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Wednesday, September 1st, 2004 

Some bands' perspective on Hydro short-sighted

Wednesday, September 1st, 2004
ROBERT F. Kennedy Jr's editorial (Hydro is breaking our hearts, July 15) prompted letters from chiefs of two northern Manitoba First Nations. These statements and arguments motivate me to respond to their one-dimensional perspective on proposed hydroelectric projects in northern Manitoba.

 I acknowledge that Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation and Tataskweyak Cree Nation are free to express their opinions about economic benefits they perceive are the best way to improve the situation of their peoples. It is also the prerogative of other communities like the Pimicikimak Cree and Poplar River First Nation to pursue and promote a different vision for their people and traditional territories.

 Chief Flett and Chief Primrose, in defence of their decisions to engage in partnership negotiations for future hydro developments, suggest that the new and improved partnerships with Manitoba Hydro will somehow resolve environmental concerns. But Mr. Kennedy correctly points out that the government and Manitoba Hydro have done little to address the severe damage created from their earlier development projects or to make a convincing argument that such mistakes will not be repeated in the future.

 Neither Chief Primrose nor Manitoba Hydro (in its environmental impact statements or during the Wuskwatim Clean Environment Commission hearings) have been able to present solid, convincing evidence they can mitigate environmental effects of Hydro projects more effectively now than Hydro did back in the 1970s. The focus on the low-head Wuskwatim dam design during hearings resulted in avoidance of environmental impacts from transmission lines on traplines, woodland caribou, and climate change impacts etc. Concerned communities in Manitoba, public participants and presenters in the hearings, and experts like Mr. Kennedy, have not seen or heard anything to indicate the Wuskwatim projects aren't just another trade off between environmental destruction and presumed economic benefits.

 Chief Primrose goes on to assert the impact of the Wuskwatim projects on the boreal forest would be minimal. This statement ignores not only the knowledge of elders from his own community, but ignores the effects of transmission lines on the environment. The Wuskwatim projects include the impacts from both the dam and its three transmission system segments.

 I respect the perspective of NCN and TCN that they have a right to decide how the lands in their traditional territories should be cared for and used. However, this right does not extend to decisions that have broad implications for neighbouring first nations traditional territories. Chief Primrose and Chief Flett are promoting potential prosperity of their own people that could impede the ability of neighbouring first nations to achieve effective stewardship and protection of their lands for future generations.

 Chief Primrose assumes that we must choose eithert to protect the environment or pursue economic development. It is an argument often put forth by industrial interests with no intentions of exploring other economic options. The Government of Manitoba and Manitoba Hydro used this thinking to flood 600,000 acres with earlier development projects. Manitoba Hydro mislead the public in Manitoba and affected First Nations about the economics and environmental impacts of those projects, as reported in 1979 by the Trischler Commission, which investigated the hydro projects of the 1970s.

 As a First Nation person, I appreciate Chief Flett's and Chief Primrose's rejection of paternalistic prescriptions from non-aboriginal individuals who speak from a position of privilege and opportunity. This description does not fit Mr. Robert Kennedy Jr. What is more difficult, more interesting and more important is to question the motivation behind the arguments on both sides and examine the validity of these arguments. Trap Line 18 has witnessed and waited patiently for 28 years to bring forward the concerns of the destruction created from earlier Hydro development and still today continues to have adverse affects on the ability to maintain our cultural practices and pass on a tradition. The detrimental affects on wildlife and environment are visible and apparent on Trap line 18. The respected chiefs must realize that an estimated $8 billion of future hydro development (and Manitoba debt) should include benefits for the environment and other affected First Nations peoples.

GREG MCIVOR 

Trap Line 18
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