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Hog plant falls victim to political climate

Manitoba politicians shun Olywest

by Ron Friesen

Manitoba Co-operator 

Manitoba’s beleaguered pork producers are claiming another kick in the teeth after electioneering politicians indicated the proposed Olywest hog plant is all but dead.

The Manitoba Pork Council called the news a huge step backwards in efforts to secure another hog processing plant in the province.

Manitoba hog farmers are already facing a number of challenges that could severely impact our industry, said Karl Kynoch, council chairman. It’s time for our political leaders to step up to the plate and give us a hand to overcome these challenges.

Manitoba Premier Gary Doer confirmed on the election trail last week his

NDP party no longer supports the proposed $200 million plant in

Winnipeg.

The NDP government has pulled its offer of $28 million in financial assistance to build the plant, a spokesperson for Doer said.

This project will not move forward with provincial dollars. It does not have provincial support, said the spokesperson.

As for future projects, we‚d have to examine them. But, of course, that would be speaking hypothetically.

An April 26 open letter to Winnipeg residents signed by Doer said the province withdrew its funding in December 2006. It also notes two of the three Olywest partners have withdrawn from the project.

Doer’s letter is being distributed in the eastern Winnipeg riding of Radisson during door-to-door canvassing. Radisson and Transcona ridings, which the NDP currently hold, encompass the site for the proposed plant.

The letter adds: As you know, your two MLAs for this area  “Bidhu Jha for Radisson and Daryl Reid for Transcona” have been opposed to any plant and have represented your views to government. I will continue to value your advice.

The Olywest project has encountered fierce opposition from area residents who fear it will degrade the environment and devalue their properties.

Not one of Manitoba‚s three major political parties now supports Olywest. Progressive Conservative leader Hugh McFadyen wants the plant built outside the city. Liberal leader Jon Gerrard has also expressed opposition.

A spokesperson for Winnipeg mayor Sam Katz said the city still supports the plan. But Hytek will have to resubmit a new proposal to council for approval.

Hytek is now the sole principal behind Olywest, after Olymel of Quebec and Big Sky Farms pulled out last December.

Hytek spokesperson Guy Beaudry would not say if the project is still on or not.

I’m not going to make any comments about Olywest at this point in time. I’m going to wait until the election is over and then I’m going to deal with the government of the day with respect to Olywest, said Beaudry.

He also refused to say if Hytek’s application to the Clean Environment Commission for an environmental licence will proceed. Hearings are tentatively scheduled for this fall.

Olywest was hailed as a major boost to Manitoba‚s hog industry when it was announced in November 2005. The 300,000-square-foot plant, employing 1,100 workers and capable of slaughtering 2.25 million hogs a year, was originally scheduled to open in 2008.

The plant was seen as essential to the future success of the province’s burgeoning hog sector. It would have helped to stem the huge outflow of market hogs and weanling pigs to packing plants and feeder barns in the United states.

But Olywest  ran into controversy almost from the outset. Irate Winnipeggers accused city council of ramming the project through without debate. Protests were held at the legislature and during open houses held to showcase the proposed plant.

Political observers believe the NDP reversed its support for Olywest for fear of losing its two key seats in the area.

But hog farmers last week expressed bitterness at losing the project because of shifting political winds.

Producers are already deeply unhappy over a temporary moratorium on new hog barns, pending a CEC review of the industry.

Depressed hog prices, high feed costs and a soaring Canadian dollar which hurts exports are other reasons for the current gloom in the industry.

