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Pope Saint John Paul II
Evangelium Vitae

Georges Bataille
The Accursed Share: an Essay on General Economy 

In fact, while the climate of widespread moral uncertainty can 
in some way be explained by the multiplicity and gravity of 
today’s social problems, and these can sometimes mitigate 
the subjective responsibility of individuals, it is no less true 
that we are confronted by an even larger reality, which can 
be described as a veritable structure of sin.  This reality is 
characterized by the emergence of a culture which denies 
solidarity and in many cases takes the form of a veritable 
“culture of death”. This culture is actively fostered by powerful 
cultural, economic and political currents which encourage an 
idea of society excessively concerned with effi  ciency.

It is necessary at this point to note a dual origin of moral 
judgments. In former times value was given to unproductive 
glory, whereas in our day it is measured in terms of production: 
Precedence is given to energy acquisition over energy 
expenditure. Glory itself is justifi ed by the consequences 
of a glorious deed in the sphere of utility. But, dominated 
though it is by practical judgment and Christian morality, the 
archaic sensibility is still alive: In particular it reappears in 
the romantic protest against the bourgeois world; only in the 
classical conceptions of the economy does it lose its rights 
entirely.

(Dublin: Veritas, 1995), 6. (New York: Zone Books, 1988), 29.
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Ian McHarg
To Heal the Earth 

Pope Francis
Laudato si’ 

Man the artist, understanding nature’s laws and forms, 
accelerated the process of regeneration so well indeed that who 
today can discern the artifi ce from the untouched?

At the same time we can note the rise of a false or superfi cial 
ecology which bolsters complacency and a cheerful 
recklessness. As often occurs in periods of deep crisis which 
require bold decisions, we are tempted to think that what is 
happening is not entirely clear. Superfi cially, apart from a 
few obvious signs of pollution and deterioration, things do 
not look that serious, and the planet could continue as it is for 
some time. Such evasiveness serves as a licence to carrying 
on with our present lifestyles and models of production and 
consumption. This is the way human beings contrive to feed 
their self-destructive vices: trying not to see them, trying not 
to acknowledge them, delaying the important decisions and 
pretending that nothing will happen.

(Washington: Island Press, 1998), 42. (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 2015), 6.



5 |  Phantom Ecology

The form, material, and experience of space is both produced by 
and produces culture.  Thus, while a design may seek to control 
the engagement of an object with the world, the eff ect of an 
engineered object on culture is often unintentional.  

Visible from space, the Athabasca bituminous sands region is 
at a scale equal to or greater than any other human landscape 
project.  At fi rst glance, this massive earth-moving operation 
could be confused for a regional urban development project; 
however, it has only one objective: oil.  Here, in the Athabasca 
river’s headwaters, Canada’s largest petroleum reserve and the 
second-largest known global petroleum deposit is found.  Open-
pit mining is possible in an area spread over approximately 500 
square kilometres or 20% of the total bituminous sands region, 
where below-ground reserves are close enough to the surface.  
Since 1967 corporate operators have been moving earth out of the 
way and processing sand and rock to extract bitumen, a semi-solid 
form of petroleum that becomes oil once upgraded.

And yet, we see almost no landscape architects engaged in the 
design and specifi cally the topographic shaping of these sites 
of extraction, production, waste and reclamation.  Nor are there 
many examples of landscape architects contributing smaller scale 
interventions that acknowledge these sites’ human occupation, 
experience, and material realities.  

To understand why this is the case, we should ask fi rst if either the 
economic forces that express themselves as maximum effi  ciency 

and minimum spatial resistance in the landscape are so highly 
tuned that they cannot deviate from an engineered optimum.  
Alternatively, a need to consider this industrial process’s spatial 
confi guration, form and experience might be going unaddressed.  
In other words, is this a political environment resistant to design 
or are designers just not interested in engaging with this site?  
We make one of two conclusions.  We live in a society that does 
not fi nd benefi t in the design of industrial landscape processes 
over minimum cost solutions (economic imperative), or we live 
in a society that considers no value in the design of these same 
processes (aesthetic imperative).  In both cases, any designers 
willing to change the present situation will have two primary 
responsibilities.  

First, begin to document the link between the current organization 
of space and materials in the Athabasca bituminous sands region 
and the unintentional eff ects on culture.  It is worth demonstrating 
that, designed or not, this region’s forms, materials, and 
experience aff ect the Canadian imagination.  Even if only seen 
in the news media, this site has a place in our shared collective 
consciousness.  We should start by asking how this aesthetic of 
irregular shape, plasticity, death, and ugliness relates to minimum 
cost, minimum time, maximum effi  ciency, and maximum profi t.  
Furthermore, how do both these aesthetic and economic decisions 
aff ect our social mores?  

Second, it is necessary to demonstrate how design can reorganize 
space to more intentionally impact culture and shape our future 

AESTHETICS, ECOLOGY AND ETHICS
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society.  Importantly, this also requires articulating what future we 
desire.  To this end, it is helpful to reference two encyclical letters 
written twenty years apart.  While the Catholic Church is often 
referenced critically by landscape architects, encyclical letters 
speak for over 1/7th of the world’s population. Moreover, they 
are explicitly future-oriented towards achieving a set of goals.  
Pope Saint John Paul II’s Evangelium Vitae links a “culture of 
death” to a society concerned with effi  ciency.¹  And Pope Francis’ 
Laudato si’ links a “false ecology” to a community that evades 
introspection.²   

What these two examples do is show landscape architecture 
embroiled in the production of culture.  Consider, for example, 
how designers have used the form, expression and perception of 
materials to slow and engage the individual intellect, critiquing the 
economic paradigm of effi  ciency and linear progress in favour of 
a humanist model of leisure and contemplation.  Or consider how 
the science of ecology has given a strong voice to an autonomous 
stakeholder – the biological environment, inherently critical of 
human design and populating a site only if the right conditions 
are present.  Intentionally designed or not, the external world’s 
physical form and material reality either perpetuate or resist and 
redirect the inertia of culture and society.

