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Big Oil’s
Political Reach
MAPPING FOSSIL FUEL LOBBYING
FROM HARPER TO TRUDEAU

THIS STUDY PROVIDES A NET WORK ANALYSIS of federal lobbying by the fossil fuel

industry in Canada over a seven-year period from 2011 to 2018. The period studied
allows for a comparison of lobbying patterns under the Conservative government of
Stephen Harper and the Liberal government of Justin Trudeau. The network this research
uncovers amounts to a small world of intense interaction among relatively few lobbyists
and the designated public office holders who are their targets. In comparing lobbying
across the Harper and Trudeau administrations, we find a pattern of continuity-inchange: under Trudeau, the bulk of lobbying was carried out by the same large firms as
under Harper while the focus of the lobbying network was concentrated on fewer state
agencies. The study also examines the timing and intensity of lobbying across the sector
and among select firms to the formation of important policy frameworks and in relation
to specific projects such as pipeline proposals and decisions. We argue that the strategic,

organized and sustained lobbying efforts of the fossil fuel sector help to explain the past and
continuing close coupling of federal policy to the needs of the fossil fuel industry.

Lobbying and the fossil fuel sector
This study looked at contacts registered with the Office of the Commissioner of Lobbying of
Canada and focuses on contacts made by the oil and gas industry. In Canada, the oil and gas
industry dominates the lobbying agenda and within that sector lobbying activity is revealed to be
concentrated in a handful of corporations and industry associations.
The lobbying period
under examination
coincides with a
period during which
climate change was
acknowledged as an
increasingly urgent
threat and one in
which the Canadian
economy became
focused significantly
around carbon

The lobbying period under examination coincides with a period during which climate change was
acknowledged as an increasingly urgent threat and one in which the Canadian economy became
focused significantly around carbon intensive resources. Also notable is that during this period,
after several years of inaction on the file, the Liberal government pledged to adhere to the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which requires free, prior and informed
consent for projects affecting their lands or territories and other resources.

intensive resources.

The research looks at the two ends of the lobbying relationship: the fossil fuel firms (and industry
associations) doing the lobbying and their targets within the state.

Past empirical studies, cited in our research, show that lobbying increases when salient policy
issues arise or when there are big stakes for organized interests. Our research demonstrates intensified lobbying by the fossil fuel sector, showing, for example, an increase in lobbying by the
industry during the 2011-12 period when the Harper government made sweeping changes to the
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act.

The goal of lobbying is to influence
public officials’ perceptions of an issue
and, ultimately, their decisions.
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Top fossil fuel lobbying organizations

Other

2,500

Emera Inc.
Canadian Fuels Assn.
Cenovus Energy
Sherritt International
Syncrude Canada Ltd.

Number of contacts

2,000

Shell Canada Ltd.
Petroleum Services
Association of Canada
Imperial Oil

1,500

Encana Corporation
TransAlta Corporation

1,000

Westcoast Energy Inc.
Kinder Morgan Canada Ltd.
Teck Resources Ltd.

500

Canadian Energy Pipeline Assn.
Enbridge Inc.
Canadian Gas Assn.

-

TransCanada Corporation

2011

2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

2017-18

Year

Suncor Energy
Canadian Association of
Petroleum Producers
Mining Association of Canada

To track lobbying within the fossil fuel sector, we began with 260 organizations: the 239 fossil
fuel companies based in Canada with assets of at least $50 million and 21 carbon-sector industry
associations. Of these, 32 companies and 14 industry associations were found in the Canadian
Registry of Lobbyists. Examining the full seven-year period from January 4, 2011 to January 30,
2018, we found that:
•

The fossil fuel industry in Canada recorded 11,452 lobbying contacts with government
officials.

•

When compared to other resource industry groups, including the forestry, automotive
and renewable energy industries, fossil fuel industry associations are far more active in
lobbying activity. The fossil fuel industry also lobbied the federal government at rates
five times higher than environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs).

The research looks

Lobbying is highly concentrated among large fossil fuel firms and key industry associations with 20 organizations accounting for 88 per cent of the total lobbying contacts
by the industry and the other contacts spread among 26 less active organizations.

fossil fuel firms (and

•

•

The leading lobbyists during this period were the Mining Association of Canada (MAC)
and the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), which contributed 1,596
and 1,268 contacts respectively, comprising a quarter of the total contacts. Both MAC
and CAPP represent prominent fossil fuel firms.

