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Report puts conditions on eastern power line
Must include economic benefits for residents 

Thu Jul 29 2004
By Helen Fallding 

A draft report on the wilderness east of Lake Winnipeg recommends not allowing a major power corridor to be built through the area unless Manitoba Hydro can guarantee permanent economic benefits to local residents. 

The working group recommendations, due to be delivered to Conservation Minister Stan Struthers in September, also suggest that clearing trees along the 800-kilometre route could hurt the region's chances of gaining World Heritage status. 

"There may be a perceptual discrepancy in designating a significant part of the east side of Lake Winnipeg as a United Nations World Heritage site, only to have a major hydro corridor traversing it," the report says. 

The draft report, dated early July, is a joint project of a stakeholder roundtable and a First Nation council that have been studying the future of the lake's east side for more than two years. 

Hydro wants to build a major new power corridor, dubbed Bipole 3, as soon as possible to bring electricity south more efficiently from northern dams. 

The Doer government asked the utility this spring to reconsider other routes west of Lake Winnipeg. That could add up to 400 kilometres to the route and more than $100 million to the cost -- money that might have to come out of ratepayers' pockets. 

The draft report obtained by the Free Press calls for First Nations and Metis residents in the eastern Manitoba wilderness to be offered royalties or a share of resources removed from their lands. 

Manitoba Hydro normally compensates trappers and others whose livelihood is hurt by new power corridors, but has not paid royalties for crossing First Nation land. The utility's proposed partnership with the Nisichawayasihk Cree on the new Wuskwatim dam does not include the power lines. 

The draft report also recommends First Nation royalties for tree harvesting, including within the area already spoken for by Tembec -- which, like Manitoba Hydro, is represented in the planning process. 

At the time of the draft report, the people commissioned to give Struthers advice on the east side wilderness appeared to be at odds over where a new power corridor should go if it is built east of Lake Winnipeg. 

The draft recommendation calls for a minimum of five kilometres between the power corridor and any road to limit access to the area, but one of the working groups wants the road and power line built side by side. 

The Sierra Club of Canada will issue a report today that critiques the east side planning process and other large area land use plans across the country. 

"No planning has actually occurred," said Gaile Whelan Enns of Manitoba Wildlands about the east side initiative. 

But a spokesman for the East Side Planning Initiative said a lot of work has been done, including 80 community visits to find out what local people want. 

The draft report recommends that the unwieldy planning groups be reorganized into an east side planning council. 

The report was supposed to be completed this month, but aboriginal participants are still reviewing it and making changes. 

The draft also recommends that: 

 An all-weather road should be considered as far as Berens River, with the final route reviewed by the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission. Impact studies should include the potential increase in youth gang activity and the impact on remote lodges. 

 Manitoba Transportation should also study other means of access for local communities, including rail, hovercraft and airships. 

 Mining should be considered an acceptable activity if it provides local benefits. 

 A review of key areas to be protected from development should be completed within two years. 

