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Power projects need close look

Environmental, economic analyses must be of highest possible standard
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By Jon Gerrard

AS provincial Liberals, we support new hydroelectric power development. We want to move Manitoba from a "have-not" province to a "have" province.

 New hydroelectric power development is one component. For each step taken there must be a strong economic case and strong environmental stewardship. Too often the environment has not been well looked after, with major economic and social costs later. Both environmental and economic analyses must be of the highest possible standard.

 Manitoba is about to build several new hydroelectric dams. The Wuskwatim Dam, the first project in many years, is pivotal. The NDP changed directions in the middle of the Wuskwatim review, and decided to have the Clean Environment Commission (CEC) hearings include both economic and environmental aspects. That decision blocked our Public Utilities Board from reviewing the economics of the Wuskwatim projects. Holding joint hearings of economic and environmental aspects has, sadly, compromised both.

 Report

 Astonishingly, we are told in last week's CEC report that no business risk analysis was done. The CEC recommends that this major shortfall must be corrected in future assessments! We ask: why wasn't it corrected this time? It certainly would have been required in a PUB review.

 The CEC did point out one risk. After 2019, Manitoba Hydro (MH) will sell Wuskwatim power in Manitoba, but the price to be used to calculate the power value, and to share revenues between Hydro and the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN) will be based on the export market. The CEC says explicitly: "MH concluded ... it may cost the company in the latter years of the agreement." Do we want a project that will cost Manitobans later? The proposed terms will put pressure on Hydro to raise Manitoba rates under this agreement, costing all of us.

 In their 2002 budget, the NDP were desperate and raided Manitoba Hydro's coffers of more than $200 million. This huge tax grab will show up in higher electricity costs to all Manitobans. This time let's make sure the economics are right before we proceed!

 We must not compromise on environmental assessment. It is an opportunity to learn from previous mistakes and to improve future performance. Manitoba has lost far too much economic wealth because the environment was not looked after properly. We see this in the problems with high phosphorous levels in Lake Winnipeg that produce major algal blooms. We see this with the multimillion-dollar losses to communities around Lake Winnipegosis because of poor provincial management of the lake's fishery. We see this in the loss of tourists on Killarney Lake in 2003 because of excessive algal blooms. We see this in the major toxic waste spills at Kississing Lake and Lynn Lake, a legacy of mine pollution that the NDP has done nothing about.

 Review

 We have argued for the highest standard of environmental review for Wuskwatim: a provincial-federal panel. Many Manitobans do not realize that the review chosen by the Doer government -- the CEC -- is primarily provincial. At the federal level this is a "screening" review, not the more thorough "panel" review. Choosing the more rigorous provincial-federal panel review would have been smart because a) it brings the highest level of environmental assessment to a very important project, b) it is less likely to result in litigation and delays over concerns the review was not done properly and c) doing environmental assessment the best way once is superior to doing it poorly and having to redo it with accompanying delays.

 Already, the NDP has changed the review process in mid-stream resulting in significant delays. Alberta has realized the potential for legal entanglements and delays when a federal "panel" level assessment is not included and now routinely chooses federal-provincial environmental panels. We need to smarten up in Manitoba and do it well once. In the long run it is likely faster and more cost-effective, and Manitoba's economy, communities and environment will be better off.

 It is important to proceed with Hydro development in a way that recognizes its importance to northern and to southern Manitoba. We are optimistic that the new arrangement between Hydro and northern communities may provide a better balance in benefits to northern and southern Manitoba while safeguarding Manitoba's northern regions.

 Building dams sounds wonderful in terms of jobs, but these jobs are largely short term. Even with the large dams built in the '70s, Manitoba fell behind the rest of Canada in terms of economic growth because we failed to build the framework for expanded private sector investment and private sector growth.

 Jobs

 The present NDP government is driving too many private-sector jobs and companies out of our province. We need to change the government in order to change the focus from a province whose economy is built almost solely on the basis of growth in the public sector and in public sector expenditures (the NDP approach).

 We need to change the government to build a province whose economy combines wiser public sector investments with an improved climate for private sector investment, private sector job creation and growth (the Liberal approach).

 Dr. Jon Gerrard is the leader of the Manitoba Liberal party and MLA for River Heights. 
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