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Editorial - Devilish hydro detail

Monday, October 4th, 2004
ENERGY Minister Tim Sale complained Friday that a proposal to develop Manitoba's hydro resources for the purpose of selling electricity to Ontario is "devilishly complicated" and that it is "very hard to explain the subtleties of choices involved." No doubt that is true. But equally true are the following: The complexity is largely the making of the Doer administration and Mr. Sale; and it is Mr. Sale's responsibility to cut through the complexity and explain to Manitobans why and how it is that they should risk as much as $10 billion to exploit their birthright for sale to Ontario.

 Manitobans will recall that when first the dream of profiting from power sales to Ontario surfaced in 1988, the concept was fairly simple. Manitoba would build the Conawapa generating station on the Nelson River and would bring the power to Winnipeg by way of a new transmission line through eastern Manitoba, thus creating a corridor that could lead to advantages for isolated communities along the route and to economic developments impossible in the absence of the corridor. From Winnipeg, the line would run east through northwestern Ontario to serve markets in the south. An agreement would give Ontario access to the power for 12 years, after which Manitoba could either take the power for its own use or negotiate a new agreement with Ontario or the United States. What Manitoba got from the deal were annual dividends that could have been used to lower rates and attract industry and it got Ontario to pay a substantial amount of the $5 billion capital costs involved.

 That was then. Since the arrival of the Doer administration in 1999, a host of new factors have been put into play. They include a commitment to sell, for the first time, portions of generating stations to neighbouring aboriginal communities. What the appropriate portions are and at what price is difficult to say in the absence of a deal to sell even a kilowatt of power to Ontario at a price that has not been determined.

 Hydro's preferred plan to bring the new transmission line down through eastern Manitoba is now just one of three possible routes, up from two as recently as April. Now on the table is the original route through eastern Manitoba, a second route that parallels existing lines through central Manitoba (a route that Hydro rejected in the past) and a new third option to bring the line down the western side of the province.

 But that's just the start of the new complexities. What route to take to Ontario? Still in the mix is the original route from Winnipeg east. But also being discussed are two routes that go directly from Conawapa to either Thunder Bay or Sudbury. These options have the benefit of being cheaper to construct and are less likely to the raise hackles of environmentalists or the desires of isolated communities, but they preclude opening up eastern Manitoba as part of the deal and they limit advantages to both Manitoba and Ontario in the original conception.

 The new options are "one-way" routes -- electricity only flows to Ontario, not back from Ontario or south to Winnipeg. If either is adopted, Manitoba loses as part of the deal the possibility of a two-way connection that could allow Manitoba to buy electricity from Ontario during low-load periods so as to conserve water used for generation. For Ontario, these options preclude the possibility of exploiting some 1,000 megawatts of stranded wind and hydro potential at Thunder Bay and along Lake Superior.

 What was a simple enough concept in 1988, to make money from Manitoba's potential without tying our fate to the Ontario market, has become vastly more complicated. Among the reasons now given for the deal are: the strengthening of the confederation with an east-west power grid; saving the economic engine of Canada (southern Ontario) from decline to detriment of the country; and saving the planet from greenhouse gases and global warming. Saving the planet, of course, has become Ottawa's responsibility with Kyoto and so the federal government must now be involved. What that involvement amounts to is about $1 billion of cash to subsidize a line that appeared only a decade ago to be self-financing. It seems only a matter of time before Saskatchewan, Alberta and possibly northern U.S. states are added to the mix of negotiations.

 As for the life of a deal? Mr. Sale said in April the deal should last 10 years. On Friday, he talked of lifespans of 20 and 25 years. The amount of money involved has grown from $5 billion to possibly $10 billion with the addition to the construction mix of the Wuskawtim and Gull Rapids generating stations, in addition to new transmission technologies and training programs for aboriginal people.

 In all of this complexity, it is ironic that the original conception remains most obviously best for Manitoba and Ontario. It is Mr. Sale's responsibility to find the words and ways to cut through the complexity he creates and to better engage Manitobans in this process than he has achieved so far. It is the responsibility of the opposition to better ensure that he does so than it has accomplished to date. The bottom line here is that Mr. Sale is talking about putting a colossal amount of money at risk, but there should be no risk involved. It's that simple.
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