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By 2020, if these carbon intensive projects move forward, 
as much as 18 percent of the region’s petroleum-based 
transportation and heating fuel supply could be derived from 
the high-carbon feedstock. At that penetration, the switch to 
tar sands fuels would increase greenhouse gas emissions by 
approximately 10 million metric tons, an amount that would 
offset most of the carbon pollution reductions that the region 
is seeking under its landmark Regional Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative.5 Even without Keystone XL, the petroleum-based 
transportation and heating fuel supply will contain more tar 
sands if steps are not taken to keep out this high-carbon fuel. 
In the short term, between 2012 and 2015, the volume of tar 
sands–derived fuel supplying the Northeast is projected to 
grow more than sixfold.6 

Citizens in Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states strongly 
support efforts to fight global warming, which means 
rejecting carbon intensive fuels like tar sands and embracing 
cleaner transportation alternatives. For example, fueling our 
cars and trucks with lower-carbon fuels such as electricity 
and creating more public transportation will preserve 
our health, protect our environment, and strengthen our 
economy. State leaders, with the support of citizens and local 
communities, need to take action now to implement policies 
that will clean up transportation. The first step is tracking tar 
sands fuel and the carbon intensity of the gasoline and diesel 
that power cars and trucks. But above all, it is imperative 
for state leaders to enact policies that prevent the influx of 
carbon intensive tar sands fuels. 

Tar Sands Fuels Cause Significantly 
More Greenhouse Gas Emissions Than 
Conventional Fuels
Fueling up with gasoline made from unconventional 
tar sands oil causes more carbon pollution than does 
conventionally sourced gasoline. In comparison with 
conventional oil, which is processed after being pumped 
from wells, tar sands must be mined or steamed out of 
the ground and then undergo refining processes that are 
more carbon-intensive than what is needed for refining 
conventional crude. As a result, on a “well to tank” basis—
which includes crude oil extraction and upgrading, transport, 
refining, and distribution—producing gasoline or diesel 
from tar sands generates on average 81 percent more 
greenhouse gas emissions than the U.S. average for gasoline 
in 2005.7 When also including the emissions resulting from 
burning the fuel in vehicles—that is, using a “well to wheels” 
perspective—gasoline made from tar sands feedstocks 
contributes 17 percent more greenhouse gas emissions than 
does conventionally sourced fuel.8 

Oil industry plans could cause a dramatic increase in the use of tar sands–derived 
gasoline in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states, a shift that would move the 
region backwards in its efforts to fight climate change.1 Roughly 85 percent of 

the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic fuel supply comes from refineries on the Gulf Coast and 
in the Mid-Atlantic, Northeast, and eastern Canada.2 As of 2012, the region was virtually 
tar sands free, with petroleum-based transportation and heating fuels derived from that 
source at less than 1 percent. However, Gulf Coast refineries are taking an increasing 
volume of tar sands crude as more pipelines are built or retrofitted to carry it to the Gulf, 
such as the new Gulf Coast Pipeline Project from Cushing, OK to Nederland, TX. While 
most of the tar sands-derived product from the proposed Keystone XL pipeline would be 
exported, some of it could end up being sent from the Gulf Coast to the Northeast.3 If 
the pipeline is approved, even a small percentage of the pipeline’s volume could cause a 
dramatic increase in the volume of tar sands flowing to the Northeast, a major threat to 
the carbon intensity of the region’s fuels. Additional threats may be posed by refineries 
in the Northeast, Mid-Atlantic, and eastern Canada, some of which may be considering 
options including retrofitting in order to process more tar sands.4 
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State and Local Communities Have 
Already Made Significant Progress  
in Combating Carbon Pollution
Increases in carbon emissions are a step in the wrong 
direction and contradict state energy policies. All Northeast 
and Mid-Atlantic states have developed state action plans 
or have adopted statutory requirements to reduce carbon 
pollution.9 To address transportation emissions, several 

states have adopted clean car and zero-emission vehicle 
performance standards. States have also committed taxpayer 
funds to address global warming by purchasing clean fleet 
vehicles, providing clean vehicle purchase incentives, and 
funding clean fuel infrastructure.10 Many municipalities 
have also adopted climate action plans to decrease carbon 
pollution. Increasing carbon emissions from tar sands 
would counteract these and other clean energy measures, 
potentially rendering them—and taxpayer investments—
moot.

