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Y ou could say that drilling was genetically pro-
grammed into John Paul Wegleitner (JP), Lara 
Lukacs and Nicole Gourlie early in their lives. 

The three siblings grew up in a drilling family. Their 
father, Garry Wegleitner, owned and operated Beck 
Drilling & Environmental Services (Beck).

Together, JP, Lara and Nicole own Earth Drilling Co. 
Ltd. (Earth Drilling), a geotechnical, environmental and 
oil sands drilling company. In the four years since they 
took over, the company has experienced tremendous 
growth during one of the worst industry downturns. 
They now have a fleet of equipment that includes 20 
rigs and a team of 80 employees, and are projecting 
revenues in excess of $18 million this year. Getting there 
has been a journey that started when the kids were 
small.

The drilling industry goes through periods of consoli-
dation and rejuvenation. Beck, a geotechnical, environ-
mental and geological coring services company, was 
purchased in 1995 by Hazco Environmental Services Ltd. 
(Hazco) which was subsequently purchased by Canadian 
Crude Separators (CCS) in 2004. In 2012 all divisions of 
CCS were brought together and rebranded as Tervita 
Corporation (Tervita). Garry Wegleitner remained with 
the company, as President, until 2012.

JP had been working with his dad since he was “knee 
high to a grass hopper.” His first job, as a teenager, was 

with Beck. He found he liked the work and stayed with 
the company for 17 years through to its reincarnation as 
Tervita. It had always been part of his dream to have his 
own drilling company one day. 

SEED CAPITAL STARTS THE NEXT GENERATION                     
IN BUSINESS

JP, Lara and their brother in-law Chris Gourlie, Nicole’s 
husband, had all been working with Tervita in various 
roles. JP had been transferred to Saskatoon after spend-
ing eight years in Fort McMurray. A Calgary client had 
indicated that there was a drilling company in Regina 
whose owner was looking to retire. He felt it might be a 
good partnership, or possible acquisition for Tervita.

“Your Reputation is Your Brand”
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Over coffee with the owner, JP ascertained that the 
owner wanted to sell but had no interest in selling to    
a large corporate entity. He would however sell to JP.     
JP called his sisters and they had what would turn out 
to be their first family meeting. The debate centered on 
the pros and cons of starting up a new company versus 
purchasing an existing one. They decided to go for it. 

They raised the seed capital by drawing on their 
shared inheritance and borrowed the rest. They had 
the support of their mother and father who believed in 
them and their ability to make it work. 

CREATING A DISTINCT CULTURE

One drawback of the purchase was that the business 
was located in Regina, where none of the kids resided. 
For the first 6 months, JP travelled back and forth to 
Saskatoon and Chris commuted to and from Calgary on 
weekends. They lived in a trailer parked in the yard with 
no running water during the week. As JP says, “It got 
old fast.” By December JP, Chris and their families were 
living in Regina. Lara, just married, moved soon after 

her honeymoon. Within the first year of living in Regina, 
the three families were united with one objective, they 
wanted to move back home, to Calgary, but they needed 
to grow the business to get there.

Earth Drilling, predominantly a water drilling compa-
ny, was working mainly in southern Saskatchewan. The 
company was doing $1.5 million in revenue at the time 
and owned seven rigs. The culture was relaxed and very 
different from what JP, Lara and Chris were used to. If 
they started their day one minute after 6 am they con-
sidered themselves late. The employees of Earth Drilling 
started around 8 am and ended as early as 4 pm. 

After acquiring Earth Drilling, JP, Lara and Chris want-
ed to create their own culture. They created one that 
reflects their lifestyle, work ethics and core values.

Part of that culture is safety. Prior to the acquisition, 
Earth Drilling had a safety record that the company is 
still paying for to this day. There were no formal policies 
in place and the company had a less than stellar track 

   On the plus side of buying an 
existing company you have immediate 

cash flow and equipment. On the 
downside, you inherit the problems.

   Walking away from a good
salary to start your own business

is a difficult decision.

John Paul Wegleitner Lara Lukacs Chris Gourlie
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record. Today the company’s Health and Safety program 
stands as one of their strengths. They have created a 
strong “safety culture” by implementing a company-
wide safety management system. Safety is the first thing 
you see on the company’s website and all of their pro-
motional material; it is also the first thing the partners 
talk about when describing their company. 