With the above consideration in mind, in the following pages, I 
introduce ten proposals, of which fi ve are design improvements to 
existing sites and fi ve are new sites of intervention.  Together they 
establish a circuit of unique moments in signifi cant areas of the 

Athabasca bituminous sands operations.  The ten stops, designed 
for tourists and locals, capitalize on the existing tourist route and 
add new experiences only possible in the region of the bituminous 
sand.  In each case, the landscape design is an armature to 
experience the sites through their exceptional materials, 
environment, forms, and ecology.  In this sense, the plans provide 
the same function as a picture frame or a gallery wall, while it is 
the bituminous sands operators, the engineers who must recognize 
themselves as the land artists.  One is reminded of Alexander 
Pope’s proclamation that “all gardening is landscape-painting; just 
like a landscape hung up,” and here, these proposals provide the 
point of entry into the painting.³ 

1  See Page 3 for the expanded quotation, from Pope Saint John Paul II, 

Evangelium Vitae (Dublin: Veritas, 1995), 6.

2  See Page 4 for the expanded quotation from, Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 

(Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 2015), 6.

3  From, Dixon Hunt, Gardens and the Picturesque: studies in the history 

of landscape architecture (Massachusetts, MA: MIT Press, 1992), 106.
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     Exercise Bright Star
     Aircraft over the Pyramids 1983

     Kanye West featuring Big Sean, Pusha T, 2 Chainz  
     Mercy 2012
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     Province of Alberta
     Conservation and Reclamation 
     Regulation 1993

     BGC Engineering Inc.  
     Pond 5 Closure Plan 2010
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In his seminal 1969 work Design with Nature on ecological 
planning, Ian McHarg defi ned a binary, the idea of which is as 
simple as it is persistent, “So the task was given to those who, 
by instinct and training, were especially suited to gouge and 
scar landscape and city without remorse – the engineers.  The 
landscape architects were then retained to apply balm to heal the 
scars and wounds infl icted on the landscape.”¹

This way of thinking in binaries, dichotomizing damage and 
repair, construction and reconstruction, has had a lasting impact, 
especially evident in the landscape works of remediation, 
reclamation, and restoration, which we often fi nd to be motivated 
by notions of healing or recovery from loss.  Design projects 
commonly aim to undo past damage.  Working this way, a 
designer must select a specifi c past as better, a present as worse, 
and a future as returned.  But is this not a somewhat troubling 
trilogy?²  For starters, which past do we select as the bar against 
which to measure progress?  How do we measure this progress,  
better and worse, when nature itself is indiff erent to human 
valuation? Finally, how do we imagine new futures when we 
always start by looking back?  

In the case of the Athabasca bituminous sands, these questions 
have received legal scrutiny, and thus in this site, the legal system 
is shaping landscape theory and practice.  For example, to the 
Government of Alberta, the goal of reclamation is stated as: “the 
objective of conservation and reclamation of specifi ed land is to 
return the specifi ed land to an equivalent land capability.”³  So, 

one should reinstate the pre-mining boreal forest once mining 
operations are complete.  It seems such a simple and common-
sense request to ask, ‘just make sure to put everything back in 
its place once the work is fi nished.  No harm done so long as 
everything is returned.’  But before we interpret intentions, it 
would be prudent to ask how the Government of Alberta defi nes 
conservation, reclamation and land capability.  Each, in turn, is 
explained in the following passages: 

     “Conservation” means, … the planning, management and 
     implementation of an activity with the objective of 
     protecting the essential physical, chemical and biological 
     characteristics of the environment against degradation;⁴

     “Reclamation” means any or all of the following: 
     (i) the removal of equipment or buildings or other structures 
     or appurtenances; 
     (ii) the decontamination of buildings or other structures or 
     other appurtenances, or land or water; 
     (iii) the stabilization, contouring, maintenance, conditioning 
     or reconstruction of the surface of land; 
     (iv) any other procedure, operation or requirement specifi ed 
     in the regulations;⁵

     “Land capability” means the ability of land to support 
     a given land use, based on an evaluation of the physical, 
     chemical and biological characteristics of the land, including 
     topography, drainage, hydrology, soils and vegetation;⁶

PHANTOM ECOLOGY
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The law in Alberta requires returning areas of extraction, 
production, and waste to a state that could support a land use 
found previously on the site.  For most surface mineable areas 
disturbed by bituminous sands operations, this land use is 
“Forested Lands in the Green Area.”⁷  This is quite a general 
category and a diffi  cult to measure target.  The Government of 
Alberta admits as much in a telling statement: 

     Demonstrating ecosystem functioning is a diffi  cult and 
     complex task.  For the purposes of reclamation certifi cation, 
     equivalent capability is assumed to have been achieved 
     where no limitations to normal ecosystem functioning are 
     found.  The presence of these limitations is determined 
     through a systematic assessment of the reclaimed site 
     and adjacent landscapes.  RCAG [Reclamation Criteria 
     Advisory Group], which includes representatives from the 
     oil and gas industry, agricultural producers, the forest 
     industry, and Provincial regulatory agencies, recognizes that 
     it is a simplifi cation to assume that a lack of limiting factors 
     equates to a healthy functioning ecosystem.”⁸