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED 
that the City Council expresses its 
opposition to the transportation of tar 
sands oil, and its deep concern about the 
risks of such transport for public health 
and safety, property values, and our 
natural resources; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the 
City of Burlington encourage the State 
of Vermont and other northeast states 
to support policies phasing out fuel 
purchases as quickly as possible from 
vendors whose refinery sources of origin 
use any form of tar sands, and support 
policies such as a Clean Fuels Standard 
to help keep such fuels out of the 
region’s fuel supply

Burlington, VT Resolution Adopted December 2012
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Tar Sands Development in Western 
Canada Is a Destructive Business 
with Major Environmental Impacts
The tar sands underlie an area of Alberta, Canada, that is 
roughly the size of Florida.11 Removal of tar sands oil from 
the ground destroys large swaths of Canada’s Boreal forest, 
which serves as a massive carbon storage area. In addition, 
significant quantities of carbon-polluting energy are used 
to extract and upgrade the heavy oil.12 Tar sands mining 
operations produce huge volumes of toxic waste called 
tailings, which include contaminants such as naphthenic 
acids, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, phenols, arsenic, 
mercury, and other trace metals.13 To date, tar sands mining 
has resulted in the production of toxic waste lakes (tailings 
ponds) that currently cover 68 square miles, an area the size 
of Washington, D.C.14 A recent Government of Canada study 
reaffirms that the toxic materials are reaching groundwater.15 
Government assessments estimate that some of these tailings 
ponds seep a total of nearly 3 million gallons of toxic waste 
into groundwater and surface water every day.16 Downstream, 
First Nation communities are experiencing elevated rates 
of rare cancers and finding numerous fish with tumors and 
lesions.17 

Because of the properties of tar sands oil, its transport 
poses unique risks that aging conventional oil pipeline 
systems, such as the Portland-Montreal pipeline, are not 
equipped to handle.18 As witnessed in the July 2010 spill into 
Michigan’s Kalamazoo River and the March 2013 spill into 
the community of Mayflower, Arkansas, tar sands spills can 
be devastating to communities and extremely difficult and 
expensive to clean up. To date, the Kalamazoo cleanup has 
cost more than $1 billion, and after more than three years, the 
river is still contaminated with submerged tar sands oil.19
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WHITEFISH COLLECTED FROM LAKE ATHABASCA, DOWN-STREAM FROM THE TAR SANDS—AN EXAMPLE OF THE MANY UNHEALTHY-
LOOKING FISH FOUND IN THIS AREA
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Section of Enbridge pipe that ruptured in 2010, 
spilling more than 1 million gallons of tar 
sands into the Kalamazoo River
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Tar Sands Fuels Entering the 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic States 
Threaten to Undermine Efforts to 
Combat Climate Change 
An analysis conducted by Hart Energy for NRDC estimates 
that in 2020, absent policies to discourage the use of high-
carbon fuels, fuels derived from tar sands could make up 
about 11 to 14 percent of the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic 

TAR SANDS 
CRUDE OIL FLOWS

TAR SANDS 
REFINED PRODUCT FLOWS

By 2020, fuel derived from Alberta’s tar sands could
make up 11-18% of the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic supply

market, compared with less than 1 percent in 2012.20 Under a 
more aggressive expansion scenario that assumes an increase 
of tar sands processing by refineries in the Northeast, Mid-
Atlantic, and Canada that supply the region, along with an 
increase in tar sands feedstock in the Gulf Coast similar to 
what is assumed in the less aggressive scenario, Hart Energy 
estimates that tar sands could make up as much as 18 
percent of the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic petroleum-based 
transportation and heating fuel supply by 2020. 

 

* Arrows do not represent specific pipelines but rather general flows from region to region. Specific 
transportation mechanisms in 2020 could include several Enbridge pipelines, the proposed Keystone XL 
Pipeline, the existing Keystone Pipeline, the Gulf Coast Pipeline, the Seaway Pipeline, the proposed Energy 
East Pipeline, the Portland-Montreal Pipeline, the Colonial Pipeline, and more.

