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Continuous innovation leads to exciting
opportunities in the oilfields of Alberta

ike many rural Alberta kids, Russ Hebblethwaite grew up darning his own
socks and mending his own clothes.

This instilled a resolute commitment in Russ to
put those days behind him forever; it has both
motivated him and governed a lot of what he
has done over his career. His energy and desire
to do a good job has succeeded in getting him
noticed. He was just out of high school when he
went to work on a seismic crew. Possessing the
skills and the work ethic most farm kids learn,
within ten days he was made the foreman at just
17 years of age. He was not afraid of working
hard, he could operate a 4x4 and a winch and
he could get the job done. Shortly after that he
went to work for Caterpillar Inc. (Caterpillar).

While still working for Caterpillar, Russ bought
a steam truck and started to do work on the
weekends and in the evenings washing Caterpillar equipment. At 21 years of age, he incorporated
Tar Sands, his first service company. Soon he had
enough work to hire a full time guy for cleaning on Syncrude sites. At 22 he quit Caterpillar
to work full-time for himself, for a short stint in
Northern Saskatchewan and then settling in the
Elk Point area of Alberta, near where he grew up.
The business there was cleaning tanks, treaters, and well heads in the summers, and steaming
frozen valves on oil tanks and rigs in the winter.

Russ Hebblethwaite

Russ never worried about
“the other guys,” he simply focused
on doing a quality job himself.
Along the way, Russ looked for opportunities or
areas where there were no other local options
for service. His idea was to be the first to offer a
service in the local area. He incorporated rig anchors, sand blasting and tank insulation into his
service offering. He also developed a first of its
kind wash facility for rigs and tubing, eliminating
the need for oilfield pits. He never worried about
“the other guys,” he simply focused on doing a
quality job himself.
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In harsh winter weather conditions, he would send his
trucks out to thaw frozen valves on tanks. Truckers that
had been sent out to draw water from the tank would
arrive only to find the valves frozen. The trucker would
either attempt to force the valve open, breaking it, or
have to wait up to two hours for a steam truck to arrive to thaw the valves. In the summers, a large part of
Russ’s business was cleaning up the mess on tanks made
from leaking valves. His business was growing. He had
expanded the number of trucks from two to eight. While
the number of steamers had grown to eight, Russ was

idea he had been working on, involving the use of an
internal chamber inside a storage tank. Russ could see
right away that his idea provided a solution for the exact
problems for which Tar Sands was being called on to
deliver services. Russ purchased the full rights to the
idea and proceeded with product engineering, design
and development, ultimately patenting and trademarking what would become widely known and used as the
EnviroVault™.

Russ knew all the local operators –
he had established a solid reputation
for both himself and his company.
now managing over twenty pieces of equipment. This
does not include the wash facility that ran 24 hours/day
with three crews during busy times. He knew all the local operators and had established a solid reputation for
both himself and his company.
Russ made a lot of money dealing with valve and other
tank related issues in the oil patch. He could see the effects frozen valves were having on the productivity of oil
companies. Some valves were located towards the top
of the tank, forcing workers to climb up to the top of the
tank to access them, which in frozen conditions could
prove hazardous. He could also see what the leaks were
doing to the environment, soaking deep into the soil,
sometimes affecting the ground water.

External valves were prone to freezing in the winter; in
the summers, Russ could see leaks soaking into the soil.
(Top) The spill tray extends over the dike boundary.
(Bottom) Spill points could be located outside of the containment area. Buckets were commonly hung from tank
valves to capture the leaking fluids.

