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Executive Summary 

Background 

The use of rotational workers has been a part of the oil sands industry in the Wood Buffalo region since 

its inception. Although rotational workers might stay in camp or in Fort McMurray, the one defining 

characteristic of these workers is that they do not commute on a daily basis from work to their place of 

permanent residence. These workers were initially used to mainly support construction and temporary 

maintenance activities but have increasingly been supporting longer-term operational activities as the 

industry’s labour needs grew and development extended beyond a safe daily commuting distance from 

Fort McMurray. 

In order to better inform decision making by industry, government, and host communities, the Oil Sands 

Community Alliance (OSCA) commissioned a study of operations-related rotational workers. The goal of 

the study is to gain a better understanding of: 

• the size and nature of the operations-related rotational workforce, 

• the size, nature, and relative magnitude of the economic and social effects of these workers on the 

region, and 

• which factors have the most influence on worker decisions to relocate to the region. 

This study specifically focuses on how the operations-related rotational workforce in the RMWB 

makes its presence felt in the region and on Fort McMurray in particular. Given the relatively strong oil 

sands industry in the southern part of the RMWB and its relatively close proximity to Lac La Biche, the 

study also looks at the effects of the operations-related rotational workers on that community. 

Nichols Applied Management (Nichols), an economic and management consulting firm based in 

Edmonton, Alberta, was principally responsible for study design, survey execution, stakeholder 

interviews, conducting background research, and report writing. OSCA members and staff provided 

guidance and support with all aspects of the work, especially survey execution (i.e. site visits). 

Approach 

The study primarily relies upon the results of a survey of operations-related rotational workers in the 

Wood Buffalo region that was carried out in the late summer/early fall of 2017. The survey was 

administered at workcamp sites related to seven operating oil sands projects and also made available 

online to workers at these and other sites. Over 2,200 surveys were completed. Results of the 2017 

Rotational Worker Survey are compared against results from the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey, where 

possible.1 

                                                      
1 A survey of mobile (i.e. rotational) workers in the Wood Buffalo region was carried out by Nichols Applied Management in 2007. 

Differences between 2007 and 2017 survey results are attributable to several factors discussed in the report, not least of which is 
the change in the composition of the rotational worker population. Specifically, in 2007, survey respondents were largely 
construction-related workers engaged in mostly temporary work, whereas the 2017 survey was aimed at operations-related 
rotational workers, primarily engaged in permanent employment. 
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Other research and analytical tasks undertaken in support of this study include: 

• interviews with roughly a dozen representatives from regional service providers, both public and 

private, to qualitatively discuss the nature and magnitude of the effect of rotational workers on local 

services, 

• carrying out an economic effects analysis to trace the ripple effects of direct spending by operations-

related rotational workers through the regional economy, and 

• reviewing existing studies and reports, as well as drawing on over 40 years of corporate experience in 

the region. 

Additional information on these data sources and overall study methodology is provided in Section 2. 

Profile of Operations-Related Rotational Workers 

• The operations-related rotational workforce is overwhelmingly male (85%) and mostly married (71%). 

• Nearly half (47%) of operations-related rotational workers are over the age of 44. 

• Approximately 13% of operations-related rotational workers identified as either First Nation (7%), 

Métis (5%), or Inuit (1%). Indigenous workers represent a substantively larger portion of the 

operations-related rotational workforce (13%), as compared to 5% of the overall provincial labour 

force in 2016.2 

• Just over 60% of operations-related workers come from Alberta, excluding Lac La Biche and the 

Wood Buffalo region. As compared to the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey results, a higher proportion of 

workers are from Alberta in 2017. This could be a reflection of a number of factors including changing 

economic conditions in Alberta and the location of regional hubs in Alberta to support fly-in/fly-out 

(FIFO) operations. 

• Approximately 5% of operations-related rotational workers live in the Wood Buffalo region (mostly in 

Fort McMurray), and 1% live in Lac La Biche. 

• Roughly a third (32%) of operations-related rotational workers are from elsewhere in Canada. Of 

those rotational workers whose place of residence is elsewhere in Canada, roughly four in ten (43%) 

reside in British Columbia. This is a shift from 2007 results, when the majority of workers were from 

Maritime provinces (i.e. Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, PEI, and New Brunswick). This 

could be a reflection of increased flights to and from British Columbia in support of FIFO operations. 

• Nearly 60% of operations-related rotational workers have worked more than 5 years in the region, 

with over one-quarter (26%) having worked more than 10 years in the region. 

Effects of Rotational Workers 

Fort McMurray 

• Based on survey results, nearly 6 in 10 (58%) operations-related rotational workers travel to the 

region by taking a plane to and from a nearby or onsite airstrip. A further quarter of workers (24%) 

                                                      
2  Statistics Canada 2016. Federal Census.  
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travel to and from the region by car and 16% travel in and out of the region via the Fort McMurray 

Airport (YMM). 

• According to a YMM representative, rotational workers and business travellers related to the oil and 

gas industry represent roughly 40% of monthly passenger movements at the airport.3 YMM has 

expressed a strong interest in working with industry to increase passenger traffic through YMM as a 

means of improving and increasing route options at YMM and supporting other businesses in the 

region that rely on airport activity (e.g. restaurants, concessions). 

• When staying in the region during their shift, operations-related rotational workers do make 

occasional trips to Fort McMurray. Based on 2017 survey results, a rotational worker makes an 

average of 0.18 visits per week to the community. As compared to the 2007 survey results, the 

average number of trips per week for a rotational worker is down from 0.69. The reduction in visits per 

worker could be related to a number of factors, including improved onsite amenities and services and 

the increasing distance between new oil sands development and Fort McMurray. 

• Based on 2017 survey results, a majority of trips to Fort McMurray (61%) are made during a worker’s 

shift rotation, reflecting an intentional visit to the centre during off-hours and implying two-way travel. 

The balance of trips (39%) are made at either the start or finish of a shift rotation, as workers are 

‘passing through’. 

• When rotational workers make trips into Fort McMurray, they typically do so to access private and 

public-sector services available in the community. Drawing on 2017 survey results, approximately 

84% of all activities and services undertaken or used by operations-related rotational workers are in 

the private sector, demonstrating the predominant nature of commercial transactions and activities. 

For example, roughly a quarter of activities undertaken by operations-related rotational workers 

involved obtaining supplies (12%) or going out to a restaurant (12%). These results are in line with 

the 2007 survey findings. 

• It is important to recognize that the use of services in the region by rotational workers does not speak 

to the broader change in demand for these services by regional residents or the capacity of service 

providers to meet those demands. Specifically: 

o Many private-sector service providers (e.g. food, hospitality, retail) have seen overall demand 

decrease from their peak levels before 2014. In addition, the decreased population in the region 

has created labour force attraction and retention challenges for some providers. Many would 

welcome increased demand from rotational workers or, preferably, from operations-related 

rotational workers becoming residents of the region. 

o For public-sector service providers (e.g. health, social, policing services), the change in demand 

has been somewhat mixed in recent years. Although reduced population levels have decreased 

demand for some types of services, it has led to an increase in demand for others, especially 

social and family support services. With respect to capacity, some service providers have 

benefitted from increased resources (e.g. funding, staff) as a result of past growth in the region. 

However, public-sector service providers are also heavily reliant on government funding at a time 

                                                      
3 A breakdown of this estimate by type of worker (e.g. construction, operations, maintenance) is not available. 
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when all levels of government are looking for opportunities to reduce expenditures. Recognizing 

these challenges, some service providers have expressed concern about even marginal 

increases in demand from rotational workers. 

• The activities that rotational workers engage in when they are in Fort McMurray and the purchases 

that they make have an economic effect on the regional economy. On average, a camp-based 

operations-related rotational worker spends roughly $436 per visit to Fort McMurray. 

• Based on these findings it is estimated that, on an annual basis, operations-related rotational workers 

will have spent between $82 and $91 million in Fort McMurray in 2017. This spending translates to: 

o $33 to $36 million in local GDP and an additional $20 to $22 million to the rest of the Province 

(i.e. $53 to $58 million, in total), and 

o $18 to $20 million in local household income and an additional $12 to $13 million to the rest of the 

Province (i.e. $30 to $33 million, in total). 

• In terms of employment, the annual effect of direct spending by operations-related rotational workers 

in Fort McMurray is estimated to generate approximately 420 to 465 full-time equivalents (FTEs) in 

Fort McMurray with an additional 290 to 320 FTEs elsewhere in the province (i.e. 710 to 785 FTEs, in 

total).4 

Lac La Biche 

• Operations-related rotational workers at projects along Highway 881 in proximity to Conklin also 

make occasional trips to Lac La Biche. Based on 2017 survey results, a rotational worker from these 

projects makes an average of 0.35 trips per week to Lac La Biche. 

• For workers visiting Lac La Biche, the pattern of services used is similar to that in Fort McMurray, but 

a higher percentage of activities (19%) relate to ‘obtaining supplies’ as compared to these same 

activities undertaken by rotational workers in Fort McMurray (12%). 

• Spending in Lac La Biche is estimated at $293 per visit. On an annual basis, operations-related 

rotational workers at projects along Highway 881, in proximity to Conklin, are estimated to spend 

between $8 and $9 million in Lac La Biche in 2017. 

Rural Communities and Backcountry Activities 

• Smaller rural communities in the RMWB are also affected by the presence of rotational workers in the 

region. Rotational workers visit the small rural communities to buy supplies, conduct company 

business, or just to look around. 

• The average number of trips per week by operations-related rotational workers to the various 

communities varies from 0.01 (Fort Chipewyan) to 0.19 (Conklin). As compared to the 2007 survey 

results, the average number of trips per week by rotational workers to smaller communities has 

generally decreased. 

                                                      
4 These estimates relate to direct spending by operations-related rotational workers and do not consider the spending of other 

types of rotational workers (i.e. construction workers) or the spending of industry operators to support feeding and housing the 
region’s rotational workforce (e.g. camp-based accommodation, amenities, and services). 
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• Although businesses in these communities benefit from the purchasing of goods and services by 

rotational workers, some residents of these small, often Indigenous communities, have previously 

expressed concern with strangers in the community. 

• The average number of backcountry activities in which operations-related rotational workers engage 

in a year is estimated at 0.5 per worker, roughly half the estimate in 2007, suggesting that rotational 

workers are engaging less in backcountry activities. This could be due to a number of factors, 

including actions taken by industry to discourage workers from fishing, hunting, and driving 

recreational vehicles on traditional lands. 

Quality of Life for Rotational Workers 

• Although a majority of operations-related workers (61%) engage in rotational work for more 

money/higher salary, there are several other reasons workers engage in this type of work, including 

the opportunity to do interesting work or learn new skills (29%), the opportunity for career 

advancement (27%), or because they prefer a mobile lifestyle (11%) 

• One key advantage of rotational work is that it eliminates the need for workers and families to 

undertake a costly and disruptive relocation to another, often larger, centre to access employment 

opportunities. Nearly 4 in 10 operations-related workers indicate that they engage in rotational work 

because of a lack of available jobs at home. Rotational work also allows these workers to remain in 

their home community where they can maintain their social and family connections, as well as benefit 

from a relatively lower cost of living, especially housing. 