I think you would agree with me that equating a lack of limiting 
factors with a healthy functioning ecosystem is a bit more than 
a minor simplifi cation.  Consider, for example, if I off ered you 
the choice between an apple pie or all the necessary ingredients, 
utensils and appliances to make that same pie.  Which would you 
choose?  In legal terms, then, this same trilogy that we have been 
discussing should be expressed as valuing the past as good, the 

present as worse and the future, not as returned, but as returnable 
or ideally as returning.  Of course, this makes sense as we know 
returning an extraction site to a pre-extraction condition is never 
possible.  Erased is the complex surfi cial ecology that developed 
through a long evolution with the changing historical climate.  
More obviously, no one will be returning the bitumen removed 
from the sand.⁹

In Alberta, there is a legal structure in place that promotes 
restoration.  Yet, emphasis is on restoration as a futile attempt 
to return the future of a site to past conditions.  We can expect 
the result to be a boreal forest simulacrum designed to promote 
collective social amnesia.  Extending McHarg’s health metaphor, 
we might go so far as to say this is like the physician prescribing 
balm for a phantom limb, a phantom ecology, the built parallel 
of society’s belief in a false ecology as described so pointedly in 
Laudato si’.¹⁰  These sites of extraction have been irrevocably 
transformed.  No manner of balm can heal the scars and wounds 
infl icted on the landscape.

In a site that engenders so much environmental opposition, instead 
of working exclusively towards erasure in the landscape through 
reclamation, it seems sensible to design for contemplation and 
reconciliation.  In this vein, landscape architecture can reconcile 
past, present and future and make individuals aware of their 
participation in the total devastation of the boreal forest and the 
acceleration of global warming.  
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To conclude, I am returning the argument here to where I began 
this discussion.  I will again emphasize that the Athabasca 
bituminous sands are engineered at a scale equal to or greater than 
any other human landscape project. Thus, they are a monument 
to human ingenuity, power and technology.¹¹  While not designed 
or articulated as such, they are a continuation of the landscape 
expression of humanity’s control over nature, a style that 
landscape architects will recognize as the driving force behind 
André Le Nôtre’s design of the grounds at Versailles.  In that 
example, Le Nôtre designed regular geometry and constructed it 
intentionally to emphasize King Louis XIV’s power over nature.  
In the case of the Athabasca bituminous sands, perhaps it will be 
said that irregular geometry was being designed and constructed 
as an unintentional expression of an unwillingness to accept 
humankind’s capacity to modify nature.  

We, you and I, are living in a society that requires environmental 
destruction for its continuation.  We appreciate the luxury, 
security and stability that this society aff ords, but we also feel 
guilt for the sacrifi ce made by the environment.  Why do we 
feel remorse for the living matter that shows no preference for 
its state of organization, shows no opposition or resistance to its 
destruction, and continues to reproduce in even the most reduced 
of environments?   Hurricane Katrina was not an off ensive strike 
in a global war on the environment. “Superstorm Sandy” was not 
an act of retaliation for the 896 million trees killed in the region of 
the bituminous sand.¹²  Despite the reoccurring popular fi ction of 
nature triumphing over the forces of industry, in reality, there will 

be no struggle, and nature will go gentle into that good night.¹³    

Once we admit that nature is indiff erent to the destruction of 
the boreal forest in the Athabasca bituminous sands region, 
we will face the more critical question: why shouldn’t we also 
be indiff erent to environmental destruction?  The following 
set of design interventions attempt to provoke this manner of 
questioning.  To this eff ect, the collection of design proposals 
in the following pages present simple interventions meant to 
demonstrate the ability of landscape architecture to operate 
as a design medium able to mobilize critical thought through 
sensory experience. They are true rest stops, points of critical 
contemplation within a curated material and visual landscape.
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1  Ian McHarg, Design with Nature (Garden City, N.Y.: Natural History 

Press, 1969), 32.

2  John Brinckerhoff  Jackson, The Necessity for Ruins (Amherst: The 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1980), 101.

3  Province of Alberta, Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act: 

Conservation and Reclamation Regulation (Edmonton, AB: Alberta 

Queen’s Printer, 2014), 6.

4  Ibid., Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act: Revised Statutes 
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2014), 10.

5  Ibid., Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act: Revised Statutes 

of Alberta 2000, Chapter E-12, 17.

6  Ibid., Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act: Conservation 

and Reclamation Regulation, 3.

7  While much land is also “Peatland,” because of the diffi  culties in 

measuring and restoring peatland exceptions are allowed to return previous 

peatland to forest.  For an expanded discussion on this topic see proposal 

Site Ten: Sandhill Fen.

8  Province of Alberta, A Guide To: Reclamation Criteria for Wellsites and 

Associated Facilities - 2007 - Forested Lands In The Green Area Update 

(Edmonton, AB: Alberta Queen’s Printer, 2007), 4.

9  Here we might also add the argument that it is impossible to capture the 

full identity of nature.  Any “systematic assessment” would from the outset 

provide no more than a limited technologically framed representation of 

nature.  See also, for example, Mick Smith, Against Ecological Sovereignty 

(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 119.

10  See Page 4 for the expanded quotation from, Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 

(Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 2015), 6.

11  Louis Helbig’s Beautiful Destruction (Rocky Mountain Books, 2014) 

is a good example of how the Bituminous Sands are shown as monument, 

both celebrated and despised.