•

The four most active industry associations under both administrations are MAC, CAPP,
the Canadian Energy Pipeline Association and the Canadian Gas Association, each of
which represents very large corporations. Together they account for 76.8 per cent of
all lobbying by 14 industry groups over the time period studied.
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at the two ends
of the lobbying
relationship: the
industry associations)
doing the lobbying
and their targets
within the state.
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Federal institutions lobbied

Other
2,500

Canadian Environmental
Assessment Agency
Innovation, Science and
Economic Development Canada
Privy Council Office

2,000

Number of contacts

Global Affairs Canada
Transport Canada
Department of Fisheries
and Oceans Canada

1,500

Finance Canada
Senate of Canada
1,000

House of Commons (Staff)
Aboriginal Affairs and
Northern Development
Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade Canada

500

Prime Minister’s Office
Natural Resources Canada
2011

2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

Year

2017-18

Environment and Climate
Change Canada
House of Commons
(Parliamentarian)

A troubling shift in lobbying patterns

Industry continues
to find value in
employing lobbyists
to exert continual
pressure on decisionmakers to develop
policies that align
with their interests.

To enable a further comparative analysis across the Harper and Trudeau administrations, the
data are divided into two parts with the dividing point at November 4, 2015 when Trudeau’s
government took office. While the federal government was lobbied by the fossil fuel industry at
similar rates across both the Harper and Trudeau administrations, a shift in the pattern of lobbying
emerges when the two administrations are compared. Under Harper, we find a large number
of contacts between lobbyists and elected officials, who were the most lobbied category when
compared to senior public servants and mid-level government staff. Once Trudeau was elected,
however, the focus of lobbying shifted away from parliamentarians and toward senior public
servants or mid-level staff.
With the shift to Trudeau’s government, senior government bureaucrats became the targets
of extensive lobbying and at an increased rate when compared to the previous four years of
this study. This pattern of shifting focus points toward a “deep state” whereby key government
institutions and actors become integrated with private firms and interest groups that together
co-produce regulation and policy. This pattern is concerning as it indicates that the influence
of industry actors—like those in the fossil fuel sector—are likely to far outlast election cycles and
potentially the stated platforms of elected officials and may undermine processes for meaningful
consultation with First Nations peoples.
Our research found:
•
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In the Harper years, high volume lobbying activity was focused on Natural Resources
Canada, the House of Commons and, to a lesser extent, Environment Canada, Foreign
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Affairs, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development, and the Prime Minister’s Office.
CAPP, MAC, TransCanada Corporation and several other firms maintained high-volume
lobbying relationships with core state organizations during this period.
•

Under Trudeau, high-volume lobbying relations continued to target Natural Resources
Canada, the House of Commons and Environment Canada.

•

Among the top 10 senior government bureaucrats who remained in their positions
after the change in government, their annual contacts with the fossil fuel industry
rose from an average of 144.5 contacts under Harper to 228.5 under the Trudeau
government.

•

Across both time periods we find a network core of a small world of leading industry
associations and targeted offices and individuals within government that are in regular
contact with each other.

Lobbying intensifies when relevant policies are being drafted by government.

TAXES

Studies have shown
that higher levels of
lobbying are related to
lower tax rates,
reduced environmental
regulations and
increased likelihood of
government bailouts.
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ENVIRONMENT

BAILOUTS
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Recommendations
While it is not possible to determine with certainty the extent to which lobbying by any one group
or sector directly influences public policy outcomes, industry continues to find value in employing
lobbyists to exert continual pressure on decision-makers to develop policies that align with their
interests.
It is important to note that while lobbying can serve the public interest, the financial resources
available to the fossil fuel industry seem to put those actors at a distinct advantage in the system
as it is currently designed. Changes in the regulation and conduct of lobbying are needed to
ensure that lobbying better serves the public’s interest.

Changes in the
regulation and
conduct of lobbying
are needed to
ensure that lobbying

The current federal Registry of Lobbyists does not require lobbyists to provide detailed information
about their communications with state officials and there is a lack of detailed description in the
current registry of the nature of meetings held. Additionally, the names of the individual lobbyists
involved in meetings and the full disclosure of the costs of lobbying should be reported. Changes
that enhance transparency in lobbying are necessary to help ensure that lobbying activities do not

better serves the

overly exert influence on government policy.

public’s interest.

Transparency, while needed, will not be enough to level the playing field in a landscape with very
powerful players like those representing big oil. Policies that would proactively support more
equal access to political influence are needed to ensure industry is not over-represented when
shaping policy. This could be accomplished through increased support for public interest or
public advocacy lobbying by way of a model similar to that in place in British Columbia where the
BC Office of the Seniors Advocate represents the interests of British Columbia seniors on issues of
health care, housing, income, independence, transportation and mobility. Advocacy offices with
similar powers could be created to address a range of major issues that matter to Canadians and
would help even the balance of power that currently heavily favours corporations as we have
clearly shown is the case for the fossil fuel sector.
In this time of climate crisis, transitioning away from fossil fuels in a rapid, democratic and socially
just manner is required. If we do not acknowledge and address the influence that the fossil fuel industry holds over government policy, we will not be able to take the steps necessary to adequately
address the crisis with the urgency it requires.
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Table: Most contacted federal public office holders (January 4, 2011 to January 30, 2018)

