Nisichawaysihk will have final say on dam
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The Manitoba Clean Environment Commission is conducting the hearings to determine if the proposed Wuskwatim hydroelectric project is good for Manitoba.  Minnesota senators Gary Kubly and Ellen Anderson emphasized the potential for generating electricity with the winds that sweep across their state.  Kubly says Minnesota will eventually use windpower generation, and said it could affect how much energy the state will need from Manitoba.


“When the legislature does that, and it’s just a matter of time, they’ll require that the power generated inside the state be given priority over any power that comes in from outside the state,” he said.  Bad news for Manitoba Hydro trying to sell its exports abroad.


Conservation groups have been arguing that Manitoba Hydro would not need to build Wuskwatim if it invested more in wind generation and encouraging electricity conservation.  Patrick McCully of the International Rivers Network based in Berkeley, California says Manitoba should consider wind power too.  He says global warming could mean there is less water to provide hydroelectric power in the future.


“Our societies need to adapt to global warming.  When you’re very dependent on hydro power, as Manitoba is, then you need to think of diversifying away from hydro power.”


But wind generators in Manitoba will be worse than useless in extreme cold, Manitoba’s power planning manager Ed Wojczynski told the CEC.  Cold temperatures are the reason.  That’s precisely when Manitobans use the most power for heating and plugging in car block heaters.


A 100-megawayy wind farm proposed for St. Leon will have to shut down whenever the temperature drops to –30 degrees Celsius.  To make matters worse, Manitoba Hydro will have to supply a couple of megawatts of power to Seqoiua Energy when it is bitterly cold to maintain its wind farm.


The consultants, well-meaning, are not used to such extreme cold with which our utility must contend.  Hence, their recommendation is useless when we need wind generation most – during the five long months of winter.  So we’re back to relying upon Hydro’s generators which just purr along in cold weather as turbines keep running with water stored behind dams, Wojczynski said.  Wind power can only work in Europe, where extreme cold is not an issue.


Manitoba Hydro lawyer Doug Bedford criticized Gaile Whelan Enns, who heads Manitoba Wildlands and is a spokeswoman for the Canadian Nature Federation in the province.  They did not file their reports in time for the CEC to prepare questions for their experts to testify.  Other publicly funded interveners submitted technical reports a month ago that allowed commissioners and Manitoba Hydro to get ready to question the experts when they appeared in person, but Manitoba Wildlands missed the deadlines.


Whelan Enns is an intervenor who has been one of the most vocal critics of the Wuskwatim project and drove Hydro officials to distraction by filing thousands of written questions before the hearings.  She should have focused in on several important issues, not taken a scatter-gun approach that makes her groups lose credibility.


Bedford said lack of funding is no excuse for not lining up experts earlier, which he said could be done for the price of long-distance phone calls and postage stamps.  He noted a group that wants to be an effective critic must also keep up to date on the thousands of pages of documents submitted in advance of the hearing or most of the transcripts of testimony so far.


We must remember the 200-megawatt dam will flood less than half a square kilometer of land and require about 350 kilometers of new transmission line corridors.  That is small potatoes in the big picture of hydro generation.  The Wuskwatim dam is dead if the Nisichawayasihk Cree reject it in a referendum expected in late summer, Manitoba Hydro’s power planning manager Ed Wojczynski confirmed.


Members of the First Nation based in Nelson House voted in 2001 to tentatively partner with the utility on the 200-megawatt dam on the Burntwood River.  Support for the partnership, which would allow the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation to own up to a third of the $800-million dam, may erode as opponents air their objections at the CEC.  In the end, it is the Nisichawayasihk Cree’s 2,100 eligible voters, including those living off reserve, with the power to make or break a project that Manitoba Hydro argues would help keep rates down for all customers in the province.

