age, she learned to live away from 
home she was able move because I lived out my car virtually, I was, in those days the technology 
was so new we had to follow it to the computer vendor shop and all that, so we would be going into 
new communities where we didn’t know anyone. We always, first contact point with community was 
the church through Kathy and a, and also she was able to adjust at that better I think than other 
people so I, and of course since then, I’m the only pure bred Canadian left in the family all the rest 
are dual citizens, but she is a Canadian as well. But, so I met her en route and then she did some of 
that travelling along the way before we actually ended, somehow in Fort McMurray. 

BB: So where all did you live before, before McMurray? 

NEWELL: Oh well yeah, before McMurray.... 

BB:  I think you said, what was it, 15? 

NEWELL: Yeah, if you go back to starting from when I, hired on in Georgia Pacific in Bellingham, 
Washington... 

BB: Oh yeah... 

NEWELL: ...and a, Vancouver, Bellingham, before that I was in Prince Rupert and then I went to 
England, Birmingham, London, actually had a consulting job and was living in Madrid 
for a little while with Sir Frederick again, then back to Sarnia, then down to New Jersey, 
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up to Dartmouth, over to Sarnia, then we went down to San Diego, because we, I was working on 
the Montreal computer at the time, we had design the computer down in, with Control Data 
Corporation... 

BB: [laughs]  

NEWELL: So we were a couple years in San Diego where are first son Brian, our first child, our 
son Brian was born. We then had to move with the computer up to Montreal Refinery to start it all 
up and we go it started up, then I moved to Toronto first time in ’76, and a, we actually went 
through a few jobs there we had a five year run in Toronto and then I was sent out to Vancouver, 
and lived in Coquitlam with running the refinery then and then back to Toronto, and a, Thornhill 
area... 

BB: Yep. 

NEWLL: ... then the world changed in ’86 and that put me out in Fort McMurray in 1986 so... 

BB: The a... you mention the computers, the a, were you at Imperial when they wrote their own 
word processing program? 

NEWELL: Ahhh... that might have been in the, that would be in the system computer services 
area... 

BB: At some point they did that, it’s hard to believe... 

NEWELL: Yeah it wouldn’t surprise me, cause my boss, Payingley, I don’t know, was, he was 
brilliant and he actually did something that even the guys at Exxon didn’t think was possible but he 
actually coded and wrote a linear program, which at the time of those slow machines could actually 
run in real time and we used them for gasoline blending and all that and they wouldn’t believe it 
would work until I actually showed them in, down in the Control Data facility... but anyhow, ya, 
Imperial did, it was kinda the leading edge in a lot of things. 

BB: Now how do you think this career prepared you for what you were going to face in Syncrude? 

NEWELL: At Syncrude? Well I think it prepared me in a number of ways Bob, first of all, ah given 
the time, Imperial Oil owned, was 25% owner, it was the one of the original founders of Syncrude 
and it may sound rather egotistical, but Imperial Oil kinda thought Syncrude was theirs and they still 
have that attitude today and a, and so I grew up with Syncrude being one of the family, so I was 
already very disposed, although I didn’t know anything about the Fort McMurray community. The 
other thing of course that really prepared me well was I had a very strong refining and supply 
background and of course, refineries very much like the upgrading operation and that, so that part 
was very common to me and understanding how the product would market and fit in, product 
quality, stuff like that.  

What was totally new for me, that I wasn’t prepared for was things like the mining, and the 
extraction, and actually the sheer size of everything in the oil sands. You have to see it to 
believe it, it doesn’t matter how much you read about it until you actually get up and see 
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it. And the fact that you’re located way up in the North in that harsh climate, you know very 
abrasive sand, there are all sorts of challenges, so you have to have a lot of the infrastructure that we 
will just assume will be there, like for example, we have the largest fire department north of 
Edmonton in Canada at Syncrude. We have one of the biggest machine shops too, huge things, 
cause it was just, we couldn’t send everything down south and we had a light vehicle shop, with 600 
vehicles, GM came there to get our advice and test out vehicles before they went to Desert Storm... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: ...because no one knew how to operate vehicles in the sand better than Syncrude, so 
those parts were new but, you know I learned to manage in a refinery environment and had a lot of 
the industry background. 

BB: But, in, it’s also, I think more a, labour intensive... 

NEWELL: Yes it’s a, there’s a very large labour thing, but I got a lot of good experience in my 
refining experience cause they put me out, at the time, it was the only Imperial refinery that was 
unionized and I was... 

BB: Dartmouth? 

NEWELL: No, in a, Vancouver... 

BB: Oh Vancouver. 

NEWELL: IOCO Refinery. 

BB: Right. 

NEWELL: So I actually just the way the culture worked there, I ended up negotiating two or three 
union agreements and got along well... but I learned the importance of relationships with the 
employees and what they could contribute. We had some exciting times... and a, so I actually felt 
very well prepared. The other thing that prepared me well, as it turned out, is when I went to 
Syncrude I did not go as the CEO, I went as the first Vice President of Finance and Administration 
and also President of the Housing Company. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: You never want to be in employee housing [laugh], I’ll put that aside in for you. But in, 
so right away I got, they spent a year there so I was in areas that were a bit new to me, I had the 
audit, and legal, and controllers, and purchasing, several purchasing, the housing company and that 
and so I got to get familiar with a lot of those aspects which were new for me and to meet the 
people. Bob Smith then retired, as the, he was the VP of Operations, so I went into that job, so for 
two years I ran the operation. So I got to the know all the different operating people and they 
trained me on how to think of the mining and extraction and a, the utilities projects and that. It 

wasn’t until August 1, 1989, exactly three years to the day I started, I became the CEO. 
So I had a tremendous preparation, I was very, very lucky, and came in and I had a great 
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predecessor, Ralph Shepherd, who is, Ralph is arguably the thought of as the toughest manger in 
Imperial Oil, he comes from an Esso [camp?] background. He was very, very tough.  

What I learned about Ralph, was yes he was tough and he was what was needed at the time because 
he had to come in and our cost structure and everything was way out of whack, and when crude oil 
fell below $10.00 per barrel we had to do something very fast and Ralph was the right guy. But he 
was a very principled man, very and, he wasn’t warm and cuddly and he and I got along famously, 
and he once said to me, “See you know the reason we’re so good together, he says, I’m good with 
things and you’re good with people.” And his wife was Marj and was very personal and sort of came 
up... so I was fortunate in many ways, Bob, I owe so many people my career, you know I... 

BB: Now did Ralph Sheperd, was he right after Brent Scott or was it somebody after you...? 

NEWELL: Right after Brent Scott was my good friend John Lynn. John Lynn was from Imperial. 
John was, played a very key role during the construction of the Syncrude site and... 

BB: Right, right. 

NEWELL: ...it was him and Tony Grace, that’s another one that had a very huge role there and 
Collyer, Chuck Collyer, Dave Collyer is his son, with CAPP. So, Chuck went onto Bechtel and Brent 
Scott ultimately went onto Bechtel too, so there’s some interesting names for you for history on 
Syncrude. So John became President and CEO for... he was there all that long, ... ..., Frank Spragins 
was the first and Frank actually passed away two months after start-up but Brent had replaced him 
as CEO in 1975, three years before. Brent, I think, if I got it right, ’82. John Lynn came in ’82 and 
was there until Ralph Shepherd came in... 

BB: Oh, okay. 

NEWELL: ...somewhere around ’84 or ’85. John ... ..., John and I actually got to be friends before 
he even went out to Syncrude because I used to play rugby for the Sarnia team and John Lynn was 
our only social member of the club. He was the only smart guy, he didn’t go get himself beat up in 
the game, he just came to the parties afterwards. [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: And John, after he finished his CEO at Syncrude, he came back to manage Sarnia 
Refinery, which was Esso’s biggest refinery and at that time I was in that division manager role, so I 
got to work very closely with John again. 

BB: Is that L-Y-N-N? 

NEWLL: L-Y-N-N. 

BB: And Shepherd is? 

NEWELL: S-H-E-P-H-E-R-D. 
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BB: Oh, H-E-R-D. 

NEWELL: Yeah, Ralph passed away, but John’s still around. 

BB: Oh we should try to... Brent Scott’s on our list. 

