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Hydro won't get cheapest route

Province rejects line down east lakeshore

Sunday, May 29th, 2005

By Dan Lett

THE province has ruled out construction of a power line down the eastern shore of Lake Winnipeg, dashing a plan Manitoba Hydro has touted for nearly two decades. Energy Minister Dave Chomiak says his government will not allow construction of Bipole 3 -- a third major transmission line to bring power from Manitoba Hydro's northern generating stations to the south -- through the pristine wilderness east of the lake.

"I think that in life, as in politics, you never say never," Chomiak said in an interview. "But the reality is that when we weighed all the options, we couldn't support going down the east side. It's not going to happen."

Hydro has long argued it needs to build a new transmission line, preferably along the eastern edge of the lake, to shore up its aging main lines that run through the Interlake region.

The east side route is Hydro's choice because it would be hundreds of kilometres shorter and hundreds of millions of dollars cheaper than routes around the west side of Lake Winnipegosis. It is also more secure for Hydro than running it along the path of existing lines in the Interlake.

However, Chomiak said an east-side route for Hydro's new line would bisect a tract of virgin wilderness that is being considered by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) for designation as a World Heritage site.

Environmentalists applauded Chomiak's statement as the biggest step the NDP government has ever taken to protect the wilderness east of the lake.

"This is a very big deal," said Don Sullivan, executive director of the Boreal Forest Network, a major supporter of the UNESCO World Heritage designation. "(Chomiak) made a definitive statement and we commend him for taking this bold step and taking the flak for this. It's not every day that the government goes up against the interests of Manitoba Hydro."

Sullivan said less definitive messages from the province have allowed Hydro to continue quietly encouraging support for Bipole 3 among aboriginal communities east of the lake.

In fact, a campaign by the Island Lake Tribal Council to form a native consortium in support of an east-side route, led by former MP Elijah Harper, is receiving limited support from Hydro.

Harper said he is aware the NDP government has rejected an east-side line but has been told by Manitoba Hydro a final decision has not yet been made.

The potential spinoffs from a transmission line, including greater all-weather road access, make this the most important economic-development project for the region, he added.

"We are the poorest region in the country," Harper said. "We can't continue to look at government handouts. We have to look at developing the resources in our own backyards."

Manitoba Hydro president Bob Brennan said he is aware that an east-side route is not supported by the current government. Brennan said the utility is currently committed to studying other transmission routes that would avoid the east side of Lake Winnipeg.

However, Brennan said the east-side route will likely have to be examined again in the future.

"At this point we couldn't entertain anything involving the east side," Brennan said. "That doesn't mean we're ruling out the east side. But we're looking at other options at this time."

Development of the lands east of Lake Winnipeg has been a political lightning rod for decades.

Despite a strong message from the province, government sources confirmed Manitoba Hydro has never lost its appetite for a transmission route east of the lake. The sources said Hydro is preparing updated feasibility studies on the Interlake and western Manitoba routes that will show how much more expensive these options are. The end game, the sources said, would be to embarrass the province into re-thinking its policy.

Chomiak said he is fully prepared for some backlash from Hydro, political opponents and the business community for using environmental concerns to trump economics.

"It would be cheaper to go down the east side," Chomiak said. "But you don't make these decisions on the straight economics ...We're going to stand on our environmental concerns."
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