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Conawapa deal closer
Manitoba in final negotiations to sell proposed dam's power to Ontario 

Wed Aug 4 2004
By Mia Rabson

THE resurrection of the Conawapa dam proposal appears imminent as Ontario and Manitoba are in the final stages of negotiations on the hydroelectric megaproject. 

Manitoba Energy Minister Tim Sale told the Free Press yesterday a feasibility study the two provinces undertook last summer is complete. He indicated all that is left is for Manitoba Premier Gary Doer and Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty to find a time to announce the report's results. 

"I can't tell you what it says, but the fact that it would be released by two premiers says something," Sale said. 

A spokeswoman for Ontario Energy Minister Dwight Duncan said the report is completed only in draft form and hasn't been signed off by her government yet. 

There are some outstanding issues Ontario wants addressed, but it's not clear what those issues are. The two premiers are to discuss the project at September's first ministers' meeting, a Manitoba spokesman said. 

Conawapa, a 1,250-megawatt dam on the Nelson River, could power more than 600,000 homes. 

It would take almost a decade to build and would become the second-biggest dam in the province, behind Limestone at 1,340 megawatts. The estimated cost of about $5 billion includes building the dam and a transmission line within Manitoba, but that figure is more than a decade old. 

Manitoba Hydro would pay to build the dam and a transmission line to get the power out of the province. 

McGuinty's government would shoulder the cost of moving that power to southern Ontario. Ottawa has indicated a willingness to help fund the new transmission lines and has contributed $300,000 towards the $2 million feasibility study. 

The existing transmission line from Manitoba to Ontario can handle only 200 megawatts. 

Manitoba already produces 40 per cent more power than it consumes, so Conawapa would be for export purposes only. A deal with Ontario to build the dam fell through 13 years ago, but negotiations resumed in 2003 when it became clear Ontario was desperately in need of more power, particularly as it moves to close its coal-powered generating plants. 

Those negotiations began before last summer's blackout plunged all of southern Ontario into darkness. About a month before that, Doer and then-Ontario premier Ernie Eves signed a memorandum to do a feasibility study to look at both the dam and the required new transmission lines to get Conawapa's power from Manitoba into southern Ontario. 

The study examined the capital costs involved, estimated in-service dates, comparable alternatives and environmental and regulatory requirements. 

It was to have been completed within six months but faced several delays, including the investigation into the blackout, the Ontario provincial election and ensuing change in government and the recent federal election. 

Bringing affected First Nations onside is also necessary, one step of which was accomplished yesterday. Sale signed an agreement with Fox Lake Cree Nation in Gillam to pay restitution for past projects that flooded Fox Lake's territory and to bring Fox Lake in as a partner on Conawapa. 

"It clears the way for a co-operative relationship with First Nations most closely affected, instead of going about it in the opposite direction," Sale said. 

Fox Lake will be paid $18.9 million over the next 15 years -- $15.2 million from Manitoba Hydro, the rest from the province -- in compensation for the flooding effects of the Limestone, Kettle and Long Spruce dams. 

And Fox Lake will be part of a working group on Conawapa to identify its potential effects on the community and economic opportunities. The group will be appointed within 15 days. 

Fox Lake Chief Robert Wavey said this was a good step forward for his band, which is home to about 950 people. 

"I'm quite happy with the outcome," Wavey said. 

The band still has to vote to ratify the agreement with the province and Hydro. Fox Lake is about 30 kilometres from the proposed Conawapa site. 

Wavey said training and job opportunities that accompany Conawapa are high on his agenda for the project. 
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