NEWELL: Yeah he’s a fine gentleman. I didn’t meet him till after I started at Syncrude, but... 

BB: Now prior to ’86, had you ever been to the oil sands? 

NEWELL: No. Ah, first time actually, this is a bit of a funny story. [laughs]. One of my mentors, 
who I a lot, another man I owe a lot too is Gord Thomson. Gord was actually, he had the 
high...fastest rising career in the history of Imperial Oil. He actually retired out of Exxon as the 
Senior Vice President of Exxon Marketing, but Gord at this time was the first president, when they 
created Esso Petroleum Canada.  

Gord was a great guy for us, he actually graduated from UBC, he was in fourth year, or he graduated 
when I was in first or second so, but he’s the one during his career he had chaired the Syncrude 
Management Committee when he was in Esso Resources and he’s the one, I’m pretty convinced, is 
the one that got me to go to Syncrude. And I can remember him, just the way he was, he’d, I’d been 
working with him very closely on this whole thing of redesigning Esso Petroleum, he’s the guy that 
pulled me out to do that job and I reported directly to him, me and Perez and ah, so he’s just gruff 
way of talking, you know, walking down the hall he said, “Newell, come over here. Is there 
anywhere you and your wife wouldn’t go?”  

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: And I said, I think we’re pretty flexible Gord, I said you know, Montreal is a little rough 
because my wife’s American and they brought Bill 101 when we were in there and they made it real 
inconvenient for her when we were on the street, other than that, not Montreal. Then he marches 
off. About three weeks later, he’s, “Newell come into the office, you’re going to Syncrude.” [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: So I said, what! That’s the way it used to be eh, you weren’t given a choice really. So I 
always joke with people, the first person I phoned wasn’t my wife. I phoned John Lamp, I get on the 
phone, “John, they want me to go Syncrude and I says I got three young kids, what’s the education 
like?” that was the first thing that bothered me. And he says, “Och!”, he’s Scottish, “Och, Eric it’s 
the best education in Alberta, you got to go out there and meet this Gerry Heck, who is the 
superintendant of the Catholic system and Bob Prather, superintendant of the public system.” And 
so then the second call was to my wife and I said, “Kathy, what’s the worst place you can think of 
we’re going to?” [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: And of course in the refining business and that, we used to have this little 
refinery in Norman Wells and she says, Norman Wells.   
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BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: And where you go, you got a two year guarantee you didn’t have to stay longer than two 
years but everybody liked it so much they wanted to stay, but, and I said no it’s no Norman Wells. 
She says, “Syncrude?” [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL:  I said you got it and then I said well I know there’s no roads up there but you have to 
fly in, well I told Gord Thomson, he got madder than hell at me, he says, I insist you take your wife 
and your three kids and you go out there and you see Fort McMurray, it’s one of the best 
communities, you just don’t know what you’re saying. So we had to go out and see it before saying 
yes, but, so I did actually get there on June of ’86 but I started August 1st. 

BB: Tell me about that, your arrival; did you drive in or fly in? 

NEWELL: Well I flew, yeah we flew in, yeah. 

BB: The whole family? 

NEWELL: Yeah, it was a little airport and ah, that’s another funny story. 

BB: To their airport or the McMurray airport? 

NEWELL: The McMurray airport, yeah no not the company one, no and they, I don’t know, I 
forget it was on a Saturday or something and no one came to meet us and, which was fine and I 
knew we were put in the Sawridge, like Ralph and his wife were going to come and tour us around 
the next morning and then I had three young kids eh and, so he said well we got no hotels, sorry it’s 
the way Fort McMurray’s laid out, most of the residential community is up on the hill, you don’t 
even see it, you drive downtown.  

So he said let’s go down and get some supper. So we go down there saw this sign saying, “Mom’s 
Kitchen”, I said oh there’s a good family restaurant, well it was attached to the Riviera Pub, which is 
one of the roughest places in town, the beer bottle fights and there we go and I thought my wife was 
going to say, that’s it, we’re going home but my family survived that. 

BB: The ah, how old were your kids then? 

NEWELL: Ah, let’s see, that would have been ’86 so Brian would have been about 12, 12 or just 
turned 13, and then the two girls, Colleen would have been ten and Erin was eight. So that was the 
other funny story we have in the family if you want funny stories [laughs] but ah... 

BB: Sure. 

NEWELL: ...you know we had, of our three children, the one I’ve always had the toughest time 
moving was Colleen, the middle one because she developed such strong friendships. I mean like, 

even at a young age. This one girl in Vancouver, nine years old, they’re so such strong 
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friends, they’re still in contact today and went to each other weddings and all that and when we 
moved, I mean she was just heartbroken and so we got to Toronto and we thought that was the last 
move ever, because the world hadn’t changed yet, it was ’84 and ah, she did the same thing, she had 
this young Italian girl, Palma and they were just inseparable and of course we got this move coming 
so, so Kathy says, you’re not talking, I’m going to talk about this.  

So we gather the family into the family room, and cause we know, we were worried our son, he 
always thought moves were great, he was the most excited and Erin was only eight you see, and 
she’s, you know young, too young maybe and so Kathy starts in and well, children, your dad’s got a 
new job and we’re going be moving. And then of course, right away the tears just streaming down 
Colleen’s face and of course, the whole conversation was geared to her and so Kathy, my wife, well 
you know Colleen, you know why your dad gets these moves don’t ya? And here the eight year old 
says, oh Mom that’s easy, he’s just not very good at his job! [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: So she had the answer! And we always like that story, my wife and I. I’m probably way 
off what you want me to talk about. 

BB: No, no, no. This is all, the oral history is about filling in the human side of the story. I think it’s 
important. The, so... maybe you could just describe for your first impressions out of the operation. 
The, ... ..., because it was in those days, it was still... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ...the draglines... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ....and the conveyer belts... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: and the bucket wheels and they were quite a contraption. 

NEWELL: Yeah, no, no that’s right, it was and ... ..., maybe I’ll talk a little bit about it this way. And 
this where, why, I will say the technology is so important. Because when I got there the vision for oil 
sands development was very the Frank Spraggins and his era’s vision. It was draglines and bucket 
wheels, it was the mining philosophy. You mined for certain period of time, you mined it out, you 
shut it down and then you go start a new mine.  

And in Syncrude’s case what that meant was the estimate was, we could run for 25 years, we could 
produce about a billion barrels of oil and we generate about a billion dollars for royalties for the 
government, we’d be mined out, we’d have to shut ‘er down and then we go build another one of 
these big mega projects. So the vision of the time was all these big mega projects, like Syncrude and 

Suncor dotted all over the northeast, like way more than there is today. And, you know, 
we knew that wasn’t wrong. There were some drivers that made that way, one was just 
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that you can run conveyer belts so far but the other part was you had to do this extraction at 80 
degrees centigrade, we still didn’t have anything better than the Karl Clark [Hot Water] Process that 
was invented in 1925, and when you had all that heat going in but, the sand literally washed the 
bitumen out of the sand, you needed be hot, very heat integrated with the upgrader, so you couldn’t, 
you know like from a, just that energy balance standpoint it would be very awkward to separate.  

So that’s why, you know people were talking about it and I always like this as an example because I 
think it’s a tremendous example of Steven Covey’s principle, begin with the end in mind. I forget 
which ..., every year we have an annual R&D seminar and the researchers get to strut their stuff and 
I can remember it was probably right after I became CEO, ’89 or ’90, that period and the three 
researchers, were Tony Leung, Waldemar Maciejewski and George Cymerman  . And they actually 
stood up and described what we really wanted in the end. We wanted this remote satellite mines, 
where you could go wherever the resource was the richest, the overburden was the thinnest and then 
you would have this big central upgrader you could feed the bitumen because that was the big capital 
intensive part and then they identified, they didn’t know exactly how we could get there but we 
knew what sort of technology barriers we had to overcome. And I mentioned a couple, you know 
the conveyer belts and the draglines and things, that mining system couldn’t work.  

The other one was how could we do the extraction at a lower temperature. And it was fascinating 
for me to watch or be part of over the next ten years to watch how we develop the various 
technology platforms that enable us to get there, so it’s not like the bright light that comes on and 
you know like, we often think of the invention that way. We very much had the end in mind and so 
we consciously went out and, on the trucks and shovels, that’s why Jim Carter, if you want one name 
responsible for the big trucks, its Jim. You know Jim went, came to Syncrude in 1979 to run 
Overburden, he’s a miner through and through.  

