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Friday, March 19th, 2004 
 

Hydro Lines Will Hurt Wildlife: Biologist
Corridors could destroy habitat of 8,000 birds
By Helen Fallding

A University of Alberta biologist is challenging the notion that transmission lines for Manitoba Hydro's proposed Wuskwatim dam will have little impact on the environment. 

Testifying by phone yesterday, Erin Bayne told the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission he estimates the 350 kilometres of transmission line corridors could destroy the habitat of about 8,000 birds. 

The corridors cleared of trees would become highways for deer and wolves, which would prey on threatened woodland caribou, he predicts. 

Poachers could also use the corridors to stalk the protected species, although Bayne praised the Nisichawayasihk Cree for plans to limit human access. 

Bayne backed up his predictions with 100 pages of recent research, noting that Manitoba Hydro's environmental impact statement seems to have relied on less current information. 

The boreal forest between Thompson and Nelson House where the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam would be built on the Burntwood River is teeming with songbirds that migrate south for the winter, sometimes as far as South America. 

Bayne, who volunteered his time at the request of Manitoba Wildlands, said 21 species of birds breed only in the boreal forest, meaning Canada has an "extremely high level" of international responsibility to protect them. 

The Canadian forestry industry faces legal challenges for disturbing nesting grounds protected under the Migratory Birds Act. 

Bayne said some researchers estimate millions of migratory birds a year die after hitting power lines in North America. Some birds of prey that perch on towers are also electrocuted. 

Meanwhile, unwanted species like cowbirds that lay their eggs in other birds' nests may use roads or other linear corridors to move into new areas. 

The corridors might only be 60 metres wide, but habitat will be affected 250 metres or more on either side of the line, Bayne said. 

The professor said the transmission lines connecting Wuskwatim to existing Manitoba Hydro lines near Thompson and The Pas need to be considered in the context of existing habitat loss and future development plans. 

He recommended using computer models to assess how much new development is possible in the relatively undisturbed north before it becomes a major problem for wildlife. 

"Do you think (Wuskwatim) is going to push the system past some sort of threshold?" he challenged the commission to ask. 

Panel member Bob Mayer, who lives in Thompson, asked Manitoba Hydro whether the transmission lines could run alongside highways instead of cutting through virgin forest. 

Consultant David Hicks said that would add another 176 kilometres of transmission line, cost an extra $36 million and require clearing an extra seven square kilometres of land. 
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