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The power next door
Monday, Apr. 26, 2004 
Ontario has been preaching the need to improve its supply of electricity. A panel headed by former deputy prime minister John Manley issued a report on March 18 recommending that most of the province's future electrical demands be filled by nuclear power. Ontario Energy Minister Dwight Duncan said on April 15 that keeping the province's lights on would cost between $25-billion and $40-billion over the next 15 years, "one of the largest peacetime investments in Canadian history." The government plans to introduce a bill in June to create the Ontario Power Authority, whose mandate will be to anticipate the province's energy demands.
In all the talk of building nuclear plants and shutting down coal-fired plants, little has been said of another option: helping Manitoba to create hydroelectric power to serve Ontario. Mr. Duncan didn't mention Manitoba. The Manley report didn't mention Manitoba, and in fact urged Ontario to aim for electrical self-sufficiency. But the prospect has been bubbling under for years, and a moment of reckoning may arrive in weeks or even days.
The idea is that Ontario would sign a long-term contract with Manitoba to make possible the building of the $5-billion Conawapa dam, on the lower Nelson River east of Thompson, Man., and would pay for new interprovincial high-voltage transmission lines. In return, Ontario would have access to as much as 1,250 megawatts of power from Conawapa. Manitoba is keen not only on that project but on selling Ontario more of its existing power as well.
In some respects, this would be a drop in the bucket. Ontario has 30,500 megawatts of generating capacity. By 2020, Mr. Duncan says, it will need to replace 25,000 megawatts of capacity, in large part because of the retirement of nuclear plants and the government's stubborn insistence on shutting down all its coal-fired plants. Peak demand in the province is increasing by more than 500 megawatts a year. What's more, Conawapa's construction would take at least eight years, and longer if there were construction problems, environmental delays (the project would require flooding five square kilometres) or a failure to reach agreement with the area's aboriginal bands.
But every megawatt helps. The price tag for Conawapa is high, but there is an advantage in clean, Kyoto-friendly power delivered from a renewable source and a plant that would last far longer than a nuclear plant, wouldn't require the same expensive safety systems and wouldn't present the same problems of decommissioning.
Do the costs make sense? Ontario and Manitoba last year embarked on a feasibility study whose verdict is expected any day now. Assuming the numbers add up, the word Manitoba should cross Mr. Duncan's lips.
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