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onsider the 2011 study 
from the Canadian 
Energy Research 
Institute, which says 

that direct, indirect and induced 
employment “as a result of new 
oil sands investment is expected 
to grow from 75,000 jobs in 
2010 to 905,000 jobs in 2035.” 
Then there are the Petroleum 
Human Resources Council of 
Canada’s projections to 2022, 
which are also impressive. The 
PHRCC’s numbers show direct 
employment in the wider energy 
sector increasing between nine 
and 20 per cent from 195,200 jobs 
 

in 2012 to between 213,500 
and 233,900 jobs in 2022. 
Irrespective of which report is 
closer to the eventual outcome, 
the implications are clear: HR 
managers face a tough task in 
recruiting and retaining enough 
qualified employees to enable 
their companies to keep growing.

This month, Alberta Oil and 
Shaw Communications present 
the results of the 2014 HR Survey, 
which highlights some of the 
pressure points identified by 
human resources executives in the 
oil patch, and provides strategies 
for relieving that pressure. 

Strategies for dealing with 
the coming labor crunch

BY GEOFFREY MORGAN 
ILLUSTRATIONS CARL WIENS

Regardless of which organization calculates the 
future labor needs of Canada’s energy industry,  
the numbers are staggering 

THE 2014  
HUMAN  
RESOURCES  
SURVEY C
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 A major HR concern for my company  
 will be finding talent among 
 technical and specialized workers. 

 A major HR concern for my  
 company will be  finding talent 
 among mid-level management. 

STRONGLY  
DISAGREE

STRONGLY  
DISAGREE

2.4%

4.9%

STRONGLY  
AGREE

STRONGLY  
AGREE

28%

13.4%

UNDECIDED

UNDECIDED

11%

17.1%

DISAGREE

DISAGREE

9.8%

7.3%

AGREE

AGREE

48.8%

57.3%

%

%

% %
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* Translation: “The big city and the oil sands 
won’t feel so far apart.”

Enterprise-level 
connectivity solutions 
for energy companies*

In the Oil & Gas industry, there’s little room for error. Your systems need  
to be fast, reliable and secure, from the oil sands to your head office.  
Shaw Business offers a full range of services to meet your needs, including:

We can connect you anywhere.
To learn more, call us at 1-877-576-2403 or visit business.shaw.ca/oilandgas 

•  Internet, WiFi, TV and phone 
service for camp residents

•  Flexible options to extend your 
Wide Area Network across town  
or across North America 

•  Network speeds up to 100 Gbps 
for data centre and latency-
sensitive applications

SCS7387_BFP_Alberta_Oil_9x10.75.indd   1 3/14/14   1:25 PM

t PSAC, Salkeld represents 260 
energy services companies 
that employ more than 80,000 
people. He and all of the HR 

executives at his member companies 
know that employment in the energy 
sector is about to skyrocket – but not 
just yet. “The thing that is holding the 
industry steady right now is market 
access,” Salkeld says, citing delays for 
various pipeline project approvals, 
like TransCanada Corp.’s Keystone XL. 
“Once we get approval of these projects 
and they start going, then the next 
bottleneck is going to be skilled labor.”

His concerns were echoed in large 
numbers by human resource managers 
responding to Alberta Oil’s HR Survey. 
Respondents identified finding skilled 
labor and specialized workers first and 
then mid-level management as their 
two biggest hiring concerns going 
forward. More than 75 per cent of 
respondents agreed, or strongly agreed, 
that finding talent among specialized or 
technical workers was a major concern 
for their companies, and 70 per cent 
either agreed or strongly agreed that 
recruiting mid-level management was a 
major concern.

To address these problems, Salkeld 
and Carla Campbell-Ott, the executive 
director of the Petroleum Human 
Resources Council of Canada (PHRCC), 
say that HR managers will need to focus 
on untapped labor pools, including mid-
career workers from other sectors. “Even 
if Alberta reports a softening of the labor 
market, or even if the petroleum industry 

reports a softening, the age-related 
attrition is about to hit us like a Mack 
truck, and youth are not as interested 
in our industry because of social license 
[concerns],” Campbell-Ott says. “We’ll need 
to keep every worker we can, and find 
every worker we can and that includes 
mid-career transitioners.”

However, as Campbell-Ott says,  
“I don’t know that our industry 
purposely seeks mid-career workers.” She 
points to one program, an online career 
fair sponsored by the PHRCC, which 
brought together skilled but unemployed 
people in the middle of their careers 
from across Canada and HR managers 
from the oil patch. Both were ultimately 
disappointed. Campbell-Ott says the job-
seekers didn’t know how to describe their 
skills, and the HR managers complained 
that the PHRCC didn’t bring the right 
candidates, meaning candidates with 
petroleum experience.

The problem is that finding 
candidates with petroleum experience 
does not expand the labor pool 
within the energy sector. As a result, 
Campbell-Ott and Salkeld say that their 
organizations will be working over the 
next few years on skill transferability, 
potentially creating a road-map for 
identifying and recruiting skilled 
talent from outside the energy industry. 
The PHRCC and PSAC have conducted 
similar programs in the past, including 
one where a pulp-and-paper mill on 
Vancouver Island closed, and workers 
with transferable skills were identified 
and offered jobs in the oil sands. 

Campbell-Ott says that was just 
one successful example, and that if 
energy companies want to capitalize on 
similar situations in the future, they will 
need to proactively identify what those 
positions are and get pamphlets and other 
educational materials out to employment 
offices all across Canada, or else “all of the 
quick-to-transition workers will be gone” 
before the energy industry has a chance 
to offer them jobs.

Asked what keeps him 
awake at night, the 
president and CEO of 
the Petroleum Services 
Association of Canada, 
Mark Salkeld, says, 
“Labor, labor and labor.”

LABOR, 
LABOR, 
LABOR

A
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 When it comes to financial incentives 
 my company offers stock options as a 
 perk to attract new talent. 

STRONGLY DISAGREE23.8%

STRONGLY AGREE9.5%

UNDECIDED15.5%

DISAGREE31%

AGREE20.2%

%

%

%

ebbie Wershler, vice-president of 
operations at Bowen Workforce 
Solutions, says that stealing 
employees from competitors with 

higher and higher wages only exacerbates 
the labor challenges in the energy sector. 
For one thing, it quickly leads to wage 
inflation, where companies quickly bid up 
the cost of the labor for themselves, for their 
competitors and for their customers. The 
other major problem is that higher wages 
do not translate into employee retention or 
loyalty – it creates a “pool of mercenaries” 
who are all too happy to leave a company 
for the next highest bidder. Companies need 
to look at untapped labor pools across the 
country to solve their HR problems.

Alberta Oil found that 47 per cent of HR 
managers agreed (and another 13 per cent 
strongly agreed) that their companies’ perks 
and incentives program had successfully 
attracted talent away from their competitors. 
This shouldn’t be a source of pride

BEWARE OF 
MERCENARIES

D

% % %

NEW 
 OPTIONS

n years gone by, the oil patch’s 
lucrative options-based incentive 
programs were the envy of 
workers in non-energy industries 

across Canada. John Hammond, the 
executive compensation practice leader 
at recruitment firm Towers Watson, says, 
“The use of stock options in a broad-
based context has been more prevalent 
in the energy industry than in other 
areas of the country.” But that, he says, 
has started to change.
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Few companies set aside stock 
options for employees anymore
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Your crew
can stay
entertained
by streaming 
their favourite 
shows and 
movies.

business.shaw.ca/oilandgas
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Good for attracting 
and retaining 
professionals 
and specialized 
employees

STOCK 
OPTIONS

PHANTOM 
OPTIONS

Good for 
short-term 
retention

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Good for 
long-term 
retention

Work well in 
high-growth 
junior companies 

Work well in low-
growth production 
and midstream 
companies

Good for 
attracting 
and retaining 
executives 

 “[Restricted share units] are being used increasingly in 
 a long-term incentive program in the professional and 
 technical ranks below those senior executives whereas 
 institutional shareholders believe that senior executives 
 should be most accountable for performance.”  
–JOHN HAMMOND, TOWERS WATSON

 “[Stock options]  
 work for long- 
 term retention 
 and they work 
 really well when 
 companies are 
 growing and 
 their cash is 
 better used to 
 pursue these 
 growth options 
 than it is to pay 
 staff.”  –SCOTT RANKIN, 
UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

When to Opt for 
Phantom Options

“ IN GENERAL TERMS, PHANTOM STOCK  
IS A COMPENSATION PLAN THAT CONFERS 
THE RIGHT TO RECEIVE CASH AT A  
FUTURE POINT IN TIME, TYPICALLY  
A SHARE OF THE PROCEEDS RECEIVED 
UPON THE SALE OF A COMPANY.”

