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In the United States a considerable conflict is emerging between significant “lock in” of new 

infrastructure dedicated to the development and use of tar sands derived fuels and recent efforts 

to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the transportation sector.  At the nexus of this conflict 

sits the U.S. Department of State (State Department) which has been delegated both the authority 

to approve construction of this new tar sands infrastructure and to represent the U.S. in 

international climate negotiations, including the country’s pledge to reduce its global warming 

pollution.   
 

At the 2009 Conference of the Parties (COP) of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Copenhagen, 

Denmark, the U.S. negotiated the Copenhagen Accord.1  Although the 

Accord is a political agreement that is voluntary in nature, as part of this 

agreement the U.S. has pledged to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions 

by 17% from 2005 levels by 2020.2 Unfortunately, the U.S. Congress’ 

failure to pass comprehensive climate and energy legislation has created 

uncertainty throughout the world as to whether the U.S. will be able to 

meet its Copenhagen pledges and has raised doubts as to the ability of 

the U.S. to formalize those pledged reductions through COP decisions in 

Cancun.  
 

Nonetheless, the U.S. continues to stand by its 17% pledge in the UNFCCC negotiations.  In a recent 

speech Todd Stern, Special Envoy for Climate Change, reiterated this commitment stating:  
 

President Obama is not backing away from the target we put forward in Copenhagen last 

year, and there are any number of ways to get there, using both legislative and regulatory 

tools.  In his recent Rolling Stone
3
 interview, the President made clear that he remains fully 

committed to taking concerted action on energy and climate.
4
 

 

This position has been repeated by the U.S. in other international venues including at the 

September meeting of the Major Economies Forum.5 Continued affirmation of this pledge will not 

yield movement toward an international climate agreement, or build a new level of trust in the U.S. 

role in the negotiations, if the U.S. is also taking steps to significantly increase its greenhouse gas 

emissions at home.  While the U.S. has taken steps forward in tackling its greenhouse gas emissions 

through the use of existing legal authorities, the State Department is poised to approve a new 

international pipeline – the Keystone XL pipeline. Approval of the new pipeline would lock the 

country into expanded high-carbon fuel infrastructure dependent on the development of Canada’s 

tar sands and mark the third such pipeline approval since 2008. If fully utilized, this new 

infrastructure for tar sands crude oil would support an additional 69 MMtCO2e emissions each year 

– an amount that wipes out some of the significant emissions reductions initiated in the U.S. car 

and truck sector.      
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One Step Forward: U.S. Action to Reduce Global Warming Pollution from 

Vehicles 
 

Using authority from Congress, as confirmed by the U.S. Supreme Court, the U.S. is taking 

significant new steps to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions.6  Earlier this year, a World Resources 

Institute analysis determined that by using existing laws, such as the Clean Air Act, these steps start 

to put the country on the path to meeting its Copenhagen commitment to reduce emissions to 17% 

below 2005 levels by 2020.7   
 

The most prominent step is the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) use of the law to reduce 

emissions from the U.S. automobiles and trucks sector.8 In March 2010, the U.S. finalized 

greenhouse gas tailpipe standards for new cars that are manufactured from 2012 thru 2016.  The 

standards will reduce U.S. greenhouse gas emissions by 960 MMtCO2e and reduce U.S. light duty 

vehicle emissions approximately 21% by 2030 over what they would be absent the regulations.9  A 

second round of automobile standards intended to address vehicles made from 2017 thru 2025 has 

already been initiated.  The initial notice of these new standards outlines different paths to achieve 

global warming pollution reductions ranging from 3% to 6% per year across the light-duty vehicle 

fleet. By 2030, EPA projects the new standards would reduce U.S. emissions an additional 465 

MMtCO2e per year.10 
 

In October, the automobile standards were followed up by the first-ever proposed emission 

standards for medium and heavy duty trucks. The new standards would cut greenhouse gas 

emissions from medium and large trucks from 7 to 20% by 2018. The standards applicable to trucks 

produced between 2014 and 2018 would cut global warming pollution by 250 MMtCO2e over the 

life of the vehicles.11 
 

One Step Back: A New Tar Sands Addiction 
 

While the U.S. initiates greenhouse gas reductions in the transportation sector, the 

country’s growing appetite for oil derived from Canadian tar sands threatens to undo 

much of these gains.  
 

