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Make hydro development transparent

 Independent, intensive assessment is required

Wednesday, October 13th, 2004
By Stuart Murray

THE Progressive Conservative Party of Manitoba supports northern hydro development, but only on terms and conditions favourable to the long-term economic benefit of Manitobans.

 In hindsight, what would Newfoundlanders pay for just one person with the expertise and the courage to have said no to the Churchill Falls contract with Quebec?

 Completed in 1972, the Churchill Falls hydro project in Labrador is one of the largest power installations in the world. Unfortunately for Newfoundlanders, it is also one of the largest financial blunders in their history.

 The deal gave Quebec the ability to buy excess power generated by the Churchill Falls facility at below-market prices until 2041, when the contract finally expires.

 It's a deal that takes $2 million a day or about $800 million a year out of the Newfoundland and Labrador economy. It's a deal consummated in haste and repented at length, and one that should not be repeated here.

 Process 

This deal and the flawed process that led to it should stand as a lesson for the Manitoba government not to surrender the hydro opportunity of Manitobans to Ontario as Newfoundlanders did to Quebec.

 Manitoba's hydroelectric potential is a great resource and we want to see it developed, but with possible expenditures in excess of $14 billion we must ensure it is done right, as the consequences of error and misjudgment are enormous.

 If Manitoba is to move forward with the Wuskwatim ($800 million), Gull ($3.3 billion) and Conawapa (up to $10 billion) generating stations, Manitobans should stand for nothing short of an absolutely independent and transparent assessment of the economic and environmental benefits, costs and trade-offs conducted by a tribunal of respected, knowledgeable, expert, courageous and independent people.

 Given the makeup of the current Public Utilities Board (PUB), (former NDP MLA Len Evans and former NDP provincial party president Bob Mayer) their work can't be seen as independent and objective. They are simply too close to the principals and proponents.

 In fact, when one considers that the current government has also appointed former NDP finance Minister Vic Schroeder as the chair of Manitoba Hydro, former NDP MP for Selkirk-Interlake Terry Sargeant as the chair of the Clean Environment Commission (CEC) and former NDP Environment Minister Gerald Lecuyer as the chair of CEC's Wuskwatim panel, it calls into question how an assessment can possibly be done that is both independent and objective, and seen to be independent and objective.

 Dams 

The CEC's job is to ensure new dams don't represent a serious threat to the environment. It is the role of the PUB to determine if the projects are economically viable.

 The first step is for the Manitoba government to live up to its January 2002 commitment to have the PUB conduct the economic analysis.

 The second step is for the government to ensure the PUB is comprised of members that have the expertise, objectivity and courage and who are perceived by the public as having these qualities to say if a project is not in the best interest of Manitoba should that be the case.

 The third step is for the government to ensure the PUB process includes full access to funding to hire interveners and experts to cross-examine the authorities who are proposing the project.

 This was the process the Filmon government used to assess the original Conawapa deal with Ontario and the acquisition of Centra Gas, and it stands as a model of proper process today.

 Unfortunately, under the current government, this process was not followed when they bought Winnipeg Hydro and it is not being followed for hydro development now.

 Considering Hydro's debt ($7.1 billion) is now greater than the entire debt of the province of Manitoba ($6.4 billion), Manitobans should first be given sound evidence and good reason for putting billions of dollars at risk.

 Manitobans should be assured that adequate markets and firm, long-term contracts exist for the electricity that is to be generated, and that the transmission line that is to be built is in the best interest of providing opportunity and benefits for Manitoba, and not just Ontario.

 And, Manitobans should be assured that any long-term contract protects Manitoba Hydro from being forced to buy exorbitantly expensive international power to meet its export obligations in the event of protracted, devastating droughts.

 Project 

The process of determining the economic viability of a project can't just be a rubber stamp. In the end, it comes down to needing objective people who know what they're doing and who have the courage to say no in cases that warrant it.

 If the proper PUB process is in place, where there are rules of evidence, sworn testimony and a formal record, and where the tribunal has the money to get the experts in, Manitobans would likely be assured that if there are flaws in Manitoba Hydro's analysis, they will be found.

 Hydro development is too important to our province's future success to do anything short of an absolutely independent and intensive economic and environmental assessment.

 Manitobans should demand nothing less.

Stuart Murray is leader of the Official Opposition of Manitoba.
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