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The government-owned rallway
has been struck by its 1,600
employees since July 19, when talks
broke off mainly over the issue of
wages and benefits.

The company’s final offer was a.
42-month contract that had a two-

. per-cent wage increase in each of
i . the three years and one per cent in
the final six months.
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Meetmg domestic needs
costs company $70 million

GORDON HAMILTON

Sun’ Business Reporter

An unprecedented water short-
age has hxt B.C. Hydro, forcing the
province to turn to the U.S. and
Alberta to keep the lights on at
home.

For the first time since B.C. built
hydro-electric megaprojects on
the Columbia and Peace Rivers in

the 1960s, the province isnow anet

importer of energy, B.C. Hydro

official Peter McMullan said Wed- -

nesday.
To meet domestic needs for elec-
tricity, Hydro has spent $70 mil-

- lion on energy purchases, forgoing

an additional $90 million in export
revenues. The Crown corporation

has also boosted to capacity its -

gas-fired Burrard thermal plant in
Port Moody.

The water shortage will not lead
to increased Hydro rates for con-
sumers, McMullan said, but it will
mean a decline in revenues for the
Crown corporation.

In turn, he said, Hydro will be

turning over less money to provin- |

cial coffers.

This is the second year in a row
B.C. has faced lowwmter SNOw-
packs. -

And before the current crisis is

- over, people in the reservoir-
) dependent community of Macken- -
zie say they face economic shut- -

down as water stored in Williston
Lake is converted to energy.
Already, communities along the

Columbia-Kootenay system such -

‘as Fernie have lost tourism
revenues because snowpacks were
below normal. Tourist operator
Bob Cutts said a coalition of citi-

_.zens filed an injunction in a U.S.

“court to slow U.S. demand on the
border-straddling Koocanusa
Teservoir.

Cutts said he cannot understand
why B.C. Hydro should now be
buying power from the U.S.

“It’s crazy. We destroyed a val-
ley 45 miles long here to store
water. And we are having to buy
energy?”’

To meet this year’s energy load,
Hydro is importing natural gas

from Alberta for its thermal gen-
erator and is buying electricity
from U.S. generators on the
Columbia River. Ironically, the
U.S. reservoirs — fed by Canada —

-aae closer {o full than those in Can-
ada.

In Mackenzie, residents feel vie-
timized by Hydro and the govern-
ment. They say the province
ignored the pending crisis until it
‘was too late.

“We are the tip of the iceberg,”
said Rick Berry, a pulp machine
operator at Mackenzie. Berry
-faces an indefinite layoff next-year

- - when the water level is expected to

-drop below pipelines connecting
Fletcher Challenge Canada’spuip
mill and the reservoir.

“Hydro has run out of capabili-
ties to keep us alive.”
Berry and other Mackenzie resi-
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Continued from A1
dents have formed a committee to

bring the issue before government
Ba3he public, saying electricity
£>dEmand may have outstripped sup-
“=ply-well into the future.
They fear power supply problems
ill continue until Alcan’s Kemano
II project is completed or down-
benefits from the Columbia
Riyer Treaty revert to Canada,
-®he Alcan project is delayed
partly over a company demand for
an additional $300 million for its
power. And the Columbia River
eaty remains in effect until 1998,
That could leave the province with
an energy shortage for another five
years, Berry said.

— -

the shortage is
‘weather-induced and will remain

€:y as long as the winter snowfall

pa

ime such a pattern was observed,-

it lasted four Yyears, he said.
Although this summer has been

wet, Hydro relies on snowpacks to th
i : - threatened, b
- Last winter, snowfall was near the - in

~fl its reservoirs,

sixdl-year low in the Williston Basin,
ssuortheast of Prince George, The
seenergy lost was equivalent to the

- wndnnual residential needs of half a

-s*3illion people, according to Hydro.,
" Next April, the Williston Lake
1,.. TESErVoir is expected to drop too low
n.ni0.0operate the Mackenzie pulp mill,
%9 compensate, regional forest com.
-, Jpanies are negotiating a $20-million
6}‘;cost-sharing agreement with the
“province for a temporary pipeline
extension to keep the miil in water
-i;-and 2,000 workers employed.
‘Odn

terns hold. In the 1940s, the last Be

importing power [;

The water leve] in the Williston
reservoir is currently 668.9 metres
above sealevel, 3.3 metres below full
pool. But Hydro forecasts it will
drop to 651.6 metres, its lowest level
ever, by next April. The pulp mill’s
intake and effluent pipes are at 2.5
metres above that level.

Complicating the issue is the low
level of the Columbia River reser-
voirs. They are now 18.6 metres
below full pool and Williston is soon
to be drawn down to compensate,

Hydro's position is that Macken-
zie forest industries did not take
reasonable precautions against low
water levels by extending their
Pipes farther into the reservoir. As

recently as 1987, the government -

offered to pay for 50 per cent of the
cost of extensions, _ :
Mackenzie pet store owner Bruce
nnett said that, regardless of
who's to blame, the town’s economic

future has been put on hold because

industry relies on water stored in
€ reservoir. With that resource
, business will not invest

‘Mackenzie, he said.

“If the current demand for ejec-

tricity far exceeds our capacity to
produce, why were other energy-
generating facilities not devel-
oped?” he asked., “Why should the
well-being of Mackenzie berisked as
aresult of B.C. Hydro’s management
practices?”

Said Berry: “Everything to do
with power has been stalied. And
now we are stuck.”

Moe Sihota, minister responsible
for Hydro, was not available for
comment,
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