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Tuesday, March 9th, 2004 

Political bets risky, Hydro has to admit
MANITOBA Hydro is taking a big risk basing its predictions about the profitability of a new northern dam on guesses about how U.S. politicians will behave, the utility was pushed to admit yesterday. 

Manitoba Hydro is forecasting rising prices for electricity exported from the proposed Wuskwatim dam on the assumption there will eventually be a premium for power sources that do not emit greenhouse gases. 

U.S. President George W. Bush refused to ratify the Kyoto agreement on reducing the emissions responsible for climate change, but a Democratic president could take a different approach after the upcoming election. 

Manitoba Hydro is also expecting the U.S. electricity market to become more open to competition. 

"Predicting who will be elected and what they will do is a pretty difficult task," lawyer Byron Williams said as he questioned the utility on behalf of the Consumers Association of Canada and the Manitoba Society of Seniors. 

"I suppose if you're Sheila Copps, yes," Manitoba Hydro's business analysis manager Lyn Wray replied in one of the lighter moments in a highly technical afternoon of testimony at a Clean Environment Commission hearing on the new dam. Wray was referring to the longtime Liberal MP from Hamilton who just lost the party's nomination for the upcoming federal election. 

Manitoba Hydro's power planning manager, Ed Wojczynski, said the utility and its expert consultants have come up with a range of scenarios about what could happen with the U.S. market. 

Under almost every scenario, the Wuskwatim project remains at least marginally profitable. 

If uncertainty is a reason not to go ahead, "societies and countries and individuals would be frozen from doing anything," Wojczynski said. 

Williams said during a break he was just trying to point out that the economic justification for the new dam and transmission lines is tight when risks are properly accounted for. 

© 2004 Winnipeg Free Press. All Rights Reserved.
