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Drawing a line in the forest
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Gerald Flood

LAST Saturday I wrote a column about the dearth of debate on the Doer government's desire to have Manitoba Hydro build new generating stations in northern Manitoba and to sell the resulting electricity to Ontario for profit. 

I'm not opposed to the idea, but neither do I endorse it. Instead, I find it disturbing that Energy Minister Tim Sale is shopping the idea around in Toronto, Chicago and Minneapolis on the assumption -- no more -- that we agree it's a good idea to export electricity rather than import electricity-dependent industries. 

I would like to see the analysis that supports the assumption and hear the debate that would result. 

This is no small matter. An amount of money easily in the range of $10 billion to $20 billion (construction and financing) is at stake, or better said, at risk. 

It is not overstating the matter to say the broad course of the province's future is being decided. Will Manitoba be an exporter of energy, or an energy-intense manufacturing economy? If we export energy for profit, what is the best use of that profit? Should government spend it the way it spends profit from gambling, or should it be used for economic development -- corporate tax cuts, for example? 

Today, however, I wish to raise a different set of issues that also puts in some perspective the scope of what is in play below most radar screens. 

Say we opt to sell, as Mr. Sale suggests, 3,000 megawatts of electricity to Ontario. To do so, a new power line will need to be constructed at a cost that has been loosely pegged at about $2.5 billion. Where will the line go, and why will it go there? 

When the idea of selling electricity to Ontario was first seriously considered more than a decade ago, Hydro declared that it wanted to bring the line down the eastern side of the province to a point east of Winnipeg and then from there on to Ontario. Why? 

Hydro currently brings power south from the Nelson River by way of two transmission lines that follow a route between lakes Winnipeg and Manitoba. The lines are reasonably widely separated except at that pinch of land at Grand Rapids, where the two lakes all but meet. 

Hydro has long feared that a catastrophic weather event might knock out both lines at once, as actually happened when a tornado struck in 1996. 

A new line down eastern Manitoba would better ensure that weather will not put the lights out again. Further, the eastern route is shorter, and having it end near Winnipeg means that when Winnipeg eventually wants the power being sold to Ontario, the wall plug, so to speak, will be within easy reach. 

A line through eastern Manitoba, of course, means a corridor through pristine wilderness will be created, one that could become a road that could spur development and opportunities for isolated aboriginal communities, but also for miners and loggers and outfitters and on and on. 

Of course, there is a considerable constituency of people who are horrified at the very thought of such development. One can imagine the furor that will be raised. 

Which largely explains why the Doer government has asked Hydro to restudy the issue, to see whether perhaps a third line could be brought through the pinch or south along the west side of Lake Manitoba. 

That study no doubt will find what the original studies found: A line west of the lake will be much longer and much more expensive than an east line and it will require that a lot more boreal forest be cut down in order to create a west corridor than would be cut down for an east corridor. 

In other words, the west line accomplishes the same security and proximity-to-Winnipeg objectives as the east line, but at greater financial and environmental costs. 

Its only advantage is a political one for the government -- a west corridor likely is more salable to environmentalists, who some might say are members of the government's natural constituency. 

But wait. What's this? Suddenly there are new options on the table. What about a line straight from the Nelson River to Sudbury, or perhaps a line from the north to Thunder Bay and then on to Sudbury? 

The Toronto Star has already endorsed the direct northern route to Sudbury. If I lived in Toronto, I probably would, too. The shortest route between two points likely is the cheapest route and -- bonus points -- there are not a whole lot of people along the direct route who might be inclined to protest or demand compensation. 

But I don't live in Toronto. I live in Winnipeg and I want to be convinced that it makes more sense to build a direct link to Sudbury, or Thunder Bay, than a cost-effective indirect link that could open vast new economic opportunities and demonstrates that Manitobans will be able to have access to made-in-Manitoba electricity when they need it. 

Mr. Sale says that linking Manitoba and Ontario with a transmission line could be the start of a nation-building exercise on a par with the construction of the first east-west rail links. 

Perhaps that's true. But it must be remembered that the railway also had the effect of making the West a hinterland of the East, a place that shipped commodities (electricity is a commodity) east in return for more expensive goods that were fabricated in labour-intensive industries.




gerald.flood@freepress.mb.ca


© 2004 Winnipeg Free Press. All Rights Reserved. 
	


