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Wuskwatim acceptable: consultants
Hydro urged to do more work on energy conservation
Wednesday, May 12th, 2004
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA'S main consumer groups have concluded Manitoba Hydro's proposed new dam is financially "acceptable," but the utility should do more work on energy conservation before it plans bigger dams. 

After reviewing 22 days of testimony stretched over a couple of months, Toronto consultants hired by the Consumers' Association of Canada and the Manitoba Society of Seniors will make their recommendations to the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission today. 

The Free Press received a draft of the recommendations. 

Other public interest groups are scheduled to let the commission know where they stand before Manitoba Hydro makes its final pitch at the end of the month for the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam in northern Manitoba. 

Consultants Roger Higgin and Bill Harper -- a former Ontario assistant deputy minister of energy and a former senior manager with Ontario Hydro -- were hired by the consumer groups to kick the tires on the Wuskwatim proposal. 

They will tell the commission that Manitoba Hydro did a good job of initial screening to create a short list of viable options for generating more electricity to be sold into the lucrative U.S. market, which would keep local rates low. 

But the utility did not thoroughly review those options before deciding to pursue Wuskwatim. 

Instead, it assumed the dam was the best choice, which potentially biased its analysis, according to the consultants. 

Reducing consumer demand for electricity, encouraging companies and large institutions to generate their own electricity from waste heat and increasing the utility's own efficiency are cheaper, less risky options that could reduce rates more quickly than Wuskwatim, they argue. 

The testimony could carry more weight with the commission than objections from environmental groups who believe large dams are bad under all circumstances. 

While energy conservation would probably not free up enough electricity to fully exploit the export demand, that might not be the case for the next Manitoba Hydro dam, Higgin and Harper say. 
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