“In the mid- to lower-management 
levels, we definitely have seen that 
scaled back.” Indeed, 31 per cent of 
HR managers responding to Alberta 
Oil’s HR Survey disagreed with the 
statement that their company would 
use stock options as a perk to attract 
new talent, and another 23.8 per cent 
strongly disagreed with the statement. 
Hammond says there are a few reasons 
HR managers in the energy sector have 
scaled back on the stock options, not 
least of which is that these programs 
“can be very dilutive to shareholders.”

And, if another reason for limiting 
their use was needed, University of 
Calgary Haskayne School of Business 
PhD candidate (and 20-year energy-
sector HR veteran) Scott Rankin says 
“They’re not as sexy as they used to 
be.” Rankin says that companies have 
been scaling back on their option use 
for the last 10 years. “It used to be that 
the guideline for good governance was 
keeping 10 per cent of your stock float 
as an options pool. At a lot of the big 
companies, that has been scaled back to 

between five and seven per cent.”
Not surprisingly, creative HR 

professionals and their accomplices in 
finance have found a way around this 
problem. “Companies have been issuing 
restricted share units,” Hammond 
says. “These are essentially phantom 
shares that track the underlying 
value of a share and these are used in 
attracting professional groups or highly 
specialized, technical employees.”

Asked whether or not the 
trend away from issuing stock as 
compensation will continue, Rankin 
says he believes the declining use of 
stock options has leveled off and that 
he expects companies will continue to 
use five to seven per cent of their float 
for compensation, primarily at the 
executive level. 

The use of stock options will 
not disappear but will become more 
strategic. Hammond and Rankin 
both provided their insights into 
when options and phantom options 
are most appropriate in a company’s 
compensation program. 

-DAVID KING, FORBES MAGAZINE
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 It is important that my 
 company has a strong HR 
 team in remote offices. 

STRONGLY DISAGREE5.1%

STRONGLY AGREE9%

UNDECIDED43.6%
DISAGREE14.1%

AGREE28.2%

%

%

%

%
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Your crew
can stay
in touch
with lag-free
Skype calls 
to their 
loved ones.

business.shaw.ca/oilandgas
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Recruiting and retaining employees at satellite offices  
can be a major headache

he highest percentage of 
respondents, 47.7 per cent, 
either agreed or strongly 
agreed that  employee 

retention is more challenging at 
satellite offices than at head office and 
57.7 per cent agreed or strongly agreed 
it is more difficult to hire employees 
at remote offices than at head office 
(26.9 per cent and 29.5 per cent were 
undecided, respectively).

The source of the headache, 
according to HR experts, seems to 
be that many HR departments are 
centralized at a company’s head office 
but attempt to manage HR issues at 
satellite offices. The survey showed 
that 38.5 per cent of respondents 
agreed – and another 21.8 per 
cent strongly agreed – that their 
companies managed all HR issues 
from a single, central office.

Given that the success of 
companies in the oil and gas industry 
necessitates operational excellence 
in the field, how did this situation 
develop? The chair person of the 

Human Resources Institute of Alberta, 
Alykhan Bandali, says that many 
energy companies haven’t shown a lot 
of foresight in centralizing their HR 
teams while still trying to manage HR 
at their field operations.

Both Bandali and Debbie Wershler 
of Bowen Workforce have spent time 
in HR at oil and gas companies in 
Calgary and say that they struggled 
to recruit and retain employees at 
satellite offices, but that there are 
steps companies can take to better 
manage the situation. Werschler says 
the key is to break down the different 
components of an HR person’s role to 
determine what can be centralized 
and what requires a presence in the 
field. “Recruitment can be centralized 
and still be very effective,” she says, 
adding, “Compensation and benefits 
can all be centralized because you  
get economies of scale.”

But there are a number of roles 
that are best left to an HR manager 
at a remote office, and these are 
generally the advisory-type HR roles, 

like conflict mediation, which are 
critical in establishing a healthy 
culture at a company’s satellite 
offices. And, Bandali says, establishing 
a healthy corporate culture at satellite 
offices will also go a long way in 
helping with employee recruitment 
and retention at those locations.

Like Wershler, Bandali says 
that companies need to be strategic 
and deliberate about a satellite HR 
manager’s role. Simply parachuting 
an HR manager into a remote 
location, or giving HR responsibilities 
to a supervisor in a remote location, 
will not be effective. He says 
companies need to not only define the 
role but also define who the remote 
HR manager should support. “If you’re 
going to stick an HR manager into a 
remote location and their function 
is to support the supervisors in that 
position, then that’s really valuable,” 
Bandali says. “Many organizations 
call them HR advisors or HR business 
partners and they can become an 
effective liaison.”

LONG-DISTANCE  
RELATIONSHIPS
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 My company promotes career opportunities  
 on social media and online advertisements. 

STRONGLY  
DISAGREE

4.9% STRONGLY  
AGREE

19.5%

UNDECIDED
8.5%

DISAGREE
13.4%

AGREE
53.7%

% % %
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Your crew
can stay
connected
to their social 
networks
with WiFi 
all over camp.

business.shaw.ca/oilandgas
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In a few short years, Internet recruiting has 
dramatically changed the way HR staff in the 
oil patch find and attract talent

DIGITAL  
DIRECTIONS

he 2014 HR Survey 
shows more companies 
in the oil patch are 
using social media 

and online advertisements to 
attract new talent than any 
other method for promoting 
job opportunities, including 
radio and television advertising 
and on-campus recruiting. 
Kevin Hayes, a digital media 
strategist with Communicatto, 
says energy companies are 
moving en masse into the world 
of online recruitment – though 
not all are doing so effectively.

While LinkedIn may be 
an effective tool for recruiting 
professionals and management, 
the biggest job referral source 
for skilled labor and specialized 

workers is Google. “Many  
career sections on corporate 
websites aren’t visible to  
Google,” Hayes says. “If they’re 
invisible to Google, then they’re 
invisible to candidates and 
that’s a big problem.” Part 
of the problem is that many 
companies build the careers 
section of their websites, along 
with the ability to apply for jobs, 
as a separate application, which 
will not display in Google search 
results. The other problem is 
optimizing the language in  
each job posting for Google. 
“Some job postings – if they are 
readable by Google – are not 
written well enough for Google 
to understand that they are job 
postings,” Hayes says.

T
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2014 HR  
SURVEY 
RESULTS

e asked, you answered. Beginning in 
December, Alberta Oil asked human 
resources executives across the energy 
sector to provide their insights into the 

labor issues facing their companies. We received 
125 responses from HR departments at major, 
intermediate and junior oil and gas producers, 
energy services companies and midstream 
companies. Read on for their insights.