Canadian tar sands are composed of clay, sand, water, and bitumen – a heavy, black, 

viscous oil that can be mined and processed.  Extracted bitumen is then refined into 

oil and other petroleum products.  Unlike conventional crude oil, bitumen cannot be 

pumped from the ground in its natural state.  Instead, deposits are mined using 

energy-intensive extraction techniques to separate the bitumen from the sand, clay 

and water.  Surface tar sand deposits can be recovered by open pit mining techniques, 

using large hydraulic and electrically powered shovels to dig up tar sands and 

transport them for extraction using a hot water separation process.  Compressed air 

and steam injection methods are used to extract deep tar sand deposits, and those 

methods require large quantities of water and energy for heating and pumping.  

Overall, about two tons of tar sands are required to produce one barrel of oil. 
   
Both mining and processing of tar sands cause significant environmental impacts, 

including emissions of greenhouse gases, destruction of wildlife habitat, and impacts to air and 

water quality. Tar sands development is significantly more energy intensive than conventional oil 

and gas development.  It takes three to five times the amount of energy to extract and upgrade a 

barrel of crude from tar sands as compared to conventional sources.  The greenhouse gas 

emissions from tar sands oil production are three times greater than emissions from low-sulfur, 

light crude oils.12  
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The petroleum industry is proposing thousands of additional miles of 

pipeline across the U.S. and Canada creating an enormous web of 

pollution and destruction.  
(Map from Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, 2009) 

 

 

 
 

 

One Step Back cont’d 

 

In addition, tar sands extraction operations require large quantities of water – thirty-five gallons of 

water for every one gallon of oil – seriously threatening surface flow in local streams, adversely 

impacting habitat for migratory fish and other species dependant on local water resources.  The 

water used in tar sands processing is discharged into toxic sludge pits so large that they are visible 

from space. Thousands of migratory waterfowl die in these toxic pits each year.   

 

The State Department is currently in the process of 

approving tar sands as a major source for U.S. oil and 

transportation fuel needs. In particular, the State 

Department is the lead U.S. agency “designated and 

empowered to receive all applications for Presidential 

permits . . . for the construction, operation, 

maintenance, at the borders of the United States, of 

facilities for the exportation or importation of 

petroleum, petroleum products, coal, or other fuels to 

or from a foreign country.”13 As such, the State 

Department is the lead U.S. agency deciding whether 

the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline will be granted a 

permit and allowed to be built.   
 

The Keystone XL pipeline will supply U.S. refineries with 

heavy tar sands crude. Keystone XL would cut through 

America’s heartland, running nearly 2,000 miles from 

Alberta, Canada, down to Port Arthur, Texas, where the 

tar sands will be refined into transportation fuels. The 

proposed pipeline will traverse rivers and carve across 

prairies, will flow on top of vital aquifers, and threaten 

farmers, ranchers, and wildlife should it leak or break. 
 

A 2007 U.S. Geological Survey report found that the type of oil extracted from Canadian tar sands 

contains eleven times more sulfur, six times more nitrogen, eleven times more nickel, and five times 

more lead than conventional oil.14 Refining tar sands crude transported through the pipeline will 

result in higher emissions of harmful air pollutants such as sulfur dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, sulfuric 

acid mist, and nitrogen oxides, as well as toxic metals such as lead and nickel compounds.  
 

The increased pollution will affect human health. According to the EPA, these pollutants may cause 

an increase in premature death; cancer; permanent lung damage; reproductive, neurological, 

developmental, respiratory, and immunological problems; cardiovascular and central nervous 

system disorders; bio-mutations; respiratory illness, including bronchitis and pneumonia; and 

aggravation of heart conditions and asthma. 15 
 

Moreover, EPA also recognizes that the environmental damage caused by these pollutants includes 

acid rain; concentration of toxic chemicals up the food chain; creation of ground-level ozone and 

smog; visible impairments that migrate to sensitive areas such as national parks; and depletion of 

soil nutrients.  
 

Refining oil transported by the Keystone XL project will produce more greenhouse gases, such as 

carbon dioxide, than refining conventional crude oil because the tar sands crude requires more 

energy to refine.  The requisite additional energy is most likely to come from sources, such as coal-

fired power plants, that emit large quantities of greenhouse gases.  This will add to harmful 

emissions emanating from the refineries themselves.  
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One Step Back cont’d 

 

Keystone XL is the permanent opening of Pandora’s 

Box. The tar sands industry aims to create an 

extensive web of pipelines to deliver increasing 

amounts of Canadian tar sands oil to refineries in 

the United States and international markets. The 

Canadian company Enbridge’s Alberta Clipper 

pipeline, running from the U.S.—Canadian border 

in North Dakota across Minnesota to Wisconsin has 

already been completed. TransCanada’s Keystone 1 

pipeline that runs from Alberta to Illinois and on to 

Oklahoma was approved in 2008. Approval and 

building the Keystone XL pipeline will further 

institutionalize demand for a product that the U.S. 

does not need and will do so at the expense of new, 

clean renewable fuels. And it calls into question 

whether the U.S. can satisfy its pledge to reduce its 

greenhouse gas emissions by 17% by 2020 when it 

is expanding dependence on dirty fossil fuels such 

as tar sands.   
 

