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A group of scientists from the University of Alberta released a report Thursday that calls on the 
oil industry to curb water use in the oilsands. 
 
Without changes, the environmental impact will be severe and possibly irreversible by 2015, 
when oilsands production could total as much as three million barrels of oil a day, said David 
Schindler, a professor of ecology at the University of Alberta and one of the authors of the 
report. 
"They can expect more of the same and worse — less water in the delta lakes, less water in the 
river, lower lake levels in Lake Athabasca and so forth. I can tell you, they are not going to be 
happy people," he said. 
 
The report, called Running Out of Steam, is being presented at the Edmonton university 
Thursday to a wide range of people involved in the issue. 
Schindler said he hopes to find a quick resolution because it's too late for the report to get 
tucked away on a back shelf. 
 
"It's somewhat of an experiment in that regard. We'll see when we get oilsands types, 
regulators, aboriginal chiefs, and mayors in the same room and see what kind of discussion 
ensues." 
 
The report says that the average summer and winter low flows of the Athabasca River, which 
runs through the oilsands region, have declined over the last three decades. 
 
"Projected bitumen [oil] extraction in the oilsands will require too much water to sustain the river 
and Athabasca Delta, especially with the effects of predicted climate warming," reads the report. 
 
"Economic activity, as well as ecological function and community well-being, will be limited by 
the availability of water in the Athabasca basin. Planned increases in economic activity may not 
be feasible, or may be more costly than originally thought, given water scarcity concerns." 
 
The report recommends measures such as a cap on water withdrawals and a system that would 
allow companies to trade water rights, or even charges for withdrawing water. 
 
Water is used to extract, treat and upgrade the heavy tar-like oil called bitumen found in the 
oilsands. Between two and 4½ barrels of water are needed to produce one barrel of oil from the 
oilsands. 
 
 


