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Doer seals OlyWest coffin

Wed May 9 2007

By Mia Rabson and Bartley Kives

OlyWest is dead in the eyes of all three major Manitoba political parties, as Premier Gary Doer has withdrawn his support for the controversial hog plant.

Doer sealed the fate of the $200 million hog-slaughtering, processing and rendering facility proposed for the St. Boniface Industrial Park by saying the residents of southeastern Winnipeg have been through enough and his government won't push the OlyWest issue foreward if re-elected.

"We do not want to have a situation where there is something that is perceived to not be happening before an election and it happens after," said Doer. "I would think that would be very cynical and I'd be very much against that."

His words mean none of the three provincial party leaders with a chance to form government May 22 are in support of building the hog plant in Winnipeg. Tory Leader Hugh McFadyen and Liberal Leader Jon Gerrard have already expressed their opposition.

Doer made his statement while speaking to reporters during a campaign stop in St. Vital Tuesday afternoon.

But OlyWest spokesman Guy Baudry -- who just last week spoke about the project in optimistic terms -- would not concede the hog-plant is dead.

"There's a provincial election going on," said Baudry, a vice-president with La Broquerie, Man. hog-producer Hytek, the sole remaining company trying to build the plant.

"People are making all kinds of comments and statements and I'm not going to comment on positive or negatuive comments about OlyWest.

"I'm going to wait until after the election and deal with the government of the day in a business-like manner."

That government has been deeply divided over OlyWest. Radisson MLA Bidhu Jha, an OlyWest opponent who's been at odds with the NDP leadership over the plant, said he was relieved to hear Doer echo what he's been telling his constituents on the campaign trail -- that OlyWest is dead.

"I have put my job on the line for this," said Jha, who's fighting off a strong challenge from Tory candidate Linda West, another OlyWest opponent.

Political watchers are likely to perceive Doer's words as an attempt to shore up support for Jha. After McFadyen changed his party's tune on the issue in March and said he doesn't support a plant being built in Winnipeg, he was accused of flip-flopping to help out West's campaign.

OlyWest was already in trouble because two of the three companies backing the plant it pulled out of the project in December. Remaining partner Hytek was told it would need to submit a new business plan before the province and the city.

The company told the Free Press last week it would soon announce a new financial partner and was expecting to submit a new business plan by the summer. At stake is put $27.5 million in provincial incentives that include government loans, plus $3.4 million in city incentives.

Some opponents to the plant were thrilled to hear of OlyWest's apparent demise.

"Get the hell out of here!" cried an ecstatic David Hedman, spokesman for the Concerned Citizens Coalition, an anti-OlyWest group that's been fighting the hog plant since late 2005. "That's the best thing I ever heard. I don't have words to describe what I feel right now. I'll have to let this sink in."

But Craig Sangster, spokesman for the group of St. Boniface businesses opposed to the hog plant, is not entirely convinced the plant is dead but said it's a great day if it turns out to be ture.

"Until we see Hytek withdraw its proposal to build on that site and the province says it won't grant an environmental license and Sam Katz says 'not in my city,' I'm skeptical," said Sangster.

Transcona Coun. Russ Wyatt, Olywest's most outspoken opponent on city council had once asked Doer to resign over the "hog-plant debacle" but was more diplomatic yesterday.

"It's better late than never," said Wyatt. "I commended Jon Gerrard and Hugh McFadyen for the position they took before, and I welcome the premier for the position he's taking today."

A spokesman for the Manitoba Pork Council, which pushed for a new hog-processing plant in Winnipeg, said the council was waiting to receive confirmation from the NDP government before commenting.

Winnipeg Mayor Sam Katz was also waiting to hear the news directly from the premier.

But Katz said the process that would have revived the plant has not changed: Unless the province comes forward with a new economic package for Hytek, city council will not reaffirm its own financial support.

"But based on what you just told me, there is no more process," said Katz.
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