Often driving up to a tank site, Russ and his drivers would see full or overflowing buckets hanging from
the valves to capture the leaks. When it is -40 degrees
outside and when a strong north wind is sweeping across
the tank, something as simple as taking a sample becomes impossible and certainly is not fun.
An old school acquaintance stopped by to see Russ.
While there, he showed Russ a rough schematic of an
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Russ could see that the
idea provided a solution to
problems in the field.
The original EnviroVault™ saw all valves assembled
in one internally mounted cabinet at ground level with
access through the tank exterior. Risers to various levels
in the tank were installed so the operators could take
a sample without going up a ladder, making it safer for
workers. As the valves were now inside the vault, surrounded by the hot oil, they would not freeze. It gave
workers access doors to the valves and the entire area
below the door opening constituted a spill containment
area, catching drips from leaking valves. This eliminated
the need for pails and barrels while reducing reclamation services.

management on tank sites there was little or no enforcement, as oil companies were suffering. The appetite for
something new was limited. There was an added cost
to purchasing a tank with an EnviroVault™ installed but
it would easily pay for itself over time through lower
operating costs. Oil company operators could double
the number of tanks they serviced in a day if it was
equipped with an EnviroVault™. EnviroVault offered companies an option to enhance both the environmental and
personnel protection for their field workers. Companies
that had a strong desire for environmental stewardship
embraced it early on, however it took other companies
some years to catch on.

| 1996 |
An oilfield service company often operates 24/7, and so
does its owner, which can take a lot out of you. Though
only 38 at the time, Russ often felt as though he was
58. More importantly EnviroVault represented exciting
growth opportunities that were not available to him with
his service business. The new EnviroVault™ arguably
could replace his existing service business. By then, Russ
was ready for a change both in business opportunity
and lifestyle. EnviroVault Canada Ltd. (EnviroVault) was
incorporated in 1996. Russ sold Tar Sands in February
1998 and began working for EnviroVault full time. For the
previous two years Russ had set about turning the schematic drawing into a real product. Proceeds from the sale
of Tar Sands helped with this development and enabled
him to start the patent process.
| 1998 |
Early 1998 turned out to be a good time to sell a business. It also marked the beginning of an oil patch downturn, which, as it turns out, is a poor time to start selling
a new product into a market, when commodity prices are
low. Even though there were regulations in place for fluid

The original EnviroVault™ was assembled to position all the
valves internally, at ground level, and next to a heat source.

Initially EnviroVault took a bottom up sales approach.
Service companies, like Tar Sands, are built on developing strong trusting relationships with field workers. Russ
took a similar approach for EnviroVault. He sold to his
contacts in the field. He learned quickly that tank manufacturers, though they cannot say yes to an EnviroVault™
installation, they easily had the ability to negatively
influence a sale. Their arguments centered around
increased costs and slowing down deliveries. This is
where the product experienced the most pushback. Sales
increased from $50K to $300K by year three. Initially
EnviroVault outsourced the manufacturing of the units.
They took orders from tank manufacturers and contracted out the production of the vaults to local metal shops,
primarily GT Metal Fabricators (GT).
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| 2000 |
By 2000 they were selling approximately 200 units a year.
Oil prices were beginning to rebound and so were sales.
They had secured a contract to retrofit 16 new tanks with
the EnviroVault™. The company was purchased and, despite field personnel wanting the EnviroVault™ installed
on the 16 tanks, senior management in Calgary declared
the retrofits a luxury they could not afford.
Russ decided he had to switch the sales method from

a bottom-up to a top-down approach. They began to

issues customers were having in the field and what the
recommended solutions were to fix those issues.
From the beginning, the company had booths at trade
shows in Canada and then eventually into the US. They
received their original EnviroVault™ patent in October
1999, the Canadian patent in December 2000, followed
by the US and Canadian Bolt-in patents in 2007. These
patents provided EnviroVault with a twenty-year protection against infringements by others. The sales team was
growing. They also marketed to key decision influencers,

market to senior levels of management in the oil and gas
companies. They sold to executives who would challenge
their own engineering firms and field staff on why they
were continuing to use the standard operating procedure
of strapping pails and barrels to tanks and continue to
do damage to the environment when there is a solution
to the issue.

