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Leveraging Expertise

D

ave Picard, had a choice to make. He could
go back to school for his PhD or set up his
own business. He chose the path of entre-

preneurship and went on to build a highly specialized
international engineering consulting company where
academics excel.
Clearstone Engineering Ltd. (Clearstone) is a multidisciplinary company that attracts and retains PhD
and MSc calibre employees, has a solid international
reputation, and is poised for growth. Dave did not use
a conventional sales team to build his company; rather
he leveraged his expertise, reputation and network.
Early in Dave’s career he worked at a sour gas process-

Dave Picard, Founder of Clearstone Engineering Ltd.

ing plant and later was involved in Engineering, Procurement, and Construction (EPC). After completing his MSc in

Dave saw an opportunity

Chemical Engineering, he sought out a different experience and went to work for Western Research. There Dave

to close the gap between

worked in a multidisciplinary team environment and was

what EPCs were building

exposed to the client-driven business model cultivated

and what environmental

at Western Research.

companies were recommending.

Dave saw that EPC companies could design and build
facilities but were not sensitive to environmental concerns. He also saw that environmental companies completed “soft studies” that proposed methods of improving operations to reduce emissions, but did not have the
opportunity to implement them. Dave had been toying
with going back to school. Instead, in 1989 he decided to

bring engineering design, construction management and

establish Clearstone to fill this gap.

spheric emissions for oil and gas facilities.

Dave had both the language and technical skills to
environmental concerns together under one organization. Clearstone is an environmental engineering firm

that specializes in the assessment and control of atmo-
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enough work in the pipeline to sustain the team he was
developing.

Fugitive and process emissions
from oil and gas operations

and gas operations were understood to contribute to

Furthering the feast or famine cycle was the fact that
Clearstone was working in a highly-specialized area, fugitive emissions. As the company was becoming known for
their work on emissions, they were increasingly seen as
the experts in the field. So much so, that their work did
not translate into other types of engineering projects
with the same customer. “When the needs of a project
aligned with Clearstone’s capabilities we received referrals,” says Dave.

climate change.

REPUTATION DROVE REFERRALS

are a source of direct
greenhouse gas emissions.
At the time, awareness of climate change, its effects
on the planet and possible sources were gaining attention. Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions resulting from oil

Climate change initiatives were beginning to take off
in the early 1990s. Dave was involved with the Canadian
Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP). The association wanted to monitor GHG emissions in the industry.
CAPP gave Clearstone one of the company’s first projects.
Clearstone developed a national inventory of methane
and volatile organic compound (VOC) emissions from the
upstream oil and gas industry. The inventory numbers
established in this study are still used today and Clearstone continues to regularly update the inventory.

Entering the market early

Vapour control system – designed and built by Clearstone.

gave Clearstone

FEAST OR FAMINE

a competitive advantage.

In the beginning, Clearstone relied on referrals from
Dave’s previous employers, O’Rouke Engineering Ltd. and
Western Research, to get work. Dave’s university professors also became a source of referrals.

This proved a turning point for the company. The report
gave Clearstone exposure to key industry decision-makers and influencers both on the national and internation-

The company fell into a pattern of feast or famine.

al stage. The pipeline of jobs was beginning to fill.

The projects tended to be larger projects with trade associations, industry and government agencies. When the

In Canada, Dave presented Clearstone’s findings to the

projects came, Dave hired the staff necessary to under-

steering committee of CAPP, which is made up of large oil

take the work. However, when the projects were complete

and gas producers. Clearstone was given the opportunity

he found himself with continuing payroll costs and no

to demonstrate their expertise and capabilities to an

cash flow. Selling new projects while working to complete

influential audience. As a result, these companies also

existing projects, proved difficult. There was not always

began referring projects.
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task of providing the world with an objective, scientific
view of climate change and its political and economic
impacts. At his own expense, Dave travelled to Holland
for the meeting. There were few experts in the area at
the time and Dave, with his experience, was quickly
invited to sit on the oil and gas subcommittee.

Clearstone was well positioned
to capitalize on the
international attention that
climate change was gaining.
This was a valuable role that gained Clearstone international credibility and contacts. As a committee
member Dave helped write the methodology manuals
(1996 IPCC Guidelines for National Greenhouse Gas
Inventories, 2006 IPCC Revised Guidelines for National
Greenhouse Gas Inventories including a section for the
oil and gas sector) that countries use to develop national
GHG inventories.
Clearstone developed a national inventory of methane and
VOC emissions from the upstream oil and gas industry.

All developed countries that are parties to the UNFCCC
report their national GHG emissions to the UNFCCC
Secretariat annually. These submissions are subjected
to technical reviews by teams assembled by the UNFCCC

The CAPP report was subsequently shared with the
Government of Canada and the American Petroleum
Institute. The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
undertook a review of all relevant work being done at the
time relative to climate change. This led the EPA first to

Secretariat. The review teams are comprised of experts
from government agencies in both developed and developing countries. Despite not being part of a government
agency, Dave helped develop the training manuals and

the report and then to Clearstone. In an emerging field,

Dave had quickly positioned Clearstone as fugitive emissions experts in the oil and gas sector.

exams used by the UNFCCC to prequalify reviewers for
the oil and gas and coal sectors.

