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Wednesday, March 3rd, 2004 

Hydro takes hot seat at dam hearing
Environment panel's hard questions reassure critics of generation project
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA Hydro was on the hot seat yesterday as the province's Clean Environment Commission demanded detailed justification for the utility's plan to build a new dam in northern Manitoba. 

Aggressive questioning by the commission's lawyer and panel members during the second day of the hearing may put to rest concerns that the panel will merely rubber-stamp plans for the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam near Thompson. 

"The tone of the questions suggests they're going to be probing," said lawyer Byron Williams, who represents consumer groups at the month-long hearing chaired by Gerard Lecuyer. 

The commission will recommend to the province whether Manitoba Hydro should be allowed to go ahead with the dam, but it can also suggest changes that would improve the $1-billion project. 

Much of the questioning yesterday focused on Manitoba Hydro's tentative deal to allow the Nisichawayasihk Cree of Nelson House to buy up to a third of the dam. 

Final terms of the deal, and of a separate compensation plan for any adverse affects from the project, have not yet been negotiated. Even if the Cree vote to approve the deal in late summer, they have the right to back out any time before 2010, when the dam is expected to start producing electricity. 

"How can the Clean Environment Commission make final recommendations without knowing what the final deal is going to be?" commission lawyer Doug Abra asked. 

Ed Wojczynski, Manitoba Hydro's manager of power planning, said the partners want to wait until after the hearings to finalize the business deal in case any new issues are identified in the review. 

Nisichawayasihk Cree Coun. Elvis Thomas said he does not expect any major changes from the tentative agreement that has already been made public. 

Power will be sold 

In the first decade of operation, power from Wuskwatim will be sold into the lucrative export market. But panel member Bob Mayer questioned why Manitoba Hydro will continue to pay the Nisichawayasihk Cree export rates for their share of Wuskwatim power after 2020, when the utility will sell that power to Manitobans for lower rates. 

Wojczynski said the benefits to Manitoba Hydro rates in the early years, and the advantages of operating the plant with the support of the local First Nation, more than warrant any long-term costs. 

Representatives of the Displaced Residents of South Indian Lake were impressed with the commission's questions because they have been trying to get more details on the partnership deal. South Indian Lake residents are technically members of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation, but many have not supported the Wuskwatim plan. 

The displaced residents say they will demand an apology from Nisichawayasihk Cree Chief Jerry Primrose, who dubbed opponents of the dam "economic terrorists" as the hearing opened Monday. 

About 40 people turned out to watch the hearing yesterday at the Radisson Hotel, with another few dozen Nisichawayasihk Cree band members listening in an adjoining room. 

Jimmy Spence, 62, said he is not against progress, but he also respects the objections of older people who have lived with 25 years of devastation from previous hydro projects. 

Manitoba Hydro hopes to start site preparation for Wuskwatim this fall. 

A collective agreement being negotiated with the Allied Hydro Council is expected to guarantee no strikes or lockouts. 

Hiring and tendering policies that give preference to local aboriginal people and then northerners may have added five to 10 per cent to the project's costs, Manitoba Hydro officials said. 

Public interest groups will likely start cross-examining Manitoba Hydro this evening. 

helen.fallding@freepress.mb.ca 

Construction a 6-year effort 

WHAT IS WUSKWATIM? 

A proposed 200-megawatt hydroelectric dam on the Burntwood River between Nelson House and Thompson. It will require about 350 kilometres of new transmission-line corridors 60 to 110 metres wide to join it to Manitoba Hydro's existing network. 

The entire project is expected to cost $900 million -- more than the Winnipeg floodway expansion -- and create up to 540 jobs at a time during six years of construction, starting this year. 

WHO WILL OWN IT? 

The Nisichawayasihk Cree of Nelson House have the right to up to a third of the dam's revenue if they invest a third of the capital. Band members will vote later this year on that tentative deal with Manitoba Hydro. 

PROS 

The Wuskwatim dam could help keep Manitoba Hydro bills low by providing extra power to sell to the U.S. until Manitobans need the power themselves, after about 2019. The electricity could replace power from polluting coal plants in the U.S. 

CONS 

Environmentalists say a "virtual dam" that freed up power for export through conservation would be faster and cheaper. Consumer groups say the deal with the Cree leaves the dam in danger of not making Manitoba Hydro a profit if costs are higher than expected and export prices are low. 

WHY IT MATTERS 

Wuskwatim is the first of three northern dams, totalling 2,070 megawatts, that Manitoba Hydro wants to start building within the next few years at a cost of about $8.5 billion. That would increase the utility's capacity by almost 40 per cent and add to its debt. If the dams lose money, Manitoba Hydro's customers will pay the price on their utility bills. 

The new dams would also require thousands of kilometres of new transmission lines, including some through the pristine forest east of Lake Winnipeg. 

WHAT'S NEW? 

The Manitoba Clean Environment Commission is holding hearings in Winnipeg, Thompson and The Pas. 

It's the first public environmental review of a hydro dam in Manitoba. 

HEARING SCHEDULE 

* Winnipeg at the Radisson Hotel on Portage Avenue, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. March 8, 9, 15 and 16 and 1 p.m. to 10 p.m. March 3, 10 and 17. 

* Thompson, St. Lawrence Hall, 1 p.m. to 10 p.m. March 22 and 9 a.m. March 23. 

* The Pas, Kikiwak Inn, 1 p.m. to 10 p.m. March 25 and 9 a.m. March 26. 

* Closing statements in Winnipeg April 6 and 7, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
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