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THE NATIONAL ENERGY PROGRAM OF 1980 
 

The current multifaceted attacks on the Canadian petroleum industry have reminded many 
people of the National Energy Program - also brought into effect by a Liberal Government in 
Ottawa and also by a Trudeau.  Attempts have been made to draw parallels between the two 
situations.  I think that this is incorrect.  Without coming across as a supporter of the N.E.P. 
given that it did cause havoc across Western Canada, I would say that both the contexts and 
the broad strokes of the policies were and are quite different. 
 
At the time that the N.E.P. was announced in October 1980, the petroleum industry was seen by 
all as a central component of the Canadian economy and a sector that it was worth fighting 
over.  The Trudeau Liberals wanted to gain more control over both the financial side of the 
industry and its long term strategic direction.  They conceived and launched a coordinated set of 
energy-related programs that involved every part of the economy from petroleum exploration 
through to home heating – and even international collaboration and assistance. 
 
In contrast, the present Liberal Government seems to be using every trick in the book to destroy 
the industry through carbon taxes, fuel standards, and regulatory complications along with 
downright badmouthing.  The government is being ideologically-driven to oppose just about 
everything that the industry needs to be successful – despite this mainstay being a potential 
engine for recovery from the pandemic.  Talk about shooting yourself – in both feet.  
 
One aspect of a comparison is how program-related funds flowing into the Federal Government 
compare to the use of those funds.  The following diagram shows what the Liberals had in mind 
in 1980.  They seem to have planned to obtain and use roughly the same amounts for energy. 
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The following is the rationalization for the N.E.P., as provided by Energy, Mines and Resources 
Minister Marc Lalonde, in the preamble to the 115 page 1980 N.E.P. program document 
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Drilling rigs headed for the United States – late 1980 
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This is the Table of Contents (2 pages) for the 1980 N.E.P.  
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President of Dome Petroleum, Smilin’ Jack Gallagher (left) and Canadian Prime Minister Pierre 
Elliott Trudeau (right) on a tour of inspection in the Beaufort Sea.  They are almost holding 

hands which in many was symbolic of the relationship between the Federal Government and the 
large companies operating in Canada’s Frontier regions who were funded to a large degree with 

N.E.P.-based monies. 
 

 
 

Drillship of the Dome Petroleum-affiliated Canmar fleet in the “ice-infested” waters of the 
Beaufort Sea.  Canmar, together with Gulf Canada-affiliated Beaudril, operated large fleets of 
drilling and support vessels as they mounted multi-year evaluation campaigns that can only be 
considered military-scale in their size and extent. Photo from “Breaking Ice with Finesse” from 

the Arctic Institute of North America, University of Calgary,  
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The following is Lalonde’s preamble to the 94 page 1982 N.E.P. update: 
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This is the Table of Contents (2 pages) of the 1982 N.E.P. Update 
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There is one funny story about the PetroCanada International Assistance Corporation.  In the 
late 1980’s several ex-Shell Canada individuals were working for P.C.I.A.C. in East Africa.  Part 
of this arrangement was educating government officials about the petroleum potential of their 
countries and how they should go about interacting with the multinationals.  Apparently some 
Shell Group staff resented this as it undermined their competitive edge over the locals.   
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