Raising hydro rates is not the answer
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YOUR editorial, Let's Examine Hydro Heresy, Free Press. Feb. 24, is welcomed. It is welcomed because it addresses a key issue in how we best use our hydro resources for the betterment of the economic development of Manitoba.

In this regard I am sure most would agree that favourable economic development requires a steadily growing population. It follows that a growing population requires jobs, good well-paying jobs. Will that not depend on growing our manufacturing and processing industries more than anything else? If so, then the major question regarding the use of our hydro resources is how we can follow policies to that end. Policies that will encourage new industries and jobs and help stem the flow of our young people to other provinces.

Given this goal, let us examine the key points in your editorial.

Based on past experience, you do not believe that "cheap" electricity will attract economic development. How sure can we be of this when we have been looking at $20 per barrel of plentiful oil and a period when environmental impacts were largely ignored? Will the picture be the same with scarcer supplies of oil at $60 per barrel and a new era of environmental concerns? New policy based on past realities may well be inappropriate.

Obviously any steps to encourage lesser use of all forms of energy might be beneficial. However, to say "Manitobans are the most wasteful users of electricity on Earth" may be misleading scare tactics. Did the Energy Probe study look at our total use of all forms of energy? Did they take our climate into account? Did they note that we may use more electricity per capita and then assume we must be wasting it? Did they break down the areas of so-called waste? Did they note that while we may use more electricity for household heating, we might use less oil or natural gas? Is the Energy Probe study realistic?

Is it realistic to believe that the benefits in other areas of, say, doubling what we Manitobans pay for electricity, are going to actually flow through? What is more important to a manufacturer/processor, a lower cost for a key production ingredient, namely energy, or a tax structure equal to its neighbours? We all want as low as possible taxes, but will that alone attract industry?  

  Are we making a mistake at looking at electricity separate from other sources of power? If we look at a shift from fossil fuel energy sources to electricity, will doubling our costs help us grow or will it increase the outflow of people from Manitoba?

Finally, is Manitoba doomed to be largely an electricity (and jobs and people) exporter or have we a tremendous opportunity to use this one major resource we have for economic development? In other words, is your editorial based on yesterday's realities and is it ill advised for the new era that is upon us?

Let us be very careful in charting a course for future electricity use.

Somehow, raising the cost of living for all Manitobans may be negative. Somehow the thinking that we can tax ourselves into prosperity (by charging ourselves more for electricity) is hard to swallow. Surely there are other, more positive ways to encourage more efficient energy use.
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