* *
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Tar Sands-Derived Fuels Could Enter the 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic via the U.S.  
Gulf Coast 
Gulf Coast refineries currently supply about 40 percent of the 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic market’s fuels.21 Unless polices 
are put in place to discourage tar sands consumption in the 
region, a portion of tar sands crude that reaches the Gulf 
will surely end up as high-carbon fuel in the Northeast and 
Mid-Atlantic region. There are multiple pathways by which 
tar sands-derived fuels can enter markets in the Northeast 
and Mid-Atlantic states. The main pathway is the Colonial 
Pipeline, which collects nearly 100 million gallons of gasoline 
and diesel each day from refineries in Texas and Louisiana 
and delivers the fuels to terminals and connecting pipelines 
in Virginia, Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, and New 
York for distribution throughout the region.22 Based on Hart 
Energy projections, the Gulf Coast refineries will supply 
60 to 76 percent of the tar sands-derived products that the 
Northeast and Mid-Atlantic market receives in 2020.23 

Tar Sands Could Be Processed Regionally and in 
Canada for Use in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic
Roughly 45 percent of the petroleum-based  transportation 
and heating fuel consumed in the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic 
is produced by refiners within the region and in Ontario, 
Quebec, and elsewhere in eastern Canada. Currently, these 
refineries are predominantly configured to handle light, 
sweet (low-sulfur) crudes such as the oil coming out of the 
Bakken formation.24 However, some of these refiners can 
also process tar sands crudes. For example, PBF Energy’s 
refineries in Delaware City, Delaware, and Paulsboro, New 

Jersey, are refining heavy, high-sulfur tar sands crudes. Other 
facilities can accept a partially refined form of tar sands, 
called synthetic crude oil, for further refining. 

Several infrastructure expansions to handle more tar 
sands are also in the works. PBF Energy plans to increase 
its rail unloading capability to 110,000 barrels per day at 
its Delaware City refinery, from which it can ship crude via 
barge to Paulsboro, and has entered into agreements to 
lease railcars meant to transport tar sands bitumen.25 The 
oil industry and some Canadian officials want to repurpose 
existing natural gas pipelines or west-flowing oil pipelines 
to bring tar sands east both for export and to feed eastern 
refineries.26 

Without Swift Action, Tar Sands Could Become a 
Major Part of the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic Fuel 
Supply, Moving the Region Backwards on Climate
Table 1 is a summary of Hart Energy’s analysis of pathways for 
tar sands fuels to reach the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states. 
The table includes data from 2012 and makes projections 
about future supply and demand in 2015 and 2020. The 
Hart Energy projections for 2015 and 2020 include scenarios 
in which the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline is permitted 
and built.27 For 2020, the table also includes a scenario in 
which the Keystone XL pipeline is not approved, and a more 
aggressive scenario in which Keystone XL approval occurs, 
as do market connections (pipeline or rail) and refinery 
modifications that allow Irving Oil’s refinery in St. John, 
New Brunswick, to process more diluted bitumen and other 
refineries in the Northeast, Mid-Atlantic, and Canada to 
process more synthetic crude oil.28 

Table 1: Petroleum Product Demand and Supply to Northeast and Mid-Atlantic Market Region (thousand barrels per day)29

Scenario

Regional 
Transportation 
and Heating 
Fuel Demand

Gulf Refinery 
Supplies to 
Region

Supplies from 
Regional and 
Canadian 
Refineries

Other Country 
Imports

Gulf Refinery 
Supplies to 
Region Derived 
from Tar Sands

Supplies from 
Regional and 
Canadian 
Refineries 
Derived from  
Tar Sands

Total Supplies 
to Region 
Derived from 
Tar Sands

Portion of 
Demand Met 
with Tar Sands 
Fuels

2012 (actual) 2,785 1,154 1,238 393 14 8 22 0.8%

2015 2,775 1,192 1,265 318 68 75 143 5.2%

2020 without Keystone XL 
approved

2,700 1,203 1,197 300 212 99 311 11.5%

2020 with Keystone XL approved 2,700 1,203 1,197 300 290 94 384 14.2%

2020 with Keystone XL approved 
and refinery modifications 

2,700 1,203 1,197 300 290 196 486 18.0%
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As the Hart Energy analysis demonstrates, unless states 
take action, the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states could grow 
their dependence on tar sands fuels significantly. Because 
tar sands fuels are more carbon intensive to produce than 
conventional fuels, accepting tar sands fuels will impede 
states’ efforts to meet long-term global warming reduction 
targets through programs such as RGGI and clean vehicle 
programs. States should start now to address the threat of  
tar sands. 