And at that time, the largest truck was 85 tonnes and Jim said we’ve got to go bigger and they, 
people looked at him like he was crazy, couldn’t do it. So Jim was actually very instrumental in 
working with Caterpillar to form the North American Truck Steering Committee and ah, to develop 
large trucking. Another interesting part of that story was by this time, we knew, because we gone up 
170 tonne trucks that were making progress and we knew that the limiting technology wasn’t the 
engine, it was the tires. So Caterpillar wanted to design the perfect truck and we said no, you have to 
get Michelin or the tire manufacturers in there because maybe the answer is you don’t design the 
perfect truck you design it for the, to fit the tire. So anyhow, the large trucks and then we worked 
with, in Komatsu we worked with electric trucks and on shovels, we never want to be totally 
dependent on one supplier.  

And then we worked on the shovels and there we developed the world’s largest hydraulic shovels 
with P&H Mining, ah, no, oh with O&K, out of Germany, O&K is now owned by Krupp. And the 
electric shovels we developed out with P&H Mining out of Wisconsin and the whole idea there, 
with that technology, you could replace all the draglines and conveyer belts with these big trucks, 
400-tonne trucks, the shovels were designed so they could fill a truck in four passes, so that’s huge, 
and if you’ve, I used to do this in algebra, I can’t remember the math but I can show you how a 15 
million dollar shovel could do more than a 75 million dollar dragline. But the key enabling 
technology, the one that made all this possible, that we gave to Suncor by the way, it was 

hydrotransport and what the magic there was is if you look at bitumen, it’s... there’s a 
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crystal sand and there’s some water in the bitumen, so what you’re trying to do is a physical 
separation, break that bond and then the sand will fall to the bottom and the bitumen will float to 
the top and the wisdom, or what Karl Clark developed, I know I’m simplifying, over simplifying but, 
his technology said you had to have heat and a little bit of caustic or soap to do this and to get the 
energy to break that bond and our research came up, as long as you put it through a pipeline for 
over say, I think it was like over one and a half kilometres, you get enough of a mechanical energy in 
the mixing that when it breaks open to this big primary separation vessel, like think of a big creamer 
in a dairy, there’s enough energy in there that causes the bond to break.  

So that’s enabled us to take the temperature of the extraction down to the 25-35 degree range and 
again, that removes then the need to heat integrate so much, you know, I mean there are some 
economies there and we do some. So that’s what those were and then there were some other 
technologies that went along with that, the Cyclo-Feeder, we developed and then the last one that 
was really transformative was the, because the vision we had and I was probably the biggest pusher 
of this, is I wanted those remote satellite mines to be as simple as possible and so we couldn’t, you 
didn’t want to do what they did at Cold Lake in other words when you had diluent to blend with the 
bitumen to pump it because as soon as you have diluent, you got to have fire trucks and all that, eh.  

So couldn’t we figure out a way to do it without, just to the rough cut extraction and figure out how 
to pump it ..., so we developed, we worked with a number of different research authorities, 
Saskatchewan Research Council and others and our own research people and that’s where they came 
up and had to be an engineer that thought of this term, “Natural Froth Lubricity” [laughs]... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: never let an engineer name anything but anyway, what it has enabled us to do is to 
transfer this bitumen and water and sometimes large rocks and what happens is the water flings out 
to the side and coats the pipes so even though you’ve got large rocks and some sand, the pipes can 
withstand it quite easily. So it all came together, all these as we developed them we tried to test them 
out and so those testing stories are very interesting, but it all came together when we started the 
Aurora Mine in the year 2000. And that of course is, so now if I go back to where we started from, 
when I came there, the vision, you know, was one billion barrels, 25 years... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: ...and a, about a billion royalty, the reality, what actually happened, first of all we hit the 
billion barrels six years ahead of time which was quite an accomplishment, by then we’d already paid 
the Alberta Government like three billion in royalties which was way more than anyone ever thought 
and of course now with Aurora Mine, we’ve got 12 billion, and we bought up, there’s other things 
going on while this is all going on, we bought up a whole bunch of leases, we got ahead of the game, 
bought it at about a penny a barrel, we got, Syncrude’s got 12 billion barrels for reserves, they found 
they produced over two billion already, so they got ten billion barrels more.  

So we got enough oil there to run for another 60-70 years at a lot higher production rate so, so it’s 
an interesting, that’s why one of the one’s now, now there’s a similar story that I wasn’t so involved 

with on the SAGD you know with the Roger Butler and all that, but it’s why I say, and if 
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you go back to Karl Clark, just about everywhere you go its technology that really got us to where 
we are today and it was faith, if you want, largely said, because these are long-term committed and I 
was always so thankful of my owners Bob, through tough times, good times, bad times, we never cut 
back research, we continued to put the money in it. I wish more companies and people today would 
realize that cause some of the challenges we face on the environmental side are exactly the same, you 
know, we need to have that faith. 

BB: I wanted to go back with you for a minute and go through a couple of names. You mentioned 
Steven Covey and his philosophy...? 

NEWELL: Steven Covey is management... 

BB: How do you spell that? 

NEWELL: C-O-V-E-Y... 

BB: Oh, okay. 

NEWELL: ...and he’s written a book, the Seven Principles of Management, he’s got, Begin With 
the End in Mind is one of my favourites, the other one is Seek First to Understand and Then Be 
Understood, if you think about that. 

BB: Okay, and then you mentioned the three researchers, Tony... 

NEWELL: Tony Leung. L-E-U-N-G... 

BB: Right. 

NEWELL: Then there was Waldimar. W-A-L-D-E-M-A-R. And Machesky, I have to, you have to 
check that out. Machusky, M-A-J-I-E...uh...U-W, S-K-I or something but we could get that from 
research. [BB: It is Waldemar Maciejewski.] 

BB: And the third one. 

NEWELL: The third was George Cymarman. George and ah, C-Y-M-A-R-M-A-N. [BB: 
Cymerman.] 

BB: Okay. And were these all in the Syncrude Research Group? 

NEWELL: Yep. 

BB: Because there was also a lot of stuff going on... 

NEWELL: Oh yeah! 

BB: ...there was the Federal Upgrading Lab and the Alberta Research Council and...uh... 
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NEWELL: Yeah, you know, that’s an excellent point because people could take offence. I’m not 
necessarily those three guys had the, were the only ones thinking that way or came up with that idea. 
They were the ones that put it in context, I’m giving you the history as I saw it. 

BB: Oh sure. 

NEWELL: I’m coming in as a new CEO and I’m looking at this, because at the time we had this 
four billion dollar project which wasn’t economical, but the Alberta Government asked us to 
continued doing it and they give us the interest free loan so we could keep engineering firms busy in 
town. So I was the VP of Finance and Admin at the time and had to negotiate and go down to the 
Federal Government and try to negotiate the royalty tax terms, so I learned all the things that, why 
they scared the hell out of investors. It was the only part of the economy where you negotiate your 
own tax royalty terms. 

BB: So that was that ’86-’87 period... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ...as in finance... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ...and then there were the two years with operations? 

NEWELL: Yeah, yeah and that’s, you know... 

BB: Yeah. 

NEWLL: ...so I... 

BB: Yeah. 

NEWELL: ...for me I really had a lot of learning to do but it’s a nice way to go up the learning 
curve and know all the people. 

BB: The uh, were there uh, no. My recollection was also in that you’re, I can’t remember if it was 
Syncrude or Suncor but there were some fires and breakdowns and... 

NEWELL: Yeah, yeah, so that... 

BB: ...so really, of course, the conveyer belts were always breaking down and one of the problems 
with that whole system was that everything had to be, uh-uh, spirit level flat so that all the machinery 
could move around on it. 

NEWELL: Yeah we had all sorts of problems, that’s sort of the environment we came into and 
especially after the crude oil price had dropped below $10.00 a barrel, you know we were still a very 

young industry and we still had a number of operational and reliability concerns and I’m 
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talking, Suncor, Syncrude and Esso at Cold Lake. The other thing that we had that was a 
fundamental problem is our cost structure was way too high.  

