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Premiers seek power sale

Doer, McGuinty hunt for deal to spark $10-B Conawapa dam

Friday, October 1st, 2004
By Paul Samyn

TORONTO -- The premiers of Manitoba and Ontario said yesterday they hope to secure a multibillion-dollar power sale within a year -- triggering construction of the $10-billion Conawapa dam project.

 Manitoba Premier Gary Doer said he had an "extremely positive meeting" with Ontario counterpart Dalton McGuinty, whom he described as a strong supporter of the Kyoto accord and Manitoba's renewable-energy offer.

 "His government is going to continue moving forward and hopefully it will be part of the puzzle for Ontario," Doer said.

 "Now with Kyoto, we think, the numbers work even better than before. Everything is moving in the right direction."

 Ontario Energy Minister Dwight Duncan was similarly upbeat about the chances of a power sale that would allow the construction of the Conawapa dam on the Nelson River in Northern Manitoba.

 "I'm excited about the proposal," he said.

 Doer and Duncan's comments came amid two key developments on a more than year-long effort for Manitoba to resurrect the Conawapa deal with Ontario, which was cancelled in 1994.

 First was the release of a feasibility study listing the significant economic and environmental benefits attached to the potential power sale, which include:

 * reducing greenhouse-gas emissions by at least 7 million tonnes annually -- the largest carbon-dioxide reduction project in Canada;

 * up to $2.2 billion in environmental benefits to the project through the displacing of coal plants and reduction in other pollutants;

 * an economic impact that would grow Canada's gross domestic product by an estimated $5.6 billion;

 * creating 85,000 person years of work, including 3,100 person years for Manitoba aboriginals.

 A second development yesterday was Russia's decision to ratify the Kyoto accord on climate change, a crucial step toward Kyoto coming into force internationally. As a signatory to Kyoto, the federal government is being pushed by Manitoba and Ontario to help fund the hydro sale by pumping as much as $1.2 billion into the transmission line needed to transmit power from Manitoba to Ontario.

 Doer used Russia's announcement to again push for the creation of an east-west power grid in Canada.

 "What is Canada's strategy now that Russia has ratified Kyoto?" Doer asked.

 "We are now responsible for our signature on Kyoto, what is our implementation plan, why are we falling behind? Why is (U.S. President) George Bush investing in east-west grids in the United States for energy reliability? Why are we drifting as a country?"

 A power deal with Ontario would enable Manitoba to start construction on Conawapa, a 1,250-megawatt dam on the Nelson River that would be second-largest in Manitoba. It could come with a price tag as high as $10 billion Manitoba Energy Minister Tim Sale has said.

 The initial Conawapa power deal with Ontario fell through 13 years ago. However, after southern Ontario and northeastern U.S. were hit by a massive blackout in 2003, negotiations have intensified as McGuinty's government searches for ways to make good on campaign promises to provide the Ontario with new sources of clean power.

 Capable of generating enough power for more than 600,000 homes, Conawapa would provide the province with even more capacity to export hydroelectricity. However, even if Manitoba and Ontario agree to a deal within a year, environmental licensing and construction would mean the project would take up to 10 years to complete.

 Also yesterday, Doer spoke at a club whose list of speakers have included the likes of Winston Churchill, Ronald Reagan and the Dalai Lama.

 And yesterday's hot ticket at the Empire Club in Toronto listed the guest speaker as Gary Doer -- Premier of Nova Scotia.

 But the misprint on the ticket did not affect the Manitoba premier as he launched into his address on the need for a national strategy on post-secondary education and energy.

 Relying on a mix of Monty Pythonesque humour, impersonations of California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jesse (The Body) Ventura, the wrestling star who served as Minnesota governor, Doer worked hard to impress the Bay Street crowd.

 His message to the 300 club members was the pressing need for the country to move from health-care funding to focus on other critical issues, such as a multibillion-dollar power sale with Ontario.

 "The empire, if you will, has no grid," Doer complained as he showed a map detailing the power connections in the United States and what he called "just three spaghetti strands" in Canada.

 Doer said the proposed power sale with Ontario would provide the same clean-air benefits as eliminating the exhaust from 500,000 cars in downtown Toronto.

 "I can't do anything about your traffic jams but I can do something about the emissions."

 At his Empire Club appearance, Doer was flanked at the head table by a number of former Manitobans turned executives in Toronto, such as Scotiabank CEO Rick Waugh, former Filmon adviser Greg Lyle and former Winnipeg mayor Glen Murray, who is now a researcher and lecturer at the University of Toronto.
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