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First Nation voting today on new dam

Will they partner on Wuskwatim?
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By Martin Cash

NELSON HOUSE -- Manitoba Hydro's newest power generation project and the model for billions of dollars of future development rests on the decision a couple of thousand members of this northern Manitoba First Nation will make today.

Members of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation of Nelson House will finally vote on whether the band will become a partner with Manitoba Hydro in the development of the $1.2-billion Wuskwatim generating station. It will be the largest construction project in the province -- if they vote Yes.

The much-delayed vote is part of Manitoba Hydro's commitment to a new way of doing business in the North -- more inclusive of local communities and more sensitive to the environment than it was in the past.

The Crown-owned utility has already spent more than $30 million and about seven years working with NCN officials on a 1,300-page partnership agreement, followed by a series of community outreach meetings.

Hydro hopes the process of trying to forge a deal with NCN, on whose territory the 200-megawatt dam will be located, can be followed in the future at two other northern dam projects already on the drawing board. Keeyask and Conawapa represent about $7 billion in potential future development.

But if the community votes against the deal, Hydro officials have said Wuskwatim will not proceed.

Despite that threat, many members of this First Nation nestled between a couple of lakes 80 kilometres west of Thompson believe there may still be a chance to get a better deal, even if the referendum is defeated.

"This is just too good a location for Hydro," said Jim Moore, a former Hydro employee who now manages the Gilbert McDonald Arena in Nelson House, site of a Wuskwatim job fair yesterday. "I think they are bluffing."

Hydro and the NCN chief and council know that their biggest obstacle to winning a 50-per-cent-plus-one majority is the deep legacy of mistrust that festers within many Nelson House residents.

Even supporters of the Wuskwatim partnership have their misgivings about Manitoba Hydro.

Natalie Tays is the principal of the high school and was born and raised in Nelson House. She is a supporter of the deal and the employment opportunities and future revenue it represents. But she also experienced firsthand the devastation Hydro caused in the past.

"When I was eight, we were forced to move out of our house into a Manitoba Hydro trailer," she said yesterday. "It was beautiful here before. There used to be lots of beaches."

Her family's home never did flood, but the sandy beach she enjoyed as a child no longer exists, replaced by a shoreline covered with debris caused by re-routing waterways to harness power for electricity.

Despite what some say has been heavy-handed propaganda by project promoters, many believe today's vote will be close. Community members say they are both overwhelmed by the amount of information they have been bombarded with and frustrated because some questions are not answered.

Carol Kobliski and Ramona Neckoway have been two of the most outspoken critics of the project. They believe the community will have to put too much at stake for a return that may take decades to materialize.

They are planning to stage a protest outside the arena today, where polling stations will be set up.

"We don't think the community's best interests have been considered," Kobliski said.

But Elvis Thomas, a band councillor and the lead negotiator for the band, disagrees.

"The critics are entitled to their opinions, but we have tried very hard to share as much information with the community as we can," he said. "We expect a positive result today, based on exit polls at last week's advance poll."

Polling stations have also been set up in Winnipeg, Thompson, Brandon, Leaf Rapids and South Indian Lake for NCN members who no longer live in Nelson House.
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Wuskwatim at a glance

What is it?

A 200-megawatt power-generating dam that will create approximately the amount of electricity used by Brandon, Portage la Prairie, Thompson, Steinbach, Flin Flon and Winkler combined. Another proposed Hydro project called Conawapa would generate close to 1,300 megawatts. The last dam Manitoba Hydro completed in 1990, Limestone, also generates about 1,300 megawatts.

Where will it be?

On the Burntwood River where it enters Wuskwatim Lake, 45 kilometres southwest of Thompson and 35 kilometres southeast of Nelson House.

How long will it take to build?

The roadway into the site (off Highway 391 between Thompson and Nelson House), the workers' camp and the transmission lines will take about two years and the actual generating station and dam is expected to take an additional four years.

How much flooding will it cause?

Engineers estimate it will only flood about half a square kilometre -- about the size of the Polo Park shopping centre parking lot. Manitoba Hydro's original design for Wuskwatim called for a 350-megawatt dam that would have flooded about 140 square kilometres.

How many jobs will it generate?

At its peak, it is estimated there will be close to 550 workers on site and hundreds of indirect jobs in the service, transportation and hospitality industries. After construction is completed, the dam will require only a few workers.

What will the power be used for?

Hydro intends to export it until Manitoba's population and economy grow large enough to require the added power.

