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Moist spring may drive up Hydro's profits
Improved outlook comes in wake of firm's largest financial loss ever 

Thu Jun 3 2004
By Leah Janzen

MANITOBA Hydro may make more money than expected this year -- thanks to the wet and snowy spring weather. 

Speaking to the Canadian Club yesterday, Manitoba Hydro president and CEO Bob Brennan said the utility is on track to meet its financial projection and possibly surpass it. 

The news couldn't come at a better time. 

Manitoba Hydro experienced its worst financial loss ever last year, thanks to severe drought conditions around the province. 

Last year, the utility posted a $359-million loss and industry analysts worried another year of drought would be catastrophic for Manitoba Hydro's bottom line. 

In April, Brennan said Manitoba Hydro's financial forecast called for a $37-million profit in the current fiscal year. 

Yesterday, he predicted that number may actually be higher. 

"We expect to meet our forecast and even be ahead of our forecast," he said. "The weather in the last month has been really, really helpful to us." 

But the utility's improved financial outlook won't put additional dividends in the province's coffers. 

Three years ago, the province announced it would take a 'special dividend' from Manitoba Hydro to make up for losses after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. 

The three-year legislation allowed the province to collect about $200 million in dividends. The province did not collect a dividend last year, because Manitoba Hydro could not afford it. 

Despite the utility's apparent return to the black, a spokesman for the province said yesterday the government has no plans to reinstate the special dividends process. 

Each year, the province does reap water rental rates from the utility based on the amount of water flowing through provincial dams. Last year, the province collected $75 million in rental rates, and the province plans to collect $100 million in those rates this year. 

Manitoba Hydro finances have fluctuated wildly in the last two years, in large part because of a Prairie-wide drought that lowered lakes and rivers to levels not seen for 50 years. 

The lack of water flowing through generating-station turbines forced the Crown utility, a net exporter, to import electricity to meet domestic and export obligations. It also forced Hydro to seek its first rate increase in seven years. 

As a result of the drought, the Nelson River produced just 57 per cent of the province's electricity last year -- down from 75 per cent in a typical year. 

But Brennan said the higher-than-usual precipitation will replenish dry reservoirs. 

Brennan said the province is currently generating just half of the electricity of which it is capable. 

He said proposed Hydro projects like the Wuskwatim and Conawapa dams will help the utility increase production for local and export use. 

leah.janzen@freepress.mb.ca 

