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Band votes on Wuskwatim

Nelson House chief won't seek re-election if project rejected
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By Martin Cash

NELSON HOUSE -- Chief Jerry Primrose has staked his political legacy on a partnership deal between his First Nation and Manitoba Hydro, but if his people vote it down, Primrose said he will not run again in the August election.

Driving a bus full of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation members to the polls yesterday, Primrose said he was optimistic the people of Nelson House would support his vision of a joint venture on the $1.2-billion Wuskwatim hydro project.

"But if they don't, and if the people don't want progress, then it will be time for me to go in another direction," he said.

Primrose, 49, has withstood fierce criticism over the past couple of years from members of his band and other First Nations who say an investment in Wuskwatim requires too much commitment from NCN for uncertain returns.

Critics also say NCN should not get into bed with Manitoba Hydro because of the devastating impact past hydro projects have had on the community.

"Hydro has made promises before and they are still lying to us," said Frank Moore, 75, speaking in Cree through an interpreter. "People were well off here before Hydro came. We did not need help from the outside."

But Primrose has argued that the community must move on.

"As a young person, I was not happy with Hydro," Primrose said. "But I had to change my perspective. We can fight forever for nothing or we can do something for the community."

As trucks and buses and all-terrain vehicles kicked up dust on the gravel roads of Nelson House getting people out to vote yesterday, a small group of critics opposed to the deal set up signs across the road from the voting station at the town's arena.

Mike Kobliski, a former member of the negotiating group who resigned to oppose the deal, said if a majority of band members vote for it, he and others will likely mount a court challenge to have the result quashed.

Ballots were still being counted at press time.

Whichever way it goes, the repercussions will be significant for the whole province.

Wuskwatim would be the largest industrial development project in Manitoba since the last hydro dam, Limestone, was completed more than 15 years ago. If members of NCN turn down the proposed partnership on Wuskwatim, Hydro has said it will not re-negotiate the deal. The 200-megawatt project will be dead.

A rejection of the deal would also throw into question the Crown corporation's strategy to develop at least two other dams, involving another $7 billion in investments in the North.

Manitoba Hydro has spent more than $30 million over the past seven years negotiating with NCN. It will have to re-think its approach to partnerships if NCN votes no.

If the referendum passes, it will start a mini-boom in the economy of the North almost immediately. Service industry operators in the region can expect increased business and the City of Thompson, located an hour's drive east of Nelson House, will probably stand to gain the most.

NCN can expect dividend revenues that could top $100 million in the first 25 years of operation of the dam.

It has already benefited from the construction of an $8-million training centre that just opened last month and is scheduled to receive about $11 million worth of skills training over the six years of Wuskwatim construction.
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