12  This fi gure is arrived at by multiplying the hectares of aff ected land 

by the average number of stems per hectare. Government of Alberta, 

“Reclamation,” http://oilsands.alberta.ca/reclamation.html (accessed 

November 28, 2015) provides number of hectares while David E. Naugle, 

Energy Development and Wildlife Conservation in Western North America 

(Washington, DC: Island Press, 2011), 104, adds the number of stems per 

hectare.

13  Dylan Thomas, In Country Sleep: and Other Poems, "Do not go gentle 

into that good night" (New York: James Laughlin, 1952).
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Scale Comparison:
Central Park, NY 0.8 x 4.0 km
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PLAN  1 : 100 000 PROPOSED ADDITIONS

0
1 - Petcoke Lake    2 - Boreal Forest   3 - SAGD Well
4 - Sulfur Plateau    5 - Tailings Pond 1 2.5 km

Public Access Road
Existing
Proposed

Public Access Site
Existing
Proposed

IMPROVED EXISTING
6 - Giants of Mining   7 - Wood Bison Trail   8 - Wapisiw Lookout
9 - Crane Lake   10 - Sandhill Fen



WOOD BISON TRAIL



Proposed Location. Site One  |  1 : 20 000 

PETCOKE LAKE

CRANE LAKE
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     Mark Rothko
     Untitled 1969

     Suncor Energy Inc.  
     Pond 5 coke capping project 2013
      Image by Author
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SITE ONE: PETCOKE LAKE

Petroleum coke, or "petcoke", is a by-product of upgraded 
bitumen.  Similar to sulfur, it has economic value, but moving 
the product from northern Alberta to the market is diffi  cult.  In 
addition, Petcoke is burnable for energy, but it releases even 
more carbon dioxide than coal because it has such a high carbon 
content.  As a result of the combined diffi  culty in moving and 
low energy effi  ciency, there are vast stockpiles of petcoke in the 
Athabasca bituminous sands region.

Suncor Energy Inc. has been testing the use of petcoke to 
remediate tailings.  The coke capping process involves spreading 
petcoke over the tailings lake in the winter when the water is 
frozen.  When the lake thaws in the spring, the petcoke remains 
buoyant and is strong enough to carry machinery used to layer 
more petcoke over the lake. Next, wick drains are inserted through 
the coke cap to remove water from the tailings lake.  Once the 
process is complete, dry tailings are isolated under a barrier 
of petcoke and spread above is a new stratum able to support 
vegetation growth.

Suncor uses this technique on Pond 5, an innocuous name for a 
230-hectare toxic tailings lake.  Proposed in the following pages 
are a platform set into a petcoke basin and an adjacent overlook 

platform placed atop an undistributed petcoke pile.  The elevated 
platform pushes the deep black of the 90% carbon petcoke back 
into the horizon against the Suncor refi nery.  In contrast, the 
sunken platform gives only the sky as an escape from the light-
absorbing petroleum coke.
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BENCH
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NOTES
1 - Reinforced concrete, white finish 2 - Adapted from ESCOFET, Abril (escofet.com)

72 “

6 ”
12 ”

18 “

72 “
18 “

cast concrete 
reinforced with

re-bar cage as req’d

1
Side elevation
nts.

2
Front elevation
nts.

3
Plan
nts.

L501
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PLAN  1 : 2 000

0

1 - Traffic Control   2 - Parking    3 - Public Facilities  4 - Elevated Overlook  5 - Depressed Platform

10 5025 m
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SANDHILL FEN



BOREAL FOREST

SAGD WELL

Proposed Location. Site Two  |  1 : 20 000 
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     Caspar David Friedrich
     The Chasseur in the Forest 1814

     Suncor Energy Inc.  
     Boreal forest edge 2013
      Image by Author
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SITE TWO: BOREAL FOREST

In parts of the Athabasca bituminous sands region, bitumen is 
found close enough to the surface to be mined.  Mining requires 
the land to be stripped of vegetation, drained of water, and then 
cleared of overburden.  Although this top surface of the earth has 
negligible economic value compared to the buried bitumen sands, 
the vegetation, hydrology and soil embody signifi cant historical 
evolutionary development.

While the surface mineable area (SMA) of the bituminous sands 
is only a tiny portion of the total site where bitumen reserves 
are found, to date, it still accounts for approximately 50,000 
hectares.  This area of disturbance will continue to expand, and 
more operators will clear more land of previously untouched 
forest.  Because the bituminous sands are found so far from 
any urban development in the north of Alberta, the boundary 
between forest and mine can be very sharp.  And although a new 
extraction method called steam-assisted gravity drainage (SAGD) 
is beginning to radically transform the contiguous boreal forest, 
it remains possible in some locations to walk across a boundary 
from industrial land to boreal forest.

Proposed in the following pages is an elevated platform set just 
shy of the average height of the region's dominant vegetation, 

the black spruce.  Guests begin by walking out to the platform 
through an undisturbed boreal forest.  The dense vegetation 
immerses the visitor in a cool, dark, quiet and still environment.  
At the end of the procession, the elevated platform casts a solid 
shadow on the visitor, holding them in darkness.  Upon ascending 
a ladder, guests are thrown into the light, given expansive views 
of the sky, and placed just above the reaches of spruce trees that 
stretch towards the sun.
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LADDER
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75o

42 ”
6 ”

30
”eq

36
”

24”

overall ladder height

12 ” max riser

4” X 1 1/4” 
alum. serrated 
tread

2” X 6” X 1/8”
alum. extruded
ladder stringer

1 2/3” alum. pipe

1 - Overall ladder height to match typ. Picea mariana height, approx. 10-15 meters,
    measure on site.

