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Can Manitoba Hydro afford Conawapa? 
Last Updated: Aug 5 2004 08:54 AM CDT 

WINNIPEG - As Manitoba Hydro awaits for the contract it needs to build the massive Conawapa dam on the Nelson River, questions are being raised about the utility's financial situation. The Crown utility's annual report is due this month, and the news won't be good. The utility is expected to post a significant loss after last year's drought conditions. 

Manitoba Hydro is already $7 billion in debt, and that will soon increase by another $100 million when construction begins on Hydro's new downtown Winnipeg headquarters, a condition of the purchase of Winnipeg Hydro in 2002. 

But financial pressures won't stop Hydro from planning the Conawapa dam, a megaproject on the Nelson River that would increase Manitoba's power-generation capacity by 25 per cent. 

The estimated $5-billion price tag for Conawapa is setting off alarm bells for some critics. The increase in Hydro debt – guaranteed by the province – will fall to future generations, says Adrienne Batra of the Canadian Taxpayers Federation. 

"Frankly, it scares the hell out of me," says Batra. "We have grave concerns with the intergenerational inequity that this government and Hydro is creating with future taxpayers and future ratepayers." 

• Future looks bright: Hydro president • 
Manitoba Hydro president Bob Brennan says the Crown can absorb the losses from last year's drought and still think about big projects such as the Conawapa dam. 

"Our equity's going to be replenished. Our reservoirs are in good shape now," he says. "We do have the lowest rates in the country, so we can absorb some changes to them. Certainly, the future looks very good for us." 

After seven years of flat electricity rates, Hydro rates were hiked by five per cent on Sunday. A further 2.25-per-cent increase has already been approved for April 2005. 

Premier Gary Doer says the province wouldn't proceed with the Conawapa project without a signed, long-term agreement to purchase power. 

"There will not be long-term debt for a short-term sale. The only way it'll be, if the numbers work out, a model consistent with Limestone [generating station], which is long-term sales for liability." 

A report is expected soon from the Ontario government on the feasibility of building a transmission line to move power from northern Manitoba to Ontario. 

Related News: 
*
Aug. 3, 2004: Hands off Hydro profits: regulator to gov't
*
Aug. 4, 2004: First Nation compensated for Hydro projects
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