• The economic and social benefits of rotational work can extend beyond the participating workers and 

their families to their broader home community. These economic and social benefits are especially 

important in smaller urban and rural communities.  Nearly half of operations-related rotational workers 

and their families are settled in relatively smaller centres of 50,000 people or less, including over a 

quarter of workers (27%) settled in communities of 10,000 people or less. 

• Despite the benefits of rotational work, there are a number of challenges. A large majority of 

operations-related rotational workers (80%) identified separation from family and friends as the 

greatest challenge they face while working outside of daily commuting distance of their home 

community. This extended time away from home can lead to further difficulties for both workers and 

their families including depression or anxiety, altered social and family relationships, and increased 

stress placed on families. 

• The degree to which workers and their families experience the benefits and/or challenges of rotational 

work depends on individual work and personal circumstances. 

• Based on 2017 survey results, nearly 80% of operations-related rotational workers in the Wood 

Buffalo region are either very (33%) or somewhat (46%) satisfied with working outside of daily 

commuting distance of their home community. 

Likelihood of Moving to the Region 

• During recent periods of strong economic growth (i.e. mid to late 2000s), rotational worker 

arrangements helped to minimize the industry’s effect on the regional population, thereby reducing 

demand on already overburdened regional infrastructure and services, especially housing. However, 
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times have changed. The recent economic downturn and 2016 wildfire have led to a reduced 

population in the region. Many community members have expressed interest in seeing more 

operations-related rotational workers and their families become long-term residents of the region. 

• Although many service providers in Wood Buffalo recognize that some level of rotational workers will 

always be a part of the industry, there is a perception that oil sands operators could be doing more to 

encourage workers to live locally. A number of interviewees for this study expressed an interest in 

seeing industry, government, and others (e.g. local service providers) work collaboratively in 

developing strategies for encouraging more operations-related rotational workers to live in the region. 

• For their part, many oil sands operators have noted that while they rely on operations-related 

rotational workers, they are committed to supporting local employment. Most projects have bus or 

shuttle trips to Fort McMurray and other communities within the region. Ranging from daily to weekly, 

these trips transport workers from their homes at the beginning or end of their shift rotations. Further, 

many oil sands operators actively seek local employees through open job postings, career fairs, and 

other approaches. 

• Drawing on 2017 survey results, the most prevalent reason why operations-related rotational workers 

do not relocate to Fort McMurray is because they believe that housing in Fort McMurray is too 

expensive. Although house prices in Fort McMurray have dropped considerably in recent years, the 

average Multiple Listing Service (MLS) resale price for housing units (all types) in fall 2017 was nearly 

$500,000, still above most other urban centres in Canada. The next most common reasons for not 

relocating to Fort McMurray include that: a worker’s family is already settled in their home community; 

Fort McMurray is too far away from extended family and friends; and Fort McMurray is simply too 

remote a location. 

• Through the 2017 survey, operations-related rotational workers indicated that increased job security 

in the oil sands sector, improved housing incentives from employers, and increased employment 

opportunities (for self/partner) are the most important changes needed in order for them to consider 

living in Fort McMurray. 

• Even considering all these potential changes, just over half (52%) of operations-related rotational 

workers would not consider moving to Fort McMurray. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Given the location and nature of oil sands development, rotational workers have been, and remain, a 

constant feature of oil sands activity in northern Alberta. Although these workers were initially used to 

mainly support construction and temporary maintenance activities, they have increasingly been 

supporting longer-term operational activities as the industry’s labour needs grew and development 

extended farther away from Fort McMurray. The rotational workforce grew substantially during the 

industry’s major expansion period of the early to mid-2000s – with some estimates placing them at 

roughly one-third of the total regional population – before decreasing in more recent years as a result of 

the economic slowdown. 

Although rotational workers might stay in camp or in Fort McMurray, the one defining characteristic of 

these workers is that they do not commute on a daily basis from work to their place of permanent 

residence.  There is clear acknowledgement that these workers influence socio-economic conditions in 

the region, but there is a lack of current and reliable information on this rotational workforce. In fact, even 

attempting to define and characterize the rotational workforce is problematic. Many of these workers are, 

by nature, transitory and it is difficult to ascertain much with respect to the workforce composition (e.g. 

age, marital status, employment) and motivation and preferences of individual workers (e.g. interest in 

rotational work, interest in relocating). 

1.2 Previous Initiatives 

Several studies and surveys have been undertaken over the past decade in an attempt to gain more 

knowledge and understanding of this workforce, both within the Wood Buffalo region and more broadly 

across northern Alberta. Among these initiatives are: 

• a 2007 survey of mobile workers in the Wood Buffalo region carried out by Nichols Applied 

Management, 

• a survey of camp-based workers as part of the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo’s (RMWB’s) 

2012 Municipal Census, 

• a 2013 study of industry-related aviation activity, primarily the movement of rotational workers, in and 

out of the Athabasca Oil Sands Area (AOSA) by Nichols Applied Management, 

• a 2013 study on the size and nature of the interprovincial workforce in Alberta by Statistics Canada, 

and 

• a 2015 study on the nature and experience of rotational workers in the oil and gas industry in northern 

Alberta by Enform, the safety association for the upstream oil and gas industry. 

All of these studies and surveys have helped to add to the shared understanding of rotational workers. 

However, information contained in these documents is often dated and information gaps still remain. As a 

result, public debate on the size, use, merits and effects of the rotational workforce has occurred in the 

absence of a more fulsome understanding of the most current and relevant facts. 
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1.3 Study Objectives 

In order to better inform decision making by industry, government, and host communities, the Oil Sands 

Community Alliance (OSCA) commissioned a study of the operations-related rotational workforce. The 

goal of this study is to gain a better understanding of: 

• the size and nature of the operations-related rotational workforce, 

• the size, nature, and relative magnitude of the economic and social effects of these workers on the 

region, and 

• which factors have the most influence on worker decisions to relocate to the region. 

This study specifically focuses on how the large operations-related rotational workforce in the RMWB 

makes its presence felt in the region and on Fort McMurray in particular. Given the relatively strong oil 

sands industry in the southern part of the RMWB and its relatively close proximity to Lac La Biche, the 

study also looks at the effects of operations-related rotational workers on that community. 

Nichols Applied Management, an economic and management consulting firm based in Edmonton, 

Alberta, was principally responsible for study design, survey execution, carrying out interviews, 

conducting background research, and report writing. OSCA members and staff provided guidance and 

support with all aspects of the work, especially survey execution (i.e. site visits). 

1.4 Report Outline 

The sections of the report following this introduction are organized as follows: 

• Section 2 discusses methodological considerations and describes in some detail the research 

process. 

• Section 3 presents a profile of operations-related rotational workers in the Wood Buffalo region, 

including general demographic data, place of residence, education levels, and employment. 

• Section 4 provides an analysis of the interactions that rotational workers have with local communities, 

including transportation, accommodation, visits to local communities, use of local services, and 

spending in the region and associated economic effects. 

• Section 5 discusses the reasons that operations workers choose rotational arrangements, what 

challenges they face being away from home, and what might make their stay in the region while 

working on-site more enjoyable. 

• Section 6 identifies the interest of operations-related rotational workers in relocating to the region 

along with the factors that keep them tied to their home community and what changes in the 

community would increase their interest in relocating to the region. 

In the report, 2017 Rotational Worker Survey results are compared against results from the 2007 Mobile 

Worker Survey, where possible. Differences between 2007 and 2017 survey results are attributable to 

several factors, not least of which is the change in the composition of the rotational worker population. 

Specifically, in 2007, survey respondents were largely construction-related workers engaged in mostly 

temporary work, whereas the 2017 survey was aimed at operations-related rotational workers, primarily 

engaged in permanent employment. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

The research methodologies employed for this study are: 

• a survey of operations-related rotational workers, 

• interviews with selected regional service provider representatives, 

• an input-out economic effects analysis to trace ripple effects of direct spending by rotational workers 

through the regional economy, and 

• a review of existing studies and reports. 

Additional information on study approach and methodological considerations are provided below. 

2.2 Defining Rotational Workers 

There are several rotational worker arrangements in the region, including: 

• oil sands-related construction and operations workers staying overnight in project accommodations 

(i.e. camps) and regional communities, 

• tradespersons working on commercial/residential projects, mostly in Fort McMurray, and 

• other skilled and unskilled workers who make their way into the region for short-term contract work. 

The one defining characteristic for all these workers is that they do not make daily commutes to their 

place of permanent residence when working in the region. 

Although this study is intended to inform a broader discussion of the effects of the entire rotational 

workforce, attempting to quantify the size, characteristics, and effects of this subset of society would be 

an especially complicated and resource-intensive undertaking. A decision was made to target the 

Rotational Workforce Survey and associated economic effects analysis on oil sands operations-related 

rotational workers for a number of reasons, including: 

• the inherent challenges in attempting to survey the entire rotational workforce due to the fact that 

many people would be hard to identify and contact, 

• the interest of the municipality and many community members on seeing this group of rotational 

workers relocate to the region, and 

• the longer-term, more permanent nature of operations-related employment as compared to 

construction-related employment. 

Based on results from the OSCA population model and the RMWB’s 2017 survey of selected project 

accommodations, the total oil sands operations-related rotational workforce was estimated to be, on 

average, roughly 17,000 in 2017. 

In the case of qualitative data gathered through the service provider interviews and review of past studies 

it is not possible to differentiate the effects of one group of rotational workers over another. The available 

qualitative data often helps to complement and provide context for the more targeted quantitative results. 
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2.3 Survey Design and Logistics 

Site Selection 

The survey was administered at workcamp sites related to the following seven operating oil sands 

projects in the region:5 

• CNRL Horizon 

• CNRL Albian Sands Muskeg River Mine/Jackpine Mine 

• Imperial Kearl 

• Suncor Firebag 

• ConocoPhillips Surmont 

• Cenovus Christina Lake 

• Devon Jackfish 

Recognizing that there are over 30 operating mine and in-situ worksites in the RMWB and Lac La Biche 

areas, a number of variables were taken into consideration when choosing these project sites for 

surveying, including: 

• location (north and south of Fort McMurray, along Highway 63 and Highway 881, within/outside 

commuting distance), 

• type (in-situ, mine, upgrader), 

• size (estimated production, which corresponds somewhat with workforce size), and 

• workforce transportation offerings (e.g. FIFO, bus in/bus out, self-commuting). 

The location of a worksite has a particular bearing on the likelihood of workers to visit nearby 

communities. For example, sites in the northern part of the region have a measure of effect on Fort 

McMurray, whereas the effects of sites in the far southern half of the region tend to fall more so on Lac La 

Biche. For this reason, marginally different survey questionnaires for northern and southern projects were 

developed to account for some differences in expected visit patterns to nearby communities. Appendix A 

provides a copy of the survey questionnaire used at sites near Conklin along highway 881. This 

questionnaire was the most comprehensive of the set. 

Site Visits 

Site visits were carried out by OSCA and Nichols representatives from late August to early September 

2017. In nearly all instances, paper copies of the survey were distributed to workers as they 

entered/exited the dining halls. A total of 1,798 paper copies of the survey were completed. 

