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Readers would pay to save wilderness

Eastern corridor for Hydro opposed
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By Helen Fallding

SENDING a new high-voltage transmission line down the western side of Manitoba to avoid disrupting the pristine wilderness east of Lake Winnipeg is well worth $10 a year extra on every household's Hydro bill, according to many Free Press readers.

The vast majority of people who responded to a call for feedback said they would be willing to pay more on hydro bills if it meant protecting caribou and helping secure World Heritage Site status for the area east of Lake Winnipeg.

"I'd be willing to spend an extra $100 per year to save this valuable wilderness," wrote Clay Baumung of Brandon.

The Doer government had already decided against the east side route for a new transmission line, which may have to be built from northern dams for security reasons, before Manitoba Hydro did an analysis of the comparative costs.

 Three-quarters of the power currently coming out of northern Manitoba's dams travels down two lines in a single corridor through the Interlake, leaving the province vulnerable to wind or ice storms, forest fires or terrorist attacks.

 Manitoba Hydro had been planning to build a third high-voltage line, dubbed Bipole 3, east of Lake Winnipeg. But the Doer government vetoed that plan after consultations with First Nations in that area, who are lobbying for a world heritage site designation for a large tract of boreal forest.

 Utility president Bob Brennan recently said the west-side route is 50 per cent longer -- about 1,200 kilometres compared to 800. Routing the line west of Lake Manitoba could cost an extra $250 million, not counting up to $300 million in power losses along the longer route.

Over the life of the line, that could work out to roughly an extra $10 a year for residential customers who heat with gas and about $25 a year for homes that heat with electricity. Industrial customers might face a rate hike of more than 1.5 per cent.

More than 100 e-mails flooded into the Free Press after the Western Canada Wilderness Committee and the Boreal Forest Network encouraged supporters to have their say.

But even before the lobby network geared up, feedback was running three to one in favour of spending the extra money, if that's what it takes to protect the east side of the lake.

Energy Minister Dave Chomiak has cautioned that other options are also on the table, including a transmission line directly to Ontario. Brennan said backup natural gas turbines in Winnipeg are also under discussion to improve security of the system without building a new transmission line.

Some First Nations east of Lake Winnipeg are opposed to a Hydro corridor, but Manitoba Métis Federation president David Chartrand said yesterday he supports the shorter route.

He said the east side route makes financial sense and a 60-metre wide right-of-way cut through forest and over bog for 800 kilometres would not have "that much effect" on natural resources.

"It shouldn't just be closed out because a few chiefs say so," Chartrand said, noting that Métis people also live in the area.

An east side Hydro line could disturb four ranges of woodland caribou that make up perhaps half the population of about 3,000 in the province. It could also affect a much larger herd farther north, believed to be a hybrid of woodland and barren ground caribou.

Caribou are extremely sensitive to disruption of the landscape, but it is unclear how far they steer away from clear-cut areas. Trent University professor James Schaefer estimated about five kilometres when he testified at a Hydro hearing last year, but Manitoba Hydro's consultants think it's more like 250 metres.
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What our readers say 

HERE is a selection of e-mailed comments from our readers about the possibility of Manitoba Hydro spending up to $550 million extra to avoid routing a new high-voltage transmission line through the wilderness east of Lake Winnipeg:

What a small price to pay to keep a part of the boreal forest intact. With global warming a reality, shouldn't we be doing everything we can to keep as many trees as possible? 

-- Nancy Faulder

A pack of cigarettes, a six-pack of beer, one movie ticket -- seems like a reasonable cost to preserve one of the last wilderness areas in the province. 

-- Brent Winstone

We certainly cannot afford to pay $10 per year for every idea that someone thinks is a good one. There are thousands of those ideas, many of they undeserving, and the government already has us paying for far too many of them. A power line east of Lake Winnipeg will save more electricity (from lower transmission line losses) than all the 60 or so windmills presently being built. 

-- Ed Hare

Although I am not a wealthy person, I consider an extra $10 a year on Hydro bills an imperceptible amount to pay for the protection of an irreplaceable part of Manitoba's natural heritage. 

-- Chris Powell

I wouldn't pay $10 a year on Hydro for this. I've seen first-hand how wildlife use the Hydro runs as trails and for grazing areas in many rural areas and they actually help the animals travel to better feeding grounds summer and winter. 

-- Rick Merry

There is another alternative route for a Hydro line. This is the boundary between Manitoba and Ontario. The line is surveyed and trimmed out. It is visible, especially in winter, from the air. 

-- William Pruitt, zoologist 
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