2 - Mill finish, white powder coating
3 - Adapted from O'Keeffe’s, Inc. ladder detail 682-006A & 682-006B (okeeffes.com)

1
Front elevation
nts.

1
Side elevation
nts.

L502
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PLAN  1 : 2 000

0

1 - Traffic Control   2 - Parking    3 - Shade Canopy  4 - y Facilities   5 - Overlook

10 5025 m
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TAILINGS POND

SANDHILL FEN



Proposed Location. Site Three  |  1 : 20 000 

SAGD WELL

BOREAL FOREST
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     Gustave Doré
     Plate 8: Canto III: Abandon all hope ye who enter here 
     1857

     Suncor Energy Inc.  
     Seismic lines and well pads 2013
      Image by Author
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SITE THREE: SAGD WELL

If Alberta had conventional oil reserves instead of oil bound to 
sand, we would expect to see the landscape of the Athabasca 
region littered with oil well pump jacks, the kind we imagine 
when thinking about Texas or Kuwait.  However, bitumen can’t 
be pumped because it is highly viscous.  Instead, operators must 
move the earth itself to be processed and upgraded to faster-
fl owing hydrocarbons like gasoline.  And yet, only 20% of the 
bitumen can be extracted this way.  This is because the remaining 
majority of bitumen is found too far below ground, outside of the 
surface mineable area (SMA).  So instead, deep bitumen reserves 
are accessed by steam-assisted gravity drainage (SAGD).

The oil and gas industry describes SAGD as a “rather benign” 
extraction method in which a well pad connects to an underground 
network of paired horizontal wells.  Operators inject one well 
with hot steam, sent below ground where it mixes with and 
melts the bitumen.  The resultant mixture can be collected and 
pumped up through the adjacent well. However, this technology 
has signifi cant water use requirements and puts pressure on 
the Athabasca River, which fl ows through the region of the 
bituminous sand.  This pressure will only increase as SAGD 
operations expand.

Proposed in the following pages are a stairwell and sunken 
platform.  The visitor is taken to a decommissioned well pad 
and invited to descend 1,300 feet into the earth – the average 
depth of bitumen deposits, and a little deeper than the glass fl oor 
of the CN Tower is high.  The fatiguing guest moves slowly 
down the winding stairs and can rest on a series of alternating 
landings where they continuously remain close to the earth.  
Darkness, silence, cold, and the relentless stairs will reduce the 
sensory inputs and force attention to the earth’s slowly changing 
textures and colours.  Ultimately, the singular experience of being 
surrounded by the earth at such a depth off sets the despair of 
descent.  The need to watch one’s step slows any desire to rush 
and climb out.
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STAIR DOWN
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3” min.

7” tread

9” max riser

48” max.

60”
7 ”

1 11/16”

2”

36”

1”

overall stair height

1 1/2” square
tube handrail

1 1/2” square
tube post

11 ga. perforated 
steel plank

open riser

steel stringer

NOTES
1 - Mill finish, 11 guage galvanized steel, matte white
2 - Adapted from Direct Metals, Perf-O Grip safety grating stair (directmetals.com)

3 - Adapted from Lapeyre Stair, commercial guardrail, square tube (lapeyrestair.com)

1
Front elevation
nts.

2
Side elevation
nts.

3
3-hole plank tread
nts.
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     Salvador Dali
     The Transparent Simulacrum of the Feigned Image 1940

     Syncrude Canada Ltd.  
     Sulfur piles 2013
      Image by Author
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SITE FOUR: SULFUR PLATEAU

Bitumen, the petroleum mined from Canada’s Athabasca 
bituminous sands region, comprises roughly 83% carbon, 10.5% 
hydrogen, 1% oxygen, 0.5% nitrogen, and 5% sulfur.  As the 
bitumen is upgraded, washed and separated, sulfur is one of the 
end products.

While there is a global sulfur market, the commodity’s price 
fl uctuates, and transportation from northern Alberta to the market 
is demanding.  In 2000, Canada was ranked second in global 
sulfur production according to the Ministry of Natural Resources 
Canada.

To protect against market fl uctuations and avoid devaluing 
the commodity’s price, oil sands operators have resorted to 
stockpiling sulfur in a process known as blocking.  Molten sulfur 
is poured into a mould fortifi ed with an aluminium perimeter 
stacked 10-20 meters high.  After pouring the liquid, sulfur will 
solidify in eight hours and remain in an inert solid state.

Proposed in the following pages are a stair and platform.  The 
stair’s treads are compressed to accentuate the verticality of 
the landscape.  The steep climb gives way to a small platform 
resting atop the fi nal sulfur block, measuring around 320 by 

250 meters.  The beauty of the unique experience of the yellow 
sulfur block against the horizon is only interrupted by thoughts 
of the ecological impacts on biodiversity of producing singular 
environments, on the damaging eff ects of this volume of sulfur on 
adjacent landscapes, and by the unpalatable smell of sulfur.
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70”

overall stair height
formed 
textured plate 
tread and riser
thickness as 
reqd.