 We had over 4700 employees at Syncrude then, if, you know which is maybe where they are today, 
but they got a lot more production and one of the things we did was redesign the way work was 
done at Syncrude and we took it down to around 3400 or less than 3400 people, it’s not that people 
were lazy, it’s just we had to redesign. So the environment coming in there with the world had 
changed, $10.00 a barrel, viability seriously in doubt. We, first thing we had to do was forget about 
going out and selling this to the world, we had to get our heads down, our arses up and figure out 
how to get this thing safer, more reliable and a better cost structure. And safety was a big thing with 
me, like when I managed IOCO Refinery, IOCO was the first refinery in the world to get a five star 
rating. 

….  First one in the world to get a five star rating. So we had a focus on the, those things and that’s 
where our focus was and in the meantime, there were the other projects, big projects were coming 
and going. The one that really, that this is the trigger for me, the personal trigger for me, got to work 
to get the cost structure down, we’re doing that and just going like, doing everything we can, and uh, 
with a lot of success. We drove our costs down to, at Syncrude 1999, our costs per barrel were 
$12.50 Canadian, today its $35.00. And uh, you know it’s hard for me to imagine where they are but 
there are reasons, but we came from like $30.00 down to $12.50 so we did a lot and we increased 
production over that period from ’89 to, uh, ’95, ’96 we increased production from 54 million 
barrels a year, to 74 million barrels a year just from continuous improvement and more reliable 
operations.  

 In other words, we were going to make a project for no capital. So we had to do that but in the 
meantime, outside of Syncrude, there was our other six lease owners [OSLO], which were six of the 
eight owners of Syncrude at the time. So it was kind of comical that they would do this totally 
separate, they had their own research group that was separate until we found out we had 90% 
duplication, another story, but anyhow, OSLO was coming along and I can remember it was 1988, it 
was our 10thanniversary at Syncrude of production and we just celebrating the, we’d done this 
capacity addition project, so we did some big expenditure going on then and uh, I can remember the 
..., CEOs for the OSLO came to Fort McMurray, one of whom was Arden Haynes [BB: then CEO 
of Imperial].  

BB: Yep. 

NEWELL: Arden. Arden is a great Canadian and I’m from Imperial Oil, I got it stamped all over 
my underwear Bob and I thought the world of Arden and I still do, I think he was a great Canadian 
as many of them were. But I also grew up in that Imperial Oil or Exxon environment where, you 
know, we hated that thing called creeping commitment, so you never announced anything until you 
were absolutely sure you were going to do it. So here we are, it was the day we actually had the 
celebrations for our cap and 10th anniversary and I went up to the Terfer’s Center there and these six 
CEO’s stood up and announced OSLO was going ahead and so I believed there’s nothing could 
stop it. So I was vindicated, you know, oil sands development was gonna [happen], and I would 
keep on driving our cost boat.  
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Well of course 1991 rolled around and environment’s not very good and OSLO goes on the shelf, 
just like all the others, cause we had this mega project mentality and it was both government and 
industry, they thought these projects couldn’t take place without a big injection of capital, well 
governments had to start dealing with the fiscal situation. We finally got the, Canadians finally 
understood you can’t keep running with a deficit and our hugely rising debt, well they had to work 
on an industry, the investors’ globalization was starting, they could put their money anywhere in the 
world just by sitting at their computer, why would you put it into a place where you don’t even know 
what the tax or royalty regime is, you’re going to have to negotiate, government people aren’t stupid, 
they will ratchet out any upside that way so, so here it was, 1991, it fell, it went on the shelf too and 
that did it for me. I can remember sitting around, talking, there was Dennis Love and me, I think 
Michael Bay, better not tell that story, I think, I use one person’s name he said, “Oh it wasn’t me.” 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: But I can remember, you know, it just was the trigger for me, what are we going to do 
to get oil sands back on the national radar screen, because it had fallen off and that’s when I started 
getting out a bit more and went down to Centre Block and I told that story earlier and so that was 
the incentive for the National Oil Sands Task Force, and it’s a little known fact, but that task force 
actually [was] approved on September 24, 1991, not 1993 when we started, 1991 in Halifax, at the 
Energy and Mines Ministers Meeting, you know, in order to get it on the agenda we couldn’t do it 
through a provincial association, so we had to convince the Mining Association of Canada to put it, 
George Miller was the Executive Director and Syncrude was a big player.  

So Dennis Love and me, we wrote the paragraph and George just announced, we didn’t know what 
the hell a national task force would be even and the thing was, the Conservatives were in power then 
and Jake Epp was the energy minister or Natural Resources Canada, or whatever they call it, I think 
we called it Energy, Mines and Resources at the time. 

BB: E-M-R. 

NEWELL: E-M-R. And I always admired Jake for this cause the easiest thing for a politician is just 
to take another study and here we were recommending this task force and he had left the meeting 
when that had come on and his guys came back, watch out Jake, here they come again...oil sands 
guys had come with their hand out. This is just another ploy to get a big hand out.  

Of course it was the exact opposite, cause we realized this time, that mega project approach 
wouldn’t work we had to redesign the system so investors could do a better job, there was a better 
job of sharing the upfront risk because these mega projects are hugely risky Bob, in return for fair 
share, in fact that’s the words they used to define the whole fiscal regime, it’s very simple English 
but, so it was not that, but Jake to his credit would not agree, it took two years and Jack Shields was 
our MP, and not that I even spent a lot of time, but I met with Jake about two or three times that 
time to convince him that it wasn’t a government handout, in fact it was just the opposite, we 
needed to come up with a national vision. So he actually approved that, so the task force didn’t get 
started until 1993. 
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BB: Now, uh, who is the... there was a guy who was working more on the science side there... 

NEWELL: Erdal Yildirim. Now Erdal played a very key role... 

BB: God we’ll never spell him.  

NEWELL: Oh yeah, well Erdal... 

BB: Actually he’s on our interview list. 

NEWELL: Yeah, yeah and he spells all his last name as all capitals. Erdal is a good friend. Erdal 
was actually President of the [Alberta] Chamber of Resources and he chaired the meetings that 
actually came up with the, sort of the technology vision ...m... 

BB: Because he was from a scientist...  

NEWELL: Yeah, he was the scientific guy for Canadian Occidental Petroleum, which is now 
Nexen, I’m on Nexen’s board. So Erdal was very big into this technology and this whole concept, he 
was a, would be another one and they had a task force before I got at the Chambers Resources on 
the whole idea of a central upgrader and so Erdal will always remember that and it was very key part 
of the vision. We had to do all the rest of the packaging and often I think this is where people make 
a mistake, not that Erdal made the mistake, people feel that once you finish the report, your job is 
done.  

I firmly believed that that was only the beginning, that we had to then go out and sell it and I was 
given like, a couple years where I think I did over 50 major speeches a year on it. I’d talk to anyone 
that would listen and we had to sell it and we had to sell it and get people to go and... Erdal played a 
very important role because we had eight, I think it was eight different working groups, you know 
one was the fiscal regime, but you know we worked in environmental performance area for the 
industry, regulatory thing, product, quality, markets, ..., you know, jobs so at any rate, Erdal was 
involved for the Chamber of Resources that way and there were a number of really good people that 
helped in different areas, you know, Al Hyndman, Al, we threatened to, you know, put him in an 
apartment down in Ottawa he was down there so much. But Al really headed up the fiscal regime. 

BB: That was H-Y... 

NEWELL: H-Y-N-D-M-A-N. He’s the brother of Rick Hyndman. 

BB: Yeah. 

NEWELL: You know that’s quite a famous, and they’re somehow related to Lou Hyndman... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: ...I forget how, but. And there’s Phil Lachambre is our CFO at Syncrude, but Phil did a 
lot of the... 
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BB: And how, what’s his last name? 

NEWELL: L-A-C-H-A-M-B-R-E. 

BB: Right. 

NEWELL: Lachambre. And Phil, he’s just very excellent at organizing a lot of this work and then 
we had Darcy Levesque was the brainpower on the whole communication, so Darcy and I were just 
joined at the hip for the next few years. We’re very good friends, to this day. 

BB: Yeah. He’s down at Enbridge? 

