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If you had to use one word to encapsulate Cessco Fabrication 
and Engineering Ltd., that word might very well be BIG. It 
is, after all, a big company with big aspirations that builds 

big things for some of the biggest companies in the country. 
After 65 years in the business, this privately owned, Canadian 
company just keeps getting bigger.

Another word you might use is SOLID. Not just for Cessco’s 
unique fabricated pressure vessels built for the most demanding 
uses, conditions and customers. Nor just for their reputation, 
which might better be described as rock solid, but for every-
thing, from their management team to their ongoing commit-
ment to being the very best they can be at what they do.

Even their roots are solid. Figuratively, in that Cessco’s been 

a part of the Alberta resource industry from its earliest days, 
and almost literally, in that their buildings sit on the very same 
ground where the company’s history began, in 1948. “Back then, 
99th Street was a dirt trail, and it was a long way to Strathcona,” 
says President and General Manager Don McFarlane. “Leduc #1 
went on line in 1947, so we’ve been entrenched in the Western 
Canadian oil industry from the beginning.”

A lot of companies like to say ‘we do it all’, but not Cessco (an 
acronym for its original name, Canadian Equipment Sales and 
Service Company). They have no interest in being everything 
to everybody. They’re specialists. “We manufacture the larg-
est, heaviest and most complex pressure vessels in the industry, 
tackling projects that can’t be done elsewhere,” McFarlane says. 
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“Everything we make is unique. We design our products for dif-
ferent purposes, for different clients who have specific techni-
cal, operational and delivery needs. Every plant is unique. So we 
go into it prepared for the expected and the unexpected.”

Cessco doesn’t just build and forget. As McFarlane explains, 
“We’re very much a service company.”

Jim Kachmar, Vice President of Field Services, agrees. “About 
half of our work, by volume, is in the field,” he says. “That means 
plant maintenance and repairs, shutdowns, emergency repairs.”

Kachmar’s key word is COMMITMENT. “Commitment to 
quality, productivity, safety and cooperation is what the client 
gets, he says, “from myself to the superintendent who executes 
the job, through the journeymen, the foreman and the support 
staff. They’re absolutely key to our operation. We’re an extreme-
ly close-knit group, and we work closely together. There’s con-
stant liaising between the sites and myself at all times. We work 
on a completely informed basis.” This commitment allows him 
to operate on a ‘no surprise’ basis with the customer. “We want 
our clients to be fully aware at all times of what we’re doing and 
why we’re doing it.”

On jobs with the size and intricacy of those Cessco is in-
volved in, maintaining complete, constant, real-time awareness 
and transparency is no small feat. “It’s all about execution and 
management,” Kachmar says. “Internally, we generate detailed 
cost reports on each project, every day. That’s costs incurred and 
projected to the end of the job. These reports are shared with the 
clients whenever they wish. But I always know.”

Another key word for Cessco is LOYALTY, all the way 
around. “We invest in and develop long term relationships 
with customers,” McFarlane says. “We have many of the same 

customers we’ve had from the beginning. They’ve evolved, and 
we’ve evolved to meet their needs.”

There’s one relationship of which the folks at Cessco are es-
pecially proud. “The Boilermaker’s Union in Alberta was first 
certified in our shop,” says McFarlane. “They train and supply 
workforce very effectively for us. We like to say our relationship 
with the Union is mostly historical and sometimes hysterical. 
We consider them to be a partner, and they continue to be very 
supportive of our operation.”

Labour shortages, of course, are a hot topic in this province. 
“Everybody talks about it, and we’re not immune to it,” McFar-
lane says. “Albertan’s enjoy a great lifestyle because of high wag-
es and great benefits, but that does present certain challenges to 
employers. You want the best people, but everyone is trying to 
attract them. We’ve been addressing those challenges and doing 
very well.”