1/2 “ max.
radius
nosing

smooth steel 
stringer

1 1/2” square
tube handrail

platform

sulfur steps
typ.

heavy duty
steel tube

scaffolding
(within
poured
sulfur)

sulfur fill

closed plate
tread and

riser

1 1/2” square
tube handrail

NOTES
1 - Mill finish, galvanized steel, matte white
2 - Overall stair height to match sulfur piles, measure on site

3 - Adapted from Layher, Allround Scaffolding (layherna.com)
4 - Adapted from Lapeyre Stair, diamond plate steel treads (lapeyrestair.com)

1
Front elevation
nts.

2
Section of stair and hidden support structure
nts.

4
Tread detail
nts.

3
Typ. stair unit detail
nts.
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     James Turrell
     Arrowhead 2009

     Syncrude Canada Ltd.  
     Mildred lake settling basin 2013
      Image by Author
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SITE FIVE: TAILINGS POND

The Mildred Lake Settling Basin (MLSB) is, by volume of 
construction material, the largest earthen structure in the world.  It 
is only one of many tailings ponds existing and proposed in the 
Athabasca bituminous sands region.  It is also worth mentioning 
that calling these designed structures “ponds” is a misnomer.  
“Tailings Lake” better communicates the scale of these artifi cial 
constructions.  And while “tailings embankment” or “tailings 
dam” gives a stronger sense of their engineered origins, these two 
terms seem to speak less to the body of toxic liquids just beyond 
the earthen structure.

Infamously, Syncrude Canada Ltd. was fi ned $3 million in 2008 
when the company’s tailings ponds killed more than 1,606 ducks.  
The amount of money or number of birds that died pales in 
signifi cance to the scaling of the future issues faced by the storage 
of this quantity of toxic liquid in unlined earthen structures.  And 
yet, as the photographs show, the Mildred Lake Settling Basin 
is also strikingly beautiful.  Because the viscous toxic liquid has 
high surface tension and thus a substantial resistance to wind and 
wave action, the liquid refl ects the Albertan sky more perfectly.  

Proposed in the following pages are a platform extended out over 
the tailings pond and an adjacent elevated lookout.  As visitors 

walk out onto the projected platform, they must balance their 
discomfort at being suspended above a toxic liquid that will kill 
them with the promise of a photogenic moment of beauty, where 
sky and earth invert their cosmic relation.  The elevated lookout 
provides more safety and distance from the toxic pond.  However, 
it extends the visitors perspective, forcing a confrontation with the 
scale of destruction and requiring an admission that distance does 
not separate one from the consequences of our actions.
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NOTES
1 - Pressure treated decking, stringers & joists, all finished matte white
2 - Float drums to be tested on site in tailings pond for performance

3 - Adapted from Dock Builders Supply, 8’ x 16’ Pressure Treated (dockbuilders.com)
4 - Adapted from Reimann & Georger Corp., 6112020 (rgcproducts.com)

32 1/2 ’

16’16’

16  ’
12” m

in.

8”

6” 48”

36”

tailings (water) line

36” x 48” x 12” min.
float drums

2” x 8” x 16’
stringers / joists

2” x 8” x 16’
stringers / joists

2” x 6” x 16’
decking boards

1
Plan
nts.

2
Elevation
nts.
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     Robert Smithson
     King Kong Meets the Gem of Egypt 1972

     Syncrude Canada Ltd.  
     “Giants of Mining Exhibit” 2014
      Image by Jeff  and Tyler (ewsteachers)
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On location at the Syncrude Canada Ltd. Giants of Mining Exhibit 
are two decommissioned machines.  A bucketwheel reclaimer and 
a dragline.  

Syncrude Bucketwheel Reclaimer #2 was one of four constructed 
by the German fi rms of Friedrich Krupp AG and Orenstein & 
Koppel and assembled between 1977 and 1978 by the Bechtel 
Corporation.  The scale of this machine is hard to imagine.  While 
it requires only three operators, the average production rate is 
6,150 tones per hour.  For comparison, the average US car weighs 
two tones.  In a diff erent comparison, Bucketwheel #2 moved 
close to the same volume of material excavated to construct the 
Panama Canal.  

The other decommissioned machine at the Syncrude exhibit 
is Dragline #2, BE 2570 “Discovery,” built by the American 
company Bucyrus International, Inc.  Working in pairs, this 
dragline is one of four owned by Syncrude that complimented the 
collection of bucketwheel reclaimers.  The average production 
rate is a similar astonishing 6,500 tones per hour.  Until 
decommissioned, Discovery is said to have moved 624 million 
tones of bituminous sand, a near unfathomable one third more 
volume of material excavated for the the Panama Canal.

The combined material moved by these two machines is 
approximately 1.064 billion tonnes.  This incredible number is 
the product of only two decommissioned devices operating in one 
mine for one company.  So this site makes eff ective use of the 
industrial sublime.  Instantly, the visitor must consider humans 
as a geologic force.  Our technology has allowed us to transform 
the earth’s surface on par with the action of plate tectonics, with 
volcanoes or earthquakes.  Ultimately, the two machines impress 
in scale, so proposed here is to add a level plinth to neutralize the 
context within which the machines sit.