NEWELL: Yeah. He’s VP of Enbridge. And Rich Sendall, he’s now with MEG Energy, Rich, he 
headed up, I think he was on the, he was with Amoco at the time, then he went to Suncor and now 
he’s MEG, and I think... 

BB: And spell his last name. Sendall. 

NEWELL: Sendall. S-E-N-D-A-L-L. His wife is [former Petro-Canada VP] Kathy Sendall. And 
Rich ended up, I forget whether it was... I better not guess, there’s a guy from Shell that did product 
quality. But anyway, we had a lot of really good, you know I always wanted to point that out, this 
was not a one-man show, I had to be the spokesperson out that was out there, some at the end, but 
there was a lot of, it was like ..., mother of all collaboratives I used to call it! [laughs]. 

BB: I think my friend Frank Dabbs did some of the writing. 

NEWELL: That one is probably ... not as positive, he wanted to write quite a book about it, and we 
had this agenda, we had a hit cause we had this launch and we actually had to crank the material out 
ahead, I think we got cross threaded, Frank, I don’t think he would speak highly of me or Syncrude.  

BB: Well, but he was happy with the report, I remember that. 

NEWELL: I would have loved to him, have written the book but couldn’t wait and uh, and it was 
amazing how fast we, once we launched it, we launched it and that was part of the problem, we 
actually had to set these dates before we had the stuff done and we didn’t have it done. I’ll admit 
that to you, cause we launched in the Montreal Stock Exchange deliberately, because Montreal was 
in the defunct at the time, you wouldn’t want to do it at the Toronto Stock Exchange because you 
never knew what was going to happen that day, and your story might get buried, we were pretty 
confident it wouldn’t get buried by launching there and we had all the front pages, and then I went 
right from there to the Canadian Club in Ottawa and I don’t know how Darcy did it to this day, but 
he got me on the Empire Club in Toronto. 

BB: That was, that was the ’95 announcement.  

NEWELL: Yeah that was, yeah... 

BB: Yeah. 
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NEWELL: ... and we launched it, we had a whole roll out as they call it and we couldn’t wait for a 
book. 

BB: [laughs]. I missed, I mean I missed lots of questions, but now one of the things that was 
happening sort of parallel to what you were doing at Syncrude, was that on the in situ side, Imperial 
had got that the modular approach at Cold Lake and also horizontal drilling was coming in... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ...and SAGD, so there was also that potential for the other 80%, 90% of the [resource]... 

NEWELL: Yeah, exactly. 

BB: And ah yeah, there’s two good stories there that you might want to flush out, one is the 
Imperial Oil story, Imperial first of all, they led things, even today I think they are the largest 
bitumen producer, you know, in Canada. But they led things that go all the way back to 1959 with 
the Ethel Lake pilots and that, and that is the very deep technology, this uh, steam stimulation, 
continuous, CSS continuous... 

BB: Yeah. Yeah. CSS, Cyclical Steam Stimulation. 

NEWELL: Cyclical Steam Stimulation, yeah right. And uh, of course this was all tied into the big 
mega project, this goes back to, and I was in corporate planning in those days, Imperial Oil, Bob. It 
was amazing to watch it, I watched that cost estimate go on that mega project, remember this is 
1976. 

BB: ’79 or around, I remember Bob Peterson was out here and... 

NEWELL: Uh, yeah-yeah. 

BB: ...trying to sell it in ’79-‘80 

NEWELL: ...well yeah, but might of been still... 

BB: ...or, ’78-’79. 

NEWELL: Yeah, actually I thought it disappeared sooner than that, but anyhow it doesn’t matter. 
They ..., I watched that cost estimate go from six billion to 14 billion and that’s in 1976, so think 
about what those dollars would be today. I have my own views on why that did, but at the same 
time as we had the Cold Lake project, we had the TaGu [Taglu?] Gas Plan, the pipeline, we had the 
Pitalta [?] project, everything and.... 

BB: You’re [unclear] for our transcriptions. [BB: He was tapping his hand on the table in front of 
the microphone.] 

NEWELL: Yes [laughs]. At any rate, they, we did it to ourselves, we created this environment 
where we’re so heated up and then the cost estimators kept adding in cost factors upon 
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cost factors and it just drove the costs way up, it probably wasn’t really that realistic, but it virtually 
killed the project. Now, I’ll tell you a story, this is the truth in Imperial Oil, I’m not sure how much, 
but, well it’s instructive. We were all caught up in this idea that the only way crude prices were going 
to go is up and Jack Gallagher... 

BB: Oh I remember his face. 

NEWELL: ...Smiling Jack you know, as we had the same philosophy as Jack, Smiling Jack in a way 
and I mean when I was in corporate planning I used to, it was an, it’s a brilliant concept that 
Imperial Oil has taken young people considered to have high potential and expose them right to the 
board and all the senior people and we coordinate all the plans and we get access right to 
Armstrong, who was the chair at the time. And I can remember, all of the department heads, 
everybody said, it doesn’t matter we should bet the company on Cold Lake. You bet the company. 
And the guy who stopped it, the two was Angus Lot, the Treasurer and Graham McLellan, the 
Controller and they just said we cannot ever sacrifice our Triple A Bond Rating, Triple A financial 
rate, we cause we always need to make sure we have protection. And if they hadn’t done that, do you 
think the government would have bailed out Imperial, like they bailed out Jack? I don’t think so. So 
that’s what killed the project. Now, ..., they couldn’t just stop there but what I think is brilliant what 
Imperial did was they said, so let’s develop it in stages and they had put together that stage thing and 
now I think they’re up to something like 14 stages of Cold Lake? 

BB: Yep. 

NEWELL: Look how brilliant that was and to think, the other thing that’s brilliant about it is they 
were able to control, keep control and ownership of all that resource.  

BB: Yep. 

NEWELL: And so it was a brilliant strategy. Now at the same time we have a guy named Roger 
Butler and we have a guy named Peter Lougheed who created the AOSTRA, and I think those were 
very instruct...the AOSTRA is the model we use to today at Alberta Innovates Energy Environment 
Solutions which I chair, and I chaired AIRE before that which grew out of there. And it’s a great 
model of how industry and governments can collaborate and over that period, ’74 to 1999, I think 
about two billion dollars were spent, about a billion by the Government of Alberta and a billion by 
industry. No one company couldn’t have done that, and if they hadn’t had done that, we wouldn’t 
be where we are today either, and SAGD came out of it. Now the brains, the one person who had 
the brains was Roger Butler, if I... 

BB: Yep. 

NEWELL: And I remember Roger, he was part of my orientation course when I joined Imperial in 
1969 when we were working at Sarnia, the computer under him, and he arranged to put my 
computer training in place when I joined Imperial. But Roger is a very unique individual and he 
developed that, I think, initially while he was at Imperial but then finished there and he went, did he 
go to AOSTRA? 
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BB: Ahh, I’m not sure if he went there directly, or to U of C or, ah, exactly how it works... 

NEWELL: Yeah. 

BB: ...but one of the people I’ll be interviewing is Clem Bowman. 

NEWELL: Oh Clem would be great, I bet... 

BB:  Ahhh... yeah... 

NEWELL: ...cause there’s gotta be, I don’t know all that story there Bob... 

BB: Yeah. 

NEWELL: ...but I know the mining one cause I was there. 

BB: That was, of course, the other part of making the Oil Sands Task Force work was having that 
the in situ and the mining both... 

NEWELL: Yeah, we had, we had a... 

BB: ...cost effective. 

NEWELL: ...weave the whole vision together. Yeah, and quite frankly, key was continuous 
improvement in getting that cost structure right and the energy performance and these are 
challenges that, particularly on the environmentally side that have only gotten larger or more 
daunting, I guess.  

BB: I think what I’m going to do is save the carbon for tomorrow, because we have some more 
time tomorrow morning and ..., look at some of these other questions. We could probably go, what, 
another 20 minutes, if, do you want to take a break or... 

NEWELL: No, I don’t need a break, no. 

BB: The corporate cultures, now when you arrived, Syncrude, as you mentioned had the team 
concept and uh, Spraggins and others had established a corporate culture, has changed or evolved 
and do you have a sense of how that’s influenced the evolution? 

