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On December 3, 2014, the Public Policy Forum brought
together 27 business leaders, energy regulators, public
servants and other stakeholders as part of the Forum’s
practice of convening multi-sector leadership dialogue on
policy issues of national importance. The event took place
in Ottawa in the boardroom of Gowlings LLP, and the
Forum acknowledges the law firm's generous support.
Moderated by David Mitchell, President and CEO of the
Forum, the discussion featured opening remarks by Jim
Ellis, President and CEO of the Alberta Energy Regulator
(AER) and explored the role of regulatory diplomacy in
ensuring responsible energy development. The agenda
and participant list are attached to this summary.

Smarter Energy Regulation

Mr. Ellis opened the session by describing the regulatory
system that existed prior to the launch of the AER in
2013. A 2010 survey by the International Energy Agency
had determined that the Alberta regulatory regime was
not as competitive as it could be, and that the province
was missing out on valuable opportunities as a result.
This motivated the Government of Alberta to consider
alternative ways of regulating the energy industry in

the province. At the executive level, a government

task force was established to look for international
examples of regulatory leaders and determine which, if
any, models could inform changes to Alberta’s system.
At its conclusion, the task force recommended that
Alberta establish a single regulatory body with unified
responsibility for policy assurance (regulatory delivery) of
upstream oil and gas development activities.

Described as the largest and most complex regulatory
change in the history of the province of Alberta, the
merger between the Energy Resources Conservation
Board and the regulatory functions of the provincial
Departments of Energy and of the Environment began in
early 2013. Following this, the AER became responsible
for all projects relating to oil and gas development
activities in the province, ranging from relatively small
projects to those costing tens of billions of dollars. From
the point of application, through development to
eventual restoration, the AER has responsibility for the
full “life-cycle” of energy projects. Employing 1200 staff
across multiple offices, the regulator processes 60-65,000
applications each year.

The merger also sought to enhance the connection
between policymakers and regulators, by moving several
hundred people from jobs with the provincial
government to the AER, bringing with them experience
and expertise, and helping to build what is described as a
“matrix organization.”

Guiding the AER is an understanding that the new
regulatory body needs to be highly professional and
recognized as such. To support this objective, Mr. Ellis
outlined the regulator’s three-year strategic plan to
establish priorities and performance measures along
themes of protection, effectiveness, efficiency and
credibility.

Building Trust and Public
Confidence

The importance of communication and transparency was
emphasized throughout the discussion. Responding to a
question about public perceptions of regulatory bodies,
Mr. Ellis described some of the steps the AER is taking

to build trust and increase public confidence in the new
regulator, such as countering negative attitudes towards
energy development and regulation through disclosure
and engagement.

To help increase public confidence, the AER has developed
a website where every incident relating to energy
development in the province is publicly disclosed within
24 hours. As a result, the AER’s policy of disclosure and
openness sets a high bar for regulators. Although some
companies were initially reluctant to embrace such a

level of openness, being transparent actually enhances
public confidence in the regulator and the broader energy
industry. Given that the national and international media
pay close attention to incidents relating to oil and gas
development, proactive disclosure of information helps to
not only build trust, but also reveals how rarely significant
incidents actually occur. After launching the website,

some journalists had expressed mild disappointment at
the lack of newsworthy incidents that emerged, which
seems to illustrate the gap between perception and reality
regarding the overall safety of energy development in
Alberta.

The AER is also taking steps to engage stakeholders, build
trust and establish a meaningful dialogue with the public.
The Stakeholder and Government Relations Division was



created with a mandate to enhance the reputation of the
AER as a best-in-class regulator by working proactively
with stakeholders at the community, provincial, national
and international levels. With environmentalists or
environmental non-governmental organizations, the goal
is not to convince them that they should support energy
development, but to make sure that they are as informed
as possible about the issues that are important to them.

Becoming a “Best-in-Class”
Regulator

The AER represents an ambitious attempt to develop a
more coordinated, effective and trusted regulatorin a
complex area of public policy. During the rountable
discussion, Mr. Ellis told participants that being a top
regulatory body is not enough if the organization is first
amongst regulators who are mediocre. Instead, the AER
seeks to raise the overall standards that regulatory
bodies aspire to meet and to establish the AER as a
“best-in-class”organization.

In order to measure progress towards becoming a
best-in-class regulator, the AER has commissioned the
University of Pennsylvania’s Penn Program on Regulation
to identify the main qualities of a best-in-class regulator
and develop a system for quantifying the extent to which
the AER satisfies the criteria. A peer-reviewed framework
will be completed by the summer of 2015.

The AER is also focused on ensuring that regulatory
compliance does not undermine energy innovation by
accepting that risk is necessary for progress. In particular,
the AER recognizes the need to support new technology
that can improve the environmental standards associated
with resource development. All energy stakeholders
across sectors must accept that being in the energy
business is synonymous with being in the environmental
business.

Mr. Ellis explained that to incent the good performance
of energy developers, the AER seeks to reward good
performers by providing those who consistently meet or
exceed standards with a more streamlined process. This
reduces costs for the regulator, while encouraging
companies with strong safety and environmental records
to do business in the province.

The discussion with Jim Ellis provided an informative
overview of the AER’s ambitious agenda, which will
almost certainly be tested in the coming years.
Looking ahead, the Public Policy Forum looks forward
to exploring opportunities to help advance smarter
energy regulation in Canada.




Jim Ellis, President and CEO, Alberta Energy Regulator

Jim Ellis has more than 30 years’ experience in the public sector, including
seven years with the Government of Alberta.

Mr. Ellis joined the Alberta Public Service in 2006 as the Executive Director of
the Alberta Environment Support and Emergency Response Team (ASERT).

In 2007, he was appointed Assistant Deputy Minister responsible for
environmental regulatory affairs in Alberta.

Mr. Ellis was appointed Deputy Minister of Environment in 2008 and held that
position until 2011 when he was named Deputy Minister of Energy. During
his tenure with the Department of Environment, he led the development of
numerous major environmental policy initiatives including: the environmental
frameworks for the Qil Sands Region within the Lower Athabasca Regional
Plan; climate change initiatives; and improvements to the environmental
regulatory process for the oil and gas sector.

As the Deputy Minister of Energy, Mr. Ellis led the development and
implementation of the Oil Market Diversification Strategy, was the
lead provincial official for the Canadian Energy Strategy and oversaw
implementation of the Regulatory Enhancement Project.

Mr. Ellis has been the president of the Alberta Water Council, chairman of
the Alberta Petroleum Marketing Commission, and chair of the Steering
Committee of the Regulatory Framework Assessment for Carbon Capture and
Storage.

Prior to joining the Alberta Government, Mr. Ellis served 23 years as an officer
in the Canadian Army, retiring as a Colonel in 2006. He commanded at various
levels including Commanding Officer of the Lord Strathcona’s Horse (Royal
Canadians), Canada’s tank regiment. He served in Germany with the British
army, and commanded during the war in Bosnia in 1994 and 1997. Mr. Ellis
also commanded in Canadian-based operations including the Winnipeg floods
in 1997, the Pine Lake tornado in 2000, the G8 Summit in Kananaskis in 2002,
and the Kelowna fires in 2003. His final overseas mission was as the Senior
Commander for Canada’s mission to Afghanistan in 2004/05.
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