Let private sector lead tidal investments: Keir
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Energy Minister Jack Keir says he wants the private sector -- not ratepayers of New Brunswick -- to take the lead in investing in tidal power in the province.

The province has commissioned several studies examining the environmental impacts of harnessing the powerful tides of the Bay of Fundy, while Nova Scotia recently announced it will develop a test site with the first turbine expected to be in the water by early in 2009.

However, unlike Nova Scotia Premier Rodney MacDonald who announced his province is investing $4.7 million into the centre, Keir said he wants the private sector to test the waters in New Brunswick.

"The way that we're heading in this isn't unlike the feasibility study for nuclear or the wind farms that we're currently putting in place for New Brunswick or getting (natural) gas to the north -- we're looking for the private sector to get involved, to use private sector money to do this and not ratepayers of New Brunswick."

The Liberal government announced last year that Atomic Energy of Canada Ltd. and a number of private partners will study the potential for a second nuclear reactor in New Brunswick. The group wants to build and own the reactor, with NB Power acting as the operator.

AECL is also covering the cost of the feasibility study, which is expected to be completed by the end of the month.

Keir has praised the arrangement as removing any financial risk from New Brunswickers. However critics say asking AECL to conduct the study will likely lead to the report endorsing the construction of a second reactor.

Keir said it makes most financial sense to allow the private sector to determine whether they're willing to invest in tidal power.

"If the private sector sees an opportunity where they can make a rate of return by generating electricity from tidal power, they're going to do it. And if they don't see an opportunity to make that rate of return, why would we want to get involved in it?"

The province will be responsible for any necessary regulations and legislation needed for the development of tidal power and studying the environmental impacts to ensure stakeholders, such as fishermen, aren't negatively affected, said Keir.

"But we're also going to work with the private sector to make it as convenient as possible for them, and as efficient as possible for them, to pick a technology, put it in the water and generate electricity in New Brunswick."

