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Hydro's future vastly different from its past
New projects face 'excruciating' environmental assessments 

Thu Aug 26 2004
By R.B. Brennan

HYDRO development in Manitoba today is vastly different from that undertaken some 40 years ago. Our approach to development today ensures first nations benefit from development and recognizes the special relationship the Cree have with the land and waterways. 

First nations are active partners in environmental studies and community consultations for new developments, bringing important Cree traditional knowledge to the examination of potential environmental impacts and the design of projects. With first nations participation, design and capacity for both the planned Wuskwatim and Gull generating stations have been modified to reduce flooding. For example, the Wuskwatim project would produce 200 MW with less than one-half square kilometer of flooding. 

We would encourage Robert Kennedy Jr. (Hydro is breaking our hearts, July 15) to return to Manitoba to visit Nelson House and Split Lake First Nations, where we are working with local first nation communities to facilitate their participation in future hydro projects including the possibility of joint ownership, employment and training opportunities, and related business opportunities. 

The important environmental benefits from development of Manitoba's renewable hydroelectric resources must not be ignored. Another campaign by Mr. Kennedy's organization is calling for reducing U.S. reliance on fossil fuels. Careful and respectful development of Manitoba's abundant renewable hydropower resources contributes to this objective. All new facilities are subject to excruciating environmental review by both federal and provincial governments. New hydroelectric generating facilities produce global environmental benefits through the reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) production by displacing less environmentally attractive forms of power. The Pembina Institute, a leading Canadian environmental think-tank, named Manitoba Hydro the top performer among Canadian electrical utilities in the fight against climate change. We calculate that hydro exports to the United States have displaced more than 157 million tons of GHGs from coal-burning generating stations. As well, contrary to Mr. Kennedy's assertion regarding reservoir emissions, there is clear evidence that GHG emissions from Canadian hydro reservoirs are very small and are at similar levels to natural lakes. 

Our primary interests in ensuring the sufficiency and reliability of the province's vital supply of electrical energy is balanced against the specific impacts incurred in developing any new project. The three new hydro facilities and associated transmission currently being discussed in our province would impact 0.04 per cent of Manitoba's 65 million acres of forest. To characterize this impact as a "threat" to Manitoba's boreal forest is an irresponsible exaggeration. 

Relative to the specific concerns of the Poplar River First Nation, the hydro development process is proceeding within the provincial government's broad area planning initiative for the boreal area on the east side of Lake Winnipeg which will ensure future land, resource and development decisions address the environmental, social, health, cultural and economic needs of local communities, first nations and various stakeholder and interest groups in the area. 

Turning to impacts of past developments, it is true that hydro projects constructed in Manitoba 40 years ago or more (as far back as 1911) flooded some 600,000 acres. These developments took place at a time when environmental knowledge and society's views of what constitutes acceptable development were vastly different than today. The area flooded by past hydro developments in Manitoba over a time span of nearly a century is one quarter not, as Mr. Kennedy wrote, "roughly 10 times" the area lost annually to clear-cutting in all of Canada. 

Clearly our past hydro projects impacted the environment and a number of communities including Cree First Nations in northern Manitoba, but to say little has been done to address impacts of these projects is wrong. We have worked respectfully with elected leaders and governments to address the impacts through mitigation programs and, where mitigation was not possible, through settlement agreements with the affected communities. In fact, we have spent more than $520 million for compensation, remediation and on-going programs to address impacts. 

At Cross Lake, Manitoba Hydro has provided to date more than $80 million in compensation, mitigation and on-going programming to address the impacts of our development on the Pimicikamak Cree. The range of initiatives is extensive and includes trapping, fishing and hunting programs, a $4.1-million arena and $9.2-million trust account for its operation and maintenance, a $9.5-million weir to maintain water levels in the community, safe ice trails, safe water patrols, debris management and clean up, and remedial works, as well as substantial funding of Pimicikamak's negotiation costs including professional, technical and legal advisers and internal consultations on Northern Flood Agreement (NFA) implementation. At peak, last summer some 200 Cross Lake residents were employed in implementation of programs including over 135 in accelerated debris disposal and community shoreline clean up programs. Today, NFA implementation at Cross Lake continues. In addition, of course, we have implementation agreements with the other four NFA first nations that have settled outstanding issues. 

Manitoba Hydro continues to address the impacts of past developments and is meeting its responsibilities to the first nations and to the environment. We've learned from the past and we're committed to moving forward in a new spirit of co-operation and understanding with Manitoba first nations.
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