SITE SIX: GIANTS OF MINING EXHIBIT
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NOTES
1 - Trowel finish, with acrylic stain white 2 - Adapted from Time-Saver Standards for Landscape Architects (1998: 900)

32 1/2 ’

16  ’

96”

8”

48”

4” concrete slab
with 6” thickened
edge, reinf. as req’d
4” aggregate base,
12” extension 
length

prepared
subgrade

4” concrete slab
reinforced as req’d
4” aggregate base

prepared
subgrade

4” concrete slab
reinforced as req’d

1/4" wide tooled, 
1" depth with 
rounded edges

4” aggregate base

prepared
subgrade

control joint

1
Plan
nts.

2
Concrete paving
nts.

3
Control joint detail
nts.

4
Concrete paving at edge
nts.
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     Syncrude Canada Ltd.  
     West In-Pit / Base Mine Lake 2013
      Image by Author

     Claude Monet
     Bridge over a Pond of Water Lilies 1899
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In 1997 the Canadian Society of Landscape Architects presented 
a Regional Award to the Edmonton based landscape architectural 
fi rm EIDOS Consultants Incorporated for their planning, 
design, and implementation of the Wood Bison Trail.  The work 
completed for Syncrude Canada Ltd. is primarily focused around 
the four kilometres “Matcheetowan Discovery Trails” through 
“Gateway Hill.” The trail itself seems uninspired compared to 
the rich Boreal Forest ecology just beyond the expanding edge of 
the landscapes of extraction and waste.  Yet, perhaps the project’s 
signifi cance is tied to the unique status of Gateway Hill as the 
only certifi ed reclaimed land in the entire Athabasca bituminous 
sands region.

A series of designed site markers, interpretive signage, and 
access points are in close relation to the trail.  EIDOS states: “the 
development of the Wood Bison Trail provided the opportunity 
for Syncrude to communicate visitor information and its corporate 
vision of responsible economic growth which respects local 
aboriginal, environmental and community values.”  The plan 
culminates in the Wood Bison Gateway, a siltstone carving of 
seven bison, by Brian Clark.  But the sculptures, in sombre dark 
grey, have the unfortunate presence of tombstones.  Surrounded 
by so much ongoing habitat destruction, it feels too early to 

celebrate the growth in the wood bison population and their 
offi  cial move from an endangered to threatened species.  

Proposed in the following pages is an addition to the Wood Bison 
Trail designed to push further this perceivable tension between 
destruction and reclamation.  The design extends the existing 
Wood Bison Viewpoint out over the West In-Pit (WIP) tailings 
pond.  The platform is made of locally logged timber and is light 
enough to instil vivid feelings of fl oating above the toxic liquid.  
The picturesque refl ections trace a mirrored view of the ongoing 
Syncrude operations and the remarkably vibrant colours of both 
the reduced and reclaimed landscape.

SITE SEVEN: WOOD BISON TRAIL
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NOTES
1 - Pressure treated locally sourced timber finished matte white 2 - Adapted from FAO: building a good fishing shelter or landing (fao.org)

32 1/2 ’

16 ‘

4 ‘ eq.

8 ‘ eq.

6 
”

8 
“

8 “

36
 “

2” x 8” x 16’
stringers / joists

2” x 6” x 16’
decking boards

2” x 6” x 16’
decking boards

1 1/2” square
tube handrail

2” x 8” x 16’
stringer

8” x 8”
treated timber
piles

1
Elevated platform
nts.

2
Typical timber jetty on piles
nts.
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     Winslow Homer
     After the Hurricane, Bahamas 1899

     Suncor Energy Inc.  
     Pond 1 2010
      Image by Suncor Energy
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Pond One, the historic fi rst tailings pond of 1967 in the Athabasca 
bituminous sands region, was used until 1997 by Suncor Energy, 
Inc.  The pond grew with the industry, and when closed, it 
encompassed an area of 220 hectares.  This feat was made 
possible by the engineering of massive earthen embankments that 
topped out at a staggering 100 meters above the Athabasca River.  
Once fi lled, this vast quantity of toxic liquid was left to settle but 
made far slower progress than anticipated.  Slower even than the 
targets set Suncor.

2009 brought a new initiative. “Directive 074, the Tailings 
Performance Criteria and Requirements for Oil Sands Mining 
Schemes,” was issued by the (now former) Energy Resources 
Conservation Board (ERCB), an agency of the Government of 
Alberta.  The primary objective of Directive 074 was to hold 
mineable oil sands operators accountable for tailings management.  
The ERCB stated clearly: “they have not met the targets set out in 
their applications; as a result, the inventories of fl uid tailings that 
require long-term containment have grown. With each successive 
application and approval, public concerns have also grown.” 
(2009: 2)

One of the stated goals of Directive 074, “to create a traffi  cable 

landscape at the earliest opportunity to facilitate progressive 
reclamation,” was met by Suncor only a few years later.  As a 
result, Pond One became the fi rst tailings pond to be capped with 
a traffi  cable surface.  The thickened tailings were layered with 30 
million tonnes of sand and topped with a 50-centimetre deep layer 
of topsoil.  Suncor subsequently renamed Pond One as “Wapisiw 
Lookout,” trading depression for elevation, topographically 
speaking.

Proposed here in the following pages is a sunken platform fi lled 
with sand.  The artifi cial beach reminds visitors that half a meter 
below the land around them is a continuous sand landscape 
fl oating above a vast lake of semi-solid toxic tailings.  A bench 
further encircles the beach, signalling a reminder that surrounding 
the sunny retreat is an extensive uncertifi ed reclaimed habitat.  
One is never clear if the intention is to keep out or keep in, to 
protect the sensitive habitat or the stakeholder.

Despite its apparent success, or perhaps precisely for this reason, 
the government suspended Directive 074 in 2015.

SITE EIGHT: WAPISIW LOOKOUT
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NOTES
1 - Pressure treated locally sourced lumber, all finished matte white
2 - Concrete all trowel finished, acrylic stain white

3 - Adapted from Continental Pools, Typical Concrete Pool Construction 
    (http://www.continentalpools.com)

32 1/2 ’

37 ’

16 ‘

20 1/2 ’

15
 ‘

6 
‘

6”

6”
4”

6” eq.

12
” m

in
.

