	Wuskwatim: Manitoba Hydro’s Deceit and Manipulation Continues

The truth behind Manitoba Hydro’s Promise of Prosperity for NCN and other Cree First Nations.

 

As I watched the documentary film entitled “Where the Three Rivers Meet”, funded by Manitoba Hydro and costing over $500,000, I felt many emotions; including sadness, sorrow and yes, anger. Mostly, I was confused by the contradictory statements made by our leadership. Chief Jerry Primrose and various NCN councilors. One minute they are saying yes hydro did destroy our way of life and that there is no way of going back or benefit in complaining about what has happened in the past. They claim that Wuskwatim is not like the devastating Churchill River Diversion and that Manitoba Hydro “is really a leopard that has changed its spots” and can be trusted to be a partner.

 

However, what gets to me is the timing of the ‘Where the Three Rivers Meet”. The film was made before our people even saw or heard about the Wuskwatim Project Development Agreement (PDA). How can our people say they are for the deal when they haven't been given the opportunity to fully understand a document that is over 1500 pages long and took our leaders and Manitoba Hydro over 9 years to negotiate? I myself couldn't make a comment like that or be in a position to make an informed decision by saying yes I'm for Wuskwatim when I have not even read or seen the PDA. The vast majority NCN members feel the same way. 

It is like the blind (NCN Chief and Council) leading the blind. Why the secrecy and paranoia in not having consultations and informational meetings that really provide all important information and allow frank discussion? The NCN consultants hired too little more than hand out the pro-Wuskwatim propaganda produced by Manitoba Hydro and the government. 

Only 300 copies of the Wuskwatim PDA were produced and only available in mid April, less that 7 weeks before the referendum vote started. Manitoba Hydro and the NDP provincial government have no problem in spending over $500,000 on a pro-hydro documentary and millions on other dubious pro-hydro activities with First Nations. However, they only print 300 copies of the Wuskwatim PDA for the over 4,000 NCN members to review.

I wonder what the people feel who have read the Wuskwatim PDA Agreement; do they still feel that this is a good deal?

 

Our people are a lot more smarter then what Manitoba Hydro and our leaders think. I believe our people can make up their own minds for themselves. The way the Wuskwatim PDA Agreement is set up NCN will assume all the risk and lose out in the end; while Manitoba Hydro walks away with our prosperity once again. Our children will be left with enormous burden and debt. 

Is this the kind of legacy we want to leave our children? Having to tell our children you were sold out by our leaders? All Manitoba Hydro has done is to wine and dine our people by throwing a lot of money around (millions), but that money won't last after Hydro gets it's way. After they get what they want it will be the Manitoba Hydro of old who plays “hardball” and controls our futures. There are no “free rides or lunches”, everything has a price and has to be paid back, usually with interest. This will be true of Manitoba Hydro as it is written in the Wuskwatim PDA. Eventually Manitoba Hydro will get all that money back, plus interest and hopefully, if we can survive the 25-30 years of paying Manitoba Hydro’s debt, we will have something to show for our blind trust and bargaining of our futures. If we think Manitoba Hydro will re-open any deal to make it sure it is fair we are fooling ourselves.

 

What I don't understand is WHY? Why would our leaders negotiate to be partners with the same people who destroyed our way of life 30 years ago? Now the same people (Manitoba Hydro) have come back to mislead and make more broken promises to our leaders and community members. Manitoba Hydro says this is a historic moment for NCN and Hydro to be joint partners; they are allowing us invest in Wuskwatim although we will not really be partners. All the say and control on how the Wuskwatim Project is run and all important decision will be made by them. 

Who is it really a good deal for? Certainly not NCN as Manitoba Hydro is lending us all this money with interest on top of that, We will not see a return until our debt is paid off. Costs of the project are ballooning (from $857 million to over $1.2 billion and rising in just two years). Already we are being asked to pay more and this will continue, but how much more? On June 8th the CBC reported that no profits to NCN were guaranteed and that estimated future profits to NCN were only $15-$20million a year 25 years in the future and not the 25-56 million told our people. 

Our people need to understand that as the years come and go with inflation the cost to build Wuskwatim will rise. The rise of the Canadian dollar will mean that the US dollars received in export revenue will be worth much less than when Wuskwatim was planned. As a partner we will have to put out more then what our leaders and Manitoba Hydro are telling us. The Manitoba Government, and the taxpayers and ratepayers of Manitoba will cover Manitoba Hydro’s debt. No one will cover NCN debt or guarantee we can make our debt payments or have future prosperity from this deal. This is where we are being blindsided by Hydro. This will also be true for other Cree First Nations being asked to invest in Gull-Keyask, Conawapa and other Hydro Dams.