                                                      
5 An early version of the survey was also administered by Athabasca Oil Corporation at its Hangingstone project. These survey 

responses have been incorporated into the survey results, where possible. 
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Online Survey 

In addition to the onsite administration of the survey, online versions of the survey were also made 

available from mid to late September 2017. Links to the online surveys were publicized and distributed via 

industry representatives with the following companies: 

• Athabasca Oil Corporation 

• Canadian Natural Resources Limited (CNRL) 

• Connacher Oil and Gas Ltd. 

• ConocoPhillips Canada Resources Corp. 

• Cenovus Energy Inc. 

• Devon Energy Corporation 

• Imperial Oil Limited 

• Suncor Energy Inc. 

• Syncrude Canada Ltd. 

 

A total of 475 surveys were completed online. Taken together, 2,275 surveys were completed either 

online or in-person at work camp sites. 

Accuracy 

Assuming randomness of the selection of respondents, the results are accurate plus or minus 1.9% 19 

times out of 20, which is well within the generally accepted and often used accuracy level of plus or minus 

5% 19 times out of 20. This accuracy level relates to those questions which were answered by all 

respondents. Questions that are answered only by a subset of respondents have smaller sample sizes 

and a correspondingly wider confidence level. 

2.4 Service Provider Interviews 

Along with carrying out a survey of operations-related rotational workers, Nichols representatives spoke 

with roughly a dozen representatives of public and private-sector service providers in the region as a 

means of obtaining feedback on the nature and magnitude of the effect of rotational workers on 

communities in the region. Specifically, interviews were carried out in November 2017 with 

representatives of: 

• Northern Lights Regional Health Centre 

• Alberta Health Services – North Zone 

• Fort McMurray Chamber of Commerce 

• Fort McMurray Hotel Group 

• Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo 

• Fort McMurray Real Estate Board 

• Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP)  

• YMM Airport Authority 

• Wood Buffalo Food Bank 

Recognizing the limited nature of this exercise, interviews were carried out with a selected number of 

individuals representing a cross-section of local/regional infrastructure and service providers. The input 

gained from these interviews is used throughout this report to supplement the survey findings. It should 

be noted that while survey results pertain to operations-related rotational workers, the input provided by 

many interviewees relates to the broader rotational workforce as service providers are often unable to 

differentiate between types of rotational workers (e.g. construction, operations, other industries). 
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2.5 Economic Effects Analysis 

The study team relied on spending data obtained via the Rotational Worker Survey and the Alberta Input‐

Output (IO) model, built and maintained by Alberta Finance, to develop estimates of the economic effects 

of operations-related rotational workers. Conceptually, the IO model allows an analyst to quantify the 

economic effects of a particular activity or project as the spending associated with the activity ripples 

through the economy due to the interconnected nature of various sectors and markets. Specifically, an IO 

model considers the: 

• direct effects of project expenditures on goods and services, 

• indirect effects of project expenditures as suppliers to the project and related industries expand their 

output to meet the needs of the project, and 

• induced effects of the project as the additional income paid to employees of the direct and indirect 

sectors is circulated through the economy. 

Together, the direct, indirect, and induced effects constitute the full economic effect of a project or activity 

which can be characterized using a number of metrics that include: 

• Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 

• Household income, and 

• Employment (jobs). 

Despite the intuitive appeal of IO models, their use has been criticized in a number of venues due to the 

misapplication of the framework and the interpretation of results. The concerns expressed with regard to 

the use of IO models relate primarily to the claims made with respect to the incremental nature of the 

estimated activity when the prevailing socio‐economic conditions may in fact suggest that the 

expenditures being analysed could be redirected elsewhere and the indirect and induced effects may be 

limited if the expenditures are being made in an economy with full employment. Additionally, the 

conflation of economic activity and net benefits accruing to society is problematic. An input-output model 

allows for the description of the flows of economic activity, not the net benefit thereof. Accordingly, the 

measures of economic activity contained herein should be considered order of magnitude estimates and 

directionally correct in situations where capacity in the local and provincial economy exists.  
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3. Rotational Worker Profile 

The following section provides an overview of some general characteristics of the operations-related 

rotational workforce based on the 2017 Rotational Worker Survey. 

3.1 General Demographics 

As shown in Table 3-1 and Figure 3-1, the operations-related rotational workforce is overwhelmingly male 

(85%) and mostly married (71%). In comparison, the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey found a higher 

percentage of rotational workers at the time were male (92%) and a lower percentage were married 

(52%). The difference in results between 2007 and 2017 is likely a reflection of the fact that rotational 

workers in 2007 were mostly engaged in construction activities, a more heavily male-dominated sector 

with fewer permanent employment opportunities. 

Table 3-1 Gender 

Gender % of Rotational Workers 

Male 85% 

Female 15% 

Total 100% 

Figure 3-1 Marital Status 

 

Nearly half (47%) of operations-related rotational workers are over the age of 44 (see Figure 3-2). In 

comparison, only 27% of respondents to the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey were over the age of 44. This 

increase in age could reflect the shift in occupations that comprise the rotational workforce (i.e. workers 

who fill construction-related occupations are generally younger than those who fill operations-related 

positions due to the temporary and more physically intensive nature of construction work).  
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Figure 3-2 Age Distribution 

 

Approximately 13% of survey respondents identified as either First Nation (7%), Métis (5%), or Inuit (1%) 

(see Table 3-2). Indigenous workers represent a substantively larger portion of the operations-related 

workforce (13%), as compared to 5% of the overall provincial labour force in 2016.6 

Table 3-2 Indigenous Status 

Indigenous Status % of Rotational Workers 

First Nation 7% 

Métis 5% 

Inuit 1% 

None 87% 

Total 100% 

3.2 Place of Residence 

As shown in Figure 3-3: 

• Just over 60% of operations-related workers come from Alberta, excluding Lac La Biche and the 

Wood Buffalo region. Of these, a large majority live in Alberta’s two major centres, Edmonton (25%) 

and Calgary (22%), with the remainder coming from smaller communities across Alberta. 

• Approximately 5% of respondents live in the Wood Buffalo region (mostly in Fort McMurray), and 1% 

live in Lac La Biche. 

• Roughly a third (32%) of respondents are from elsewhere in Canada. 

                                                      
6  Statistics Canada 2016. Federal Census.  
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As compared to the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey results, a higher proportion of workers are from Alberta 

in 2017. This could be a reflection of a number of factors including changing economic conditions in 

Alberta (i.e. improved labour availability in 2017), and the location of regional hubs in Alberta used to 

support FIFO operations (e.g. Edmonton, Calgary). 

Figure 3-3 Place of Permanent Residence 

 

Of those operations-related rotational workers whose place of residence is elsewhere in Canada, roughly 

four in ten (43%) reside in British Columbia (see Figure 3-4). This is a shift from 2007 results, when the 

majority of workers were from Maritime provinces (i.e. Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, PEI, 

and New Brunswick). This could be a reflection of increased flights to and from British Columbia in 

support of FIFO operations. 
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Figure 3-4 Place of Permanent Residence (Elsewhere in Canada) 

 

Almost half (45%) of workers come from relatively smaller urban centres of 50,000 people or less (see 

Figure 3-5). 
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3.3 Education and Employment 

When it comes to educational attainment, roughly three-quarters of operations-related rotational workers 

have a post-secondary certificate, diploma, or degree (see Figure 3-6). 

Figure 3-6 Highest Level of Formal Education 

 

Nearly 60% of respondents have worked more than 5 years in the region, with over one-quarter (28%) 

having worked more than 10 years in the region (Figure 3-7). 

Figure 3-7 Length of Time Working in the Region 
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4. Effects of Rotational Workers 

4.1 Travel and Accommodation 

4.1.1 Travel Outside the Region 

How rotational workers move in and out of the region is an important consideration for both residents and 

decision makers in the region. In the past, there have been concerns with relatively high traffic volumes in 

the region and associated safety. In more recent years, concerns have been expressed about the use of 

onsite aerodromes as opposed to use of the newly opened and larger terminal at the Fort McMurray 

Airport (YMM).  Based on survey results, roughly 58% of operations-related rotational workers take a 

plane to and from a nearby or onsite airstrip. A further 24% travel to and from the region by car and 16% 

use YMM (see Figure 4-1). 

Figure 4-1 Modes of Transportation (Travel to and from the Region) 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses permitted. 

According to a YMM representative, rotational workers and business travellers related to the oil and gas 

industry represent roughly 40% of monthly passenger movements at the airport.7 Despite the opening of a 

new, larger, airport terminal, passenger traffic at YMM has decreased by over 40% since a peak of 1.3 

million in 2013/14. Passenger traffic on charter flights through YMM decreased even more substantially 

(roughly 80%) during this same timeframe. These declines in activity are due in large part to the general 

reduction in regional economic activity resulting from the downturn in the oil sands industry. 

As shown in Figure 4-1, a considerable number of rotational workers travel in and out of the region via 

private aerodromes. Currently, there are approximately 15 projects in the region making use of FIFO 

                                                      
7 A breakdown of this estimate by type of worker (e.g. construction, operations, maintenance) is not available. 
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programs to support their operations. Of these, 11 use private aerodromes located at or near project 

sites, while four use YMM.8 The Fort McMurray Airport has expressed a strong interest in working with 

industry to increase passenger traffic through YMM as means of improving and increasing route options 

at YMM and supporting other businesses in the region that rely on airport activity (e.g. restaurants, 

concessions). 

4.1.2 Accommodation in the Region 

When staying in the region during their shift, it is estimated that approximately 82% of operations-related 

rotational workers stay in work camps or lodges, mostly onsite (Table 4-1). The remaining 18% stay in 

either hotels/motels, owned/rental housing, or campgrounds in the region, mostly in Fort McMurray. There 

is a higher percentage of rotational workers staying in camp/lodge accommodations in 2017 as compared 

to the 2007 Mobile Worker Survey results (74%). 

Table 4-1 Type of Accommodation 

Accommodation Type % of Rotational Workers 

Camp/lodge 82% 

Hotel/motels, owned/rental housing/campgrounds 18% 

Total 100% 

The use of camps or lodge accommodations have been a part of industry practice from the beginning of 

oil sands development in the area.9 Camp accommodation is used in all stages of oil sands industry 

development, from early stage work, to construction, and now increasingly operations. The increasing use 

of camps to support operations has been driven both by increased competition for labour (i.e. a need to 

engage workers from outside the region), as well as by health and safety concerns due to oil sands 

development moving further outside of daily commuting distance from Fort McMurray. 

Generally, there is a trend towards higher standards in camp rooms and amenities. This includes larger 

rooms, private bathrooms, and more amenities. In many cases, camps offer workers access to wide-

ranging recreation and entertainment facilities and programming (e.g. fitness rooms, running tracks, ice 

sheets, ball diamonds, movie rooms, bars, games rooms, etc.). As a result, many operations camps in the 

region are less like a traditional ‘work camp’ and more like a hotel with enhanced meal services and 

recreation facilities. 