W

 My company is best described as… 

 My position is best described as… 

 The number of people employed 
 at my company is… 

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES FIRM

INDEPENDENT HR 
CONSULTANT

MORE THAN 
2,501 PEOPLE

37.6%

20.3%

25%

A DISTRIBUTION 
AND MARKETING 

COMPANY 

DEPARTMENT HR 
MANAGER

1000-2,500 
PEOPLE

2.8%

8.7%

8.3%

AN ENERGY SERVICES 
COMPANY

DIVISIONAL HR 
MANAGER

500-999 PEOPLE

33.0%

8.7%

5.8%

A MIDSTREAM 
COMPANY

OTHER EXECUTIVE POSITION 
WITH HR RESPONSIBILITIES 

100-499 PEOPLE

4.6%

53.6%

11.7%

AN EXPLORATION AND 
PRODUCTION COMPANY

VICE-PRESIDENT 
OF HR

1-99 PEOPLE

23.9%

8.7%

49.2%

%

Who Responded?

DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

TELL US
ABOUT... Education and 

Employee Training
 When it comes to financial incentives to attract 
 and retain employees, my company…

STRONGLY AGREE

Would rather train new employees 
from scratch than hire employees 
trained elsewhere

39.4% (39) 19.2% (19)7.1% (7) 29.3% (29) 5.1% (5) 99

19.2% (19) 49.5% (49)4.0% (4) 12.1% (12)Has an in-depth training program for 
on-boarding new hires 15.2% (15) 99

3.1% (3) 60.2% (59)3.1% (3) 9.2% (9)Provides support for employees looking 
to further their education 24.5% (24) 98

15.2% (15) 46.5% (46)4.0% (4) 14.1% (14)
Has training and education programs 
geared toward young workers and 
recent graduates

20.2% (20) 99

15.2% (15) 50.5% (50)6.1% (6) 16.2% (16)Has training and education programs 
for mid-career workers 12.1% (12) 99

Has training and education programs 
to help attract and retain workers 12.2% (12) 44.9% (44)4.1% (4) 22.4% (22) 16.3% (16) 98

RATING
COUNT
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TELL US
ABOUT...

DISAGREE

DISAGREE

AGREE

AGREE

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

UNDECIDED

UNDECIDED

% % %

%

Employee Attraction, Recruitment, 
HR Branding and Advertising

 A major HR concern for my company… 

 My company promotes career opportunities… 

STRONGLY AGREE

STRONGLY AGREE

Will be finding talent at the 
executive level 28.7% (25)

14.9% (13)

34.5% (30)

52.9% (46)

3.4% (3)

4.6% (4)

21.8% (19)

9.2% (8)

11.5% (10)

18.4% (16)

87

On social media and online advertisements

8.0% (7)

39.1% (34)

56.3% (49)

9.2% (8)

4.6% (4)

29.9% (26)

17.2% (15)

20.7% (18)

Will be finding talent among mid-level 
management 13.8% (12)

1.1% (1)

87

On radio advertisements

26.4% (23)

27.9% (24)

43.7% (38)

37.2% (32)

9.2% (8)

16.3% (14)

9.2% (8)

14.0% (12)

Will be finding talent for entry-level 
positions 11.5% (10)

4.7% (4)

87

On print advertisements

11.5% (10)

38.4% (33)

48.3% (42)

14.0% (12)

2.3% (2)

27.9% (24)

10.3% (9)

16.3% (14)

Will be finding talent among technical 
and specialized workers 27.6% (24)

3.5% (3)

87

On billboard advertisements

24.4% (21)

17.2% (15)

30.2% (26)

32.2% (28)

14.0% (12)

12.6% (11)

22.1% (19)

21.8% (19)

Will be finding talent at the general 
laborer level 9.3% (8)

16.1% (14)

86

87

87

86

86

87In universities, colleges and technical 
institutes

Will be finding talent to replace 
retiring workers 21.8% (19)

34.5% (30)

42.5% (37)

8.0% (7)

6.9% (6)

41.4% (36)

17.2% (15)

14.9% (13)

11.5% (10)

1.1% (1)

87

87In restaurants, pubs and clubs

RATING
COUNT

RATING
COUNT
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DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

 When it comes to financial incentives to 
attract and retain employees, my company…

Benefits, Compensation 
and Perks

STRONGLY AGREE

11.1% (10) 58.9% (53)1.1% (1) 7.8% (7) 21.1% (19) 90Provides sufficient health and well-being 
benefit programs to attract new talent

15.6% (14) 48.9% (44)5.6% (5) 17.8% (16) 12.2% (11) 90
Has benefit programs that have been 
successful in attracting talent from 
competitors

15.6% (14) 52.2% (47)1.1% (1) 14.4% (13) 16.7% (15) 90
Has financial benefits and bonus 
programs that are an important part of 
attracting new talent

12.2% (11) 47.8% (43)3.3% (3) 15.6% (14) 21.1% (19) 90
Has financial benefits and bonus 
programs that extend to staff below 
the management level

32.6% (29) 20.2% (18)23.6% (21) 14.6% (13) 9.0% (8) 89Offers stock options as a perk to 
attract new talent

11.1% (10)

11.1% (10)

47.8% (43)

47.8% (43)

2.2% (2)

2.2% (2)

21.1% (19)

27.8% (25)

17.8% (16)

11.1% (10)

90

90

Offers the opportunity for staff to 
advance their careers quickly

Has advancement opportunities that 
have been successful in attracting 
talent from competitors

RATING
COUNT
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41.1%

41.1%

21.9%

68.5%

% % %

%
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DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

 How are HR issues managed at satellite offices? 

STRONGLY AGREE

12.0% (10) 42.2% (35)3.6% (3) 26.5% (22) 15.7% (13) 83

19.3% (16) 41.0% (34)3.6% (3) 28.9% (24) 7.2% (6) 83

18.1% (15) 27.7% (23)4.8% (4) 41.0% (34) 8.4% (7) 83

18.1% (15) 41.0% (34)2.4% (2) 16.9% (14) 21.7% (18) 83

36.1% (30) 9.6% (8)20.5% (17) 28.9% (24) 4.8% (4) 83

DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

 To increase productivity, my company offers… 

STRONGLY AGREE

Financial incentives if projects are 
completed ahead of schedule 28.9% (24) 32.5% (27)10.8% (9) 24.1% (20) 3.6% (3) 83

23.8% (20) 39.3% (33)(49)4.8% (4) 29.8% (25)Advancement opportunities to staff who 
complete projects ahead of schedule 2.4% (2) 84

32.1% (27) 29.8% (25)11.9% (10) 22.6% (19)
Extended holidays or vacations as 
compensation for workers completing 
projects ahead of schedule

3.6% (3) 84

15.7% (13) 53.0% (44)6.0% (5) 22.9% (19)
Payment for technologies that are 
designed to boost employee productivity 2.4% (2) 83

30.1% (25) 30.1% (25)6.0% (5)(12) 30.1% (25)Disincentives in place to ensure that 
projects are finished on schedule 3.6% (3) 83

RATING
COUNT

RATING
COUNT

 The percentage of my company’s 
 workforce employed at our head 
 office is 

 My company has the following 
 number of satellite offices 

Productivity

Remote Offices and 
Employee Distribution

 Productivity Challenges 
 Response 

PROJECT DELAYS

SAFETY

WAGE INFLATION

 My company’s employees face the 
 following productivity challenges 

RESPONSE
PERCENT

RESPONSE
COUNT

5068.5%Project delays

1621.9%Safety

3041.1%Wage inflation

3041.1%Morale

MORALE

RESPONSE
PERCENT

RESPONSE
COUNT

1316.0%≤ 20 per cent

1316.0%21 - 40 per cent

1518.5%41 - 60 per cent

13

27

16.0%

33.3%

61 - 80 per cent

81 - 100 per cent

RESPONSE
PERCENT

RESPONSE
COUNT

1922.4%0

3440.0%1-5

910.6%6-10

4

4

15

4.7%

4.7%

17.6%

11-15

16-20

21+

It is more difficult to hire employees for 
remote offices than at the head office

Employee retention is more challenging at 
satellite offices than at the head office

It is important that my company has a strong 
HR team in remote offices

My company manages all HR issues 
from a single, central office

My company relies on external 
consultants to manage HR issues at 
remote offices

TELL US
ABOUT...
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1.2%

15.7

4.8%

18.1%

60.2%

STRONGLY DISAGREE3.6%

STRONGLY AGREE16.7%

UNDECIDED15.5%
DISAGREE6.0%

AGREE58.3%
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Language Training

RESPONSE
PERCENT

RESPONSE
COUNT

5060.2% ≤ 20 per cent

< 20 PER CENT
1518.1%21 - 40 per cent

21 - 40 PER CENT

44.8%41 - 60 per cent

41 - 60 PER CENT
1

13

1.2%

15.7%

61 - 80 per cent

61 - 80 PER CENT
81 - 100 per cent

81 - 100 PER CENT

DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

 The percentage of my company’s workforce 
 whose primary language is not English is: 

 How does language diversity 
 affect HR issues? 

