


 
The tar sands, in northern Alberta, are naturally occurring deposits 
of sand, clay, water and bitumen - a form of crude oil so heavy and 
thick it won’t �ow in its natural state.18  

Tar sands deposits exist around the world, but the largest known 
are in Alberta. The three main areas - Athabasca, Cold Lake and 
Peace River - cover more than 140,800 square kilometres, or 21 
per cent of the province 19,  an area the size of Greece, or of Portu-
gal and Denmark combined.20  

Most of the tar sands are found under pristine boreal wilderness,21  
and 37 per cent are within Alberta’s Boreal Forest Natural Region, 
an area with several internationally signi�cant ecosystems. 22

Alberta’s deposits are buried at varying depths and are covered 
by muskeg, sandstone and shale, which are referred to as “over-
burden.” 23   To mine the deposits, oil companies strip away this 
overburden, destroying this wilderness forever.24

While conventional crude oil �ows naturally or can be pumped 
from the ground, tar sands need to be intensively processed 
before the bitumen can be used by re�neries. Deposits are mined 
from open-pit mines or, if reserves are too deep, extracted using 
in situ techniques. The deposits have to be processed through  

extraction and separation systems to remove the bitumen from 
the sand, clay and water. The bitumen needs to be upgraded 
before it can be re�ned. Then, because it is so viscous, it has to 
be diluted with lighter hydrocarbons to make it transportable by 
pipelines.25

How bitumen is processed
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