As noted in Table 4-1, a number of rotational workers also make use of other permanent and temporary 

accommodations in the region, mostly in Fort McMurray. Based on the 2015 RMWB Municipal Census, 

the urban shadow population (i.e. non-residents) was roughly 4,300, with just over half (53%) staying in 

hotels/motels and campgrounds, and the remainder (47%) staying in residential accommodation (rental 

                                                      
8 Further information on FIFO arrangements in the Wood Buffalo Region is available in FIFO in the Oil Sands: Fly-In/Fly-Out 

Operations in the RMWB, November 2017 (Nichols Applied Management). 
9 There are two primary models for camp operations. Camps are either private camps, which means that they are owned by oil 

sands industry proponents and run by in-house or contracted resources, or open camps that are owned and operated by third 
parties who take on the housing and catering function on a contracted-out basis. 
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and owned housing).10 For the local housing market, rotational workers make use of various 

arrangements including owning or renting property, renting out individual suites or rooms within a house, 

or couch-surfing. Renting out rooms or suites to rotational workers has provided homeowners in the 

region with an additional source of income to help cover relatively high mortgage costs. During periods of 

peak economic activity (e.g. 2012-2014), the demand for rental housing by rotational workers influenced 

new housing construction, with separate entrances or suites being incorporated into new single-family 

homes. 

4.2 Trips in the Region 

Rotational workers do make occasional trips to the nearby urban centres of Fort McMurray and Lac La 

Biche (during shifts, between shift rotations). Based on 2017 survey results, an operations-related 

rotational worker makes an average of 0.18 visits per week to the community. This number varies 

between 0.13 and 0.30 depending on the location of the worksite (see Table 4-2). As compared to the 

2007 survey results, the number of trips per week for an average rotational worker is down from 0.69. The 

reduction in visits per worker could be related to a number of factors, including improved onsite amenities 

and services and the increasing distance between new oil sands development and Fort McMurray. 

Table 4-2 Average Number of Trips to Fort McMurray Per Week by Rotational 
Workers 

Work Site Location Trips per Week 

North of Fort McMurray 0.17 

Near South of Fort McMurray  0.30 

Far South of Fort McMurray 0.13 

Average 0.18 
Notes: 

1) Near South of Fort McMurray: sites located just south of Fort McMurray along Highways 63 and 881 

2) Far South of Fort McMurray: sites located along Highway 881 in relatively close proximity to Conklin 

Workers at projects further south along Highway 881 (i.e. far south) visit Fort McMurray less frequently. In 

addition to visiting Fort McMurray, these workers also make trips to Lac La Biche (an average of 0.35 trips 

per week). 

The frequency of worker visits is influenced by several factors including: 

• Distance. Some project sites – such as Imperial Kearl to the north and Devon Jackfish to the south – 

are more than a one-hour drive (one-way) from Fort McMurray. 

• Transportation Options. Given that many operations-related rotational workers engage in FIFO, 

they often have limited transportation options for traveling to nearby service centres. 

                                                      
10  The local hotel/motel industry has seen a substantive decrease in business in recent years, resulting from the recent downturn in 

the local economy and increasing use of camps in the region. However, in 2017 overlapping shutdowns at nearby oil sands 
facilities and the effects of the 2016 wildfire (e.g. rebuild activities) helped reverse that trend as occupancy rates increased 
slightly.  



 

Oil Sands Community Alliance 

Oil Sands Operations-Related Rotational Workforce Study 

22 

• Worksite policies. Over half of survey respondents (53% and 56%, respectively) indicated that the 

site at which they work has policies in place that limit their ability to visit Fort McMurray and Lac La 

Biche while working in the region. 

• Amenities and Services. The general enhancement in recent years of onsite amenities and services 

aimed at meeting the health, recreation, and entertainment demands of workers serves to reduce the 

need or interest of workers in visiting nearby communities. Conversely, the expansion and 

enhancement of amenities and services in nearby communities (e.g. recreation facilities, restaurants, 

bars) could encourage workers to make visits to the community. 

Overall the information gathered as part of this study indicates that 61% of trips to Fort McMurray and 

58% of trips to Lac La Biche were made during workers’ shift rotation, reflecting an intentional visit to the 

centre during off-hours and implying two-way travel. The balance of trips (39% to Fort McMurray and 42% 

to Lac La Biche) were made at either the start or finish of a shift rotation, as workers are ‘passing 

through’. 

4.3 Service Provider Effects 

4.3.1 Overview 

Fort McMurray 

When rotational workers make trips into Fort McMurray, they typically do so to access private and public-

sector services available in the community. Drawing on 2017 survey results, approximately 84% of all 

activities and services undertaken or used by operations-related rotational workers are in the private 

sector, with the balance (16%) attributed to the public sector. These results are in line with the 2007 

survey findings. 

The distribution of services used and activities undertaken is presented in Figure 4-2. The results 

demonstrate the predominant nature of commercial transactions and activities. It should be noted that 

when rotational workers visit Fort McMurray they often access more than one service or engage in more 

than one activity. 
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Figure 4-2 Rotational Worker Activities in Fort McMurray 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses were permitted. 
2) When using recreation facilities (public or private), the majority (60%) of operations-related workers use MacDonald Island Park. 

It is important to recognize that while Figure 4-2 identifies the relative proportion in which rotational 

workers used services in the region, it does not speak to the broader change in demand for these 

services by regional residents or the capacity of service providers to meet those demands. Specifically: 

• For many private-sector service providers (e.g. food, hospitality, retail) overall demand has decreased 

from peak levels before 2014, mostly due to the recent economic downturn and 2016 wildfire. In 

addition, reduced population levels in the region have created labour force attraction and retention 

challenges for some service providers. Within this context, many private-sector service providers 

would welcome increased demand from rotational workers or, more preferably, from operations-

related rotational workers becoming residents of the region. A more permanent move to the region by 

rotational workers would also bring family members who would further increase demand for services 

and increase the available local labour pool. 

• For public-sector service providers (e.g. health, social, policing services), the change in demand has 

been somewhat mixed in recent years. Although reduced population levels have decreased demand 

for some types of services, it has led to an increase in demand for others, especially social and family 
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support services. With respect to capacity, some service providers have benefitted from increased 

resources (e.g. funding, staff) as a result of past growth in the region. However, public-sector service 

providers are heavily reliant on government funding at a time when all levels of government are 

looking for opportunities to reduce expenditures. Recognizing these challenges, some service 

providers have expressed concern about even marginal increases in demand from rotational workers. 

Lac La Biche 

Rotational workers at operating sites in relatively close proximity to Conklin along Highway 881 indicated 

that they also periodically access services in the community of Lac La Biche (see Figure 4-3). Although 

the pattern of services used is similar to that in Fort McMurray, a higher percentage of activities (19%) 

relate to “obtaining supplies” as compared to these same activities undertaken by rotational workers in 

Fort McMurray (12%). 

Figure 4-3 Rotational Worker Activities in Lac La Biche 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses were permitted. 
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expressed concern with respect to high demand on health services, especially visits to the emergency 

department, by out-of-region persons. These concerns led the Northern Lights Health Region (NLHR) to 

intervene in regulatory submissions for oil sands developments in the region during the mid-2000s. In 

response to these and other health service delivery challenges, both government and industry provided 

additional resources. On the part of government, increased funding was provided to support the delivery 

of health services in the region, while industry made improvements to the breadth and quality of their 

onsite health services (e.g. additional health professionals, diagnostic services).11 As a result of these and 

other factors, a representative with Alberta Health Services has noted that the Northern Lights Regional 

Health Centre is currently in a better position to meet service demands than in previous years.  

As noted above, approximately 1.7% of the activities of operations-related rotational workers visiting Fort 

McMurray relate to using hospital services, while nearly 2% for non-hospital health services. As compared 

to 2007 survey results, the percentage of activities related to using health services is up (from 1.0% to 

1.7% for hospital services, and 0.7% to 1.9% for non-hospital services). 

Of the hospital services used, emergency services accounted for roughly two-thirds (65%) (see Figure 

4-4). This is a decrease from 82% in 2007. Temporary ailments were the most common reason for a visit 

to the Emergency Department, followed by (work-related) injuries. 

Figure 4-4 Hospital Services Used by Rotational Workers 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses were permitted. 

Survey findings suggest that rotational workers use non-hospital services more than they use hospital 

services. This is a shift from 2007 when the use of non-hospital services by rotational workers was about 

two-thirds of their use of hospital services. Non-hospital health services were primarily visits to a 

                                                      
11 The Government of Alberta committed an additional $177 million between 2007 and 2010 to “address health-related growth 

pressures” in the region. 
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physician or dentist (Figure 4-5). A representative with the local Primary Care Network (PCN) has noted 

that there are particular challenges in providing services to rotational workers, including: 

• obtaining funding reimbursement from other provincial insurance plans for services provided to 

rotational workers from outside Alberta. 

• providing continuity of care to rotational workers given that they might access health services in the 

region and then access other or similar health services in their home community. This can be 

especially challenging with regards to chronic disease management (e.g. diabetes). 

• the use of walk-in clinic services for relatively minor issues (e.g. prescription refills) because rotational 

workers are unable to access their regular family physician in their home community. 

Figure 4-5 Non-Hospital Health Services Used by Rotational Workers 

  

4.4 Spending 
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Based on these findings it is estimated that, on an annual basis, operations-related rotational workers will 

have spent between $82 million and $91 million in Fort McMurray in 2017. This spending translates to 

approximately: 

• $33 to $36 million in local GDP and an additional $20 to $22 million to the rest of the Province (i.e. 

$53 to $58 million, in total); and 

• $18 to $20 million in local household income and an additional $12 to $13 million to the rest of the 

Province (i.e. $30 to 33 million, in total). 

In terms of employment, the annual effect of direct spending by operations-related rotational workers in 

Fort McMurray is estimated to generate approximately 420 to 465 full-time equivalents (FTEs) in Fort 

McMurray with an additional 290 to 320 FTEs elsewhere in the province (i.e. 710 to 785 FTEs, in total). 

These estimates of economic effects relate only to the direct spending of operations-related rotational 

workers. It does not consider the spending of other types of rotational workers (i.e. construction workers) 

or the spending of industry operators to support feeding and housing the region’s rotational workforce 

(e.g. camp-based accommodation, amenities, and services). 

The estimated annual spend of operations-related rotational workers in 2017 ($82 to $91 million) is lower 

than the estimated annual spending by rotational workers of $173 million, in real dollars, in 2007. The 

decrease in spending between 2007 and 2017 is related to the estimated decrease in the rotational 

worker population and number of visits per worker that underlie these two estimates. 

Lac La Biche 

Spending in Lac La Biche is estimated at $293 per visit. On an annual basis, operations-related rotational 

workers at projects along Highway 881, in proximity to Conklin, were estimated to spend between $8 and 

$9 million in Lac La Biche in 2017. 

4.5 Backcountry Activities 

Drawing on 2017 survey results, only 10% of operations-related rotational workers indicate that they 

engage in backcountry activities in the region compared to 20% based on 2007 survey results. Also, in 

2017 the average number of backcountry activities is estimated at 0.5 per worker, roughly half the 

estimate in 2007. Taken together these two findings suggest that rotational workers are engaging less in 

backcountry activities. This could be due to a number of factors, including actions taken by industry to 

discourage workers from fishing, hunting, and driving recreational vehicles on traditional lands. 

Among those who participated in backcountry activities in the Wood Buffalo region in the past year, 

fishing was the most popular backcountry activity (43%) (see Figure 4-6). Among those who participated 

in backcountry activities in the Wood Buffalo region, about one in seven (14%) used the services of a 

local guide/outfitter/tour company. 



 

Oil Sands Community Alliance 

Oil Sands Operations-Related Rotational Workforce Study 

28 

Figure 4-6 Backcountry Activities by Rotational Workers 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses were permitted. 