STRONGLY AGREE

11.9% (10) 44.0% (37)4.8% (4) 16.7% (14) 22.6% (19) 84Language diversity is not a concern for 
my company

27.4% (23) 25.0% (21)13.1% (11) 28.6% (24) 6.0% (5) 84My company believes there is a significant 
opportunity in hiring non-English speakers

35.7% (30) 11.9% (10)22.6% (19) 28.6% (24) 1.2% (1) 84
My company offers English language 
training to non-native English speakers

31.3% (26) 9.6% (8)25.3% (21) 31.3% (26) 2.4% (2) 83
My company uses outside consultants 
to manage language issues between 
employees

36.1% (30) 8.4% (7)28.9% (24) 25.3% (21) 1.2% (1) 83
My company trains management in 
foreign languages to attract non-native 
English speaking employees

34.9% (29) 10.8% (9)27.7% (23) 25.3% (21) 1.2% (1) 83
My company has translated its safety 
programs into foreign languages in order to 
attract non-English speaking employees

 My company has a safety 
 record that boosts morale 
 among employees 

DISAGREE AGREESTRONGLY 
DISAGREE UNDECIDED

Health and Safety

STRONGLY AGREE

19.0% (16) 52.4% (44)2.4% (2) 13.1% (11) 13.1% (11) 84Favors in-house safety training courses over 
external programs

3.6% (3) 61.9% (52)3.6% (3) 16.7% (14) 14.3% (12) 84
Has a safety culture that helps with 
employee attraction and retention

6.0% (5) 48.2% (40)2.4% (2) 12.0% (10) 31.3% (26) 83
Has a zero-tolerance policy with respect to 
unsafe work practices

8.3% (7) 52.4% (44)4.8% (4) 20.2% (17) 14.3% (12) 84
Has a policy to fire workers who 
disregard established safety 
procedures even in a tight labor market

8.3% (7) 58.3% (49)4.8% (4) 14.3% (12) 14.3% (12) 84Has safety programs that were developed 
in consultation with employees

3.6% (3)

6.0% (5)

58.3% (49)

58.3% (49)

3.6% (3)

3.6% (3)

10.7% (9)

15.5% (13)

23.8% (20)

16.7% (14)

84

84

Has safety programs that are clearly 
communicated with employees

Has a safety record that boosts morale 
among employees

RATING
COUNT

RATING
COUNT

 Primary language is not 
 English percentage  

% % %

%

%

%

TELL US
ABOUT...

 When it comes to health and safety, my company... 
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A modern-day labor crunch and an innovative training facility turn a wartime motto on its head

s far as career paths go, Charlotte Doerkson 
took the long way to get where she is today. As 
a university student, she studied English and 
theater tech. After graduation, she got married 

in France, but the union didn’t last. She and her husband 
separated, and Doerkson returned to Alberta with her 
daughter. With two mouths to feed, she found work in a 
retail position. 

It was no dream job. The work left her unfulfilled and 
the meager pay made it difficult to support her daughter. 
“I was basically doing the job of three people and getting 
paid for one,” says the 32-year-old Stettler, Alberta, 
resident. But she heard about the Women Building Futures 
program, an Edmonton training center designed to attract 
and train women who want to pursue a career in the 
construction trades. Doerkson enrolled after deciding the 
program was a ticket out of a dead-end job. 

Alberta’s oil and gas industry needs a whole lot more 
Charlotte Doerksons. In the coming years, the sector 
could be hard pressed to find the skilled trades workers it 
needs. That workforce, traditionally dominated by men, is 
getting old. Many of the workers the industry has come to 
rely on will be retiring over the next two decades. 

Growing global demand for oil and natural gas is 
fueling bullish construction forecasts, with organizations 
like the International Energy Agency predicting world 
oil consumption will reach 99 million barrels per day 
by 2035. Increased crude oil production from Canada, 
particularly from Alberta’s oil sands, will doubtless 
play a role in meeting demand. Underpinning growth 
projections in the northern bitumen belt is a tremendous 
need for new infrastructure.  

Two separate reports, one by the Canadian Association 
of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) and another published by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) provide a glimpse of the 

activity that’s to come. The CAPP report, titled 2011 Crude 
Oil Forecast, Markets and Pipelines, projects oil sands 
production will rise to 3.7 million barrels a day by 2025, 
more than twice the current level. The PwC report, Global 
Construction 2020, projects that by 2020, Canada will 
become the world’s fifth-largest construction market, in 
large part due to oil sands expansions.

The scenario is encouraging news for the construction 
industry in Alberta. But there is an elephant in the room. 
Roughly 320,000 new employees are required between 
2011 and 2019 to build and staff new projects, and to 
offset huge retirement rates in the construction industry 
across Canada. Only one-third of these new employees will 
support industry expansion. The remaining two-thirds 
will offset the loss of employees to retirement. Hiring 
more than 300,000 new employees over the next decade is 
a daunting task for any human resources manager. Some 
in the industry realize the importance of tapping non-
traditional labor pools like aboriginal people, immigrants, 
and – increasingly – women.

Fifteen years from now, the main labor demographic 
will likely still be men, but more and more women 
are signing up to get their hands dirty in skilled 
trades alongside their male counterparts. According to 
statistics from the Petroleum Human Resources Council 
of Canada, the percentage of women working in labor 
positions rose from three to four per cent between 
2001 and 2006. The numbers were identical for women 
working in positions unique to the petroleum industry. 
It doesn’t sound like a significant amount, but each 
percentage point represents several thousand workers.

In Alberta, the Women Building Futures (WBF) 
program has become a fertile farm system for training 
what remains an underexploited labor force. The first of 

WHEN CAN  
WE START? 

A

its kind in Canada, it was founded in 1998 to give women the 
theory, skill training and workplace conditioning tailored to 
construction trades. The program has grown quickly since 
moving from a basement on Jasper Avenue to its current 
location. “WBF pretty much came out of the dust to where it 
is today,” says president and CEO JudyLynn Archer.

Where it is today is a multi-storey building in downtown 
Edmonton – formally known as the Women Building Futures 
Suncor Energy Training Centre – that houses a facility that 
teaches different trade skills exclusively to women.

The concrete-floored basement of the WBF building 
is the nerve center of the operation. Students are taught 
six different trades in the construction business: welding, 
carpentry, plumbing, electrical, sheet metal and pipefitting. 
The vocations are in high demand. (More than 7,000 
skilled trade workers spent two months on a recent plant 
turnaround at Shell Canada’s oil sands upgrader and refinery 
complex northeast of Edmonton). WBF also teaches heavy 
equipment operating at another location, where students 
learn how to pilot the giant earthmoving equipment that 
has become a hallmark of oil sands mining. 

In Edmonton, six rooms downstairs in the facility are each 
geared to train one of the different trades offered by WBF. In the 
carpentry room there are miniature staircases the women have 
built, complete with railings. A skeleton of a wall stands in the 
electrical room, where students learn how to wire and re-wire 
building infrastructure.

