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Editorial - Study line under lake 

	


RETIRED geography professor John Ryan has presented a compelling concept plan for a third way to bring electricity generated in the north to the south on a new high voltage transmission line -- neither east nor west but up the middle and under Lake Winnipeg. The Doer government should order Hydro to seriously study the proposition -- something Mr. Ryan has demonstrated it has not done -- or have it hire qualified, independent experts to do so. 

In a three-part series that ended on the page opposite Monday, Mr. Ryan wrote in considerable detail and based on considerable research that such a line under Lake Winnipeg could be cheaper than the west-side route favoured by the government and cause less environmental damage than either the west route or the east route, which Hydro management favours.

Mr. Ryan showed that Hydro's estimates of the cost of underwater cable appear to be wildly inflated and outdated, as were assertions that oil-filled cable was required and posed environmental risks despite the fact that oil-free cable is now the norm in the North Sea and that submerged cable design is advancing by leaps and bounds. His evidence indicates that Hydro has either been insufficiently creative in its thinking about submerged cable, or it has been asleep at the switch.

That said and for all its conceptual brilliance, what Mr. Ryan proposes is fraught with risk because what he proposes has never been done before. It is, therefore, uncertain whether it is economical to move more than 1,000 kilometres of submarine cable across the country by rail, as it is to unload it again onto a proposed barge at Gimli by way of a roller system and lay it on the lake bottom using equipment designed for ocean floors. Errors in shipping, laying cable, calculating barge and rail costs and all the rest could very easily eat away his untested estimate that $200 million could be saved. But with that much money at stake, Manitobans deserve to know if the risks are worth taking.

The Doer government, meanwhile, is painting as a "green" initiative its decision to block the line on the east side and move it to the west side at a dead loss of $650 million. Given that it is claiming to embrace the west-side folly on environmental grounds, it must act consistently and examine the submerged route and its potential to be both cheaper and greener than the west side.

Of course, what Mr. Ryan's innovative proposal and research shows in the end is that the government has chosen the worst possible option and that the east side remains the best option -- $650 million cheaper than the west side and $450 million cheaper than Mr. Ryan's estimate for a lake bottom route.

Winnipeg Free Press, Wednesday, February 15, 2008
Our Mistake

It is estimated that a high-voltage transmission line down the centre of Manitoba and under Lake Winnipeg would save $450 million compared to the government’s preferred west route. Incorrect information appeared in an editorial Tuesday.
[The correction was made because of a letter I had written protesting the factual error and the substance and tone of the last half of the editorial. I had written it as a “rejoinder” and had hoped it would be published. Instead, the Comment Editor, Gerald Flood, phoned me, apologized for the factual error and said a correction would be forthcoming, but would not publish my letter, saying they had already given me a large amount of coverage – which is true. Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that Gerald Flood has been an editorially partisan supporter of the East route and a strong opponent of the West route, the government’s and Hydro’s preferred route. My rejoinder is attached. Note my criticism of the East route and a possible reason why this wasn’t published.]

John Ryan’s Rejoinder to the February 12 Editorial

Some risk is involved in all new ideas and ventures. If the possibility of risk had been a determining factor we could still be flightless and there would be no NASA. Not so long ago Manitoba Hydro had been in the forefront of technology when it courageously (with genuine risk at that time) installed high voltage direct current transmission lines – the first in North America. Underwater cable is the present day “risky” challenge – surely Hydro can once again rise to the occasion and cope with such a venture.

Although I am grateful to the editorial board of the Winnipeg Free Press for their initial laudatory assessment of my research and for urging the Manitoba government to order Hydro to do a proper study of an underwater route through Lake Winnipeg, I take exception to their unfair and unsubstantiated critique of my study with respect to risk. 

Every aspect of my three part series (Feb. 9, 10, and 11), had been meticulously researched, and my conclusion that the underwater route could result in savings of about $450 million had a sound basis in fact. However, on specious risk allegations the editorial dismissed the entire savings in my study, making it appear that my work had been shoddy, haphazard, or just wishful thinking. None of the risks that were cited are legitimate. Moreover, even if the risks had been genuine, the editorial had no grounds for dismissing the savings in my study because I had budgeted $100 million for additional expenses which would include unforeseen matters. 

Moreover, in a strange unexplained manner, the editorial asserted that the east route would be $450 million cheaper than the underwater cable route. 

To compound this unfair comparison, the editorial claims that the east route would be $650 million cheaper than the west route. Of these monies, $400 million is the result of the east route being shorter than the west route, and $250 million consists of long-term savings from line losses that the west route would incur. However, to infer that the entire $650 million would be “savings” is delusional. 

If the east route is pursued it would immediately involve long and arduous negotiations with First Nations. To assume that after these negotiations Hydro would walk away with $650 million in savings implies that the First Nations wouldn’t get a cent of this money. This is the delusion.

Just recall that it cost Manitoba Hydro $400 million to resolve its earlier disputes with First Nations. 

To face reality, supporters of the east route should reconcile themselves to the prospect that after long negotiations, all they might acquire is just $250 million of savings from line losses. It is time for them to disabuse themselves from illusions.

Given this, the underwater route through Lake Winnipeg is superior to both land routes – in terms of economics, security of supply, and environmentally. 