 

4.6 Rural Communities 

Smaller rural communities in the RMWB are also affected by the presence of rotational workers in the 

region. Along with engaging in backcountry activities as noted above, some rotational workers also visit 

the small rural communities to buy supplies, conduct company business, or just to look around. Although 

businesses in these communities benefit from the purchasing of goods and services by rotational 

workers, some residents of these small, often Indigenous communities, have previously expressed 

concern with strangers in the community. 

Table 4-3 shows the average number of trips per week by rotational workers to the various communities 

varies from 0.01 (Fort Chipewyan) to 0.19 (Conklin). As compared to the 2007 survey results, the average 

number of trips per week by rotational workers to smaller communities has generally decreased. 

Table 4-3 Average Number of Trips per Week by Rotational Workers to Small 
Communities 

Work Site Location Fort Chipewyan Fort McKay Anzac Janvier Conklin 

North of Fort McMurray 0.01 0.04 0.02 - - 

Near South of Fort McMurray1  - - 0.14 0.02 0.05 

Far South of Fort McMurray2 - - 0.05 0.03 0.19 

Average 0.01 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.14 
Notes: 

1 Near South of Fort McMurray: sites located just south of Fort McMurray along Highways 63 and 881 

2 Far South of Fort McMurray: sites located along Highway 881 in relatively close proximity to Conklin 
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In the 2017 Rotational Worker Survey, respondents were asked what was the main reason for their trips 

to these communities. As shown in Figure 4-7, the main reason operations-related rotational workers visit 

a community differs somewhat by community. For example, half of those visiting Fort McKay do so 

because of company business. In comparison, only 22% of those who visit Anzac do so for company 

business. 

Figure 4-7 Main Reason for Visiting (by Rural Community) 
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5. Quality of Life for Rotational Workers 

It is a common perception that those who engage in rotational work are often driven to do so by a desire 

for increased salary. Although a majority of operations-related rotational workers (61%) do engage in 

rotational work for more money/higher salary, there are several other reasons workers engage in this type 

of work, including the opportunity to do interesting work or learn new skills (29%), the opportunity for 

career advancement (27%), or because they prefer a mobile lifestyle (11%) (see Figure 5-1). Generally, 

the elements of rotational arrangements that workers appreciate are the access to onsite amenities and 

services while on-shift (e.g. fitness facility, food services, recreation opportunities) and the opportunity to 

spend extended periods of time at home with family and friends while off-shift. 

Figure 5-1 Reasons for Participating in Rotational Work 

 

One key advantage of rotational work is that it eliminates the need for workers and families to undertake a 

costly and disruptive relocation to another, often larger, centre to access employment opportunities. 

Nearly 4 in 10 operations-related workers indicate that they engage in rotational work because of a lack of 

available jobs at home (see Figure 5-1). Rotational work allows these workers to remain in their home 

community where they can maintain their social and family connections, as well as benefit from a 

relatively lower cost of living, especially housing. For dual-career families, the spouse not participating in 

rotational work also does not have to interrupt or change their work situation. 
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The economic and social benefits of rotational work can extend beyond the participating workers and their 

families to their broader home community. For example: 

• workers and businesses in the home community benefit from rotational workers spending a relatively 

large portion of their income in the community, and 

• other residents and social, sports, and non-profit groups in the home community also benefit from 

rotational workers and family members maintaining social connections in the community. 

These economic and social benefits are especially important in smaller urban and rural communities.  

Nearly half of operations-related rotational workers and their families are settled in relatively smaller 

centres of 50,000 people or less, including over a quarter of workers (27%) settled in communities of 

10,000 people or less. 

Despite the benefits of rotational work, there are also challenges. A large majority of rotational workers 

(80%) identified separation from family and friends as the greatest challenge they face while working 

outside of daily commuting distance of their home community (see Figure 5-2). These results are roughly 

comparable to the 2007 survey results. 

Figure 5-2 Greatest Challenge With Working Rotational 

 

This extended time away from home can lead to further difficulties for both workers and their families 

including: 
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• Difficulty for rotational workers in adjusting from the worksite, where they might experience a certain 

level of freedom (e.g., food and housekeeping are provided), to a situation where they are expected 

to contribute to running the household. 

• Altered social and family relationships (e.g., children might miss their parent and look for other 

authority figures, such as uncles, aunts, or grandparents). This might place increased burden on 

extended family members and create challenges for the rotational worker whose role in day-to-day 

life diminishes. 

• Stress placed on families (spouses and children) who have to alternate between having a spouse (or 

parent) at home and then having them gone again. 

• Increased burden on participants’ spouses, mostly women, to shoulder household responsibilities. 

• Difficulty for children who experience inconsistent expectations between the parent participating in 

rotational work and the parent staying in the home community. 

The degree to which workers and their families experience the benefits and/or challenges of rotational 

work is going to depend on individual work and personal circumstances, including: 

• the type of work arrangement available (e.g. length of shift), 

• the availability of onsite amenities, services, and supports, 

• individual family dynamics, 

• existing social support systems in their home community, and 

• the mindset and resiliency of workers and their families.12 

Based on 2017 survey results, nearly 80% of operations-related rotational workers in the Wood Buffalo 

region are either very (33%) or somewhat (46%) satisfied with working outside of daily commuting 

distance of their home community (see Figure 5-3). Only 21% are very (6%) or somewhat (14%) 

dissatisfied. 

                                                      
12 According to a 2015 report by Enform on Alberta’s Oil and Gas Rotational Workforce, “workers who have a realistic perspective 

of the benefits and challenges associated with rotational work are most successful and able to optimize the financial, social and 
lifestyle impacts.” (Enform, Rotating Not Relocating: Alberta’s Oil and Gas Rotational Workforce, June 2015). 
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Figure 5-3 Satisfaction with Working Outside Daily Commuting Distance of 
Home Community 

 

In the 2017 Rotational Worker Survey, respondents were asked to evaluate the contribution of a number 

of initiatives aimed at improving their quality of life while in the region. Based on those results, operations-

related rotational workers indicate that better quality accommodation and food would make the most 

positive contribution to their quality of life, followed by improved travel connections with their home 

community, and improved access to medical services (see Figure 5-4). 

 

46%

33%

14%

6%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Somewhat satisfied

Very satisfied

Somewhat dissatisfied

Very dissatisfied



 

Oil Sands Community Alliance 

Oil Sands Operations-Related Rotational Workforce Study 

34 

Figure 5-4 Ranking of Quality of Life Improvements 
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6. Likelihood of Moving to the Region 

As previously noted, the use of rotational workers has been a part of the oil sands industry since its 

inception. Although the more recent trend towards operations-related rotational workers is motivated by 

both worker health and safety concerns as well as labour market considerations, it also serves to 

minimize the industry’s effect on the regional population. During recent periods of strong economic growth 

(i.e. mid to late 2000s), this helped to reduce demand on already overburdened regional infrastructure 

and services, especially housing. 

However, times have changed. The recent economic downturn and 2016 wildfire have led to a reduced 

population in the region. Many community members have expressed interest in seeing more operations-

related rotational workers and their families become long-term residents of the region. Some service 

providers interviewed for this study noted that recent changes in socio-economic conditions in the region 

have made the community more attractive for workers and their families, including: 

• transportation improvements, including improvements to road intersections in Fort McMurray, as well 

as the recently completed twinning of Highway 63, 

• reduction in house prices, which have dropped more than 20% since 2013, 

• the development of state-of-the art recreation facilities and services, especially MacDonald Island 

Park, 

• the opening of a new, larger airport passenger terminal, and 

• the opening of new schools and modernization of existing schools in the region. 

It is hoped that workers and their families who relocate to the region will become more fulsome 

contributors to the social and economic wellbeing of the community by growing the local population, 

improving social cohesion, and providing a needed economic boost for local businesses. Although many 

service providers in Wood Buffalo recognize that some level of rotational workers will always be a part of 

the industry, there is a perception that oil sands operators could be doing more to encourage workers to 

live locally. There is even a perception among some community members that some companies with 

FIFO-supported operations are encouraging workers to relocate from Fort McMurray to other regional 

hubs from which flights are operated. A number of individuals interviewed for this study expressed an 

interest in seeing industry, government, and others (e.g. local businesses) work collaboratively in 

developing strategies for encouraging more operations-related rotational workers to live in the region. 

For their part, many oil sands operators have noted that while they rely on operations-related rotational 

workers, they are committed to supporting local employment. Drawing on the 2017 survey results, roughly 

5% of workers at rotational worksites are from local RMWB communities. Most projects have bus or 

shuttle trips to Fort McMurray and other communities within the region. Ranging from daily to weekly, 

these trips transport workers from their homes at the beginning or end of their shift rotations. Further, 

many oil sands operators actively seek local employees through open job postings, career fairs, and other 

approaches. 

One element absent from this ongoing discussion are the opinions and perspectives of rotational workers 

themselves. Drawing on 2017 survey results, there are a number of reasons why rotational workers 

choose to reside in their home community as opposed to relocating to Fort McMurray. As shown in Figure 
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6-1, the most prevalent reason why rotational workers do not relocate to Fort McMurray is because they 

believe that housing in Fort McMurray is too expensive. Although house prices in Fort McMurray have 

dropped considerably in recent years, the average Multiple Listing Service (MLS) resale price for housing 

units (all types) in fall 2017 was nearly $500,000, still above most other urban centres in Canada. The 

next most common reasons for not relocating to Fort McMurray include the fact that a worker’s family is 

already settled in their home community, that Fort McMurray is too far away from extended family and 

friends, and that Fort McMurray is simply too remote a location. 

Figure 6-1 Reasons for Not Living in Fort McMurray 

 
Note: 

1) Multiple responses permitted. 
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Through the 2017 survey, operations-related rotational workers were asked to consider how important 

specific changes would be in order for them to consider living in Fort McMurray. As shown in Figure 6-2, 

operations-related rotational workers indicated that increased job security in the oil sands sector, 

improved housing incentives from employers, and increased employment opportunities (for self/partner) 

are the most important changes needed in order for them to consider living in Fort McMurray. 

Figure 6-2 The Importance of Proposed Changes for Considering Relocation 

 

Even considering all these potential changes, just over half (52%) of operations-related rotational workers 

would not consider moving to Fort McMurray. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questionnaire 
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The Oil Sands Community Alliance (OSCA) is interested in gaining a better understanding of the size and 
nature of the oil sands operations-related rotational workforce.  

Individual survey responses will be kept confidential. The completed surveys will only be reviewed, 
analyzed and summarized by the staff of Nichols Applied Management, an Edmonton-based 
management consulting firm. Responses will be grouped for reporting purposes and will only be released 
in such a way that the answers of individual respondents cannot be determined. 

Please answer all questions by checking the appropriate circles. 

PLEASE TELL US A FEW THINGS ABOUT YOURSELF 

This section of the survey is designed to help us define key characteristics of rotational workers, including 
your place of permanent residence, your age, your family situation, etc. 

1. Please indicate at which worksite you are currently working: 
  a) CNRL Horizon ....................... 1  g) Athabasca Oil Hangingstone .............. 7 

  b) Suncor Firebag...................... 2  h) ConocoPhillips Surmont ..................... 8 

  
c) 

Shell Albian Sands Muskeg 
River/Jackpine.......................

