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New tender for Wuskwatim

Hydro splits work into two jobs after failing to get qualifying bid

Larry Kusch

Updated: March 22, 2008 at 10:20 AM CDT

Manitoba Hydro will re-tender the main portion of the $1.6-billion Wuskwatim hydro generating project in the next six weeks, hoping to award the contract by late summer, Hydro president Bob Brennan says.

Brennan said in an interview this week that site preparation is nearing completion on the 200-megawatt generating station on the Burntwood River, 45 kilometres southwest of Thompson.

Hydro is splitting the remaining work into two contracts -- a smaller one involving additional preliminary work that is expected to be awarded in May, and the main construction contract that it will tender in the next month-and-a-half.

In October, Hydro confirmed that it failed to attract a single qualifying bid last year when the tendering process closed on the contract to build the first major Manitoba dam in two decades.

But Brennan expressed confidence Hydro will be more successful this time.

"I'm excited and enthused. It's an exciting time for Manitoba Hydro," he said after a Hydro directors' meeting on Thursday.

Splitting the job into two contracts reduces the risk to the bidder, Brennan said. The new tender for the main portion of the massive undertaking is also coming at a time when North America's overheated construction industry is showing signs of cooling, potentially enticing more companies to bid on the northern Manitoba project.

"I think some of the risk has been taken away because we've done some of the preliminary work... especially in rock excavation, that sort of thing," Brennan said.

"We're asking for prices in a different fashion, whereby people are going to feel more comfortable," he added.

The Hydro boss refused to elaborate on how the utility was tweaking the bidding process, saying that information would be available when the tender documents for the main contract are issued.

After failing to attract a qualifying bid last year, Hydro continued to talk with Nebraska-based Kiewet Corp., which had been awarded site-preparation work. But the discussions fell apart in January.

Brennan said Hydro is still targeting 2012 for completion of the dam -- the first Hydro project to involve an equity partnership with a Manitoba First Nation, Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation. It will produce enough electricity to power 70,000 homes.

Five years ago, it was believed that Wuskwatim would cost $1 billion. But construction costs have soared since then, and it's now projected that total costs, including associated transmission lines, could reach $1.6 billion.
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