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Editorial: Enticing power deal

If events had unfolded differently, Ontario would be getting 10 per cent of its electricity from northern Manitoba. Alas, a deal to import Manitoba hydroelectric power was scuttled by Bob Rae's NDP government in 1991, during the dark days of an Ontario recession.

Now the two provinces are trying to resurrect the deal to build the hydro-electric Conawapa dam on the Nelson River in northern Manitoba.

 Hopefully, they will succeed because such a deal could benefit both provinces. Manitoba would be able to cash in on its resources while energy-starved Ontario, which may lose half its power generators to old age over the next 12 years, would receive price-stable, clean electricity.

Recently, the provinces released a favourable preliminary report and have agreed to proceed to the next stage, commissioning detailed technical and economic analysis.

Clearly, the big issue is cost. It will take an estimated $5.5 billion to build the new dam in Manitoba as well as a 2,000-kilometre transmission line to central Ontario.

 Under the plan, Ontario would pay $1 billion for the transmission line, Manitoba $3.5 billion for new hydro dams, and Ottawa would kick in about $1 billion.

Initially, Ontario would only receive modest amounts of power: 1,500 megawatts, or about 5 per cent of the province's current power supply. Even this relatively small amount of power would not start flowing quickly. With environmental assessments taking up to five years, it could be a decade or more before Ontario sees any benefit.

What makes the Manitoba deal enticing is the long-term potential.

 Additional hydro dams could be built in Manitoba and northwestern Ontario that combined could eventually produce 25 per cent or more of Ontario's power needs.

 That would help Ontario wean itself off nuclear power. Massive construction and maintenance cost overruns in the nuclear sector are the prime reason Ontario consumers are paying an extra charge of 0.7 cents on every kilowatt hour of power they use to pay off $21 billion in stranded hydro debt.

 There are hurdles to overcome with the Manitoba project. Native groups whose land would be affected still have to sign on.

 All sides recognize the challenges ahead. Timing is running short for Ontario to find new sources of power. Without adequate supplies, industries cannot expand, household rates will rise even further, and the Liberal government's promise to close coal-fired power generators by 2007 will never be achieved.

Ontario must plan for the future. The Manitoba project has the potential to be a good investment in Ontario's long-term prosperity.

 That's why it is worthy of the in-depth study that is now underway.
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