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The need for transmission line expansion is a hotly debated topic right now in Alberta. 

Currently there are plans for Altalink to expand the power transmission line from Edmonton to Calgary 
through two high capacity HVDC lines. Currently the system runs on six lines between Edmonton and Red 
Deer and seven lines between Red Deer and Calgary. According to an Alberta Energy System Operator 
(AESO) report this system has not been upgraded since the 1990s. 

Currently fighting against this expansion is Wildrose Party MLA for Rimbey-Rocky Mountain House-Sundre, 
Joe Anglin. Anglin believes that the lines are unnecessary at this time and are a waste of taxpayer money. 

“There aren’t both sides of this, it’s a very complicated issue,” said Anglin when asked about the proposed 
transmission lines. 

“Altalink says this line is needed based on a congestion free policy but on an economic and practical level 
there is no proof it’s needed.” 

The idea of a congestion free system is where the AESO and Anglin seem to differ the most in opinion. 

“At the highest level it means that you get the electricity where you need it. You can’t really store it and 
there’s not really great storage capabilities to store a large amount of energy,” said AESO Vice-President 
Transmission Project Delivery Greg Retzer. 

“We have a real time market in Alberta. We set the price every minute and every hour. Price fluctuates 
based on how much energy is required, A purely free market system. If you get bottlenecks and aren’t 
allowing the flow of electricity from the point of supply to the point of need that can bring the price up.” 

This means that, according to AESO, these lines and a congestion free system are needed in order to keep 
the flow steady and the costs lower. This market style billing of energy is something Anglin said needs to be 
changed. 

“The market is set up to reduce reserve generation. Needs to charged on day ahead billing,” said Anglin 
when discussing how energy is billed in Alberta. 

“The risk needs to be on the generators not on the public. The generators are getting a free ride.” 

It is this idea that the generators are not being held accountable that Anglin feels causes the need for a 
congestion free system. Without the free market billing there would be no need for congestion free systems 
which Anglin feels is uneconomic. 

“Imagine a road that is congestion free, there would be no stop signs, no stop lights, everything would be 
overpasses and underpasses. You get to drive the speed limit without a traffic jam anywhere,” said Anglin in 
a description of a transmission free system. 



“In theory we could do this but it’s not economic at all. It would cost you a fortune to build them.” 

Though overall the project is expensive it is not the cost or immediate need that is driving the building of 
these transmission lines. 

“Over the past 20 years our demand has essentially doubled and we’ve forecasted our demand is likely 
going to double again over the next 20 years,” said Retzer. 

“We need a lot more investment on the generation side and a lot more transmission able to carry that 
electricity in the province.” 

According to the AESO long-term transmission plan, available on the AESO website, they feel that there is a 
need for the reinforcement of the transmission system between Calgary and Edmonton in order to avoid 
reliability issues and to prevent the market from reaching its fully competitive prices. 

“The biggest cost of the electricity is the generation of the energy itself. In order to keep that price down is to 
allow the energy to flow,” said Retzer. 

“40 – 50 per cent generation in the province is in Edmonton area.” 

While this shows why the AESO feels the lines are needed there is still the issue of why the more expensive, 
50 – 90 per cent more expensive than traditional lines according to the AESO long-term report, HVDC lines 
are needed. 

“A lot of feedback said to make efficient use of the right of way. When you come and put in a transmission 
line do it in a way that you’re not coming back and creating more of a disturbance,” said Retzer when 
explaining the choice to use HVDC lines. 

“Do it in a way that you’re really setting up Alberta for the next 40 - 70 years.” 

The plan to put in HVDC lines is being done before it’s needed to ensure that there will be lines in place for 
further expansion. 

“We know we’re placing this infrastructure in ahead of when it’s needed but we thought it would be the 
prudent thing to do,” said Retzer. 

“HVDC technology allows for growth and capacity to increase without coming back out to put in new towers 
and new line, Build it once, build it right and build it for future generations.” 

The HVDC lines will take the place of up to 10 traditional lines that would eventually need to be installed. 

Anglin said that this early planning is premature and that there is no need for any new lines and that a bigger 
issue is that there is no discussion or cost controls involved in these projects. 

“The original needs hearing was 2004, they left people out of that hearing,” said Anglin when talking about 
the process for getting these lines approved. 

“We have a court decision that agrees with us on that, the government legislated it instead of having a 
proper needs hearing.” 

The issues with this project are deep and ongoing with Anglin and other Wildrose representatives continuing 
the discussion on the topic and trying to change the system. 

“I feel they’re not needed and there hasn’t been the proper process to determine what’s needed,” said 
Strathmore-Brooks MLA Jason Hale. “We’re getting the electricity that we need, it’s the cost of building 
these lines that we don’t need.” 


