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Selling the biggest egg in our basket
Saturday, April 17th, 2004
ENERGY Minister Tim Sale was in Toronto last week trying to sell his vision of a world made better through massive expansion of electricity generation in Manitoba. 

In a nutshell, that vision is this: 

Manitoba can cheaply produce about 5,000 additional kilowatts of hydroelectricity. That is as much as we now consume and far more than we are likely going to need for a very, very long time. It also is "clean" electricity, in that carbon need not be burned to produce it, and it is renewable, in that water is expected to continue to flow north through Manitoba for the next long while, at least. 

Ontario, meanwhile, needs about 25,000 megawatts of new electrical generation in the next 15 years. It wants to create that electricity without burning carbon, and it wants to be assured that the source is secure -- i.e., predictably renewable. 

Manitoba, therefore, could solve some of Ontario's problem, help save the planet from additional greenhouse gas production in Ontario, create jobs in Manitoba and in Ontario, help unite the country by strengthening east- west links and create profit in Manitoba from the sales to spend, no doubt, on health care. (Bring up the music, please, maestro.) 

How well that vision was received by the Toronto Board of Trade, to which Mr. Sale made a presentation, or in the corridors of power at Queen's Park is unknown. 

But the editorial board of the Toronto Star certainly liked what it heard during its meeting with Mr. Sale. In an editorial entitled Manitoba's hydro may keep the lights on, the Star said Ontario "should be looking seriously at buying as much Manitoba power as it can" and that "Manitoba hydro power should be part of the mix" of new electricity sources that Ontario desperately needs. 

The editorial clearly assumed that Ontario would take everything we had to give and that it should be delivered to a point near Sudbury via a new $2.5-billion transmission line, the cost of which Ottawa would be happy to underwrite given the environmental benefits, the national unity symbol and the fact that, hey, it's for Ontario. 

Now all of this could be a very good thing, or not. What I find troubling is that Manitoba's hydroelectric resource -- the biggest egg in our basket -- is being shopped around the continent on the assumption that Mr. Sale's vision is a good one, and the shopping is taking place without a whole lot of discussion about its merits here at home. 

For as long as I care to remember, Manitoba's cheap electricity has been touted as Manitoba's "advantage." Cheap power is supposed to attract industry here, but, with the exception of Inco, it never has. 

There are always other factors like taxes and workforces and proximity to markets that lead industries to locate elsewhere, in particular, in Ontario. 

Ontario, however, no longer has enough electricity to assure a supply to industries, and it certainly cannot assure the supply will be cheap. The price of electricity in Ontario is about double the price in Manitoba, and at that, the rate in Ontario is subsidized. 

In other words, if cheap electricity is ever going to be an advantage to Manitoba, now's the time. 

And yet, our strategy is not to use cheap power to lure manufacturers here. Instead, we are seeking to sell it off in order to help ensure that manufacturers remain in Ontario. 

Again, this might not be a bad thing. It might be that Manitoba will never be able to use its "advantage" to attract wealth-creating industries. 

But if that is the case, then that is what we should be talking about. 

Mr. Sale told me he is of the opinion that Manitoba cannot reverse the historic trend anytime soon and that we therefore are best off to prop up Ontario lest its unaddressed energy problems eventually drag us all down. 

He said Manitoba can reap significant profits from exports to Ontario, money that could be used to ensure that government here remains "affordable," by which I assume he means that it remain as it is -- spending every cent it gets, and a bit more. 

He did allow that some could be used to cut personal and business taxes, which might prove more attractive to business than cheap electricity has proven to be. 

And, once again, he might be correct. 

But I, for one, don't know it. The discussion to date is all one way, tilted toward exporting Manitoba's advantage to Ontario in exchange for revenues that can be used by government to finance programs and operations. 

Where is the alternative analysis? Where is it written and demonstrated that this makes sense? Where is the analysis that shows Manitoba cannot attract manufacturing? Where are the studies that show program spending is a better use of hydro profits than tax cuts? 

When Mayor Glen Murray wanted a new deal for Winnipeg, he earned a load of respect by having the guts to put all his cards on the table and provoke a debate like none seen in ages. 

Mr. Sale is talking about a new deal for hydro. He owes it to Manitobans to encourage a level of debate about hydro development that is as significant as the matter to be discussed. 
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