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Letter to the Editor / Op-Ed – Globe and Mail

Re: April 2, 2007 article: Natives hold key to Ontario power – A proposed east-west energy grid can't proceed without their support 

by: Karen Howlett 

The April 2, 2007 Globe and Mail article (Natives hold key to Ontario power – A proposed east-west energy grid can't proceed without their support) painted only a partial picture of the issues associated with the proposed transmission of hydroelectric energy from Manitoba to Ontario, by omitting some issues and downplaying others.

Funding is a major factor in the decision to proceed with the proposed ‘east-west grid’. Ms. Howlett correctly points out that Ontario’s share of the EcoTrust Fund is $586-million. It is unclear what portion of this amount would be applied to the east west grid. Manitoba has also committed to applying part of its $54 million share of EcoTrust funds. It is only later in the article that a figure of $1.5 billion is quoted for the Far-North Route option. The source for this figure is not clear, but according to a 2004 report by the “joint Manitoba/Ontario study team” (http://www.gov.mb.ca/est/energy/pdf/clean_energy_transfer.pdf) $1.5 billion represents the low end cost estimate for the Manitoba-Ontario transmission line; these costs could reach $2.4 billion. Even under a scenario where Ontario and Manitoba applied all of their EcoTrust funds to this project, the utilities (read: taxpayers) would be on the hook for the remaining $1.5 billion or more. It is likely these 2004 projected figures are now outdated. Further, projects of this magnitude almost never come in under budget. Here in Manitoba, Wuskwatim is a case in point; its projected costs have soared from initial estimates of $1 billion to over $1.3 billion. And it is not built yet.

We would caution against the possibility of creating confusion as a result of referring to the ‘east-west grid’ as only the transmission options for Conawapa to provide power to Ontario.  The ‘east west grid’, while still ambiguous, potentially refers to a transmission system across Canada’s north that could connect as many as four provinces. Transmission lines for a future Conawap may or may not be part of the east west grid, depending on routing. Perhaps it is time for the governments involved in the decision about this future northern energy highway to provide citizens and the media with an explanation as to the status of discussions.

The Globe & Mail article also alludes to the question of transmission line ownership, noting that a group called the First Nations Energy Alliance, representing communities near Timmins and Thunder Bay has been established to explore the possibility of equity partnership in the transmission line. In Manitoba, this issue has already been explored in the context of both the Wuskwatim Generation and Transmission project and also as part of discussions regarding Bipole III, a direct current transmission line option with various location options.  The Manitoba government and Manitoba Hydro have both indicated that joint ownership of transmission infrastructure is not under consideration. Is there any public indication from Ontario’s government or utility that this option is even a possibility?

Manitoba Hydro’s position on this issue is that shared ownership (and therefore shared liability) is not an option because of constraints associated with Manitoba Hydro’s international commitments, security  requirements, and membership in continental energy organizations. Surely Ontario’s public utility and transmission companies have similar constraints.
Manitoba’s NDP government has also clearly articulated its decision that transmission corridors will not travel through intact boreal forests east of Lake Winnipeg. Current intentions regarding the east side boreal region include: a World Heritage Site of up to 3 million hectares, permanent protection from industrial development for the Poplar/Nanowin Rivers park reserve, and land use planning for 16 First Nation traditional territories.  These are all stated public policies of our Manitoba government.

Finally, and to our mind most critically, Ms. Howlett’s article gives only a passing nod to the issue of how the proposed east-west grid might affect Manitoba and Ontario boreal forest regions. The recent report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change underscores the fact that we need healthy, intact forests to support biodiversity, filter and cycle our water, clean our air, and to absorb carbon dioxide. Fragmenting and exploiting these boreal forests further will accelerate climate change impacts for Canada.

Past and present actions have already committed our world to global warming impacts resulting from 1.5C average increase in temperature.  Projected temperature increases are higher for our hemisphere and for Canada. We need to think and plan carefully to ensure that we are not ‘solving’ one problem by sacrificing the complex ecological processes that naturally maintain the earth’s balance – in this case in Manitoba and Ontario’s boreal forests. Ontario government commitments to support lands use planning by the communities in these boreal regions are not yet fulfilled. In Manitoba we have the same challenge.  Surely whole region,  andwhole landscape planning should precede planning for one development. This premise is often referred to as “Conservation First.”

 As usual, Canadians are way ahead of the sluggish plodding ways of government; we are witnessing a major shift in Canadian society towards taking our collective environmental responsibility more seriously. ‘Environmentalists’ are and will not be the only ones to question or object to the denigration of the remaining intact portions of Canada’s boreal forest  - that may be there to help us survive global changes that are surely coming.
 

Gaile Whelan Enns

Director, Manitoba Wildlands

April 9, 2007

Manitoba Wildlands continues the work of WWF Canada and Nature Canada for new Manitoba Protected Areas.
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