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East route reality checks
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Advocates of the east route transmission line keep repeating the mantra that this would lead to "a saving of at least $650 million." This assertion keeps being repeated over and over again without anyone ever offering an explanation as to how such a saving would actually materialize. It is time for a reality check.

The $650 million consists of two components - capital savings and line loss savings. Because the west route would be almost 500 kilometres longer, there would be additional construction costs of about $400 million. Also because of the longer west route, over the lifetime of the line, there would be additional line losses of about $250 million. The capital savings of $400 million would be up front, but the $250 million of line loss savings would be spread out over the 50 year life-expectancy of the line.

It is one thing to establish that the west route would be $650 million more expensive than the east route, but it is a totally different matter to assume that by opting for the east route there would automatically be a saving of $650 million. 

Conducting attacks against the west route does not by itself create the grounds for supporting the east route. There may be grounds for savings but there is also the prospect of incurring far greater costs than the west route - as well as prolonged delays. This should be researched and explained. The impact on the boreal forest is not something to be brushed off - it requires a careful analysis.

If a decision were made to adopt the east route, both Hydro and the government would immediately have to start negotiations with the First Nations whose lands would be affected by such a route. From our recent experience at such meetings, and from precedents not just in Manitoba but elsewhere in Canada, these would be long and arduous negotiations. 

For proponents of the east route to assure the public there would be savings of $650 million implies that after these negotiations, Hydro would walk away with $650 million in its pockets and the First Nations would not get a cent of this money. 

Just recall that it cost Manitoba Hydro $400 million to resolve its earlier disputes with First Nations. In all likelihood, the east route could cost Hydro far more than this, and the only "savings" Hydro may get would be the $250 million from lesser line losses. 

If the east route should be selected, First Nations are entitled to appropriate compensation. At this stage no one could even hazard a guess as to what this would constitute, or what form it would take. We must all realize that the amount would be substantial. 

Because of the necessity to ensure a security of a supply of electrical power for southern Manitoba, Hydro is faced with a certain degree of urgency in getting approval for the construction of its new line. It's a foregone conclusion that negotiations with First Nations would take years, but Hydro simply does not have the luxury of unlimited time to do this. Proponents of the east route ignore this crucial bit of reality.

The Bipole III Transmission Routing Study, a consultant's report commissioned by Manitoba Hydro, contains dire warnings about the consequences from international environmental groups if Hydro cuts a swath through the boreal forest for a transmission line. This is not a figment of the government's imagination -- in the worst case scenario it could imperil Hydro's billions of dollars of exports. To talk endlessly about $650 million of savings and not address a serious potential problem is irresponsible. The least they could do is to explain how they would deal with this problem if the east route were selected.

In fact, if the east route should be chosen, it may turn out that after negotiations the actual true savings would have occurred if we had proceeded with the west route as now proposed. 

However, there is a third alternative, the underwater route through Lake Winnipeg that I proposed in a recent three-part series. This is the route that offers substantial savings, as well as many other advantages, some of which are of far greater consequence than monetary savings.

John Ryan, Ph.D., is a retired professor of geography and senior scholar at the University of Winnipeg. He can be reached at jryan13@mts.net.
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