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Thursday, September 29th, 2005 

Editorial - Half-billion to waste

Thursday, September 29th, 2005
 IT was learned this week that the Doer government is prepared to waste $550 million to appease environmental lobbyists and some First Nations leaders who oppose the construction of a hydro corridor on the east side of Manitoba. This is an unconscionable waste of money and opportunity. Premier Gary Doer should immediately order Energy Minister Dave Chomiak to remove his blinkers on this issue and instead show the kind of leadership that will see Manitoba's wealth used to create hope and opportunity for impoverished east side residents and for all Manitobans. He can begin by removing the gag order that prevents Manitoba Hydro from exploring with First Nations the potential a hydro corridor creates on the east side. Mr. Chomiak should open his mind to creative uses of Manitoba's wealth.

The $550 million price tag that the government's lack of political courage and vision creates is the sum of new costs and lost revenues that will accrue if the government insists Manitoba Hydro do what it has shown it should not do -- abandon its decades old plans for an east side corridor and instead invent an impractical alternative on the west side. Inventing the impractical will add three to five years of planning for a new line and will waste years of detailed planning and analysis on the east side. The west side option adds 400 kilometres to the length of the line. The extra construction will cost about $250 million and the extra distance will cause $250 million of electricity to leak away in transit.

To put the amount of money to be wasted into perspective, consider that it is nearly enough to finance the expansion of the Red River Floodway -- the biggest public works project in the province's history -- without help from Ottawa. It is enough to make all $200 million worth of repairs to Assiniboine Park with $350 million left over to fix potholes. It is more money than was spent on all new construction in Winnipeg to date this year -- $443 million.

All of this waste is to avoid conflict with the environmental lobbyists and the leaders of some east side First Nations who are opposed to a hydro corridor on "traditional" lands, which are owned by the Crown -- all Manitobans. The leaders have every right to an opinion about the corridor, but that should not be confused with having final say. Rather than blanket denials, they should consider where in their traditional lands a corridor would intrude -- burial grounds, for example -- and preserve those places. In addition, it is clear that most of the opposition comes from leaders of First Nations in the south, while most of the benefit would accrue to First Nations in the north all the way to the Nelson River. Some First Nations in the south should not be allowed to block the aspirations of those in the north.

The environmental lobby wants the east side to remain pristine. It wants the area declared a world heritage site and is concerned that a hydro corridor will create a "perceptual discrepancy." The future of the east side, however, should not be about optics, but rather it should be about opportunity. The corridor represents opportunity. Furthermore, from an environmental perspective, how could it make sense to cut down 1,200 kilometres of trees on the west side rather that 800 kilometres of trees on the east side? Nor has the government explained why it is blocking a corridor on the east side of Manitoba for the benefit of Manitobans while, at the same time, it is negotiating with Ontario to move the same line over the border into Ontario, where it will cut through the same boreal forest as is being avoided in Manitoba.

Construction of the corridor opens a path through the wilderness along which an all season road would follow. Hydro is ill-disposed to such a marriage of projects. But if the government can order it to look on the west side, it can order it to look at a marriage proposal. A road is the best, perhaps only, realistic option to create wealth and jobs on the east side and to bring down the astronomical costs of transportation -- costs that double the price of food while making resource development impossibly expensive. Climate change already is having a negative impact on winter roads, which for a few weeks each year allow for the transportation of a year's supply of dry goods and fuels to east side communities. It is predicted that within a generation, climate change will wipe out the winter road network.

Hydro wants to spend the money needed to create the path. The government wants to waste $550 million to avoid it. The common sense solution, however, is to allow Hydro to create the path and to invest the $550 million in the development of a road on the east side. All east side communities already have some road construction capacity, which is used to build winter roads to their communities. The money the government wants to waste on the west side could be used to fund these construction operations year round to build permanent roads. It might take a generation to link the many arms of the network to the corridor, but eventually it would be done. After that, First Nations would be free to exploit for their own and Manitoba's betterment the vast resources among which they live.
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