The facility provides more than just a series of workshops. 
It also addresses one of the main barriers faced by women 
entering skilled trades programs: a lack of affordable housing. 
The building contains 42 affordable housing units, all of them 
fully outfitted with appliances, furniture and dishes. Many of 
them are set up to accommodate women who are single parents, 
including Doerkson, who lives there with her daughter.

The amenities have helped WBF gain a lot of attention 
from the women it seeks to train. In 2010, just two years after 
opening the trade school, it received 2,600 applications from 
women interested in learning a trade – a significant increase 
over the previous two years. The school focuses on attracting the 
24- to 34-year-old demographic, which makes up about 357,000 
of Alberta’s residents. WBF’s Archer believes the program could 
attract three per cent of that demographic – about 10,700 

“ IT’S A GREAT PROGRAM, AND A GOOD WAY OF ADDRESSING NEEDS ON 
MULTIPLE LEVELS. IT ADDRESSES THE SOCIAL NEED, THE BUSINESS 
NEED AND THE WORKFORCE NEED.”

BY LUKE MUISE // PHOTOGRAPHS JASON EVERITT
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women – into the labor market in the coming years. 
While that won’t solve a looming labor crunch on its 
own, Archer thinks it will definitely help. “Women are 
a fabulous source of local workers that can step up and 
work in the industry,” she says.

Doerkson and her fellow trainees should have no 
problem finding work once they graduate. In its 2010 
annual report, WBF reported that 77 per cent of its 
72 graduates had been hired, an impressive number 
considering the economic downturn had slowed 
construction activity considerably. In 2009, 90 per 
cent of the program’s 82 graduates found jobs in the 
construction industry.

At the moment, Doerkson has yet to decide what she 
wants to do between welding and electrical, but she says 
the most important thing the program has done for her 
is to build her self-confidence.

Suncor Energy Inc. has been a key supporter of 
WBF since 2004. The oil sands mining giant, which 
cranked out an average of 519,000 barrels of oil per day 
in 2010, provides infrastructure support and bursaries 
for students. “It’s a great program, and a good way of 
addressing needs on multiple levels. It addresses the 
social need, the business need and the workforce need,” 
says Lori Gammell, manager of the Suncor Energy 
Foundation and community investment. She values the 
program because it builds solid relationships between 
women and industry, and because it gives them a chance 
to pursue careers in non-traditional, but much-needed, 
roles. Suncor also takes advantage of the trained labor 
the program produces. It recently hired two graduates 
from WBF’s heavy equipment operator program. 

Suncor won’t be alone in looking to tap into 
this emerging demographic. Consensus forecasts say 
the rest of the oil and gas sector will have to expand its 
hiring horizons if it has any hope of keeping up with its 
ambitious development plans. To date, WBF has trained 
and placed over 500 women into Alberta’s construction 
industry. The number is miniscule compared to 
impending labor needs. But there are signs that those 
numbers will grow, as WBF isn’t the only institution that 
is seeing a steady stream of female apprentice applicants 
each year. The Northern Alberta Institute of Technology 
(NAIT) had 784 female apprentices in 2010, making up 
nearly six per cent of its student body. In 2008, female 
apprentices made up nearly seven per cent of NAIT’s 
student population.

The uptick in female applicants recalls an old 
pattern. This is not the first time industry has turned 
to women to help alleviate a labor crunch. During the 
Second World War, women filled factory jobs vacated by 
men. The public perception at the time was that labor 
jobs were no place for women, but desperate times called 
for what social mores viewed as a desperate solution. 
To get women to work in the factories, the government 
released posters with motivational messages. One of 
them remains an iconic piece of wartime marketing: a 
tough-looking woman – Rosie the Riveter – flexing her 
bicep under the slogan, “We can do it!” Fast forward 
70 years and Canada – particularly Alberta – is staring 
down another labor shortage. The circumstances are 
different, but women today could once again help solve 
a national labor puzzle. In 2011, the recruitment posters 
might ask: “When can we start?”

NEW EMPLOYEES REQUIRED 
BETWEEN 2011 AND 2019 TO 
ACCOMMODATE ANTICIPATED 
NEW CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS

efore SAIT Polytechnic installed a $1 million state-of-the-
art drilling simulator on its campus last year, students 
had to learn to drill for oil from textbooks. Think of it as 
learning to drive without ever sitting in a car.

A man who knows a thing or two about drilling, SAIT 
alumnus and former executive chairman of Progress Energy 
Canada Ltd. David Johnson thinks the new simulator is an 
improvement that will better prepare students for their first day 
on the job. “What you see there is a working, computerized seat 
and what you’d experience there is what you’d experience on a 
drilling rig,” Johnson says. “This kind of simulator actually gives 
you a down-hole kick – or a burst of energy into the system – 
and then you have to deal with it, and learn what you’d have to 
do in the case of a down-hole pressure release.”

Short on skilled labor, oil and gas producers 
write cheques to help the education system 
pump out the next generation of workers
BY GEOFFREY MORGAN // PHOTOGRAPHS JOHN GAUCHER

TRAINING 
WHEELS

B

320,000

72%
OF WBF’S GRADUATES IN 2010 FOUND 
JOBS IN THE CONSTRUCTION SECTOR
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%
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FORMER PROGRESS ENERGY EXECUTIVE 
CHAIRMAN DAVID JOHNSON STANDS 
IN THE TRADES AND TECHNOLOGY 
BUILDING AT SAIT POLYTECHNIC THAT 
BEARS HIS NAME.
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SAIT’s simulator is the first of its kind in a North 
American academic institution. It’s also part of the 
polytechnic’s new $400-million Trades and Technology 
Complex, which opened its doors to its first cohort of 
students in the fall of 2012. Home to the MacPhail School 
of Energy, the complex expands the institute’s capacity 
by 8,100 students and produces graduates with skills the 
energy industry desperately needs, like power engineers, 
rig technicians and water-treatment operators. 
According to the Petroleum Human Resources Council 
of Canada, oil sands companies will need to expand 
their employee-base by 116 per cent over the next nine 
years. And the wider oil and gas industry will need to 
hire 9,500 new workers by 2015. Many human resources 
managers are hoping the new complex at SAIT, and other 
expanded energy programs across the province, will help 
fill the gap.

Energy companies have been partnering with 
Alberta’s colleges and technical institutes for years in 
an attempt to solve their labor shortages. Suncor Energy 
Inc. donated $3 million to NAIT in 2005 to create the 
Suncor Energy Centre for Piping System Technologies 
and Syncrude Canada Ltd.’s $5-million donation to Fort 
McMurray’s Keyano College helped fund the Syncrude 
Aboriginal Trades Preparation Program, which began 
training students in 2009. SAIT’s new trades complex is 
the latest example.

Energy executives like Johnson and Bonavista Energy 
Corporation’s chairman Keith MacPhail and companies 
like Cenovus Energy Inc. have donated millions to help 
the institute cycle more students through training and 
into the labor market. “Through our partnerships with 
these schools, we’re helping grow the capacity to get 
more students into these programs, which then turn out 
new grads that companies like ours can hire,” says Rick 
Davidson, recruitment lead at Cenovus.

In fact, Cenovus has partnered with colleges across 
the province, including Lloydminster’s Lakeland College 
and Portage College in Lac La Biche, in a bid to train 
more staff for its operations. Over the next four years, 
the company expects to double its in situ oil sands 
production from 300,000 to more than 600,000 barrels 
of oil equivalent per day. The company will also begin 
developing a third oil sands lease that will expand its 
production capacity even further. Over the same time 
period, total production from in situ operations in 
Canada is expected to reach 1.8 million bpd and surpass 
mining as the main extraction method in the oil sands.