3  i) Cenovus Energy Christina Lake ......... 9 

  d) Imperial Kearl ........................ 4  j) Devon Jackfish ................................... 10 

  e) Suncor MacKay River ........... 5  k) Other (specify) .................................... 11

  
f) 

Connacher Oil and Gas 
Great Divide/Algar .................

6   ______________________ 
 

 
2. Where is your permanent residence? 

  a) Fort McMurray ........................................................................................................... 1 

  b) Elsewhere in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo ......................................... 2 

  c) Lac La Biche ............................................................................................................. 3

  d) Greater Edmonton area ............................................................................................ 4 

  e) Other northern Alberta (Red Deer and north, except Greater Edmonton area) ....... 5 

  f) Calgary area .............................................................................................................. 6 

  g) Other southern Alberta (south of Red Deer, except Calgary area) .......................... 7 

  h) Elsewhere in Canada ................................................................................................ 8 

  i) Outside of Canada .................................................................................................... 9 

 
3. If your permanent residence is elsewhere in Canada, please indicate the province or territory: 

  a) British Columbia .................... 1  h) PEI ........................................................... 8 

  b) Saskatchewan ....................... 2  i) Newfoundland .......................................... 9 

  c) Manitoba ............................... 3  j) Yukon ....................................................... 10 

  d) Ontario .................................. 4  k) NWT ......................................................... 11 

  e) Quebec .................................. 5  l) Nunavut ................................................... 12 

  f) New Brunswick...................... 6  m) Not applicable, I live outside Canada ...... 13 

  g) Nova Scotia ........................... 7    

 
4. What is the approximate size of your home community (i.e. where you live)?  

  a) Less than 10,000 people ......... 1  d) 100,000 to 250,000 people ...... 4 

  b) 10,000 to 50,000 people ......... 2  e) More than 250,000 people ....... 5 

  c) 50,000 to 100,000 people ....... 3     

 
5. What is your age? 

  a) Under 18 ................................. 1  e) 45 to 54 .................................... 5 

  b) 18 to 24 ................................... 2  f) 55 to 64 .................................... 6 

  c) 25 to 34 ................................... 3  g) 65 and over .............................. 7 

  d) 35 to 44 ................................... 4     
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6. What is your gender? 

  a) Male ...................................... 1  b) Female ..................................... 2

 
7. What is your marital status? 

  a) Married / common law ........... 1  c) Widowed .................................. 3 

  b) Separated / divorced ............. 2  d) Single ....................................... 4 

 
8. How many children do you have at home and what are their age ranges? 

(Please check all circles that apply.)  

 a) None ................. 1 ..............     

   Age 0-5 Age 6-11 Age 12-14 Age 15-18 Age 19+
 b) One .................. 1 ................ 2 ................ 3 ................. 4 ................  5

 c) Two .................. 1 ................ 2 ................ 3 ................. 4 ................  5

 d) Three ................ 1 ................ 2 ................ 3 ................. 4 ................  5

 e) Four or more .... 1 ................ 2 ................ 3 ................. 4 ................  5

 
9. With which, if any, of the following Indigenous groups do you identify? 

  a) First Nation ............................ 1  c) Inuit .......................................... 3 

  b) Métis ...................................... 2  d) None ........................................ 4 

 
10. What is the highest level of formal education that you have? 

  a) Less than high school diploma ..... 1  d) Trade certificate ................... 4 

  b) High school diploma ..................... 2  e) College diploma or degree... 5 

  c) Some trades training .................... 3  f) University degree ................. 6 

PLEASE TELL US A FEW THINGS ABOUT YOUR JOB AND  
HOW YOU TRAVEL IN AND OUT OF THE REGION 

These questions will help us understand the nature of employment for rotational workers and the 
movement of rotational workers in and out of the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo. 

11. What is your current position?  
  a) Operator .................................................. 1  f) Maintenance Worker ............. 6

  b) Supervisor/Foreman/Superintendent ...... 2  g) Administrator/Support Staff ... 7

  c) Manager .................................................. 3  h) General Labourer .................. 8

  d) Engineer/Technician ............................... 4  i) Other (specify) ....................... 9

  e) Health/Safety/Env Officer ........................ 5   ______________________ 

 
12. Are you a direct employee of an oil sands site operator (e.g. Athabasca Oil, Cenovus, 

CNRL, Connacher, ConocoPhillips, Imperial, Shell, Suncor, Devon) or a contractor?
  a) Employee ................ 1  

  b) Contractor ............... 2  

 
13. How long have you worked at this site?

  a) Less than 1 year ..................... 1  e) Between 4 and 5 years ............ 5

  b) Between 1 and 2 years ........... 2  f) Between 5 and 10 years .......... 6

  c) Between 2 and 3 years ........... 3  g) More than 10 years .................. 7

  d) Between 3 and 4 years ........... 4     
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14. How long have you worked in the region?
  a) Less than 1 year ..................... 1  e) Between 4 and 5 years ............  5

  b) Between 1 and 2 years ........... 2  f) Between 5 and 10 years ..........  6

  c) Between 2 and 3 years ........... 3  g) More than 10 years ..................  7

  d) Between 3 and 4 years ........... 4    

  
15. How do you normally travel between your permanent residence and the worksite?  

(Check all that apply – for example, if you take a plane to the region and then bus or car)
  a) Private vehicle ........................ 1  e) Plane to onsite/nearby airstrip .......... 5

  b) Bus ......................................... 2  f) Plane to Fort McMurray airport ......... 6 

  c) Uber/Car2Go/Taxi .................. 3  g) Other (specify)................................... 7 

  d) Company vehicle ................... 4   _____________________ 

WHAT ARE YOUR CURRENT LIVING ARRANGEMENTS? 
 
These questions will help us better understand your accommodation arrangements during your stay in the 
region. 
 
16. In what kind of overnight accommodation and in what location do you stay when you are 

working (i.e. on shift) at your current job?
  

  
Fort McMurray On Project Site 

Elsewhere in the 
Wood Buffalo region

  a) Work camp/lodge .................... 1 2 3 

  b) Hotel/motel .............................. 1 2 3 

  c) Owned condo/house ............... 1 2 3 

  d) Rented apartment/house ........ 1 2 3 

  e) Campground ........................... 1 2 3 

 
17. Who is paying for your overnight accommodation when staying in the Wood Buffalo region?

  a) I am, with funds from my salary/wages ............................................................. 1

  b) I share the cost with my employer (e.g. housing incentive) .............................. 2

  c) My company is paying (e.g. camp, company accommodation) ........................ 3

 
18. If you are currently living in an apartment, condominium, or house, how many persons 

(including family) are sharing your accommodation? 
  a) None ......................... 1

  b) One .......................... 2

  c) Two .......................... 3

  d) Three or more .......... 4

  e) Not applicable .......... 5

 
WHAT DO YOU DO IN THE WOOD BUFFALO REGION 

WHEN YOU ARE NOT WORKING ON SITE? 

These questions will help us understand what you do in the Wood Buffalo region—in Fort McMurray, in 
the outlying communities, and in the backcountry—when you are not working on site. 
 

Activities in Fort McMurray 
 
19. How many times have you visited Fort McMurray during the past two weeks?  

  a) None .................................................................... 1 

  b) Once .................................................................... 2 

  c) Twice ................................................................... 3 

  d) Three or more ..................................................... 4 

  e) Not applicable, since I live in Fort McMurray ...... 5
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20. Does the site at which you work have policies in place that limit your ability to visit Fort 

McMurray while working in the region (e.g. limited onsite parking, discourage going off site)? 
  a) Yes ...................... 1 

  b) No ........................ 2 

  c) Don’t Know .......... 3 
 
21. How many times during the past two weeks did you do the following things in Fort McMurray?

(Please check all that apply. If you did not visit Fort McMurray in the past two weeks, please 
skip to Question 22) 
 1x 2x 3x 4x+ None

  Entertainment   
 a) Go out to a restaurant .......................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 b) Go out for a non-alcoholic beverage (coffee, etc) ............... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 c) Go out to a bar/lounge ......................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 d) 
Attend a community or cultural event 

(festival, theatre performance, concert, etc) ........................ 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 e) Go to a casino or bingo ........................................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 f) Watch a movie in a cinema .................................................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 g) Watch a sporting event ........................................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Community and Social Services   

 h) 
Use social services (e.g. counselling services,  

support groups)  ................................................................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 i) Attend a class at an education/training institution ............... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 j) Use public library services ................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 k) Volunteer for a community organization .............................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Medical Services   

 l) 
Use hospital services 

(emergency, diagnostic imaging, etc.) ................................. 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 m) 
Use non-hospital medical services (doctor/medi-clinic, 

dentistry, chiropractic, physiotherapy, massage, etc.) ......... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Retail and Accommodation Services    

 n) Stay overnight at a hotel/motel ............................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 o) Go shopping (e.g. clothing, electronics, housewares) ......... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 p) Obtain personal services (haircut, banking, etc.) ................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 q) Obtain supplies (gas, groceries, snacks, etc.) ..................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Recreation Services   

 r) 
Use public recreation facilities 

(Centennial Pool, MacDonald Island, etc.) .......................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 s) Use private gym/fitness facilities .......................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 t) Participate in organized recreation/sports ........................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Other   

 u) 
Use government services 

(employment, apprenticeship, other) ................................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 v) Attend a religious service ..................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 w) Socialize with Fort McMurray residents ............................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 x) Conduct company business ................................................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 y) Other: (please specify) ____________________________ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 
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22. The last time you used either hospital or non-hospital medical services in Fort McMurray, 
which services did you use? (Please check all that apply.) 

 Hospital Medical Services Non-Hospital Medical Services 
  a) Emergency .............................. 1  g) Dentist ...................................... 7 

  b) Surgery .................................... 2  h) Doctor ...................................... 8 

  c) Ambulance .............................. 3  i) Chiropractor ............................. 9 

  d) Diagnostic imaging .................. 4  j) Physiotherapist ........................ 10 

  e) Audiology ................................ 5  k) Optometrist .............................. 11 

  f) Not applicable ......................... 6  l) Massage Therapy .................... 12

     m) Psychologist ............................. 13

     n) Not applicable .......................... 14

 
23. The last time you used emergency services at the hospital in Fort McMurray, what was the 

medical condition for which you were examined/treated? 

  a) Work-related injury ................ 1  d) Routine check-up ..................... 4 

  b) Temporary ailment ................ 2  e) Not applicable .......................... 5 

  c) Chronic ailment ..................... 3     
 
 
24. The last time you made use of recreational facilities in Fort McMurray, which facilities did 

you use?   
  a) MacDonald Island Rec Centre . 1  e) Frank Lacroix Arena ................. 5 

  b) YMCA ....................................... 2  f) Private fitness centre ................ 6

  c) Keyano College ........................ 3  g) Other: (specify)  ___________ 7

  d) Park & trail network .................. 4  h) Not applicable ........................... 8

 
25. During your last visit to Fort McMurray, whether in the past two weeks or before, how 

much money did you spend? 

  a) Less than $50........................ 1  f) $1,000 to $2,499 .................................. 6

  b) $50 to $99 ............................. 2  g) $2,500 to $4,999 .................................. 7

  c) $100 to $199 ......................... 3  h) More than $5,000................................. 8

  d) $200 to $499 ......................... 4  i) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Fort McMurray ..............