INDUSTRY REPUTATION

The Wegleitner name is strong in the industry. Their 
reputation started with Garry and continues with JP. 
They are considered the best in the business. Their 
reputation gave Earth Drilling opportunities to gain high 
profile customers almost immediately. JP feels that the 
name of the company is immaterial compared to the 
names behind the company. 

The day that JP quit Tervita, Canadian Natural Re-
sources Limited (CNRL) began to search for him. They 
had worked with JP and Garry at Tervita and they had 
an oil sands project they wanted him to take on. JP 
rented a rig in order to do the work and within months 
they had signed a Master Service Agreement (MSA) with 
CNRL. 

In the spring of 2013, Earth Drilling decided to pur-
chase a $1.1 million dual rotary rig for the CNRL con-
tract. The monthly payment would be over $21,000. 
These projects are notorious for paying in 45 days. With 
monthly payroll costs increasing, this purchase would 
further strain cash flow; however, the partners knew 
that working for CNRL and being paid promptly would 
alleviate some of the cash flow stress. 

That first Christmas in 2012 was tough. They worked 
without a salary in order to pay their employees. “We 
almost did not make it that first year,” JP says. 

A NEW BANKING PARTNER LETS THE COMPANY GROW

Lara approached their existing bank with a proposal 
to purchase the new rig. They were turned down. Coin-
cidentally, a different local bank manager walked into 
Earth Drilling’s Regina office and said that the bank 
wanted to work with the company. This was a pivotal 
moment in the company’s short history. The new bank 
gave the company the opportunity to grow. Earth Drill-
ing’s oil sands projects alone generate over 75 percent 
of the total revenue each year. Today, their bank re-
mains a strong partner and supports their endeavors.

TECHNICAL STRENGTH

Drilling may seem straight forward but to be success-
ful you need to understand the intricacies of how to 
drill to achieve results. While working in the oil sands 
with Tervita, JP spent time in research and development. 

Foremost Dual Rotary DR-24

   The Wegleitner name was 
respected and attracted business.

Having a bank that works 
with you is essential 
to facilitate growth.
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He had the opportunity to try every drill bit in the mar-
ket and experimented by rebuilding the heads on sonic 
rigs. When he left, he knew every piece of equipment 
and what was required to make it operate efficiently.

This knowledge would prove invaluable for Earth Drill-
ing. Tervita had decided to get out of the drilling busi-
ness and began divesting themselves of their equip-
ment. The equipment was sold and had been purchased 
inexpensively by buyers who lacked the technical 
expertise to use it. JP searched for the equipment and, 
leveraging his network, was able to purchase some of it 
substantially below the fair market price tag of $3 mil-
lion. The most significant acquisition was two sonic rigs 
that he purchased for $750,000. 

In Garry’s day, Beck drilling continually needed expen-
sive repairs to keep their rigs operational. JP applied 
the knowledge he gained in R&D to the Earth opera-
tion. The use of proper bearings dramatically reduced 
maintenance costs from the Beck experience. Initially 
the equipment needed a little investment to become 
operational. Since then, it is running at capacity and 
requires only routine maintenance. 

MOVING TO CALGARY

The move to Calgary started mid-way through the 

second year. While standing in the equipment yard one 

day JP and Chris found themselves looking at their first 

rig purchase – a Becker Hammer. The rig was underuti-

lized at the time. They decided then and there to send 

it to Calgary where it is well suited to the riverbed rock 

found in the downtown core. At first, they managed 

Calgary from Regina but with the increased work on 

development projects at the time, as well as the CNRL 

contract, JP thought it was time for someone to move 

there.

If moving to Regina had caused inner turmoil within 
the family, deciding that one person needed to move to 
Calgary created even more. Finally, the partners decid-
ed that it was all or nothing and the decision was made. 
All three families would move to Calgary.

BUILDING THE TEAM

Initially JP, Lara and Chris did everything themselves 
from the accounting and setting up the computers to 
creating marketing materials. To this day they feel they 
would have been better served to contract out some of 
these functions and focus their efforts on the core busi-
ness where they could generate cash flow. 