The gradual shift away from mining and the 
immediate ramp-up in in-situ extraction will require 
producers to hire fewer laborers, truckers and heavy 
equipment operators in favor of skilled trades like 
welders and power engineers. “Roughly 80 per cent of the 
production that will be coming out of the oil sands will 
be through drilling and steam-assisted gravity drainage 
techniques,” Davidson says. “All of these facilities, not 
just Cenovus facilities, will require power engineers.”

That’s partly why the Cenovus Energy Centre was 
built close to SAIT’s main power generator: to give 
students the chance to learn power engineering using 
real steam, and so better preparing them for working at 
in situ operations. “Our understanding from our own 
research is that the demand is tremendous for power 
engineers to work up in the north and the capacity to 
train them is low – we just can’t train enough,” says John 
Carlson, associate vice-president of energy at SAIT. “What 
SAIT got with our new buildings is the ability to double 
and triple our capacity in the near term so that we can 
meet the demands of industry.”

Still, SAIT graduated only 58 power engineering 
technologists in 2011 and a total of 552 new workers 
from the MacPhail School of Energy in the same year. 
The new Trades and Technology Complex will add to that 

total, and triple the number of power engineering grads. 
But even when graduates from NAIT and the colleges in 
Northern Alberta’s remote communities are included, the 
number of new trades graduated every year isn’t enough 
to meet the 9,500 new workers the oil and gas industry 
will need to hire by 2015. “We may be able to train 164 in 
a particular calendar year or school year, but the industry 
could use 400 from SAIT,” Carlson says. “So what kind of 
models can we use?”

The institute has been toying with a few different 
models, including online coursework, and programs set 
by the energy industry. The energy asset management 
program, for example, is completely driven by industry. 
Carlson says the government does not subsidize the 
program and that students are required to pay the 
full $15,000 cost with the understanding that there’s a 
$75,000-a-year job waiting for them upon graduation. SAIT 
can scale that course up or down depending on demand 
from the industry.

For the most part though, the province’s two technical 
institutes, SAIT and NAIT, gauge the demands of industry 
through advisory committees that consult on, and make 
recommendations to, curriculum in each of the schools’ 
trade programs. The result is twofold: companies get to hire 
graduates with the latest skills specific to their industries, 
and students are just about guaranteed jobs when they 
complete their course work. Graduates from the MacPhail 
School of Energy, for example, have an employment rate of 
93 per cent and an average annual salary of $65,777. 

David Johnson has been on both sides of the 
issue. He graduated from SAIT’s petroleum engineering 
technology program during the 1970s, which was another 
period when the energy industry needed more people than 
the province’s post-secondary institutions could train. He 
also led Progress Energy, first as CEO and then as executive 
chairman, through the labor crunch of the last decade.

One of the new buildings at SAIT bears his name and 
the name of Trican Well Service Ltd.’s executive chairman 
Murray Cobbe. Johnson says he donated $5 million to 
the Johnson-Cobbe Energy Centre because he himself is 
a “hands-on learner” and says the institute’s practical 
systems, like the drilling simulator and the school’s 
welding booths, better prepare students for their first day 
on the job. His donation helped make sure the technical 
systems are up to date. “The industry doesn’t wait, it adopts 
new technology quickly,” SAIT’s Carlson says. “We’re 
allowing students to touch new technology much earlier, so 
that when a graduate comes out of here, they’re job ready, 
they’ve got experience operating in an environment that 
they’ll see when they get out into the workforce.”

“ WHAT SAIT GOT WITH OUR NEW 
BUILDINGS IS THE ABILITY TO 
DOUBLE AND TRIPLE OUR CAPACITY 
IN THE NEAR TERM SO THAT WE CAN 
MEET THE DEMANDS OF INDUSTRY.”

NUMBER OF POWER 
ENGINEERS SAIT CAN 
TRAIN EVERY YEAR

EXPECTED GROWTH OF 
OIL SANDS COMPANIES’ 
WORKFORCE BETWEEN 
NOW AND 2021

COST OF SAIT’S NEW TRADES 
AND TECHNOLOGY COMPLEX

%

%

%

164

116%

% % %
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DRILLING RIG SIMULATOR AT SAIT
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hen Talisman Energy Inc. 
laid off 90 staff at its Calgary 
office in February it was a high 
profile example that persistent 

discounts for Canadian crude oil and 
low natural gas prices in North America 
have taken a bite out Western Canada’s 
petroleum boom.

More layoffs in the oil patch are 
rumored as companies continue to trim 
capital budgets for 2013 and rein in 
activity, cooling off what had been  
a red-hot market.  

However, it’s not as if activity has 
disappeared across the Western Canadian 
Sedimentary Basin. And with thousands 
of baby boomers set to retire over the next 
decade and ample reserves left to tap, the 
sector will no doubt boom again. 

And when the next boom comes, 
the need for labor will be as urgent as 
ever. What follows are the stories of three 
companies that have employed specific 
strategies to tackle their need for human 
capital – strategies that they hope will not 

only help them meet the challenges of 
today, but the ones that are yet to come.  

CanElson Drilling Inc.
In January, CanElson Drilling Inc. got 
a new partner. As it rang in 2013, the 
Calgary-based energy services company 
announced that it had reached an 
agreement with File Hills Qu’Appelle 
Tribal Council’s business arm – FHQTC 
Developments L.P. Under the joint 
venture, CanElson and FHQTC both 
own a 50 per cent interest in a limited 
partnership that owns an existing 
CanElson drilling rig. 

But the deal represents much more 
than joint ownership of a single rig. For 
CanElson it potentially gives it access  
to a precious resource: aboriginal 
workers. “One of the biggest challenges 
today is looking out into the three- to 
five-year range and asking where we 
are going to get employees as people 
retire, move up, and as we expand 
the business,” says Randy Hawkings, 

CanElson’s president and CEO. “We  
are really looking to the First Nations 
to have folks that want to get into   
the business.” 

As the oil and gas industry 
looks for new blood to filter into the 
sector, Canada’s growing aboriginal 
population is seen as an underutilized 
asset. By partnering with the Fort 
Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan-based First 
Nation, CanElson gets to know FHQTC’s 
leaders and the community it serves, 
build relationships and hopefully 
attract its residents to start a career 
with the company.

Turnover can be high at the entry 
level in the oil and gas sector. But CanElson 
will be supplying the training in its joint 
venture with FHQTC and, for the beginners 
who stick it out, the oil patch can offer 
them a long and rewarding career. “The 
oil industry needs more people,” Hawkings 
says. “Generally, if you can work on a 
drilling rig you can work in virtually any 
facet of the oil industry.”

Three companies employ different strategies 
to quench a thirst for human capital

FORWARD 
THINKING

W With operations in Western 
Canada, Mexico, Texas and North 
Dakota, CanElson certainly has a need 
for new workers. Accessing more of a 
growing aboriginal labor pool through 
partnerships like the one it struck with 
FHQTC could help meet some of the need. 
“There are 15-20 people for every rig, 
and having access to people who want to 
work and learn something new is a huge 
advantage for our corporation,” Hawkings 
says. “In this business we already have a 
partnership with the First Nations and 
can consult with them and support them 
and their business as they supply new 
labor and support ours. This is something 
we’ve done in the past. It has been 
satisfying and very rewarding for all the 
parties involved.” 

Imperial Oil Ltd.
Instead of depending on colleges and 
universities to pump out graduates 
to fill its labor gap, Imperial Oil Ltd. 
has taken a more direct approach – 

developing its own training program 
that targets women. “The idea of 
women working in the oil industry 
is nothing new, but this program is 
geared toward teaching them heavy 
equipment operation,” says Pius 
Rolheiser, Imperial Oil’s spokesperson. 

The program is the Women 
Building Futures and Imperial Oil 
Heavy Equipment Operator Program 
run out of Portage College in Lac La 
Biche, Alberta.