NEWELL: Sorry about that, I just had to check [mumbled].  ..., yes 

BB: No, that’s fine. 

NEWELL: Yes, you know the ..., Syncrude was always ahead of its time in workforce design and 
we lead those areas, and team concept, when it was brought in was a very unique part of the culture 
because even to this day, we’re not unionized and, but part of the reason is, is cause everyone has to 
be a member of the team. Teams actually have to meet at least quarterly but most of them meet a lot 

more frequently than that and as they evolve they evolved at different paces that, cause 
that, but employees always had a good say in what the working conditions and ideas and 
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that and so they didn’t have a, so the communication was such there was no incentive for the union.  

You know I’ve worked in a unionized environment and uh, so I’m not trying to come across as 
totally against that, I understand why unions, wherever there’s a union there’s a reason it got created, 
let’s put it that way. And the people in unions are just as good as the people not in unions, so I don’t 
want to come across as a redneck in this, however, it’s difficult to get around some of the union 
principles when you’re trying to actually make transformative change and you have certain tightly 
held union principles that don’t always allow for the seniority and the involvement of people and 
things like that, you can usually work them out with the union but it takes time.  

 At Syncrude, we never had to worry, if the shift schedule could change, the employees raised, if 
they could see we could do more work during the shut-down and back-out contractors if we 
changed the shift, they would bring it up, so there was that dialogue that is the real value, the 
flexibility you get working with your employees, that was the advantage of it.  

Now as we went forward, ... I like to think that we took the workforce, total workforce redesign at 
Syncrude cause we had to learn to operate with a lot less staffing that we had, it was 50% when you 
counted in the contractions out, so the workforce was over 50% of our cost structure, and our 
strategy was we have got to at least off-set inflation every year because in a commodity business or 
ever, whenever time from when we deal with, that ten year period, from ’89 to ’99, crude oil never 
rose with inflation, it was around $21.00 it averaged for that whole period, so any commodity 
business that relied on price increases had a very risky strategy, so our strategy, if you like, or test, is 
we have to come up with a way of running so we can off-set inflation over here and we felt through 
some continuous improvements, some initiatives, we could get half of that because of inflation was 
running at 4% a year then, we get about 2% of that just from production increases, cause you know, 
it’s divisor effect, the more barrels you run, costs don’t change.  

But the other half had to come from cost efficiency, so that meant we had to redesign the work. So 
our choice was to evolve the employees right from the outset on what the challenge was, talk to 
them about why we need to staff, involve them in the redesign that would involve less work. And 
part of the bargaining, so you say why would employees ever want to do that, put themselves out of 
a job, so what we said is no, we can guarantee, we can’t guarantee job security but we can employ 
employment security if your open. So along with the work redesign, when all these interesting 
programs, like Bridges, and that’s why we end up with 25% of our driver’s are females, so the big 25 
tonne trucks and we had a process there, it was quite a unique model, it focused initially on women, 
because when you looked at your workforce where was going to be the big changes, it’s the 
technology, where the biggest impacts of technology is on the administrative folks, so that’s where 
the jobs are going to reduce.  

So why shoot those employees and turn around and hire more people to... in the mining cycle, we 
knew mining side had to grow because we needed more trucks, more... and every time you had a 
truck, you needed another bum in the seat, sort of thing. So what we did, is we explained all this and 
then we put a program, Bridges, in place and these women were, first of all, they were allowed to job 
shadow and were encouraged and that, we initially selected a small group because we wanted to get a 
successful model, part of that Bridges thing was that they went two weeks to Keyano College, and 

the Keyano College guys are still scratching their heads but they learned to build bird 
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houses and, the reason we did that Bob, because the jargon is so important and little boys get raised 
differently than little girls and I’m five thumbs at our house, they buy tools for Mother’s Day, but... 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: ...but, I learned as a little boy about a con-rod and a piston and all that, if you don’t 
know that jargon and you’re suddenly thrown out in the mining maintenance shop or the central 
shops or something, unless you got a uniquely outgoing personality you got two strikes against you, 
so the two weeks in Keyano was kind of designed to familiarize themselves with that. Then 
individuals would then get their choice from job shadowing which to go, and then the last step they 
were actually allowed to go work for a 28 day cycle, at any point during this period, they could say 
hey, this too much change for me I want my old job back.  

The host department was not allowed to fill that job, even with a temporary staff cause that’s how 
we forced the organization to do the work with fewer people and you know, we never had a woman 
or anybody ask to go back. So I met with the first 12, well I spent two hours with the first 12 
women before they went out and I said, tell me, I want to know the truth, that you’re doing this 
cause you, even though you hate it and you just can’t imagine going out and working those big 
trucks or welding on a welding machine but you have to do it because you’re scared shitless about 
not having a job, or you’re a single mother or whatever the reason is, tell me, and you know, not one 
was that, everyone, one said, “Eric, I’ve done every administrative job in this company and after 
three months I’m brain-dead.”, and everyone one of them, I’ve always wanted to do something like 
this.  

Another one said, “Eric, we’re not stupid, you know we see what’s going on, this is not, 
administration area is not where the jobs and the opportunity is going to be, it’s going to be out 
there in the operation, so you’re giving us a chance, why wouldn’t we take it.”, and one she was a 
SNTN, and she took a cut in pay, here she says, “I was, always wanted to be a welder and all of a 
sudden you put it in my lap, how could I turn that down.” And then I had the young woman who 
within five she had my job [laughs], so they all went out there, it wasn’t nirvana when they went out, 
you know, I tracked them and we had some funny stories, one I had to get involved with. One was a 
young woman and she was married, and she got put on one team, like if you’re team one at 
Syncrude, team one as always on right across the site every different part of it, then team two, team 
three, team four, it’s what we call shift integrity and it was done for good reasons.  

 But at any rate, she had been put on say team one and her husband on team three, they weren’t able 
to match up, it wasn’t very good for her personal life, although she went to her supervisor and her 
supervisor told her it would be too disruptive to change. Well, I’ve got an Irish, I’m Irish, my 
background, and I used to have red hair [laughs] and I got madder than hell and I just sent the note 
down, I don’t give a shit, heck, what you do you’re putting that girl, that woman on the same team.  

We had another one, and you could, it was well intentioned, you know, the supervisor was a bit of 
old school and the guys would tend say, you know, well what do you think of this Joe and then you 
try to involve Sally and say Sally would you go make the coffee. And then we had another one who 
was, she actually made them feel comfortable about her being on the team, it was, they didn’t quite 

know how to react how to a woman. So it was ah, I’m trying to give you the sense ah... 
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BB: Yeah. 

NEWELL: ...it was pretty big change and we didn’t do everything exactly right, but in the end, we 
were able to manage the workforce down to, from over 4700 to 3400 or less, and we never had to 
lay anyone off ... 

BB: And was that... 

NEWELL: ... and the employees redesigned the way they did the work in their units, because they 
felt comfortable, they knew they weren’t going to be put out in the street if they, and they’re the 
ones that know the work better, you can’t, often we think we know so much, managers sitting at our 
desks, but if really want to get it done right, you actually get the teams of people doing the work to 
actually sit down and analyze and figure out how to work together, so. 

BB: Now was that simultaneous with the technological change? 

NEWELL: Yeah, it was going on, ... yeah, cause that was in the same ten year period. 

BB: Yeah. 

NEWELL: In fact, we involved employees, one of the best stories was around the hydro transport 
and ah, you know ..., we were in a situation, we, many of the improvements in the oil sands, you 
can’t just go from the lab bench scale right to the thing, it’s just too risky and a lot of the good ideas 
just failed because scale-up is such a huge issue. So we were at a point where we needed to field test 
hydro transport and anytime, anyway we came up with a project, it costs, you know by conventional 
engineering design, ..., it was going to cost us a hundred million dollars and this was, you know, back 
in a time when capital was very tight and we couldn’t get that thing.  

So we went to the employee and we tried to work it with Suncor maybe by sharing it, cause you 
know we knew we worked very well together in both companies, and we know, in non-competitive 
aspects and so we couldn’t figure it out exactly so went to our employees and we said, here’s the 
dilemma, we need to do this, develop this pilot to test this new hydro transport scheme, extraction 
scheme where we fed it with trucks but we can just can’t afford the capital, so we need to get really 
creative here, how can we look out in the bone yard, how can we put things together and get that 
cost down as low as we can and then, even then, we can’t ask for that to increase the budget we then 
have to find out which projects we are planning to do and which to cut, long story short, they did it 
for 14 million bucks. We couldn’t get it for under a hundred million, uh, that thing... 