In the past, when necessary, the company turned to tempo-
rary foreign workers to top up their workforce. Since then, how-
ever, they’ve come to believe that’s not the only answer. Cessco 
Fabrication and Engineering is able to keep a continuous work 
force of top notch people, not only by offering excellent condi-
tions, competitive wages and profit sharing, but also by develop-
ing and maintaining a comprehensive trades training program 
right on site. Cessco is also seen as a highly attractive workplace 
because they use up-to-date equipment, develop and employ 
the latest procedures, and employee safety always comes first.

“As a result, since this most recent upturn in the industry, 
we’ve been able to secure, almost exclusively, local people or Ca-
nadians who have chosen to come to Alberta,” McFarlane says. 
“We’re blessed to have a very stable environment. People may 
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come because of the opportunities, but they can look around 
and see others who have been here over 40 years. The mes-
sage to new hires is that this has been a very rewarding place 
to work.”

“We’re an extremely loyal group to Cessco, to each other and 
to the ultimate success of the project,” Kachmar adds. “There’s 
a complete support system from top to bottom. It’s never ques-
tioned,” he says. “People know that it’s there.”

Loyalty only takes you so far, of course. You also have to pro-
duce. “Productivity is much spoken of these days,” McFarlane 
points out. “Lots of industry organizations are talking about the 
need for Canadian companies to drive for productivity. We’ve 
understood this for a long time.”

McFarlane believes that the push for productivity and an in-
creasing ability to produce more with less is the key to survival 
in this environment. “We have the challenge of operating in 
a very high wage environment, and that’s great for Albertans, 
but it’s tough as a manufacturer. So if you’re competing against 
off-shore suppliers who are working from a different cost base, 
in order to be competitive you have to be better and smarter. 
There has never been a time,” he says, “when that has not been 
the case.”

One of the keys to Cessco’s productivity is their commitment 
to constant INNOVATION. Right from the time they start bid-
ding a job, they’re already contemplating the manufacturing 
approach, McFarlane says. “You have to start thinking about 
your assembly sequences, how you can apply techniques you’ve 
developed in the past, and where the opportunities are to invest 
in new equipment or develop new techniques. It’s a philosophy. 
If we don’t have a procedure for a type of material our customer 
wants us to work with, we will do the research and we will de-
velop it.”

This cutting edge approach leads not only to greater pro-
ductivity, but to product longevity as well. “We give our clients 
products that are going to exceed expectations in terms of per-
formance and lifecycle,” McFarlane says. “We have customers 
come to us asking for technical details on equipment they’re 
now doing some repairs on. We’ll pull the information and find 
that it’s 40 years old and still in service.” 

When you have massive products to build, you need special-
ized, efficient facilities. What started as a single (albeit huge) fab-
rication building is now three, each larger than the last. Why? As 
the industry’s thirst for output increases, the size of the products 
they demand very often increase as well. Cessco’s prowess has 
grown to meet this need, often anticipating it. Think of it like this: 
if you own a car, your garage will do just fine. Add a motor home 
to your fleet and you’re going to need a second, larger, garage. Get 
into private jets? You better build yourself a hanger.

To understand the cavernous reality that is the inner sanc-
tum of Cessco’s fabrication facilities, you’ll need to see them 
first hand; and if you’re lucky enough to be offered a tour, as 
I was, you’ll need a guide. For that, you couldn’t do any better 
than Vice President of Manufacturing, Chuck Taylor. He over-
sees all shop fabrication that takes place at Cessco’s Edmonton 
facilities and he’s been with the company for 46 years, starting 
as a “B” welder in 1968. “When I first came here, a ten foot ves-
sel was big,” he says. “Now, thirty feet is.”

When company President McFarlane speaks of Cessco Fab-
rication and Engineering, his passion and pride are obvious; he 
exudes the even confidence of an airline captain. Taylor’s default 
setting, by contrast, is one of unbridled enthusiasm. “I’ve been 

here a lot of years,” he says, “and every day has been an adven-
ture. I shouldn’t even still be here, I should be retired and off 
golfing or something but I’m having too much fun.”

