
Tar  Sands  and 
Boreal Forest

Canada’s boreal forest is a crucial habitat for some of the world’s 
largest populations of wildlife including wolves, grizzly bear, lynx and 
moose; it is also a vital habitat to endangered species such as the 
woodland caribou and whooping cranes.4

Most of the tar sands are found under boreal forest, including 37 per 
cent that is part of Alberta’s Boreal Forest Natural Region. The Natural 
Region includes internationally significant wilderness areas such as 
the Peace-Athabasca Delta.5

In north-eastern Alberta, 40 to 50 per cent of the boreal landscape 
is predominantly peatlands of bogs and fens. In the coming decades, 
almost 10 per cent of the region’s wetlands will be destroyed, mostly 

by tar sands operations, and permanently removed from the land-
scape. 

The success of reclaiming wetlands has yet to be demonstrated. 
Surface mining decimates them, leaving no remnants to recover.6

Most statistics on the amount of carbon released by tar sands 
development refer only to emissions from processing; they don’t 
include the GHGs released through the destruction of boreal for-
est. Excavating the trees and wetlands of the Mackenzie basin for 
bitumen mining would emit about 52 billion of tons of carbon. The 
value of the area as a carbon storehouse is $252 billion dollars.7 

 

The global boreal forest ecosystem is the largest and most important terrestrial storehouse of carbon in the world.  
 

The reasons: 

�s�� It holds 22 per cent of the total carbon stored on the earth’s 
land surface;

�s�� It holds almost twice as much carbon per unit as tropical 
forests; 

�s�� The Canadian boreal stores an estimated 186 billion tons of 
carbon in forest and peat-land ecosystems, equivalent to 27 
years worth of the earth’s carbon emissions (as of 2003);

�s�� Destroying boreal land for tar sands extraction releases 

huge amounts of GHG emissions into the atmosphere.  
Protecting the boreal forest is critical to protecting the 
planet against global warming;1

�s�� Tar sands extraction in northern Alberta creates a vast 
network of open pit mines, wells, roads and pipes, which 
will destroy previously untouched boreal land,2 comparable 
to an area the size of Greece, or of Portugal and Denmark 
combined.3

BOREAL OVERVIEW



Where the wildlife lives

Once the Athabasca River leaves the oil sands area, it flows 
along the eastern edge of Wood Buffalo National Park and into 
the Peace-Athabasca Delta. This is the largest boreal delta in the 
world and one of the most important waterfowl staging and nest-
ing areas in North America.

Up to 400,000 birds use the Delta in spring and more than one 
million use it in autumn; it is also the prime range for 5,000 
bison. The Delta is still largely undisturbed by humans, and has 
been recognized internationally as a designated RAMSAR* wet-
land site and a UNESCO World Heritage Site.8  (*The Ramsar
Convention is an international treaty for the conservation and
sustainable utilization of wetlands  i.e. to stem the progressive 
encroachmenton and loss of wetlands now and in the future.)9

Tar sands mining operations are considered a threat to the 
integrity of the Peace-Athabasca Delta because of the volumes of 
water they withdraw from the Athabasca River. More research is 
needed to determine how tar sands activities affect the ecosys-
tem and the aboriginal fishing in the delta.10

Many species are in decline as a result of industrial develop-
ment in north-eastern Alberta: they include caribou, lynx, marten, 
fisher, wolverine, boreal chickadee, rose-breasted grosbeak, 
yellow-bellied sapsucker, red-breasted nuthatch, brown creeper 
and various woodland warblers.11

Woodland caribou populations in the region have declined by 50 
per cent over the past 10 years and studies predict caribou will 
become extinct if planned tar sands projects are implemented.12

Wildlife is becoming tainted by toxins: fish and game animals are 
appearing covered with tumours and mutations. Fish frying in a 
pan smell like burning plastic. One study by a tar sands company 
concluded that some moose meat from the region contains as 
much as 453 times the acceptable level of arsenic. The Alberta 
government responded with an assessment that reported arsenic 
levels to be “only” 17 to 33 times greater than acceptable 
levels.13 Arsenic is a potent cancer-causing substance,14 and the 
estimates in both reports were well beyond the acceptable rate of 
additional cancers of 1 per 100,000 people.15

Nearly 50 per cent of the 700 bird species that regularly occur 
in the U.S. and Canada rely on the boreal for their survival. More 
than 300 species of birds regularly breed there each spring.16 
In the Canadian Boreal, every 2.5 square kilometers of forests, 
lakes, river valleys, and wetlands can support as many as 500 
breeding pairs of migratory birds.17

The estimates of the number of birds that will be lost from mining 
and in situ operations over the next 30 to 50 years range from six 
million to 166 million.18
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