Tar Sands “Lock-In” Could Reverse Recent U.S. Emissions Reductions 
 

The additional emissions from the Keystone XL tar sands oil would quickly dwarf the short-term 

greenhouse gas reductions expected from the EPA’s proposed medium and light duty truck rule – a 

sector responsible for 6% of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.16 The EPA estimates that in 2018 

the new truck rule will reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 25 MMtCO2e annually.17 In 

comparison, the agency’s analysis of the carbon impacts of tar sands oil that the Keystone XL would 

deliver found that the project would increase annual emissions by 27 MMtCO2e.18  As a result, if 

the Keystone XL pipeline is approved, the U.S. will be moving simultaneously to reduce the direct 

emissions from its vehicle sector only to wipe out much of those gains by locking the country into 

the use of higher carbon fuels in those same vehicles. The long-term goals of the truck rules are 

also put into jeopardy by Keystone XL. EPA estimates that the new medium and heavy duty truck 

program would reduce greenhouse gas emissions by nearly 250 MMtCO2e over the life of the new 

vehicles sold during 2014 to 2018.19  Assuming a 10-year life for these vehicles, the total additional 

emissions from Keystone XL over this same period (2014 to 2028) would be 405 MMtCO2e20 and 

far exceed the truck rules’ emissions reductions.    
 

Even by 2030, when the new rules will have more significantly turned over the existing U.S. truck 

fleet, the added global warming pollution caused by locking into the pipeline would amount to 

more than one third of the annual emissions reductions estimated to be achieved by the truck rules 

- reductions of 72 MMtCO2e per year by 2030.21 While the carbon impact of Keystone XL suggests 

that locking into tar sands oil infrastructure runs completely counter to the United States’ 

internationally pledged greenhouse gas reductions goals, this is only part of the picture. The State 

Department has already approved two dedicated tar sands pipelines since 2008 that have the 

capacity to import well over 2 million barrels of tar sands oil a day.   On March 17, 2008, the State 

Department granted a Presidential permit for the construction of the Keystone 1 pipeline22  that 

will add an additional annual emissions load of 18 MMtCO2e per year over conventional oil 

production.23 And on August 21, 2009, the State Department signed a Presidential permit 

approving the Alberta Clipper pipeline which adds additional emissions of 24 MMtCO2e per year.24 
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Tar Sands Could Reverse Recent U.S. Emissions Reductions cont’d 

 

 

 
 

All combined the three pipelines – Keystone 1, Alberta Clipper, and the pending Keystone XL - are 

set to lock the U.S into 69 MMtCO2e additional emissions per year.  This would result in an 

emissions increase that is almost triple the greenhouse gas emissions reductions in 2018 of the 

proposed truck rule and would almost wipe out the annual emission gains from the truck rule by 

2030.  
 

Keystone XL Decision & Cancun 
 

While the U.S. enters the Cancun negotiations insisting it will meet its 17% target for 2020, the State 

Department has already indicated it is poised to approve the Keystone XL pipeline.  In late October 

of this year, Secretary of State Hilary Clinton responded to a question about Keystone XL stating that 

the Department was “inclined” to approve the pipeline.25 Currently, the State Department is in the 

process of responding to comments from other U.S. government agencies, such as the EPA, that 

found the State Department’s environmental assessment of the project lacking important 

information, including a full discussion of the pipeline’s greenhouse gas emissions impacts.26   
 

Clearly, the State Department’s pending decision on the Keystone XL’s Presidential permit 

represents an opportunity for the U.S. to align its domestic policy with its negotiating position and 

repeated pledge of 17% reductions by 2020.  The State Department can deny the permit, point to its 

domestic reductions on vehicles and trucks, and build trust as it negotiates toward an international 

agreement or, it can approve the Keystone XL pipeline and make recent U.S. actions to reduce 

emissions amount to little real progress on tackling the climate crisis.  
 

For more information visit the following websites: 
 

NWF Tar Sands page – www.nwf.org/tarsands 

NWF International/Cancun page – www.nwf.org/cancun 

NWF Clean Air Act page – www.nwf.org/cleanairact 
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