How much has been spent so far in getting to the stage where the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation is voting on the project?

About $33 million, all bankrolled by Manitoba Hydro. Included in those costs were production of the 1,300-page project development agreement that NCN will vote on. NCN will eventually be expected to pay its share of those costs, if it signs up for part-ownership of the dam.

How will NCN raise the money for its stake?

The answer to that question is still not known. Manitoba Hydro has agreed to loan NCN $56 million, which NCN will then pay back over the course of several decades, using its share of the profits from the dam. But in order to buy one-third of the project at today's estimated cost, NCN will also need to come up with about $28 million in cash by the end of construction in 2012. NCN earns about $3 million per year from a $40-million trust fund and probably will use some of that money. It has other internal sources of revenue, like ownership of the Mystery Lake Hotel in Thompson that generates some profit. NCN leaders hope to be able to persuade governments to provide some funding.

If NCN does become a 33 per cent owner, what will be the economic benefits to the community?

The First Nation could receive about $100 million as its share of the profits from Wuskwatim for the first 25 years of the generating station's operation. NCN has also negotiated some construction and service contracts worth about $100 million. (Those contracts will be shared with joint-venture partners). Manitoba Hydro has already agreed to pay NCN $5.7 million for adverse effects, even if the First Nation does not pull together the cash to become a business partner. The community will also receive about $11.5 million worth of training services. Members of the community might earn an estimated $5 million in wages and salaries during the construction period.

What are the downsides for NCN?

Besides the modest environmental impacts of a massive construction project in untouched wilderness, the community may have to make some financial sacrifices in the short term for what is hoped will be a generous financial reward in the future. Some elders also worry that workers suddenly flush with cash will be vulnerable to addictions.

Why has Manitoba Hydro chosen to go into partnership with NCN when the Crown corporation might have been able to develop Wuskwatim more quickly and cheaply on its own?

Hydro has had to pay tens of millions of dollars in compensation to communities damaged by its previous projects. The Crown corporation is keen to minimize the environmental impact of new developments and provide economic benefits (rather than damage) to local communities. It is using the NCN/Wuskwatim project as a template for future potential partnerships with other First Nations in the next series of power generations projects that Manitoba Hydro may build.

WEB EXTRA: The Wuskwatim Generation Project 1960-2006

1960-1977: Manitoba Hydro embarked on an ambitious plan to develop hydroelectric power from the Nelson River in Northern Manitoba. The ability to harness all that water into power hinged on the Churchill River Diversion (CRD), which dammed the Churchill River, forcing it to flow into the Rat and Burntwood Rivers and then into the Nelson. The CRD caused massive flooding and seriously altered the landscape that many northern First Nation communities relied on. During these years, the Crown corporation built the Grand Rapids, Long Spruce, Kettle and Jenpeg generating stations.

1977: When the long-term damage caused by the CRD was fully realized, the Northern Flood Agreement was signed with five northern First Nations, including the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (formerly called Nelson House), to provide compensation for the effects on the local traditional aboriginal communities and economies.

1990: The $1.4-billion Limestone Generating Station was completed, the last new hydroelectric power generating station Manitoba Hydro has developed.

1996: A settlement was finally reached between NCN and Hydro and the federal government on the Northern Flood Agreement compensation, giving NCN about $62 million, including $42 million that now collects interest in a trust managed by the band.

1996: Manitoba Hydro first officially released its plan to build a hydroelectric generating station near Wuskwatim Lake, 45 kilometres southwest of Thompson. At that time, the project was expected to generate almost twice as much power as the project is now designed for.

September 2001: Members of NCN agreed in a referendum to have their chief and council negotiate a partnership with Manitoba Hydro. (At that time, Wuskwatim was estimated to cost $568 million.)

March-to-June 2004: The Manitoba Clean Environment Commission holds 32 days of hearings, the first hydroelectric development in Manitoba subjected to public hearings.

Fall 2004: The Clean Environment Commission report is released, recommending that an Environment Act licence be granted for the project.

November 2005: The federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans releases a favorable report on Wuskwatim. However it has yet to issue licences necessary before construction can begin. The project is now estimated to cost about $1.2 billion.

March 2006: The 1,300 page project development agreement is completed between Manitoba Hydro and NCN.

Today: The final vote for the people of NCN to decide whether or not the band will invest up to $85 million to own up to one-third of Wuskwatim. Unless a majority of adults in the community vote and more than half of voters favor the project, it will not proceed.
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