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Wednesday, March 17th, 2004 

Hydro Attacks Environmental Group's Failings
Lobbyists accused of 'pious hypocrisy'
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA Hydro publicly attacked an environmental group yesterday that has been a thorn in its side for months as the utility defends plans for a new northern generating station. 

The utility's lawyer, Doug Bedford, accused Manitoba Wildlands of "pious hypocrisy" for not filing reports in time for the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission to prepare questions for the experts the group called yesterday. 

An academic, a Minneapolis lawyer and U.S. politicians poked holes in Manitoba Hydro's plans for the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam near Thompson. 

But before they could take the stand, Bedford lit into Gaile Whelan Enns, who heads Manitoba Wildlands and is a spokeswoman for the Canadian Nature Federation in the province. She has been the most vocal critic of the Wuskwatim project for the last year and drove Hydro officials to distraction by filing thousands of written questions before the hearing. 

Other publicly funded interveners submitted technical reports a month ago that allowed commissioners and Manitoba Hydro to get ready to question the experts when they appeared in person, but Manitoba Wildlands missed the deadlines. 

Even the names of some witnesses who would testify for the organization were not filed until after the hearing started March 1. 

The witnesses, most of whom are volunteers, do not expect to file written reports until during or after their testimony. 

"We find it astonishing that the Canadian Nature Federation-Manitoba Wildlands, which has been masquerading for months as the champion of the public interest, has so flagrantly betrayed the public interest," Bedford said. 

Whelan Enns told the commission that her organization, which received $115,000 to participate in the hearing, ran out of money after the Clean Environment Commission added new steps to the pre-hearing review. 

She has complained that her staff would not have had to research and file so many pre-hearing questions if Manitoba Hydro had been more forthcoming from the start. 

Bedford notified the commission that Manitoba Hydro may need to recall the Manitoba Wildlands witnesses later in the hearing if the utility needs time to counter their arguments. 

If they cannot return, Bedford asked the commission to disregard their evidence. 

Gerard Lecuyer, who is chairing the commission panel, warned Whelan Enns that she is stretching the commission's traditional flexibility. "There's a limit to this elasticity." 

He said the commission would consider striking testimony from the record if the experts are unavailable to answer questions once Manitoba Hydro has had time to review the submissions. 

Whelan Enns said her group got less funding than the consumer and conservation groups that filed detailed reports before the hearing. Those groups also had fewer responsibilities because they were looking only at alternatives to the dam, not its environmental impact, she said. 

But Bedford said lack of funding is no excuse for not lining up experts earlier, which he said could be done for the price of long-distance phone calls and postage stamps. 

Commissioners also questioned how well-prepared the Manitoba Wildlands experts were yesterday. Most had not read the thousands of pages of documents submitted in advance of the hearing or most of the transcripts of testimony so far. 
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