BB: Did that include the feeder part?  

NEWELL: Well yeah, the... 

BB: What is it called, the cyclo feeder? 

NEWELL: No, not, not ah, no it didn’t have ...... 

BB: I remember there was the, it had that short section of pipe going into the... 
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NEWELL: Yeah, I’m trying to remember, it was ..., well it probably had a simplified cyclo feeder 
on it. 

BB: It had something feeding it, I remember I was at the site about that time. 

NEWELL: Yeah, the trucks would come up and load it in there and they had to do, they had to do 
..., they had some form of the cyclo feeder, enough that we could test it and actually, so we did, and 
you know uh, well the other thing we did to buy us two years time as well, you should know is the, 
was the main driving force, we put the highway right through the middle of the mine sight which 
enabled us to mine for two years more toward the Suncor boundary, cause that’s where the highway 
was, so we got those resources but at that time, that was the largest earth moving project in North 
America, it cost over, but it got us the time window plus this, ..., I’m trying to remember the 
extraction unit was that we called it, we had a funny name for it but anyhow, it was the employees 
that did it, so, I’m a big fan of, we did a lot to engage our employees. 

BB: Now how do you communicate with them, because they’re all working or many of them are 
working shift, they’re all over the place? 

NEWELL: Again this is a team concept, you know, they have to have team meetings. 

BB: Yeah but would you, sort of go down to the different teams, or...? 

NEWELL: I used to have a Team Resolutory [directory?] I managed with my secretary, I had the 
company divided into 70 different units and I had to go talk to every one of those 70 units at least 
once a year and then the other thing we did is every 18 months, we had what we call, all employee 
meetings and it would take us 19 meetings at two to three hours a crack, to cover all the employees 
and they would all get time to bust in, and we do them around the clock. 

And Jim Carter and I would, I would usually lead off and give a 20 minute talk about the state of the 
nation and we did a lot of up front work, trying to find out what we thought were issues on 
employees minds and address it, but then they all sat there, it was comical at times, but they had, 
they all had cards at their seats, so they’d write in these questions anonymously, and Jim and I would 
have to stand up there for two hours, reading these questions out and answering them and boy, I’ll 
tell you, we learned what was on employees’ minds, every time we learned something new Bob, I 
thought it was one of the most valuable things we ever did and then of course, you have to follow 
through and deliver on it.  

So I think employees felt engaged, the other thing we did is we put in a gain sharing program, which 
I always congratulate my owners for, because it was right when they were laying people off and 
Calgary was a tough environment and so, for them to approve a gain sharing program but, I knew it 
was the right thing and it was the employees that decided this, that we always use to form employee 
task forces to work key issues and it was them that said the secretary should be paid the same 
amount as the CEO on the gain share. 

BB: [laughs]. 
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NEWELL: You know so for the lower paid people, it was quite a, it was a quite a difference so, but 
it was all focused around getting the dollars per barrel, we had certain criteria around safety and that, 
that had to be met but it was very much focused on getting the costs per barrel down and so it gave 
us a way to communicate to all the employees cause they all benefit from it, so they all had an 
understanding exactly how do we influence that, what can we do to make the improvements. So the 
whole thought was we were trying to get our employees to think and act like owners. 

BB: Is that a Jim Stevens, you know Jim? 

NEWELL: No. 

BB: Jim and the labour relations guys have done a lot of that kind of work. 

NEWELL: Well, you know, I mean we probably grew on all sorts of things... 

BB: Because Al-Pac has the same thing. 

NEWELL: Yeah, well, yeah, well we probably do but we, but you have to tailor everything, we 
designed that program, it was very much designed for Syncrude. But we never took anything right 
off the shelf even, we ran a leadership thing, that was another important initiative where we put over 
a 1100 of our supervisors and future supervisors in very comprehensive leadership training and then 
I would go at the end of the thing and they’d have the questions and boy I’ll tell you, they didn’t 
mince their words.  

And it was a great way to develop leadership principles and we actually took a model from the 
States, I can’t remember which company it was, but they had to spend a year tailoring it just for 
Syncrude, make sure it fit, they delivered it once but after that it was always delivered by Syncrude 
people and we used that vehicle to also develop a shared vision of where we’re going, and what are 
the values we’re going to run our company by and what principles are we never going to 
compromise and it did a lot and we did that over a period, we covered 1100 of those people and all 
the leadership and that, and some future leaders in say two or three years and since then we’ve put 
all our managers, or I think over 80% through diversity training, which is again... 

BB: That was another. 

NEWELL: ...fundamentally different way of getting across the idea that equitable treatment isn’t 
equal treatment and you know, it wasn’t just oriented at aboriginals, it was also women, it was also 
other cultures. You get this whole concept that we’re all individuals, we’re all different but we all 
have to learn to understand ourselves. 

BB: Well I think that that’s covered a nice big chunk of ground... 

NEWELL: Yeah, I talk a lot don’t I! [laughs]. 

BB: ...and [laughs] no, no, you’re great. Some of it sounds a little familiar, ah, I suspect a few lines 
haven’t changed in 16 years but... 
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NEWELL: Yeah right, yeah, yeah. 

BB: I’m pretty sure that’s the last time I interviewed you. 

NEWELL: Oh okay! Yeah right, yeah! [laughs]. 

BB: [laughs]. 

NEWELL: Oh no, no it was an exciting time but ah, no I give a, I think ..., I was very fortunate to 
come into, all the ways I came to CEO, but that’s another important you should, I should make sure 
is understood, is a lot of that thinking, that team concept was already there when I got there. 

BB: Uh-hm. Spraggins. 

NEWELL: Ah, the emphasis on the, yeah, the emphasis on the aboriginal I mean, we weren’t doing 
the right things, without being immodest, it was Jim Carter and I that actually got it going and you 
know, I used to get criticized in the press for reverse discrimination and I was just unrelenting, 
especially in those all-employee meetings, I said, anyone here you have to understand, anyone 
discriminates, you’re gone.  

I mean I’m not trying to mean or cruel but I’m not going to tolerate that, and I said we have an 
overriding commitment to the aboriginal people, it was made when Syncrude first came up here and 
we said that the local people would benefit at least equally from oil sands development and how can 
you ever say that if they’re not even represented in our workforce the same way they’re represented 
in the community, so yes, we are going to hire aboriginals, and preferentially, it does mean we won’t 
hire them and they’d all tell me, oh well they were told by their sons and daughters well your job is 
just, sorry it’s not the way the world works, do it this way.  

And the other one, Jim deserves a lot of credit for it but we sat down and, how do we recognize that 
the aboriginals they have some actually very good entrepreneurial skills and if you get them focused, 
they work well in teams. So that’s what started this really, we got start creating a lot more aboriginal 
businesses, and we didn’t know what, nobody had a target for that, so we set a target, we pulled it 
out of the air.  

We said, if we ever do $30 million dollars a year with aboriginal companies, we will be so far over 
the top, nobody will doubt what we’re trying to do. Well of course, Syncrude does a $140 million, so 
again, we’re very un-visionary. [laughs], but the reason we’re doing this cause we’re getting good 
value for the services so it’s not altruism, its good common sense.  

BB: And the contracting worked out well because then some cultural things could be in the 
contracting operation, rather than having to fit into the Syncrude... 

NEWELL: And the environment that I inherited as a CEO and Jim did, was already there. Same 
with the environment, you know, even though you wouldn’t know it from talking to 
environmentalists, but Syncrude always took their environmental responsibility very seriously, long 

before I got there. 
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BB: One thing I meant to ask you is, my friend Adriana whose one of the other researchers for this 
project, Adriana Davies, I think you were in other …. 

NEWELL: Yeah... I, yeah oh yeah. 

BB: Anyway, she’s got Jim on her list for an interview and she’s been having trouble trying to get a 
hold of him. Do you have, if you’ve got his contact information, maybe I can make sure it’s correct. 

NEWELL: Yeah, I’m, I think I’d remember right off but, but let me just check in here and get it 
right...hmm. 