DPOH Name

Title

2011

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

2016–17

2017–18

Total

Mike Beale

ADM

43

84

40

41

33

46

41

11

339

Jay Khosla

ADM

19

21

28

58

24

52

43

6

251

Marlo Raynolds

Chief
of Staff

0

0

0

0

0

51

67

7

125

Serge Dupont

DCPC

23

23

36

33

0

5

2

0

122

M. CampbellJarvis

ADM

0

0

8

23

25

31

25

0

112

Joe Oliver

Minister

25

35

32

8

12

0

0

0

112

Bob Hamilton

Deputy
Minister

2

6

36

23

15

19

0

0

101

Mark Corey

ADM

28

41

27

0

0

0

0

0

96

Dave Forestell

Chief
of Staff

21

54

20

0

0

0

0

0

95

Greg McFarlane

Chief
of Staff

0

15

52

24

3

0

0

0

94

Christopher
Praught

Advisor

3

7

34

22

19

0

0

0

85

James Carr

Minister

0

0

0

0

0

42

29

13

84

Michael Keenan

Deputy
Minister

5

8

21

23

5

13

7

0

82

Jason Kenney

Minister

23

22

15

14

5

2

0

0

81

Guillaume Julien

Advisor

0

0

0

0

0

11

52

17

80

Stephen Lucas

Deputy
Minister

1

6

11

12

5

11

30

1

77

Other

N/A

945

1,650

1,474

1,362

928

1,582

1,305

270

9,516

Total

1,138

1,138

1,972

1,834

1,643

1,074

1,865

1,601

325

11,452

Note: DCPC and ADM refer to Deputy Clerk of the Privy Council and Assistant (or Associate Assistant) Deputy Minister, respectively.

SUMMARY —  BIG OIL’S POLITICAL REACH

7

PUBLISHING TEAM

This report is part of the Corporate Mapping
Project (CMP), a research and public
engagement initiative investigating the
power of the fossil fuel industry. The CMP
is jointly led by the University of Victoria,
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives BC
and Saskatchewan Offices, and Parkland
Institute. The initiative is a partnership of
academic and community-based researchers
and advisors who share a commitment to
advancing reliable knowledge that supports
citizen action and transparent public policy
making. This research was supported
by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada (SSHRC).
www.corporatemapping.ca

Lindsey Bertrand, Shannon Daub, Jean Kavanagh,
Emira Mears, Terra Poirier
Comics: Terra Poirier and Paula Grasdal
Layout: Paula Grasdal
Copyedit: Nadene Rehnby
ISBN 978-1-77125-464-9

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
NICOLAS GRAHAM recently completed his PhD in the Department of Sociology
at the University of Victoria where he is also a sessional instructor. His previous
work in the areas of critical political economy and political ecology has appeared
in Canadian Review of Sociology, BC Studies and Capitalism Nature Socialism. He is
currently conducting research on competing political projects for energy transition.
WILLIAM K. CARROLL is a Professor of Sociology at the University of Victoria
and Co-Director of the Corporate Mapping Project. He is interested in social
movements and social change and the political economy of corporate capitalism.
His books include Expose, Oppose, Propose: Alternative Policy Groups and the
Struggle for Global Justice, A World to Win: Contemporary Social Movements and
Counter-Hegemony, The Making of a Transnational Capitalist Class, Corporate
Power in a Globalizing World and Critical Strategies for Social Research.
DAVID CHEN is pursuing an M.A. in the Department of Sociology at the University of
Victoria. His research interests surround political sociology, political economy and the
history of socialist thought. His current thesis project is to build on existent corporate
network research by looking specifically into the corporate interlocks of Chinese capital.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The authors wish to thank Robyn Hlatky for her contributions to analyzing data
from the lobbyist registry. Thanks to three anonymous reviewers for feedback at
the peer review stage. Thanks to Lindsey Bertrand, Jean Kavanagh, Emira Mears,
Terra Poirier, Nadene Rehnby, Paula Grasdal and Susan Purtell for their important
contributions to the production, design and release of this paper. The opinions
and recommendations in this report, and any errors, are those of the authors.

CCPA-BC Office
520 – 700 West Pender Street
Vancouver, BC V6C 1G8
604.801.5121
ccpabc@policyalternatives.ca
policyalternatives.ca/offices/bc

The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
is an independent, non-partisan research
institute concerned with issues of social,
economic and environmental justice. Founded
in 1980, it is one of Canada’s leading
progressive voices in public policy debates.

The CCPA–BC is located on unceded Coast Salish territory, including the lands belonging to the xwməθkwəýəm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish)
and səÍílwətaʔɬ /Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.

