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EDITORIAL - Ministers trade posts

 David Chomiak is a likable man, with an energy that has served him well in the provincial government's Health ministry. But he has spent five years in an assignment that chews up and spits out more than its share of ministers -- four in the decade of the Filmon era. For all his efforts, Mr. Chomiak has made little headway in reforming a system with a voracious appetite for cash. To date, there has been much more spending than reform.

 Premier Gary Doer's decision to move Mr. Chomiak out of Health and into the Energy Department -- trading places with former Energy Minister Tim Sale -- in yesterday's cabinet shuffle is not a demotion. Energy is key to the NDP administration's agenda. Its status has grown in the last couple of years with the onset of negotiations for the construction of at least two expensive hydroelectric dams in northern Manitoba. The trade, however, is a nod to the reality that Mr. Chomiak has found few reforms and has not contained the rising cost of health.

 Manitoba's cardiac program illustrates this: Mr. Chomiak proclaimed four years ago that a $20-million infusion to the program would create state-of-the-art facilities, attract specialists and lead Manitoba into heart transplants. Today, many millions later, waiting times for surgery are down but Manitoba still struggles to attract and keep specialists and heart transplants remain far in the future. The system remains inefficient. There are too many hospitals in rural Manitoba and no Manitoba hospital can measure value for dollars in its services. Yet, Manitoba is spending $1 billion more on health since the NDP took power in 1999.

 Aside from the Sale-Chomiak switch, Mr. Doer added Theresa Oswald to cabinet, in the portfolio of Healthy Living. She takes over from Jim Rondeau, who moves into Industry, a post vacated by Scott Smith, who takes on Intergovernmental Affairs.

 The premier has clearly placed his government's legacy on the shoulders of Mr. Chomiak and Mr. Sale. One man's department is sucking up every extra cent the government finds, with obscure payback; the other's is the backbone in the NDP's plan to turn Manitoba into an energy-industry heavy-weight in Canada, for a new era of prosperity. Reforming health care and expanding the hydroelectric frontier can be heady stuff for ambitious ministers. Manitobans need to see those ambitions tempered by some hard economics.

 Mr. Sale must rein in health spending and improve care. Immediately, he will negotiate new agreements with nurses and doctors, both of whom can place enormous strain on the budget. Last month, Mr. Doer brought home a promise from Ottawa of billions more for health spending. Salaries alone can eat up any new money available. Mr. Sale will have to contain those costs. And he should address the things that drag upon the system's efficiency, such as poorly used rural hospitals.

 Construction on the Wuskwatim power dam is set to begin next year. Mr. Chomiak should insist an export customer be found first. Mr. Sale and Manitoba Hydro appeared happy to proceed without an export deal in place, bringing Wuskwatim into service in 2010, although its power is not expected to be needed domestically until 2019. That is too much risk for Manitobans to shoulder.
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