The company approached Women 
Building Futures – an Edmonton-  
based organization founded in 1998 to 
give women the theory, skill training 
and workplace conditioning tailored 
for construction trades – about 
recruiting and training women for the 
course. The end result was development 
of a 12-week program geared to 
training women as heavy equipment 
operators at the company’s Kearl oil 
sands project north of Fort McMurray. 
In February, the program began and 

had 16 women enrolled. 
The Kearl project is vitally 

important to Imperial Oil’s future 
growth plans. The company expects to 
eventually produce 350,000 barrels per 
day from the open pit mine site during 
its 40-year life. The first phase of the 
Kearl project, which the company says 
will cost $12.9 billion, will pump out 
110,000 barrels per day and is expected 
to produce first oil in 2013.

The bitumen won’t get mined by 
itself, however, and a project as large 
and with as long a life as Kearl will 
need plenty of workers. That is where 
the heavy equipment operator program 
comes in. Through Portage College, 
students will be able to gain their 
training for heavy equipment operation 
and engineering. They will learn about 
safety certifications, oilfield driving, 
heavy equipment skills, the various 
positions available after graduation, 
and more. During the 12-week course 
and afterward, Imperial Oil will have 
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“ WE ARE REALLY 
LOOKING TO THE 
FIRST NATIONS 
TO HAVE FOLKS 
THAT WANT TO 
GET INTO THE 
BUSINESS.” 
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students working on site at the Kearl oil 
sands project to gain educational and on 
the job work experience.

Rolheiser says that he believes the 
program will pay dividends for the 
company and the woman who complete 
it. “For Imperial Oil it’s a potential 
investment in our future because 
the Kearl project will require heavy 
equipment operators,” he says. “More 
importantly, this program helps to make 
these women better candidates, period. 
The goal of the program is to make them 
better prospective job candidates for 
Imperial Oil and also for others.”

While the industry has talked about 
the need to get more women into the  
oil and gas industry, the oil patch 
remains a man’s world. According to a 
report issued this winter by Hays – an 
Australian-based human resources firm – 
just 10.2 per cent of North America’s oil 
and gas workforce are women. Clearly, 
the industry needs to do more to attract 
women. Imperial Oil’s new program is a 
small step in that direction.

IROC Energy Services Corp.
Do the men and women tasked with 
keeping the peace in dangerous and 
troubled places like Afghanistan have 
the makings of model employees on 
drilling rigs?

Tom Alford, who was president and 
CEO of the IROC Energy Services Corp. 
before it was acquired in February by 
Western Energy Services Corp. in a deal 
worth $193.7 million, thinks so. 

When IROC was in the middle of 
building 14 new service rigs in 2011 and 
2012, labor was a constant worry for 
Alford. “The one thing that constrains 
our ability to ramp up as an industry is 
the lack of qualified personnel,” Alford 
says. “There are a lot of participants 
looking for the same people. We’re in 
continual training mode.”   

Indeed. Getting entry-level 
roughnecks on a rig crew to stick it 
out is a challenge – made even more 
difficult by the boom-and-bust nature 
of the drilling business where workers 
can rapidly go from having too much 
work to none at all. Long stretches away 
from family and friends and working 
in remote locations can also sour new 
workers (and experienced ones) on a 
career in the drilling business. 

However, these kinds of working 
conditions likely won’t faze people with 
experience in Canada’s armed forces. 
They often have to work in far-off 
countries, and spending time away from 
loved ones comes with the territory. 
Ex-military types are also accustomed 
to taking orders, working in stressful 

situations and being punctual, which 
makes them ideal candidates for 
working in the oilfield. And it’s pool 
that Alford and IROC specifically 
targeted. “We have had some success 
with veterans returning from [the 
armed forces] who are discharged from 
the services,” he says. “They’re trained, 

they’re disciplined, they’re the type of 
people we are looking for.” 

With approximately 24,000 
current armed forces members, that 
is a sizeable pool drilling companies 
in Western Canada can target. They 
won’t all leave the military for jobs on 
drilling rigs, but for those that do and 

stick with it, they have a good chance 
of having a long career in the oil patch. 

“Turnover is mostly at the entry 
level. Once we get them trained and into 
a position and they’re making a very 
solid living, there isn’t as much turnover 
at the top end with our rig managers, 
drillers and derrick hands,” Alford says.    

“ THE GOAL OF THE 
PROGRAM IS TO 
MAKE THEM BETTER 
PROSPECTIVE JOB 
CANDIDATES FOR 
IMPERIAL OIL AND 
ALSO FOR OTHERS.”

“ THEY’RE TRAINED, THEY’RE DISCIPLINED, 
AND THEY’RE THE TYPE OF PEOPLE WE ARE 
LOOKING FOR.” 

AO
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ithout a word of warning, 
Randy Eresman announced 
his retirement in January 
2013. The chief executive 

of Encana Corp. was leaving his post 
effective immediately and would also be 
resigning from the board of directors at 
the end of February.

The news threw analysts and 
investors into a tizzy. The surprise 
wasn’t that Eresman was retiring. 
Share prices were floundering at the 
natural gas giant, and the company’s 
leader wasn’t faring much better. As 
interim CEO Clayton Woitas told the 
Globe & Mail in the days after the 
announcement, “The feedback we were 
getting from the public market is they 
could see this fatigue on Randy’s part.”

The shocking part was how the 
retirement happened. There was no 
succession plan, as there had been when 
Eresman took over from his predecessor 
Gwyn Morgan in 2006. There was no period 
of transition. And for a company as large as 
Encana, this was a problem. As CIBC World 
Markets analyst Andrew Potter wrote in 
a research note after the announcement, 
“In our view it is very surprising that a 

company of this size and stature did not 
have an internal replacement suitable 
to step into the CEO role.” Investors and 
markets typically don’t react well to that 
type of instability. Rumours began swirling 
that the company was ripe for takeover, 
despite Woitas and the board denying that 
the company was interested in selling.

A 2010 Stanford study of North 
American CEOs and directors of private 
and public companies found that a 
full 39 per cent of respondents had no 
viable internal candidates for the CEO 
position. The same research found that 
on average, boards spent only two hours 
a year on CEO succession planning. 
The trend troubles the markets. 
“Institutional investors are very nervous 
about succession management these 
days and are getting much more picky 
about seeing really robust succession 
plans, because they know it can impact 
company performance and share price,” 
says Julie Naismith, director of talent 
and rewards with professional services 
firm Towers Watson. So how can energy 
companies improve on their succession 
planning? The short answer is get in 
front of it.

Why energy companies need to pay more attention to succession 
planning, and how they can do a better job at it

THE SHORTSIGHTED 
GET BLINDSIDED
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PART WAS HOW 
THE RETIREMENT 
HAPPENED. THERE 
WAS NO SUCCESSION 
PLAN, AS THERE HAD 
BEEN WHEN ERESMAN 
TOOK OVER FROM HIS 
PREDECESSOR GWYN 
MORGAN IN 2006.
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announced his upcoming retirement, 
Williams was appointed president. 

Regardless of whether you’re going 
to buy or grow, you need to identify 
what qualities you’re looking for. 
“What we selected for in the past as far 
as what our leaders need to be really 
good at might not be the same going 
forward,” says Naismith. “One of the big 
shifts in recent years in the oil patch 
has been the need to be much better at 
PR, regulatory affairs, environmental 
affairs, and managing the external 
brand of the organization.” Identifying 
these qualities in candidates should be 
a formal process that gets everything 
down in writing.

Another part of developing your 
succession planning strategy means 
looking at your business objectives and 
industry landscape, says Monte. This 
includes doing an assessment of both 
internal and external risks. “What are 
the key risks to us achieving our goals 
around people?” Monte asks his clients. 
“Is it availability of talent, is it finance, is 
it other economic factors out there that 
would restrict our ability to gain talent 
in the marketplace? Look at internal 
risks and look at where the organization 
is right now, and what are some of the 
challenges it’s facing,” Monte says.

