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State-owned energy giant CNOOC gains access to Canada's oil reserves, one of the world's dirtiest 

sources of energy



Oil from tar sands is estimated to be three times more carbon intensive than conventional sources 

(Image by David Dodge, The Pembina Institute)

 

China has gained access to Canada's giant tar sands reserves this week, some of the most carbon-

intensive fuels on the planet.

 

US regulators approved the US$15 billion takeover of Canadian oil and gas company Nexen Inc by 

China's state-owned CNOOC – China's largest-ever foreign takeover. It needed US approval 

because of Nexen's holdings in the US.

Read also: Canada's China pipedream

Read: Keep tar sands in the ground

 

The state-owned energy giant now has access to offshore production in the North Sea, the Gulf of 

Mexico and western Africa, as well as the Middle East and now Canada.

 

But it's Canadian tar sands that have been causing most concern to environmental activists.

 

Tar sands are deposits of oil mixed with clay and sand and embedded in rocks, often beneath the 

surface. 

 

Extracting the oil has been estimated to be three times more carbon-intensive than conventional oil 

sources, according to Global Forest Watch Canada.

 

It also requires vast open mines and has been linked to the pollution of local waterways with toxic 

chemicals.

 

A two-year study of the Athabasca River by ecologists at the University of Alberta found levels of 

arsenic, copper, cadmium, lead, mercury, nickel, silver and zinc far in excess of national guidelines 

downstream from industrial oil sands sites in the Canadian province.



 

Some scientists say exploiting tar sands would produce enough carbon emissions to push the world 

towards dangerous levels of climate change.
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A Canadian pipe-dream?

Canada’s prime minister is on his way to Beijing to stoke interest in the country’s oil sands, but 

China would be wise to keep a safe distance, writes Angela Merriam.
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Chinese oil: an evolving strategy

Snapping up resources around the world, China’s state-owned oil companies are feared as 

aggressive agents of government interest. But, increasingly, these players are led by market 

signals, not Beijing diktats.
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Getting the 'dirty money' out of China's overseas trade

Chinese companies face up to era of greater transparency overseas
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Nuclear fusion: an answer to China’s energy problems?

China could lead the way to a clean and boundless energy supply
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Fog-catching fabric could improve water collection in deserts

Cotton-based material could capture drinking water in arid areas and boost agriculture
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My top China ecological and spiritual books

Author and translator Martin Palmer shares six works that address China's environmental 

challenges and philosophical history.
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“The Fate of Species”

The Fate of the Species by Fred Guterl is a bracing overview of the worst that can happen if 
humans do not overcome their ecological and Earth-systems illiteracy, writes Caspar Henderson.
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