The EPA invited Dave to attend a meeting with the

Undertaking a project,

International Panel on Climate Change, (IPCC). The IPCC

even at a loss, is smart marketing

is a scientific and intergovernmental body under the
auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change Secretariat (UNFCCC), dedicated to the
••• 5 •••

in a new geographic market.

As a result of Dave’s work with the IPCC and the UNFCCC
the Canadian government continues to enlist Dave’s services and supports his international endeavors. The US
State Department is another strong supporter and has
given the company work internationally.
INTERNATIONAL MARKETS
Nova Corp International (the consulting arm of
Nova Gas Transmissions Ltd.) undertook projects for
the World Bank as a means to subsidize their market
recognizance. Working for the World Bank gave them a
project on the ground, and allowed them to research

Dave Picard presented Clearstone’s findings on greenhouse
gas emissions and other pollutants to Canadian and
international organizations.

the market before making an investment.

STEPS TO GAINING CREDIBILITY IN
INTERNATIONAL MARKETS
1. Get into the market early.
2. Undertake a project to demonstrate
		 your capabilities even at a loss.
3. Use the opportunity to do your research;
		 learn who the key players and
		 influencers are in the local market.
4. Work with trade associations to help
		 leverage your market exposure.
5. Network within the industry.
Technical meetings, Beijing, China.

In 1992 Nova Corp was hired by the World Bank to

This project allowed Clearstone to establish credibility

undertake a rehabilitation and expansion study of the

in the market. Not only were they able to demonstrate

natural gas system in the province of Sichuan, China.
Nova Corp sub-contracted Clearstone to test for methane emissions (venting and leaks) and to develop control strategies at oil and gas facilities across the province. As a result of that work, the Chinese gas company

their capabilities, they identified and networked with
key local players and influencers. Clearstone became
known for solving emissions problems.
When Dave first went to China, he witnessed workers

qualified for a large grant from the Global Environment

literally breaking rocks by hand alongside of the road

Facility (GEF) to purchase high-quality replacement

to make gravel. Recently Dave had the opportunity to

valves and implement an ongoing leak detection and

revisit some of those same facilities. In today’s China,

repair program.

gone are the gravel workers and many of the old emis••• 6 •••

sions problems related to the use of old technologies

Dave’s experience at Western Research left a mark.

and poor quality equipment. Dave could see the results

He recognized that becoming involved with trade

first hand. New emissions challenges have emerged with

associations and sharing information at conferences

the rapid industrial development and China is working

is a way to establish credibility either in an emerging

hard to curb these emissions. For the next generation,

market or in a new geographic market.

China wants to be seen as taking positive steps to manage its emissions. Dave and his team are proud to be
working on projects that are helping companies operating in China to do just that.
Clearstone remains active in China to this day. Clearstone also counts the US State Department, the US
Department of Justice, the Canadian Government, the
World Bank, and a number multinational oil companies
as its customers and, importantly, a continued source
of referrals. These international agencies are using
Canadian expertise and technology to solve emissions
problems around the world.

Clearstone was contracted to test for methane emissions
and develop control strategies across the province of Sichuan, China.

REGULATIONS
The emissions market was initially driven by regulations. Dave had thought that if you could demonstrate
the cost effectiveness of controlling emissions, industry would jump at the opportunity to do so. Instead, he
found that the market rewards industry for increasing
production and reserves, but not for recovering waste
gas or improving operational efficiencies.

Tank sampling

Clearstone is active in China, Russia, South America
and the Middle East through their engagement with a
range of initiatives including the World Bank’s Global
Gas Flaring Reduction (GGFR) partnership, the US EPA
led Global Methane Initiative (GMI), the Climate and
Clean Air Coalition, and others. International sales now
account for roughly half of the company’s revenues.

Leak detection
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Today the market is different. The work is driven by

Assistance Program (NRC-IRAP), but the majority has

regulations in some areas but in others by a commitment
to international protocols and a desire to help save the

been funded internally.
Clearstone’s research has included collaborations

planet by reducing GHG emissions.

with university researchers and national research labo-

THE TEAM

ratories in both Canada and the United States. Dave has

Today, Clearstone has 20 employees who are predomi-

co-authored papers with Lawrence Berkeley National

nantly PhD’s and MSc’s from top universities in Canada

Laboratory and Pacific Northwest National Laboratory,

and the United States. Most are highly recognized

and has been invited to make presentations at Stanford

within the industry for their contributions. Notably, not

University.

one is in marketing or sales. It has not always been easy
to attract and retain top caliber employees especially

Dave is looking to break out Clearstone’s research
activities into a separate Research and Development

when the oil and gas sector was booming.
As with many projects, a number of employees come
through referrals and/or the technical presentations

(R&D) company, not to generate profit but to work on
scientifically interesting projects.
The R&D work Clearstone has been conducting has

Dave makes at home and abroad. Dave also brings in

included the development of advanced engineering de-

retired senior executives to serve as mentors on proj-

sign and analysis tools, as well as emissions measure-

ects. This practise has opened doors and built trust

ment and control technologies. His team now includes

with new customers.

two PhD computer scientists.

