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Ontario chiefs join transmission line talks

'Major impacts' under review

Wednesday, September 1st, 2004
By Dan Lett

FIRST Nations leaders from northern Ontario have joined high-level talks over the construction of a new high-capacity power transmission line linking Manitoba to power-hungry southern Ontario.

 Premier Dalton McGuinty and ministers from his government met last week with leaders of more than 40 First Nations located between Thunder Bay and the Manitoba border.

 The aboriginal leaders had gathered to discuss the potential impacts and benefits of a new power transmission line, which would need to be built through their land if Ontario strikes a deal to purchase electricity from the yet-to-be-built Conawapa dam in northern Manitoba.

 Provide input

 The chiefs struck a steering committee and working group to monitor negotiations between Ontario and Manitoba, and provide input should both governments agree on a transmission line route.

 "There are incredible benefits but there are also going to be major impacts," said Mike Fox, a member of the steering committee and head of the Nishnawbi Aski Development Fund, a financial institution representing 49 First Nations. "We just want to make sure we have something in place that will give us a chance to voice our concerns."

 Of the three routes outlined in the first stage of a feasibility study, two would require new rights of way that would run through territory almost entirely controlled by First Nations, Fox said.

 An entirely new route carved out of the wilderness creates opportunities to connect communities that are now only accessible by air, Fox said. However, First Nations leaders must be convinced the environmental impacts of this project are manageable, he added.

 "These are fly-in, remote communities," said Fox. "There may be a possibility of including a new road along the right of way. This has to be balanced with impacts on traditional hunting and fishing territories."

 Including First Nations in all new electric generation projects has become the norm. Manitoba has already struck deals with several northern First Nations to provide economic benefits to any community affected by the construction of a dam or transmission line.

 By most estimates, Ontario will have to find somewhere between 5,000 and 7,000 megawatts before 2007 to meet its growing energy needs. (The $5 billion Conawapa project would produce a minimum 1,000 megawatts of power for Ontario.)

 Difficulties

 This task is complicated by continuing difficulties in getting mothballed nuclear plants up and running, and a McGuinty election promise to close five coal-fired electricity plants.

 Even with this pressing deadline, it is unclear what kind of support exists at Queen's Park for the Manitoba power sale. Although various representatives of Ontario's Liberal government have expressed interest, a blue-ribbon committee studying the province's future power needs did not rank it among the best options for increasing supply.

 Ontario has strongly hinted that to make the Manitoba sale a viable option, it will require massive federal funding to cover the cost of a new transmission line.

 A final feasibility study on the Manitoba-Ontario power sale is expected later this month.
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