They knew the operating issues
customers were having in the field and
what the recommended solutions
were to fix those issues.
From 1999 through to 2001 EnviroVault had an independent sales rep in Lloydminster representing EnviroVault™ ,
along with some other product lines, to a handful of tank
manufacturers. Now that they were using a top down approach, they needed to be where the head offices were.
They opened a Calgary office in 2002 and hired their
first full-time salesperson. In January 2004, an outside
salesperson, Russ’s son, was hired to build and maintain
strong relationships with field workers from North East
British Columbia to South West Manitoba. The benefit of
having someone in this position was that it kept EnviroVault in touch with the people using the equipment.
Harboring back to his days with Caterpillar, Russ saw the
value in having a “product support” sales position such
as this. It meant that EnviroVault knew the operating

The Bolt-In EnviroVault™ is a retrofit design for existing tanks.

tank manufacturers and engineering firms. Oil and gas
companies would often have an outside engineering firm
write the specifications for new projects. Engineering
firms are large influencers in the decision-making process.
The EnviroVault™ was originally designed for heavy oil
applications. The industry went through a period of consolidation. Both Husky Energy Ltd. (Husky) and Canadian
Natural Resources Ltd. (CNRL), the two largest players in
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the heavy oil sector, were in the process of buying out
smaller players. Both companies were supporters of the
EnviroVault™. Every time CNRL and Husky purchased
another player, the entire field was retrofitted with the
EnviroVault™. Both companies had the Envirovault™
written into their tank specifications.
Tanks are manufactured with a man door. EnviroVault
designed a process to remove the man door and pop in
a modified EnviroVault™ in the existing tank opening, using the same bolt pattern. The Bolt-in opened up a new

market segment, retrofitting existing tanks. The concept
could be used in light oil and natural gas wells for pro-

in EV Manufacturing. GT still did all the laser cutting
and steel sheet rolling but EV Manufacturing did all the
assembly. They continuously developed processes that
enhanced the quality, and productivity incorporating
new techniques like robotic welders. These robotic welders, manned by an apprentice welder, cut the welding
time from 45 minutes down to 12 minutes per unit. This
increased efficiency and increased operating margins on
the product.
| 2008 |
The recession in 2008 and 2009 was tough on EnviroVault. Like many in the oil patch, EnviroVault lost money

duced water. The Energy Resource Conservation Board

during this period. Russ’s approach was different. He

(ERCB) wrote a letter approving the use of the Bolt-in in

asked himself, “how do I make a positive from this nega-

a double walled tank without affecting the dual walled
classification of the tank. The technology was now gaining traction in the market.

tive?” He decided to invest in new product development
in a period that afforded him the time to step back and

| 2005 |

EnviroVault emerged from the
downturn ready to hit the ground

In 2005 Russ hired a General Manager, Marty Schlager,
who had industry and sales knowledge in related fields,

running with three new patents.

specifically with tanks. Russ would tell you that he hires
people who have the skill sets that helped him enhance
the business, and that hiring up is the best decision an

re-evaluate what he was doing and what direction he
should be moving the company. He wanted to position

entrepreneur can make. Marty brought a set of skills in
certain areas that Russ did not have. Implementing new

the company so that when the industry turned around

sales and organizational practises resulted in an increase
in sales and staff productivity.
| 2006 |
By 2006 EnviroVault was manufacturing between 1,200 to
1,500 units per year. By now the EnviroVault™ was gain-

ing widespread market acceptance. A rapidly increasing
percentage of the new tanks manufactured for use in
the heavy oil sector incorporated the EnviroVault™. Russ
realized that by farming out all the fabrication there was
a piece of the business he was not making money on.
He had the opportunity of earning larger margins if he
did more himself. He approached his fabricator, Dennis
Berreth of GT, and together they created and invested

A full face retrofit for Husky Energy Ltd.
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they were ready to hit the ground running. Recession

The conventional EnviroVault™

also brings with it access to quality staff. Russ hired Mike

platform was used to launch the
FloVault, ThermoVault, and the DuoVault
during the economic downturn.

