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EDMONTON— Four corporate heavyweights laid out their prescriptions for corporate 
progress Wednesday, holding forth before about 500 executives from across the country 
at the Shaw Conference Centre. 

“Listen to your critics. Listen to contrarian voices,” said Don Lowry, president and CEO 
of Epcor and chairman of Canadian Oil Sands Ltd. “There’s nothing more you like than 
the music of hearing your strategy, but you know there are others with different 
perspectives that sometimes, as stinging as it may feel, have got a point.” 

Lowry shared the stage with Martha Piper, director of TransAlta Corp. and former 
president of the University of British Columbia, John Ferguson, chairman of the board at 
Suncor Energy Inc., and Charles Fischer, president of Nexen Inc. until 2008 and current 
member of Enbridge’s board of directors. 

The four, who engaged in a wide-ranging discussion on environmental and social issues 
facing the business community, were gathered for the national conference of the Institute 
of Corporate Directors, held in Edmonton for the first time this year. 

“Respect your critics,” said Piper, whose company gave up capturing carbon emissions 
from its Keephills 3 power plant west of Edmonton last month. “Not only do we not 
listen very well, our critics don’t necessarily listen to the corporate side either. There’s a 
lack of respect and trust. Until we respect those voices — we may not agree with them, 
but respect them — I don’t think we’re going to move forward.” 

Ferguson insisted that negative public perception of the oilsands industry stems from a 
failure to communicate. 

“We have had incredible improvement in the environmental issues over that period of 
time,” he said, referring to the last 40 years. Oilsands operations were “put together by, I 
don’t know, bailing wire and things when it started. Now it’s high-tech operations. It’s 
state-of-the-art technology that’s running all of this. 

“We get criticized for the amount of water that we take out of the Athabasca River. Well, 
it’s so insignificant. We take out less water today than we did 10 years ago, yet our 
production is up about 300 per cent.” 



Suncor’s oilsands operations withdrew 139 million litres from the Athabasca watershed 
in 2010, returning 89 million litres. The annual flow of the Athabasca River near Fort 
McMurray is about 21 billion litres. 

“The air quality and emissions have continued to improve on any kind of intensity basis,” 
said Ferguson. Information on Suncor’s website pegs the oilsands giant’s total 
greenhouse gas emissions for 2010 at more than 19 million tonnes of carbon dioxide 
equivalent. The company projects that figure will grow to more than 26 million tonnes by 
2015. 

Fischer, whose tenure at Nexen saw the energy firm operate in Yemen, Colombia and off 
the coast of West Africa, urged the audience toward inclusive practices when dealing 
with native populations abroad or in Canada. 

“Many First Nations are effectively Third World countries. They have no economic base. 
Poverty is a huge issue. Jobs are important, education is important. How do you engage 
those communities in ways that you can help them be better off?” he asked. “If the 
communities that are affected by your presence want you there, they look after you. 
That’s largely true with First Nations communities, and I don’t know that we’ve engaged 
them fully.” 

Piper predicted environmental concerns will influence big business for the foreseeable 
future. 

“I believe very strongly that the environmental issues are not going away,” she said. 
“This is not a blip. This is not something that we can dismiss. 

“It’s extraordinarily challenging. Take coal. Is coal bad? If we can put a man on the 
moon, should we be just investing in making it truly sustainable? Or should we be 
shutting down all the coal plants and going to natural gas and solar and wind and hydro 
and nuclear or whatever? Who knows the answer to that question? You can get 20 
different experts to tell you 20 different things. 

“We’re being forced, but in a good way, to have these long-term discussions.” 
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