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Provinces lobbying for Conawapa

Dam's price tag doubles to $10 billion

Thursday, September 30th, 2004
By Paul Samyn

OTTAWA -- Manitoba and Ontario will launch a campaign today for the federal support needed to build the Conawapa hydro mega-project -- which now has a price-tag that's doubled to $10 billion.

 But even though construction of the dam along the Nelson River and the stringing of a transmission line needed to ship power from northern Manitoba to Southern Ontario would generate $700 million in tax revenues for Ottawa, federal support remains elusive.

 "I think they are facing an uphill battle," Tom Adams, executive director of Energy Probe, warns of lobbying efforts for Conawapa.

 "They are kicking off their campaign to put the heat on the feds to deal with their issue, but they are simply going to have to get in line because there are so many issues pushing the feds."

 As the Free Press first reported last week, a feasibility study to be released in Toronto this afternoon will give the environmental and economic green light to the power sale which would trigger the construction of Conawapa. The feasibility study recommends Manitoba and Ontario conclude the sale which would be worth hundreds of millions dollars annually and create 80,000 person years of employment during Conawapa's construction.

 The original cost of building Conawapa was estimated at $5 billion when the project was first proposed in the late '80s. That has since ballooned, partly because of inflation, to $8 billion to $10 billion.

 Manitoba Energy Minister Tim Sale said yesterday that senior federal officials have been fully briefed every step of the way as the two provinces work towards a power sale.

 Sale said Ottawa has to ensure hydro developments have the same level of federal support that other energy sources such as oil, natural gas, and nuclear power have enjoyed. In particular, Sale noted in an interview that Ottawa has provided $40 billion in aid to the country's oil patch over the last 30 years.

 "We have built a national railroad, the TransCanada highway and pipeline. The only highway we don't have in Canada is a highway for electricity," Sale said.

 Sale said the project, whose price-tag includes about $1.5 billion for a new transmission line, would result in a $1.6 billion pay-back to governments through taxes. Of that amount, $700 million would go to Ottawa, while Manitoba is expected to collect most of the remaining $900 million in taxes as the majority of the project's construction would occur within the province instead of Ontario.

 Manitoba Premier Gary Doer is to outline his national energy vision and call for an east-west transmission grid at a key speech on Bay Street before the feasibility study is released.

 Ghyslain Charron, a spokesman for Natural Resources Canada, said the federal government looks forward to discussing the feasibility study with Ontario and Manitoba but cautioned nothing will happen overnight.

 Charron said a federal-provincial ministerial group is looking at the issues surrounding hydro development, but is not expected to come to any conclusions until next year.

 A spokeswoman for federal Environment Minister Stephane Dion said: "We are supportive of the project and will continue to monitor its progress."

 But Adams said the Conawapa deal is up against the hard reality of a federal government facing a cash crunch while holding to a view that hydro power is a provincial responsibility.
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