The industry has lost a number of jobs over the last 
two years. Drilling is a specialized skill and most drillers 
know each other. A number of Earth Drilling employ-
ees followed JP from the Beck/Tervita days while some 
came from competitors. Earth Drilling tends to pay 
higher than industry norms in order to retain the best. 
JP, Lara and Chris also expect more. Everyone from the 
drivers in the field up to the CEO works hard and puts in 
long hours.
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JP completely trusts the team. “Our supervisors are 
extremely diligent,” he says. They do not want to let 
anyone down, the customer, the team or JP. 

They maintain a flat organizational structure despite 
their size. It both supports the family feel of the busi-
ness and allows the core group to make decisions and 
respond to customers’ requests quickly. JP has become 
the active sales person on the team. He is on the phone 
all day interacting with customers. They soon learned 
that customers want to talk to knowledgeable staff, 
someone who understands their needs. 

There are only seven people in the office working in 
what is affectionately referred to as “the eagles nest” – 
an open office concept. Everyone knows what is go-
ing on. The staff are all friends and the three families 
socialize frequently together. 

They have young families to support. Lara has recently 
left the day-to-day business to raise her children. They 
hired her husband, Rob Lukacs in her stead. Rob’s job 
as Vice President is to implement job costing practises 
and to undertake business development. Chris is Vice 
President and oversees day-to-day operations. Though 
JP now works with his two brothers-in-law, the company 
remains all in the family.

A TRUST RELATIONSHIP WITH CUSTOMERS

Revenue doubled year over year for the first three 
years to over $12 million in 2016. This year revenue is 
projected to grow by 50 percent with 80 employees. 
They now do work for over 50 clients.

JP managed a fleet of 25 rigs at Tervita. He is more 
than comfortable managing the fleet at Earth Drilling. 
Their attention to detail is impressive. Either JP or Chris 
is on hand at the start of every project to ensure that 
they have the right approach and the right equipment 
for each job. 

The company’s family-run management style works 
for their clients. The core group makes decisions quick-
ly. The quality of work, attention to detail and their 
ability to respond quickly to customers’ needs sets the 
company apart from their competition.

CONTROLLED GROWTH – MANAGING RISKS

JP, Lara and Chris are careful to manage risks. The in-
vestment in each piece of equipment is significant. They 
purchased a third sonic rig, brand new, for $750,000. The 
returns can be significant, as well. The three sonic rigs 
now generate annual revenue in excess of $10 million. 

Earth Drilling was approached by a large multination-
al company to do a week-long project at the Fort Hills 
mine site. They knew the client from their Beck/Tervita 
days. The drilling contractor initially on site was unable Sonic Rig

   They would have been 
better served to contract out 

things like IT to focus on 
their core business.



to deliver the results needed for the project so Earth 
Drilling put all three sonic rigs in the field and proved 
their capabilities. 

The oil sands work is now the largest revenue genera-
tor for the business. It also represents a tremendous 
growth opportunity for Earth Drilling. They have a three-
year contract with that client and there is potentially 
another twenty years’ worth of work. All it would require 
is for the company to add to their fleet of sonic rigs. 

The partners are reluctant to take it all on at once 
and grow too fast. They have always managed growth, 
albeit aggressively, but managed it. If they pursued all 
of the oil sands work, it would mean two things. First, 
they would have to go public in order to finance the 
necessary equipment. Secondly, they would become 
dependent on one customer with short and long term 
plans they are not privy to nor are they in control of. 

More likely they will purchase two mud rotary rigs 
and grow in a more sustainable and manageable way. 
JP holds paramount the company’s reputation and the 
quality of work they produce. They are by no means 
on easy street. They are highly leveraged; they have no 
choice - they have to make it work. JP set the bar high 
and does not intend to let the standard of service drop 
at the expense of growth. 

 

Their intent is to keep Earth Drilling a family run 
operation and make it available to the next generation. 
They are creating a legacy of their own. You can still 
find Garry Wegleitner every day in the shop helping out 
where he can. He provided his kids with a great oppor-
tunity and they want to make him proud. 
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We are all in. We have no choice;
we have to make it work.

Gus Pech Mud Rotary
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The generous and 
timely support by the

National Research Council –
Industrial Research 
Assistance Program

has been a significant contribution 
to the company’s growth.
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