Clearstone’s employees are long term and stay with

Through a joint venture with Shell, Clearstone created

the company for three reasons. First the projects are
technically challenging and interesting. Secondly, the

statistical inventory reconciliation software that could

projects have a positive impact on the environment.

identify if there is a theft, a leak or calibration problems

Helping conserve a non-renewable resource and reduce

in storage tanks, by statistical inventory reconciliation

a company’s carbon footprint is intrinsically rewarding.

techniques. Clearstone commercialized the software

Thirdly, the team has a large degree of autonomy.

and eventually sold it to an Australian company.

The management structure at Clearstone is relatively
flat. The team works collaboratively on all projects. And
as much as Dave’s professors helped him make a start,
he is helping junior employees make their mark in the

Clearstone developed its own process simulation
package to use in-house, but has also sold variations
of the application to organizations such as Alliance
Pipelines Ltd. and the Alberta Energy Regulator. The

industry.

software continues to evolve and some features include

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

economic analysis and multi-language capabilities.
Clearstone also developed a tool for use in projects it

Clearstone has been actively conducting research
since the early years of its existence and has annually

has been conducting for the US Department of Justice.

qualified for R&D tax credits. Some of its work has been

They are addressing issues of VOC emissions from oil

supported through the Alberta Research Council and

and gas activities in ozone non-attainment areas such

the National Research Council - Industrial Research

as Yellowstone National Park. A key source of these
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INSULATED FROM DOWNTURNS

emissions has been oil production tanks with faulty
vapor control systems. Clearstone’s tool is used to conduct rigorous analyses of the system design, to identify
design issues and help distinguish between system

of regulatory reporting and compliance-based services
domestically insulated the company from the effects of

bottlenecks and operating and maintenance issues.

the 2015 downturn. As Dave says, “If a company is facing

Clearstone’s competitive advantage is their abil-

a facility shut-down, normal economics do not apply.”

ity to draw on advanced know-how and technology to
overcome challenging problems, achieve efficiencies in
routine problems, and maintain a high level of quality

The international work is largely focused on climate
change issues driven by international agreements and
currently there is momentum for these initiatives.

control and quality assurance.

Clearstone provides specialized services in an envi-

Being on the front line, Clearstone is uniquely posi-

tioned to determine the opportunity – what the market
needs are. They have the talent, the brightest scientific
minds in the field, to develop scientific solutions.

Large international contracts and a strong foundation

ronment where reducing GHGs is important. They do not
have any significant competition in this area. There is
a risk that reducing GHGs may become less important.
But for now, there are no indications that the appetite
for this service is slowing down. For now, the pipeline
has a continual source of projects.
Dave is optimistic about the company’s future, both
on the consulting side and the R&D side.
INVESTING IN THE FUTURE
Current market conditions have given Dave a new opportunity. Industry is simultaneously facing low energy
prices, increased regulations and at the same time
declining investor interest. The pressure to deal with
GHG emissions is becoming more stringent and companies are struggling to comply. This is especially true
as companies have trimmed their work forces and have
reduced financial resources.

Clearstone is looking at
investing in their own solutions
– they understand both
the risks and the opportunity.
Much of Clearstone’s current activities in the area
of GHG management are now focused on working with
stakeholders in developing countries to not only identiMeasurements on a process pond.

fy cost-effective GHG emission reduction opportunities,
••• 9 •••

but to work with oil companies and investors to develop
and ultimately implement these projects. A unique element of this work has been exposing industry to unconventional sources of financing such as green bonds and

To say that Dave is understated when talking about

Clearstone’s success is in itself an understatement. He
considers himself lucky to be given the opportunity to
showcase his expertise. In truth, there is no luck to it.

Dave recognized that an international market niche was

green investors.
Simply put, green investors invest in capital improvement projects for energy upgrades and cost reductions.
The return on investment is generated from either the
cost savings or the renewable energy produced as payback on the project.

opening up for quantifying emissions and developing
strategies to reduce them. He understood that Clear-

stone had a role to play. He leveraged his expertise to

gain entry into new geographic markets. Dave also has
the business acumen to attract and retain a highlyspecialized team to deliver the service.

Clearstone is uniquely positioned to participate in

Dave Picard is not content to rest on his laurels. He

these opportunities. By collecting the data needed

knows that if he does, he will lose valuable team mem-

to design a solution and by completing the front-end
engineering design studies, they are able to assess the

bers. He is creating opportunities for the scientists at
Clearstone to showcase their expertise.

risks and the business opportunity. An Investment by
Clearstone brings a level of confidence to other investors such as development banks or large institutional
funds to the project.

The team at Clearstone Engineering
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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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