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Wednesday, March 10th, 2004 

Hydro defends dam's power export outlook
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA Hydro fought back yesterday against claims that wind generation and aggressive conservation -- the darlings of the environmental movement -- could dry up the market for electricity exports from its proposed new dam. 

Manitoba Wildlands lawyer Eamon Murphy challenged the utility on what it would do if states like Minnesota, where Manitoba Hydro exports much of its power, glutted the market with alternative energy, driving electricity prices down. 

"You're talking about every credible forecaster in North America being wrong," Manitoba Hydro's power planning manager Ed Wojczynski replied at a Clean Environment Commission hearing on the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam. 

He said clean, renewable energy sources are not competing against each other. "We're competing against coal and gas." 

In the region across the border where Manitoba Hydro exports electricity, about two-thirds of the power is produced by coal and new thermal plants are still being added, Wojczynski said. 

Byron Williams, who represents consumer groups at the hearing, told the commission his clients will likely conclude that Manitoba Hydro has not done enough to promote conservation compared to the effort it has put into the $1-billion Wuskwatim project. 

Review 

But conservation manager Lloyd Kuczek said the utility is reviewing its targets, which could be doubled. 

Wojczynski leapt at the chance to challenge the notion small hydro dams are good for the environment while larger projects such as the Wuskwatim dam on the Burntwood River near Thompson are bad. 

A U.S. expert Manitoba Wildlands will fly in later in the hearing is expected to argue that any hydro dam that generates more than 10 megawatts should not be promoted as "green." 

But Wojczynski said some small dams have more negative effects per megawatt than larger dams, so projects should be assessed on their individual merits. 

The utility is vigorously defending its first new dam since Limestone was completed in 1992 by arguing that it is relatively environmentally benign. 

Manitoba Wildlands spokeswoman Gaile Whelan Enns is expected to tell the commission that new transmission lines tying Wuskwatim into the existing Manitoba Hydro system will give human and animal predators more access to threatened species such as woodland caribou. 

The Wuskwatim project, being developed in partnership with the Nisichawayasihk Cree, has divided Manitoba's aboriginal community. 

Yesterday, Southern Chiefs Organization Grand Chief Margaret Swan attended part of the hearing to gather information. She said the Wuskwatim project has the support of only one First Nation. "That could be disputed as well," she said, referring to dissent within the Nisichawayasihk First Nation, based in Nelson House. 

The hearing continues at 1 p.m. today at the Radisson Hotel, with the organization representing Manitoba's biggest industrial power users expected to appear in the evening. 
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