The First Step: Tracking Fuel  
Carbon in the Northeast and  
Mid-Atlantic States
The first step to solving this problem is measuring it. State 
leaders need to start tracking the carbon profile of their fuels. 
Specifically, they should determine fuels’ carbon intensity—
that is, the amount of carbon emitted per unit of fuel energy 
output. This information can be compiled by accessing 
public data and requiring that fuel importers and in-region 
producers report the origin of the fuels they sell.

By tracking carbon intensity, policymakers will have a 
framework on which to formulate and enact policies that 
prevent greater use of carbon-intensive fuels, and to create 
tools to make sure those policies are effective. 

CLEANER CHOICES: Clean Fuels and 
Clean Transportation Choices Cut 
Carbon Pollution and Make Citizens 
More Self-Sufficient
Clean transportation fuels such as electricity, hydrogen, 
sustainably produced biofuels, and low-carbon biogas 
will bring both environmental and economic benefits. 
Reducing oil demand with efficiency, creating more public 
transit, making communities more bike- and pedestrian-
friendly, and shifting to cleaner fuels will put money back in 
citizens’ pockets. For example, the cost of driving an electric 
vehicle can be equivalent to filling up with about $1-per-
gallon gasoline.30 A more diverse fuel supply can also blunt 
petroleum price spikes because consumers could switch to 
other options and lessen the demand for oil. 

Clean fuels also avoid the pollution costs of oil. Oil is 
the largest U.S. source of carbon dioxide from fossil fuel 
combustion.31 Catastrophic events such as Hurricane Irene 
and Hurricane Sandy—the types of events we will see 
with increasing frequency and severity as climate change 
worsens—have already wrought devastating economic 

impacts on the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic regions.  
In the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic alone, Hurricane Irene 
caused more than $4 billion in damage and 44 deaths, with 
additional damage and deaths in other parts of the United 
States, Canada, and the Caribbean.32 Hurricane Sandy cost 
the region more than $65 billion and took more than 100 
lives.33 Enabling the oil industry to introduce more carbon-
intensive oil like tar sands threatens to make the oil sector’s 
global warming impact even larger. 

Today, clean fuels can reduce emissions by 20 percent 
or more compared to gasoline, depending on how they are 
produced.34 In Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states, a grid-
charged electric vehicle contributes only about 40 percent 
of the carbon pollution emitted by a typical gasoline car.35 
Importantly, electric cars will become cleaner as the grid 
integrates more renewable power generation and meets 
tighter emissions standards.36
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Citizens, Towns, and State Leaders 
Can Take Action to Support Clean 
Transportation
Citizens across the Northeast are raising their voices in 
support of clean transportation policies and against carbon-
intensive tar sands fuels. Roughly two dozen cities and 
towns in Massachusetts, Vermont, and Maine have passed 
resolutions that reject tar sands fuel and urge their states to 
support bringing clean fuels to the region.37

State leaders should act today to categorize and track the 
sources and carbon intensities of the gasoline and diesel that 
power cars and trucks in their state. At a minimum, state 
leaders also need to adopt measures to ensure the carbon 
intensity of the fuel supply does not increase; more ambitious 
policies would require the carbon intensity of the fuel supply 
to decrease over time while oil consumption is also reduced. 

The Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states can realize the 
benefits of clean transportation if state leaders first act to 
stem the flow of tar sands. However, a failure to act will 
result in more carbon pollution as regional trends toward 
greater dependence on dirty fuels like tar sands continue 
unabated. Clean fuels and transportation choices give 
state policymakers an important opportunity to protect 
the environment and to protect the region’s citizens from 
everlasting dependence on oil.

State leaders should 
begin by categorizing 
and tracking the 
sources and carbon 
intensities of the 
gasoline and diesel  
that power cars and 
trucks in their state.
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