Neilson as his new General Manager in October of 2009.
Mike had been General Sales Manager of the largest tank
manufacturer in Alberta. He was able to provide input
that proved instrumental in increasing sales, and new
product development.
| 2010 |
Heading into 2010, at the end of the economic downturn,
the company had three new “patent pending” product
lines. By utilizing the primary EnviroVault™ patent as
a platform to house specific equipment, the company
began expanding their product line. The FloVault was
introduced in 2009 as a separator package inside the
EnviroVault™. The FloVault never gained traction in the
market, and according to Russ, it likely never will.

(top) The EnviroVault™ platform was used to launch three
new product lines. (bottom) The ThermoVault raises the
fluid temperature for light oil tanks.

The ThermoVault, on the other hand, has gained some
traction providing the first practical and safe alternative
to fire tubes in raising and maintaining the fluid temperature for light oil tanks. This enabled the company
to work on more tanks than those manufactured for
heavy oil. The third patent, the DuoVault, was the product developed as a result of a push in the late 1990s to
early 2000s for double-walled tanks. The ERCB began
requiring a secondary containment system for tanks
by either placing a berm around the tank or utilizing a
double-walled tank to mitigate spill migration. In 2009,
the ERCB announced that due to deficiencies in doublewalled tank designs, even they would require the use of
a berm around them. The DuoVault met and exceeded all
previous design shortcomings, resulting in acceptance
by the ERCB. The ERCB also released a letter stating that
DuoVault could be used on locations without the need
for a secondary containment liner. To Russ’s knowledge,
DuoVault remains the only tank with such recognition.
| 2011 |
2011 was EnviroVault’s best year, they sold 3,600 units and
sales were over $11 million. Included in that number was
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a $3 million contract to supply tanks. They contracted the
tanks out and earned lower margins but their core business was strong. If Russ’s experience at Tar Sands taught
him anything, it was to sell a company in an upturn. He
started to reorganize the company to get ready for sale.

Sell the company in an upturn.
The reorganization took over a year. He listed the company for sale on April 21, 2012, just ten days before the
Greek banking crisis. Russ learned, perhaps the hard way,
that you should start and operate a business with a clear
exit strategy; timing can be critical and you never know
when an opportunity will come along. In 2013 the market
was still strong but there was growing global uncertainty.
He was thinking of taking the company off the market
by the summer of 2013 but he received a late expression
of interest. Russ closed the deal, four months later, on
December 2, 2013.
| 2013 |
By 2013, sales were consistently around $9 million per
year with a staff of 12. EnviroVault had secured 90% of the
heavy oil tank market and 30% of the overall tank market.
Collectively they had 27,000 units in the field by the end
of 2013. They were now making forays into other markets
such as light oil, and produced water tanks for gas with
the ThermoVault. At the time of the sale, EnviroVault was
making inroads to the US market with sales in Texas, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico and Alaska.

Joe Lukacs, President and CEO and of CETAC-WEST presents Russ Hebblethwaite with an Alumni Achievement
Award in 2011. He also won the Entrepreneur of the Year
Award in 2012.

Russ has the ability to identify opportunities and to
convince himself that he could make them work. His
honesty and integrity earned him respect from those he
worked with, who in turn gave him and his ideas a chance.
The patents allowed EnviroVault to charge a premium for
their products. Harboring back to his childhood, Russ was
always sure to pay himself along the way.
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EnviroVault™
Suite 58, 805 5 Ave SW
Calgary, AB T2P 3G3
T 403.263.4433
E info@envirovault.com
W envirovault.com

CETAC-WEST
3608 33 Street NW
Calgary, AB T2L 2A6
T 403.777.9595 F 403.777.9599
E cetac@cetacwest.com
W cetacwest.com