9 

  e) $500 to $999 ......................... 5    

 
26. If you spent money during your last visit to Fort McMurray, what did you purchase? 

(Please check all that apply.)   
  a) Automotive goods and services (including gas) .............. 1 

  b) Recreational equipment ................................................... 2 

  c) Clothing ............................................................................ 3 

  d) Food/drink ........................................................................ 4 

  e) Entertainment (video, movie, play, sports event, etc.) ..... 5 

  f) Personal care items ......................................................... 6

  g) Other: (specify) ___________________________ ......... 7

  h) Not applicable, I didn’t spend any money ........................ 8

 
27. The last time you visited Fort McMurray, whether in the past two weeks or before,  what 

was your main reason for doing so? (Please select the circle that best applies.) 

  a) Entertainment/recreation ......... 1  d) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Fort McMurray ...............

4 

  b) Personal business ................... 2  e) Other: (specify) __________________ 5 

  c) Company business ................. 3    
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28. The last time you traveled to Fort McMurray, whether in the past two weeks or before, how did 
you get there, and how many passengers were in your vehicle?

 
  Vehicle 

One 
Passenger

Two 
Passengers

Three 
Passengers 

Four Or More 
Passengers

 a) Private vehicle ................. 1 2 3 4 5 

 b) Company vehicle  ........... 1 2 3 4 5 

 c) Taxi/Uber/Car2Go ........... 1 2 3 4 5 

 d) Bus .................................. 1 2 3 4 5 

 e) Plane ............................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 
f) 

Other: (specify) 
__________________ 

1 2 3 4 5 

 g) Not applicable ................. 1  
 
29. After your last visit to Fort McMurray, what did you do? 

  a) 
Return to camp/lodge to 
continue work rotation ...........

1  c) Leave the area for time off ...................  3 

  b) 
Go to camp/lodge to begin 
work rotation ..........................

2  d) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Fort McMurray ..............

4 

 
 

Activities in Other Wood Buffalo Communities 
 
30. How many times have you visited the following communities during the past two weeks? 

 
   Anzac Janvier Conklin
 a) None ................................................ 1 1 1 

 b) Once ................................................ 2 2 2 

 c) Twice ............................................... 3 3 3 

 d) Three or more.................................. 4 4 4 

 e) Not applicable, since I live there ..... 5 5 5 

 
31. Does the site at which you work have policies in place that limit your ability to visit nearby 

communities while working in the region (e.g. limited onsite parking, discourage going off site)? 
 

  a) Yes ................... 1 

  b) No ..................... 2 

  c) Don’t Know ....... 3 
 
32. During your last visit to these communities, whether in the past two weeks or before, what 

did you do? (Please check all that apply.)  
    Anzac Janvier Conklin
  a) Buy supplies (snacks, groceries, etc.) ...................... 1 1 1 

  b) Have a meal and/or drinks ........................................ 2 2 2 

  c) Socialize with friends/acquaintances ........................ 3 3 3 

  d) Use recreation facilities ............................................. 4 4 4 

  e) Visit cultural facilities ................................................. 5 5 5 

  f) Look around .............................................................. 6 6 6 

  g) Conduct company business ...................................... 7 7 7 

  h) Other: (specify) __________________________ .... 8 8 8 

  i) 
Not applicable, since I live there or have never 
visited ........................................................................

9 9 9 
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33. During your last visit to these communities, whether in the past two weeks or before, how 
much money did you spend?  

    Anzac Janvier Conklin
  a) Less than $50.......................... 1 1 1 

  b) $50 to $99 ............................... 2 2 2 

  c) $100 to $199 ........................... 3 3 3 

  d) $200 to $499 ........................... 4 4 4 

  e) $500 to $999 ........................... 5 5 5 

  f) $1,000 to $2,499 ..................... 6 6 6 

  g) $2,500 to $4,999 ..................... 7 7 7 

  h) More than $5,000 .................... 8 8 8 

  i) 
Not applicable, since I live 
there or have never visited......

9 9 9 

 
34. The last time you visited these communities, whether in the past two weeks or before, 

what was your main reason for doing so? (Please select the circle that best applies.)   
    Anzac Janvier Conklin
  a) Entertainment/recreation ................................ 1 1 1 

  b) Personal business .......................................... 2 2 2 

  c) Company business ........................................ 3 3 3 

  d) Other: (specify) _____________________ ... 4 4 4 

  e) 
Not applicable, since I live there or have 
never visited ...................................................

5 5 5 

 
35. The last time you traveled to these communities, whether in the past two weeks or 

before, how many occupants were in the vehicle you used to make the trip?   
    Anzac Janvier Conklin
  a) One ............................................ 1 1 1 

  b) Two ............................................ 2 2 2 

  c) Three .......................................... 3 3 3 

  d) Four or more .............................. 4 4 4 

  e) 
Not applicable, since I live 
there or have never visited.........

5 5 5 

 

Backcountry Activities in the Wood Buffalo Region 
 
36. How many times have you participated in backcountry activities (hunting, fishing, camping, 

etc.) in the Wood Buffalo region during the past year? 

  a) None ........................................ 1  d) 5-10 times ................................ 4 

  b) Once ........................................ 2  e) More than 10 times .................. 5 

  c) 2-4 times ................................. 3     
 
37. The last time you traveled into the backcountry in the Wood Buffalo Region, what did you 

do? (Please check all that apply.) 
  a) Hunt ......................................... 1  e) Go sightseeing/exploring ......... 5 

  b) Fish ......................................... 2  f) Socialize .................................. 6 

  c) Camp ....................................... 3  g) Not applicable .......................... 7 

  d) 
Go off-roading (with ATV or 
snowmobile) ............................

4  h) Other: (specify) ___________ 8 
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38. The last time you traveled into the backcountry in the Wood Buffalo region, did you use 
the services of a local guide/outfitter/tour company and, if so, how much did those 
services cost you? 

    less than $300 $300-$600 more than $600  
  a) Yes .................... 1 ..................  2 ......................... 3  

  b) No ...................... 1  
  c) Not applicable ... 1  

 
WHAT WOULD IMPROVE YOUR QUALITY OF LIFE WHEN WORKING IN THE WOOD BUFFALO REGION? 

These questions seek to understand why you have chosen rotational work, what challenges you face 
being away from home, and what might make your stay in the region while you are working on-site more 
enjoyable.  

39. Why have you chosen to work outside of commuting distance of your home community 
(i.e. rotational work)? (Check all that apply)  

  
a) Lack of available jobs at home .... 1  d) 

Opportunity to do interesting work / 
learn new skills....................................

4 

  b) More money/higher salary .......... 2  e) Possibility for career advancement ..... 5 

  c) Prefer a mobile lifestyle ............... 3  f) Other: (specify) ___________ 6 

 
40. What is the greatest challenge you face while working outside of daily commuting distance 

of your home community? (Please check one.) 
  

a) 
Separation from family and 
friends ...................................

1  d) 
Travel to and from the 
worksite.................................... 

4 

  
b) 

Lack of involvement in 
home community ...................

2  e) Other: (specify) ___________ 5 

  
c) 

Lack of services in Fort 
McMurray ..............................

3     

 
41. How satisfied are you working outside of daily commuting distance of your home 

community? (Please check one.) 
  a) Very satisfied ......................... 1  c) Somewhat dissatisfied ............. 3 

  b) Somewhat satisfied ............... 2  d) Very dissatisfied ....................... 4 

     e) No opinion ................................ 9 

 
42. Please evaluate the contribution that the following would make when working in the Wood 

Buffalo region:  
 Very 

Positive Positive Neutral Negative
Very 

Negative

 a) Improved access to medical services .......... 1 2 3 4 5 

 b) 
Better bus service between camp/lodge 
and Fort McMurray .......................................

1 2 3 4 5 

 c) 
More organized recreation opportunities 
(shift leagues, community leagues, etc.) .....

1 2 3 4 5 

 d) 
Organized backcountry activities  
(e.g. hunting, fishing) ...................................

1 2 3 4 5 

 e) Better selection of retail services ................. 1 2 3 4 5 

 f) Better quality accommodation/food ............. 1 2 3 4 5 

 g) Longer work hours ....................................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 h) More time off from work while in region ....... 1 2 3 4 5 

 i) 

Improved travel connection between 
Wood Buffalo region and permanent 
residence .....................................................

1 2 3 4 5 

 j) More involvement in local community .......... 1 2 3 4 5 

 k) Better relations with local residents ............. 1 2 3 4 5 

 l) Other: (specify) ____________________ ... 1 2 3 4 5 
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WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT LIVING IN FORT MCMURRAY? 
 

These questions seek your opinion regarding living in Fort McMurray (for those who currently do, as well 
as those who do not).  
 
43. If you live in Fort McMurray, which of the following statements best describe your reasons 

for living there? (Please check all that apply.) 

 a) I was born or have lived in Fort McMurray for a long time ............................... 1 

 b) I have family and friends in Fort McMurray ..................................................... 2 

 c) My spouse or partner works in Fort McMurray ................................................ 3 

 d) Fort McMurray is closer to where I work than other communities ................... 4 

 e) 
I have access to better employment and career opportunities  
than elsewhere .................................................................................................

5 

 f) 
There are excellent outdoor recreational opportunities in the area  
(e.g. hunting, fishing, camping) ........................................................................

6 

 g) 
Fort McMurray has amenities and services  
(e.g. housing, retail, entertainment) that meet my needs ................................

7 

 h) 
Fort McMurray has a vibrant arts and culture scene  
(e.g. festivals, theatre, concerts) ......................................................................

8 

 i) Fort McMurray is a great place to raise a family .............................................. 9 

 j) Other: (specify) ___________________________________________ 10 

 
44. If you do not live in Fort McMurray, which of the following statements best describe your 

reasons for not living in Fort McMurray? (Please check all that apply.)  

 a) Fort McMurray is too remote a location ................................................................................. 1 

 b) My immediate family is settled in our home community ........................................................ 2 

 c) Fort McMurray is too far away from extended family and friends .......................................... 3 

 d) Housing in Fort McMurray is too expensive........................................................................... 4 

 e) I’m concerned with the lack of job security in the oil sands sector ........................................ 5 

 f) I’m concerned with the access to medical services in Fort McMurray .................................. 6 

 g) I’m concerned with the quality of education services in Fort McMurray ................................ 7 

 h) I feel there is a lack of retail services in Fort McMurray ........................................................ 8 

 i) I am concerned with social conditions in Fort McMurray (e.g. crime, drugs) ........................ 9 

 j) I feel there are no employment opportunities for my spouse or partner in Fort McMurray ... 10 

 k) I am not anticipating working in the Wood Buffalo region for the long term .......................... 11 

 l) Other:(specify) _________________  12 
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45. If you do not live in Fort McMurray, how important would each of the following potential 
changes be to you in order to consider living full-time in Fort McMurray? (Please check 
all that apply).  

 
Very  

Important 
Somewhat  
Important 

Not  
Important 

No  
Opinion 

a) 
Improved housing incentive from employer (e.g. 
reduced cost, purchase price guarantee, etc.) ....... 

1 2 3 9 

b) Increased job security in the oil sands sector ........ 1 2 3 9 

c) 
Increased employment opportunities  
(for you / partner) .................................................... 