18
”

6”

2 ‘

concrete
shell

sunken 
platform

wood
bench

sand

sand cap
verifiy depth 
and bearing 
capacity on 
site

semi-solid
toxic tailings
+/- 100 meters
depth

technical 
membrane

concrete shell
reinforced as 
req’d.

clean sand fill

topsoil cover
+/- 0.5 meters

6 x 6” wood 
bench from 
local timber

1
Sunken platform in concrete shell
nts.

2
Typical concrete edge with bench
nts.
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     Lawren Harris
     Tamarack Swamp, Algoma 1920

     Suncor Energy Inc.  
     Crane Lake Reclamation Area 2010
      Image by Way Way Up
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Crane Lake dates back to the mid-1970s.  Unfortunately, this 
celebrated reclamation and habitat area was a mistake.  Originally 
the site was to serve as a tailings pond, but the early earthmoving 
operations of Suncor Energy, Inc. mistakenly caused the 
embankments to fi ll with fresh water.  The new body of water 
that resulted was isolated from the Athabasca River and the 
surrounding bituminous sands operations.  As Suncor expanded 
its operations and cleared more land for extraction, this defunct 
tailings pond became a stockpile for overburden.  

“Overburden” is the unfl attering name given to the material that 
lies above the bitumen deposits, cleared by operators to access 
the economically valuable resource.  For much of the Athabasca 
bituminous sands region, the so-called overburden waste material 
is biologically rich muskeg.  Mainly left untouched, the muskeg 
and freshwater stored at Crane Lake have revegetated on their 
own.  Today the artifi cial lake is an oasis surrounded by toxic 
tailings ponds and the enormous pet coke capped Pond 5.

The name “Crane Lake” acknowledges that the site is a bird 
habitat, with the Sandhill Crane being the lake’s namesake.  
Crane Lake was opened to the public in 1994 and subsequently 
improved in 2006.  Suncor added interpretive signage to educate 

guests on their reclamation techniques.  A few years later, Suncor 
made a more signifi cant investment in the well-being of birds.  
2008 saw $1.5 million given from the Suncor Energy Foundation 
to Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC).  Of course, 2008 was also the 
year Syncrude Canada Ltd. was ordered to pay $3 million for the 
death of 1,606 birds.  A few years later, in 2010, when 550 birds 
died, no charges were laid.

Proposed in the following pages is a radial array of artifi cial bird 
perches.  As one of the only safe lakes in the area, the design 
intends to make as much nesting habitat as possible.  But what 
does it mean to inhabit a “safe” site when surrounded by a toxic 
landscape?  

Precedent for this design comes from Pond One (Wapisiw 
Lookout), where steel poles have been set in the landscape.  The 
strategy at this site is to confl ate artifi cial and natural, using 
aluminium poles in a geometric pattern to create instant habitat.  
In addition, the material’s durability means the stakes can be 
moved to other reclamation sites in the future, as relations 
between risk and security shift.

SITE NINE: CRANE LAKE
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NOTES
1 - Overall pole height to match typ. Picea mariana height, approx. 10-15 meters,
   measure on site

2 - Aluminum tube, flat white finish
3 - Adapted from Concrete Base for Lightpole, 000-228 (CADdetails.com)
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     Resource Extraction  
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      Image by Pembina Institute
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While not precisely interchangeable, commonly, a fen is called 
a bog, and in the Canadian Boreal region, the prefered term is 
muskeg.  An essential characteristic of this type of landscape 
is water that fl uctuates within 20 centimetres of the surface.  It 
is endemic to the Athabasca bituminous sands region, covering 
approximately 43% of the pre-disturbed landscape but must be 
destroyed, cleared as overburden, for access to underground 
bitumen deposits.  Muskeg is a distinct concern for the bituminous 
sands operators as no one has created one of these complex 
wetland landscapes artifi cially.  That is until Syncrude Canada 
Ltd.’s attempt on 52 hectares of the closed East In-Pit tailings 
pond known as “Sandhill Fen.”

The fen is a smaller portion of the reclamation site, at around 
15 hectares, but it is still ambitious in size as to date, the largest 
proven fen wetland restoration was a much smaller half-hectare 
study.  The process Syncrude undertook at the East In-Pit tailings 
pond started with a sand cap cover suspended above the semi-
solid toxic tailings in a process similar to that developed at Pond 
One (Wapisiw Lookout).  At the low point of the sand cap is 
a discharge area, and the innovation, in this case, was to hold 
collected water to produce an artifi cial wetland at the low point.  
The site was also layered with a half meter deep spreading of 

salvaged live peat material from surrounding cleared muskeg 
landscapes.
 
Proposed in the following pages is a depressed platform 
submerging guests into the reclamation project.  At fi ve feet lower 
than the surrounding landscape, the platform brings the surface to 
eye level.  As a result, the rich mosses, the foundational species of 
a fen, can be seen up close.  While other interventions provided 
a lookout, this proposal trades expansive views for a disorienting 
experience of fi ne details.  The close sight of individual mosses 
and grasses shows remarkable diversity, while the middle 
perspective sinks visitors into an infi nite sea of green.  Were it not 
for the ongoing input of fertilizers, freshwater, and the underdrain 
control system required to maintain this artifi cial fen, it might 
almost appear as a success of reclamation and a demonstration of 
the restorative potential of nature.

SITE TEN: SANDHILL FEN
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NOTES
1 - Pressure treated locally sourced timber finished matte white
2 - Adapted from Time-Saver Standards for Landscape Architects (1998: 410-17, 19)

3 - Adapted from UofM: SULIS, Timber Wall Installation (extension.umn.edu)
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