As I don the requisite safety gear and we begin the tour, Tay-
lor’s passion and enthusiasm is nothing short of amazing and 
inspiring. “If it’s large, heavy and complicated, it suits us,” he 

Giving Dogs Their Wings

True to their commitment to commu-
nity involvement, Cessco supports a num-
ber of charitable organizations. “One that is 
very special to our employees is ‘Dogs with 
Wings’,” McFarlane says. Formerly known 
as the Alberta Guide and Assistance Dog 
Society, Dogs With Wings raises service 
dogs for a number of applications, includ-
ing seeing eye and special assistance. The 
opportunity to help this great organiza-
tion was first brought to McFarlane and his 
colleagues by the folks at the Boilermakers 
Union. Dogs With Wings offers a corporate 
sponsorship where the corporation picks 
up the tab for the feeding, care, training 
and development of a dog. The generous 
company gets the honour of naming the 
hardworking canine hero, but more impor-
tantly, this sponsorship enables the orga-
nization to deploy the highly trained dogs 
to recipients across Alberta for virtually no 
cost. Cessco is proud to have been the very 
first company to enter this highly success-
ful program. They are now on their third 
sponsorship.
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says. “Building what we build is fairly challenging, and having 
success is very rewarding. If you go to work and make a con-
tribution, every day, you’re going to go home a satisfied man.”

As we move from the oldest, smallest shop, known as Fab 1, and 
onto Fab 2 and Fab 3, which Taylor helped to design (I can hardly 
wait until they build a Fab 4), his youthful enthusiasm is almost 
eclipsed by an unmistakable sense of pride. “We’ve expanded our 
floor space three-fold since I’ve been here. That makes me pretty 
happy. We have lots of smart, hardworking people,” he says, indi-
cating the engaged and focused men and women diligently work-
ing all around us, “and we’ve developed all kinds of equipment to 
help them to do different things. Young welders like to be con-
nected to a computer. They’re more inclined to use it and care for 
it. They have a computerized mindset.”

Lest you assume that this newest wave of recruits are forcing 
the seasoned Taylor to embrace new technologies, think again. 
A lot of the equipment they now use was his idea. “I take it 
to our people and they build or modify it,” he says. “We have 
manipulators and equipment other companies don’t have, and 
even we didn’t have just a few years ago.” Taylor points out that 
the greater production made possible by the design and imple-
mentation of tip-of-the-torch technologies means, among other 
things, an increase in quality, and “if you’re building quality, it’s 
going to last.”

After we pass two gigantic furnaces large enough and power-
ful enough to heat a small aircraft to 1100 degrees (although 
their real purpose is to eliminate welding stresses in large ves-
sels), we head back inside. Taylor wants to show me Cessco’s 
in-house training centre. “All the types of welding used here 
can be trained here,” he says. That’s everything from submerged 

arc and flux-core to surface tension transfer (STT) and rapid 
arc, as well as training for standard shielded metal arc welding 
(SMAW). “And every welder we hire, we test.” Cessco employs 
a number of resident, government-certified welding examiners. 
“That means we can certify in-house.”

And with that, my time in the land of Very Big Things that is 
Cessco Fabrication and Engineering comes to an end. As fasci-
nating as it was for me, it was clearly a blast for Taylor. “I love 
giving tours,” he explains, “because I was a part of all of it.”

As I reflect on the people I’ve met and the things I’ve learned 
about this great Edmonton-based company, I’m reminded of a 
comment Kachmar had made earlier, about there being some-
thing else he and his colleagues build that’s as big and as strong 
as anything that comes out of Fab 1, Fab 2 or Fab 3: “We build 
bridges with our clients,” he said. “It’s about goodwill internally 
and externally, based on carrying out what we commit to. It’s all 
about bridge building.”

So maybe we should add another BIG to the list we started 
with, as important as all the others. This, clearly, is a company 
with a big heart.

So there you have it: Big, Solid, Committed, Loyal and In-
novative. Not a bad combination. Here’s to the next 65 years.
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