1 2 3 9 

d) 
Improved transportation network (leading to 
reduced travel time to and from worksite) .............. 

1 2 3 9 

e) 
Increased entertainment options  
(e.g. restaurants, lounges, sporting events) ........... 

1 2 3 9 

f) 
Increased community festivals and arts-sector 
events (e.g. theatre, performances, concerts) ....... 

1 2 3 9 

g) 
Enhanced social infrastructure  
(e.g. schools, hospitals, policing) ........................... 

1 2 3 9 

h) 
Increased retail options  
(e.g. stores, shopping centres) ............................... 

1 2 3 9 

i) 
Increased recreation options (e.g. ice arenas, 
swimming pools, recreation facilities, gyms) .......... 

1 2 3 9 

j) Other: (specify) __________________________ 1 2 3 9 

k) 
None. I would not consider moving to Fort 
McMurray ............................................................... 

1    

 
WHAT DO YOU DO IF AND WHEN YOU VISIT LAC LA BICHE? 

The questions in this section of the survey will help us better understand the impacts of oil sands projects 
on the town of Lac La Biche. 
 
46. How many times have you visited Lac La Biche during the past two weeks? 

 
  a) None .................................................................... 1 

  b) Once .................................................................... 2 

  c) Twice ................................................................... 3 

  d) Three or more ..................................................... 4 

  e) Not applicable, since I live in Lac La Biche ......... 5

 
 
47. Does the site at which you work have policies in place that limit your ability to visit Lac La 

Biche while working in the region (e.g. limited onsite parking, discourage going off site)? 
  a) Yes ...................... 1 

  b) No ........................ 2 

  c) Don’t Know .......... 3 
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48. How many times during the past two weeks did you do the following things in Lac La Biche?
(Please check all that apply. If you did not visit Lac La Biche in the past two weeks, please 
skip to Question 49) 
 1x 2x 3x 4x+ None

  Entertainment   
 a) Go out to a restaurant .......................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 b) Go out for a non-alcoholic beverage (coffee, etc) ............... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 c) Go out to a bar/lounge ......................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 d) 
Attend a community or cultural event 

(festival, theatre performance, concert, etc) ........................ 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 e) Go to a casino or bingo ........................................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 f) Watch a movie in a cinema .................................................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 g) Watch a sporting event ........................................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Community and Social Services   

 h) 
Use social services (e.g. counselling services,  

support groups)  ................................................................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 i) Attend a class at an education/training institution ............... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 j) Use public library services ................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 k) Volunteer for a community organization .............................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Medical Services   

 l) 
Use hospital services 

(emergency, diagnostic imaging, etc.) ................................. 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 m) 
Use non-hospital medical services (doctor/medi-clinic, 

dentistry, chiropractic, physiotherapy, massage, etc.) ......... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Retail and Accommodation Services    

 n) Stay overnight at a hotel/motel ............................................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 o) Go shopping (e.g. clothing, electronics, housewares) ......... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 p) Obtain personal services (haircut, banking, etc.) ................ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 q) Obtain supplies (gas, groceries, snacks, etc.) ..................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Recreation Services   

 r) 
Use public recreation facilities 

(Portage Pool, Plamondon Arena, etc.) ............................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 s) Use private gym/fitness facilities .......................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 t) Participate in organized recreation/sports ........................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

  Other   

 u) 
Use government services 

(employment, apprenticeship, other) ................................... 
1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 v) Attend a religious service ..................................................... 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 w) Socialize with Lac La Biche residents .................................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 x) Conduct company business ................................................. 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 

 y) Other: (please specify) ____________________________ 1 ...... 2....... 3 ...... 4 ...... 5 
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49. The last time you used either hospital or non-hospital medical services in Lac La Biche, 
which services did you use? (Please check all that apply.) 

 Hospital Medical Services Non-Hospital Medical Services 
  a) Emergency .............................. 1  g) Dentist ...................................... 7 

  b) Surgery .................................... 2  h) Doctor ...................................... 8 

  c) Ambulance .............................. 3  i) Chiropractor ............................. 9 

  d) Diagnostic imaging .................. 4  j) Physiotherapist ........................ 10 

  e) Audiology ................................ 5  k) Optometrist .............................. 11 

  f) Not applicable ......................... 6  l) Massage Therapy .................... 12

     m) Psychologist ............................. 13

     n) Not applicable .......................... 14

 
50. The last time you used emergency services at the hospital in Lac La Biche, what was the 

medical condition for which you were examined/treated? 

  a) Work-related injury ................ 1  d) Routine check-up ..................... 4 

  b) Temporary ailment ................ 2  e) Not applicable .......................... 5 

  c) Chronic ailment ..................... 3     
 
 
51. The last time you made use of recreational facilities in Lac La Biche, which facilities did 

you use?   
  a) Bold Center .............................. 1  e) Private fitness centre ................ 5 

  b) Plamondon Arena .................... 2  f) Other ......................................... 6

  c) Portage Pool ............................ 3  g) Not applicable ____________ 7

  d) Park & trail network .................. 4    

 
52. During your last visit to Lac La Biche, whether in the past two weeks or before, how much 

money did you spend? 

  a) Less than $50........................ 1  f) $1,000 to $2,499 ..................................... 6

  b) $50 to $99 ............................. 2  g) $2,500 to $4,999 ..................................... 7

  c) $100 to $199 ......................... 3  h) More than $5,000.................................... 8

  d) $200 to $499 ......................... 4  i) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Lac La Biche ....................

9 

  e) $500 to $999 ......................... 5    

 
53. If you spent money during your last visit to Lac La Biche, what did you purchase? 

(Please check all that apply.)   
  a) Automotive goods and services (including gas) .............. 1 

  b) Recreational equipment ................................................... 2 

  c) Clothing ............................................................................ 3 

  d) Food/drink ........................................................................ 4 

  e) Entertainment (video, movie, play, sports event, etc.) ..... 5 

  f) Personal care items ......................................................... 6

  g) Other:(specify)_____________________ ....................... 7

  h) Not applicable, I didn’t spend any money ........................ 8

 
54. The last time you visited Lac La Biche, whether in the past two weeks or before,  what was 

your main reason for doing so?  
(Please select the circle that best applies.) 

  a) Entertainment/recreation ......... 1  d) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Lac La Biche .....  

4 

  b) Personal business ................... 2  e) Other (specify) __________________ 5 

  c) Company business ................. 3    
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55. The last time you traveled to Lac La Biche, whether in the past two weeks or before, how did you 
get there, and how many passengers were in your vehicle?  

 
  Vehicle 

One 
Passenger

Two 
Passengers 

Three 
Passengers

Four Or More
Passengers

 a) Private vehicle ..................................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 b) Company vehicle  ............................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 c) Taxi/Uber/Car2Go ............................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 d) Bus ...................................................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 e) Plane ................................................... 1 2 3 4 5 

 f) Other: (specify) ________________ 1 2 3 4 5 

 g) Not applicable ..................................... 1  
 
56. After your last visit to Lac La Biche, what did you do? 

 

  a) 
Return to camp/lodge to 
continue work rotation ...........

1  c) Leave the area for time off .......  3 

  b) 
Go to camp/lodge to begin 
work rotation ..........................

2  d) 
Not applicable, since I live in or have 
never been to Lac La Biche .....  

4 

 
WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT LIVING IN LAC LA BICHE? 

 
These questions seek your opinion regarding living in Lac La Biche (for those who currenlty do, as well as 
those who do not).  
 
57. If you live in Lac La Biche, which of the following statements best describe your reasons 

for living there? (Please check all that apply.) 

 a) I was born or have lived in Lac La Biche for a long time ................................. 1 

 b) I have family and friends in Lac La Biche ........................................................ 2 

 c) My spouse or partner works in Lac La Biche ................................................... 3 

 d) Lac La Biche is closer to where I work than other communities ...................... 4 

 e) 
I have access to better employment and career opportunities  
than elsewhere .................................................................................................

5 

 f) 
There are excellent outdoor recreational opportunities in the area  
(e.g. hunting, fishing, camping) ........................................................................

6 

 g) 
Lac La Biche has amenities and services  
(e.g. housing, retail, entertainment) that meet my needs ................................

7 

 h) 
Lac La Biche has a vibrant arts and culture scene  
(e.g. festivals, theatre, concerts) ......................................................................

8 

 i) Lac La Biche is a great place to raise a family ................................................ 9 

 j) Other: (specify) ___________________________________________ 10 
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58. If you do not live in Lac La Biche, which of the following statements best describe your 
reasons for not living in Lac La Biche? (Please check all that apply.)  

 a) Lac La Biche is too remote a location .................................................................................... 1 

 b) My immediate family is settled in our home community ........................................................ 2 

 c) Lac La Biche is too far away from extended family and friends ............................................ 3 

 d) Housing in Lac La Biche is too expensive ............................................................................. 4 

 e) I’m concerned with the lack of job security in the oil sands sector ........................................ 5 

 f) I’m concerned with the access to medical services in Lac La Biche ..................................... 6 

 g) I’m concerned with the quality of education services in Lac La Biche ................................... 7 

 h) I feel there is a lack of retail services in Lac La Biche ........................................................... 8 

 i) I am concerned with social conditions in Lac La Biche (e.g. crime, drugs) ........................... 9 

 j) I feel there are no employment opportunities for my spouse or partner in Lac La Biche ...... 10 

 k) I am not anticipating working in the region for the long term ................................................. 11 

 l) Other: (specify) ______________________________________ ......................................... 12 

 
59. If you do not live in Lac La Biche, how important would each of the following potential 

changes be to you in order to consider living full-time in Lac La Biche?   
(Please check all that apply). Very  

Important 
Somewhat  
Important 

Not  
Important 

No  
Opinion 

a) 
Improved housing incentive from employer (e.g. 
reduced cost, purchase price guarantee, etc.) ....... 

1 2 3 9 

b) Increased job security in the oil sands sector ........ 1 2 3 9 

c) 
Increased employment opportunities  
(for you / partner) .................................................... 

1 2 3 9 

d) 
Improved transportation network (leading to 
reduced travel time to and from worksite) .............. 

1 2 3 9 

e) 
Increased entertainment options  
(e.g. restaurants, lounges, sporting events) ........... 

1 2 3 9 

f) 
Increased community festivals and arts-sector 
events (e.g. theatre, performances, concerts) ....... 

1 2 3 9 

g) 
Enhanced social infrastructure  
(e.g. schools, hospitals, policing) ........................... 

1 2 3 9 

h) 
Increased retail options  
(e.g. stores, shopping centres) ............................... 

1 2 3 9 

i) 
Increased recreation options (e.g. ice arenas, 
swimming pools, recreation facilities, gyms) .......... 

1 2 3 9 

j) Other: (specify) __________________________ 1 2 3 9 

k) 
None. I would not consider moving to Lac La 
Biche ...................................................................... 

1    

 

Thank you for completing this survey! 

Your co-operation is much appreciated. 

Please return your survey to the OSCA/Nichols or Company 
representative and enter your name into a draw to win  

an iPad! 
 



Nichols Applied Management Inc.
Management and Economic Consultants
Suite 2401, 10104 – 103 Avenue NW
Edmonton, Alberta T5J 0H8

Office: (780) 424-0091
Email: info@nicholsappliedmanagement.com  

www.nicholsappliedmanagement.com
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