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Hydro provides a bright future

Proposed power sale offers tremendous opportunity

Saturday, October 9th, 2004
By Tim Sale

THE province of Manitoba is on the cusp of a major economic, social and environmental opportunity with the proposed power sale to Ontario -- an agreement that will benefit Manitoba Hydro, our province and Ontario and potentially the entire nation. This new deal is being negotiated in an ever evolving environmental landscape, including the Kyoto Accord, support for the boreal forest, changing environmental regulations, new partnerships with First Nations, and a new era of low-impact hydro development.

 In the 1980s, our government had the foresight to build Limestone, which provided Manitoba Hydro with significant export opportunities and in turn helped keep domestic rates low. Limestone, unlike past developments, flooded less than three square kilometres.

 Our leadership role in the development of clean energy continues. We've seen a 40 per cent increase in "earth energy" ground-source heat-pump installations, Manitoba's energy efficiency targets are set to double and we'll soon be home to one of the single largest wind farms in Canada.

 If concluded, the power sale to Ontario will be another tremendous opportunity for our province to invest in a project that will resonate for decades.

 Crunch

 Ontario is facing a huge energy crunch -- needing up to 25,000 MW by 2020. Our province can't solve the entire problem, but we can be part of the solution. We could initially provide Ontario with 1,500 MW of power, which equals three coal plants or three nuclear units. What a huge environmental win, when you consider that those coal plants produce as much air pollution in Ontario as 500,000 cars a day.

 Through a combination of projects including Wuskwatim, Gull/Keeyask, Conawapa, wind, conservation measures and improving old facilities, we have the potential to develop 5,000 MW for export to Ontario and other markets, as well as meeting demand here at home.

 Another environmental plus is our run-of-the-river dams. The flooding associated with previous dams is unacceptable today. Manitoba Hydro has made great strides in softening the environmental footprint its dams will leave behind. Working with its partner, Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN), which included incorporating traditional knowledge, Wuskwatim was redesigned to reduce flooding to less than half-a-square kilometre from its earlier design of 140 square kilometres. Conawapa would flood less than five square kilometres, all inside its riverbanks.

 Other project benefits are equally impressive. The sale could trigger investments of over $5 billion, larger than the largest Alberta oil sands project and equal to roughly 10 floodways.

 It would create sustained activity for more than a decade across both southern and northern Manitoba, providing much-needed employment and economic development opportunities to aboriginal people. The projects would provide 85,000 person years of employment.

 In recognition of these opportunities, we have already developed a historic $60-million pre-project training program with the federal government and aboriginal organizations. New relationships with aboriginal people are critical for the success of future hydroelectric development.

 Our government and Manitoba Hydro are building on the experiences of the past so that aboriginal people in this province benefit in a variety of ways, including gaining new skills and professional and technical jobs. The project would also boost Hydro's annual revenues, which in turn, would help keep rates low here at home.

 The benefits to Ontario include new supplies of clean power, reducing CO2 emissions by between 7 and 10 million tonnes, which will help the environment, and greater price stability and predictability.

 Linked to the Ontario power sale is the need for a national electrical grid. We, as Manitobans and Canadians, have an opportunity to be part of the establishment of a highway for electricity -- the clean energy source of the 21st century -- that would provide a more reliable and secure national transmission grid, assist in system emergencies, speed recovery if something did happen and keep both our economies strong.

 Reality check

 Currently, Canada's grid can only transfer 200 MWs of power from all of western Canada to Ontario. The blackout last year was a harsh reality check on how this weak link debilitated Ontario --and the reality is what happens in that province impacts the entire country.

 The Ontario power sale is still in the early stages. We have established working groups with Ontario to refine and discuss the components of the project, including their needs and our ability to meet them, a defined term for the contract, a general pricing framework and preparing a joint case for federal government involvement. Within our own province, further work is underway including the analysis of the costs and benefits and transmission corridor routes.

 The original deal had safeguards, which resulted in Ontario paying Manitoba over $100 million when they cancelled in 1992. It is standard practice for Hydro to negotiate these types of safeguards into major contracts to protect itself and Manitobans.

 Manitoba, and indeed Canada and North America, are faced with two choices -- either push forward in the development of clean energy and capitalize on new energy technologies, or chug along with the status quo. The same vision that brought us Limestone will see the development of Conawapa and will enable us to push forward and make hydroelectric power work for Manitoba and Canada.

Tim Sale is Manitoba's Minister of Energy, Science and Technology, minister responsible for The Gaming Control Act and minister responsible for Manitoba Hydro. 

 © 2004 Winnipeg Free Press. All Rights Reserved.