BB: I think I can shut this off for today. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW #1 – ERIC NEWELL 

Videographer: We’re rolling and we’re ready to go. 

BB: We’re here with, resuming the interview with Eric Newell and I’m Bob Bott and we’ve also got 
a videographer, David Bates. Eric I wanted to start out by asking you about, you worked very closely 
with Jim Carter in management at Syncrude. 

NEWELL: Yeah.  

BB: How did that teamwork come to being and how did it function kind of on a daily basis? 

NEWELL: Yeah, that’s a very good question. The relationship between Jim and I has always been 
very close, we worked together for all 17 and half years that I was there, Jim followed me, first of all 
as Vice President of Finance and Administration, Jim then followed me as VP of Operations when I 
became the CEO, Jim is five years younger, Jim is an expert in the whole mining area and that’s why 
he was brought to Syncrude, my background was more in the in refining and upgrading side, so in a 
sense we contemplated, complemented.  

Now once we got into the role that Jim is the VP of Operations and me the CEO, you don’t need 
two cooks running it, so it’s one of these relationships that we had to work through. But Jim had 
responsibility for the day-to-day operations, and I had the CEO responsibility for the overall. So one 
of the first things we had to work with, was how were we going to communicate, he did, because 
remember we had the complexity that I had just done that job for two years and it’s always difficult 
to keep the old guy out [laughs] of things.  

But we did work very well together and Jim is a great leader and was a great Operations Vice 
President and because we had the strong personal relationship we built up over these years, we 
worked out between ourselves, you could never draw this on an organization chart, but we had a 
very clear understanding who was responsible for what and Jim was an excellent, absolutely 
excellent, on making sure that I knew what I needed to know, cause the worst thing could ever 

happen to me if an owner phoned me up and we’re having a big problem in the plant for 
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example, and I didn’t know about it. Not that I could do anything about it or would be involved in 
it, but I needed to know and Jim and I worked that very well. Now as we came up and the Alberta 
Government sold out [its interest], the chairman, the chair of the board... 

BB: When was that [muffled]? 

NEWELL: 1997. Yeah, and ah, cause at that time, Tom Vant [from Alberta Oil Sands Equity] was 
Chair of the Board for the Owners of Syncrude and so when they were bought out by you know, JP 
Bryant initially and then it converted to the trust, it gave us an opportunity to restructure the top and 
that’s when I, I actually, I was actually the one who recommended Jim become the President and 
Chief Operating Officer and then I became the Chair and the CEO, I used to be Chair, President 
and CEO. 

And what I was trying to signal to the organization, I think we did very successfully is we were co-
leading, like Jim was heir apparent and I wanted that to happen, it didn’t in the end, for other 
reasons, that’s the corporate world, but for all those years from ’97 through to when I retired in 
2003, it was very clear to the organization and the outside world that we were co-leading and Jim 
had the day-to-day stuff and I had the strategic and probably a lot of the... although Jim always did a 
lot in the community too, we were both strong there.  

And amazingly enough, who are quite different in background and that, Jim loves his, he’s a farm 
boy, loves his tractor equipment, I’m five thumbs, not handy, I love golf and we worked together 
for 17 and a half year in that one-on-one sort of relationship, and today we’re great friends, it’s 
absolutely amazing, I think the world of Jim Carter. 

BB: When you look back on it, is there any one situation that, you know really sort of exemplifies 
that in your team work? 

NEWELL: I’m trying to think of when, you know, it was almost in an on-going sense, you know, 
we tended to as an executive committee, we met every Monday, and so we did very much work as a 
team and obviously when you’re working like that and you got collaborate it’s very important that 
both of us are seen as being on the same page, we couldn’t confuse the operations people.  

So if we got into a, certainly into any major operational issue, it was, you know, it was important that 
I would show up and the employee saw me there, but they all knew Jim was the one calling the shots 
on that, so I would think that would be clear. If we were out in front of the public, or the media 
talking about government relations, very clear I was the spokesperson, I was never in doubt. And 
Jim to his credit, we worked together, we managed it that way. I wished I could give you a more 
concrete single item, but it was more that on-going thing. 

BB: No that’s good. Now the governance. Ah, you were an Imperial guy and you’re dealing with 
this ownership group, was it seven err...? 

NEWELL: Well it varied anywhere from, you know ... seven up to ten, at that point, yeah. 

BB: And with varying shares and industry... 
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NEWELL: Yeah, yeah, we went through a lot of that, Mitsubishi bought in and Murphy bought in 
and the Government of Alberta sold first to JP Bryant’s Torch Energy and then they converted to 
the original oil sands trust and then Pan Canadian was an owner, it sorta did a “me too” thing and 
converted theirs to a trust and then ultimately the two trusts got together. So, if you look at the 
history, it was very dynamic, the ownership structure was changing quite often.  

But it is, but let, do you want me to just go back onto to, what the, the one thing you have to 
understand what the joint venture was, it was created because of the huge financial risk, you know, 
and their sharing and it’s a good way to share it, there was also some very clear tax advantages to the 
joint venture. And basically, the way it was set up the only assets that Syncrude Canada Limited 
owned was the employees, they don’t own any other of the physical assets, it’s a flow through 
company, so they, I always found that unique. We would write cheques right on the individual 
owners’ bank accounts, so all those monies that were going out.  

They would take their return was there, they would take their equity share of the production and 
they would be responsible for marketing. And if you, it was set up, it’s kind of a narrowly defined 
structure, so we couldn’t get out into wind energy or any of those other areas, we had to stick to a 
very clear charter and we had a very clear operations management agreement amongst the owners 
too but even the joint venture structure demanded that it be very limited in scope, and that way, it 
enabled them to flow profits right through to their companies and they could write those profits, I 
guess, off against the pollution allowance and things like that.  

The other significant to understand about that is one of our big owners was the Alberta 
Government and the money could flow right through there without taxes going because if we’d had 
to pay taxes to the Federal Government, Alberta Government would have called that leakage. So 
there were some very good reasons for having the joint venture, financial reasons and with sharing 
reasons but it was a very limiting structure compared to other companies that could branch out into 
different areas. 

BB: Now that was also the reason why you always just produced the one blend? 

NEWELL: Yeah, uh, yeah to a degree that was to go to different products would have required 
unanimous agreement under our agreement. There were certain things, certain items that would only 
require 51%, or three owners and 51% but there were some things that would require unanimous 
approval and, you know, changing the product slate significantly, you know, like multi-products, 
getting into selling bitumen would have required a unanimous decision.  

Now some of our, there’s also some business reasons for not doing it, cause if you think about it, 
some of our owners were Imperial Oil and they were big into the downstream, there was also, you 
know Petro Canada was big in the downstream, so they did not want us, for example, to produce 
diesel and things like, which Suncor did and competing with them out in the marketplace. On the 
other side of the quality chain, a lot of our owners did not have refineries and from sheer 
marketability, the higher the quality, the easier it is to market.  

So there is a very sound reason why Syncrude had the strategy they did in terms of the product 
quality and I could argue why Suncor had its, which was quite different, why they 
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produced things from railway diesel down to sour crude, because they had a refinery in Sarnia that 
can process the sour crude, they had all different business drives, so those, so the product slate was 
more that.  

 ...Okay, I want to get some time into the other factor of working within that joint-venture because 
if you can imagine the complexity of that versus, you know, a more typical organization because 
you’re dealing with a, like when we had the eight owners, which was a lot, er… most of the time 
there was eight significant owners in our, you really had nine full staff groups working issues, so you, 
you know when you deal in a, with a more conventional company you deal with a Board of 
Directors who are very knowledgeable people who don’t have a bunch of staff at their point and we 
had owners who were in different situations, quite different situations, I had one highlight to me, 
many times, because of their arrangements, what was the best decision for the other owners was not 
the best for theirs, but they were always very good about making the decision in the best interest of 
the joint venture.  

And that’s what we managed, Bob. It was up to us. I know it sounds a lot more bureaucratic and a 
lot more complicated than that, but one of the benefits was with all these different owners with 
different perspectives, you had to think about all of this before you made decisions and I think 
sometimes we made better decisions because of it, and we always understood. 

RECORDING ENDS. 