Even though much of your focus 
in succession planning will be on the 
senior executive or other key roles, the 
Leadership Store’s Laura Hambley says 
it’s crucial to develop everyone in the 
organization – not just the people that are 
going to be the future leaders. “You have 
to make sure you’re not just focused on 
the high potentials – that you’re focused 
on everyone’s career and development,” 
she says. “The average performers 
contribute a lot to an organization.”

Bonavista Energy Corp. has 
succession plans for every officer 
position, as well as managers and 
supervisors. It’s a process that 
recognizes the importance of 
managing talent at all levels, including 
the top. When CEO Keith MacPhail 
retired in December 2012 to be 
replaced by Jason Skehar, the change 
had been planned years in advance.

Just because you have identified 
internal candidates as potential 
successors, that doesn’t exclude an 
external search if key positions become 
available. That being said, it’s good to 
tell people that they are part of the 
succession plan, as this contributes to 
retention. “People are really motivated 
by development opportunities and 
career progress, so if they don’t know 

that they’re on the plan, they’re more 
likely to turn over,” Hambley says.

As baby boomers begin retiring, 
the energy sector is poised for a mass 
exodus of chief executives. If successors 
aren’t properly trained and ready, that 
could spell trouble for the industry. 
And it’s crucial to start thinking 
about it long before the retirement 
boom begins, says Monte. Succession 
planning is closely tied to leadership 
development and talent management, 
which takes time. “If someone’s going 
to retire in six months and there isn’t a 
pipeline behind them to start thinking 
about how they’re going to be replaced, 
you’re really exposing yourself and the 
business to risk,” Monte says. “Building 
up that competency takes some time 
and it’s not going to happen overnight.”

Kerr agrees and says it’s important 
to be prepared – even for circumstances 
beyond retirement. “My sense has been 
it’s important for me to realize, even 
if it’s something tragic, you don’t want 
the organization scrambling without 
a candidate that if nothing else could 
move in on an interim basis to fill the 
role,” says Kerr from Enerplus. “So I 
think that’s our fiduciary responsibility 
to do that.”

When Ed Gilmet resigned as 
CEO of Arcan Resources Ltd., director 
Terry McCoy took over on an interim 
basis. Last May, McCoy was given  
the post permanently. “We didn’t 
approach it in any way,” he says of 
succession planning. “I was on the 
board and they asked me to step in.” 
And McCoy isn’t expecting things to  
be any different when he retires.  
“We don’t have the depth for the 
succession line of thinking,” he says.  
“I think you’ll find that’s normal  
course for smaller companies.”

But professionals in talent 
management say that companies large 
and small need to have succession 
plans in place. “Really small companies 
do this quite naturally, but I do think 
the companies that do it well apply 
rigor, even if it’s on a small scale,”  
says Naismith.

Some companies in the energy 
sector have lived up to the growing 
expectations. When Suncor Energy 
Inc. announced that CEO Rick George 
would be retiring in 2012 to be replaced 
by COO Steve Williams, the markets 
were little changed by news of the 
smooth transition. At Enerplus Corp., 
CEO Gordon Kerr retired at the end of 
June after 12 years in the position, and 

was replaced by COO Ian Dundas in a 
similarly planned change.

The rewards of formal succession 
planning go beyond a positive reaction 
in the markets. It also minimizes 
the disruption to the organization 
and helps maintain performance. 
Enerplus’s Kerr found succession 
planning helped with employee 
retention and morale throughout the 
whole organization. “When you do this, 
it’ll basically filter down through the 
organization through different levels 
even past the executive,” Kerr says. “It 
tells your people internally that you are 
interested in their development and 
you want to create pathways for them – 
that they can succeed into higher levels 
in your organization.” Kerr says he 
started as CEO at Enerplus in 2001 and 
after only two years he was thinking 
about succession planning and setting 
strategy in conjunction with the board.

For the oil and gas sector in 
particular, a labor shortage is one of 
those risks that could impede acquiring 
talent in the future. That means 
your succession planning strategy 
might be geared towards growing 
your candidates internally, but that’s 
something each company needs to 
decide, says Shane Monte, a director 

in KPMG’s people and change program 
in Calgary. “Do you want to prioritize 
the development of internal skills over 
the acquisition of new talent? Have a 
unique talent plan that’s focused and 
targeted on where you’re going as a 
business,” he says.

Your approach could be a 
combination of both. Canadian Pacific 
Railway Ltd. went after external talent, 
luring Keith Creel away from its chief 
rival, Canadian National Railway Co., 
to serve as the president and chief 
operating officer. But the company will 
develop Creel internally, and when 
CEO Hunter Harrison retires, Creel will 
likely take over the top spot.

This approach can be applied 
to internal candidates as well. Give 
your future leaders experiences, 
and then evaluate their readiness. 
“At different points in time, there’s 
always a discussion about candidate 
readiness in the equation. Do you think 
they’re ready now, or do they need 
another year or two of development 
and exposure in their position?” says 
Kerr. Promote potential successors to 
positions that can help them develop 
their skills. Steve Williams, successor 
of CEO Rick George at Suncor, was 
COO since 2007, and when George 
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“ THE REWARDS OF FORMAL SUCCESSION PLANNING GO BEYOND A POSITIVE 
REACTION IN THE MARKETS. IT ALSO MINIMIZES THE DISRUPTION TO THE 
ORGANIZATION AND HELPS MAINTAIN PERFORMANCE. ENERPLUS’S KERR FOUND 
SUCCESSION PLANNING HELPED WITH EMPLOYEE RETENTION AND MORALE 
THROUGHOUT THE WHOLE ORGANIZATION.”
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onavista Energy Corp.’s Keith MacPhail takes succession 
planning seriously. When MacPhail relinquished the 
chief executive role to Jason Skehar in December 2012, 
it had been planned years in advance. Alberta Oil caught 

up with MacPhail, now Bonavista’s executive chairman, to 
discuss how the company goes about planning for change.

Alberta Oil: Succession planning is often focused on the CEO’s role. 
Has your company developed similar plans for the entire C-Suite?
Keith MacPhail: It’s very important to make sure that shareholders, 
service providers and stakeholders of the company understand 
that I may not be CEO forever. Five or six years ago, we put 
together a succession plan and we identified one, two or three 
individuals for each officer position and, ultimately, you select 
one of those individuals to be the natural successor.

AO: How do you communicate these types of changes to the 
wider business community?
KM: In Jason becoming the CEO of this company, that was 
telegraphed probably three or four years ago. Jason has been 
involved in the external and internal meetings over the  
years. When it happened in December of 2012, there were 
really no surprises.

AO: Bonavista picked an internal candidate to replace you. 
Was that the plan all along? 

KM: As the previous CEO, it was my obligation to ensure that we 
got the best possible successor in that position. We didn’t want 
to limit it to just the candidates that we identified internally. 
We looked outside the company, but I can say that we didn’t 
look extensively because a homegrown CEO would be much 
better from an overall consistency standpoint.

AO: How many people were involved in drawing up the 
succession plan?
KM: For every officer position, and in fact all the way down to 
the manager and supervisor level, we have identified succession 
plans. Every plan has a timeline attached and the steps that 
need to be taken to bring that individual, or those individuals, 
up to a level where they could assume that new responsibility. 
There are lots of people involved and lots of discussion and 
debate and that’s an ongoing process. It’s a healthy process and 
it’s one that will ensure we keep the right people in the right 
place at the right times.

AO: What is the role of the board of directors in 
implementing these longer-term plans for your company?
KM: It’s more of an overseeing role. On an annual basis, we 
bring our succession plan in and we would have a plan for 
each of the board members to review for each officer position. 
There’s lots of dialogue, but the board is not in a position to say, 
“I like this person more than that other person.”

Why energy companies need to pay more 
attention to succession planning, and how 
they can do a better job at it
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