 

It is not too late to say NO to Wuskwatim, Manitoba Hydro will come back to our people. They need this dam, and the three transmission lines that have been quietly and conveniently packaged with this 200 megawatt dam, more then you know.

Manitoba Hydro has led us to believe that they hold all the cards and we have to take whatever is offered to us. This is not only about Wuskwatim; in fact the 200 megawatts of power it will produce “is only a drop in the bucket” to them. Manitoba Hydro, in its trickery wants us and everyone to focus only the Dam while they are laughing behind our backs thinking they have out smarted everyone. 

In fact it's all about the transmission lines, Manitoba Hydro needs to come through our resource area to get power to their buyers in southern Manitoba, Ontario and of course the United States. The Wuskwatim Project, beyond setting the example to negotiate other “so-called” partnership arrangements with First Nations and “buying” approval from leaders to violate our aboriginal and treaty rights, does not really matter to Manitoba Hydro, The transmission lines are the key and Wuskwatim would not exist if it wasn't for the lines.

 

I and many NCN members are very angry at how we are being treated and being deceived and tempted with “golden idols of prosperity” and false promise. Why couldn't our leaders come out with the truth, and get the whole community involved right from the start? Why did they decide to cut backroom deals and be agents of Manitoba Hydro and the government to force this deal on us? Why can we not be like the Quebec Cree who stood together united and in strength and resisted their divide and conquer strategy? Why do we not have leaders who want to do what is best for their people and not just concerned with what “they” will receive from the Wuskwatim deal? Why have they fought us in our efforts to get a much superior and risk free royalty type deal like the Quebec Cree received? Why are our leaders doing the dirty work of Manitoba Hydro and the provincial NDP government in pushing through this bad deal for our people? Why will they not come clean and provide all the financial and risk information and where all the Wuskwatim money is going? 

We must remember that the power ultimately lies within our people. This is the kind of power Manitoba Hydro is afraid of. It is the kind of power they cannot buy. Manitoba Hydro knows they have to continue to divide and conquer our people, because if we stand together we can be just as powerful as hydro. They are banking on their tried and true formula of throwing enough money around and anyone can be bought to get what they want. To Manitoba Hydro everyone has their price and their only incentive is to get what they want as cheaply as possible and spent whatever it takes to fight those seeking truth and justice.

 

Our First Nations people need to make a stand. Manitoba Hydro is making it's rounds once again on our first nations communities to build more Dams in our resource area. This time they are enticing our leaders “with thirty pieces of silver” to get what they want. Every Cree First Nation being approached with Wuskwatim type deals should be receiving risk-free royalty deals like the Quebec Cree have. All these deals should be signed by the Government of Manitoba and be considered a binding treaty between two nations. Our treaty and aboriginal rights and our land, water and resources should not be bartered away in Wuskwatim type commercial deals with no guarantees of profits or good jobs for our people. 

Spending millions of dollars to train a few us for a few jobs as cooks, servers, truck-drivers and labourers is small consolation. All the good jobs on Wuskwatim are to be controlled by the unions and will require at least 4-5 years experience which we do not have. What happens after a few years when construction is over and only 7 highly technical people run the Wuskwatim Dam?
 We have suffered much too much pain and heartbreak at the hands of Manitoba Hydro over the past 30 years. It is time for Manitoba Hydro and the government to treat us with dignity and respect. Manitoba Hydro and Government of Manitoba, namely Bob Brennan or Premier Gary Doer have not even given the Cree of northern Manitoba a formal and open apology for the destruction of our way of life and our land. They say they are trying to make things right with the First Nations people, If this is true they should offer us a risk free deal and royalties like what was offered to the Quebec Cree. Then and just maybe then we will sit down with you and negotiate as equals with mutual dignity and respect. Manitoba Hydro needs to come back to us with a better deal then Wuskwatim!!!!!!

 

Right now Manitoba Hydro is telling our leaders that Wuskwatim is a once in a life time deal too good to pass up and is the best we can expect or deserve. Well that’s a lie. The Quebec Cree went through the same thing, and they said NO to Hydro Quebec and they came back with a much better deal. Instead of beating their people down the leaders of the Quebec Cree fought for their people, for resource guaranteed royalties and good jobs for their children and their futures. They won and we can do the same thing here in Nelson House it's not to late. Turn out and vote No to Wuskwatim on June 14th.  

       

My last comments to the community and to our leaders are: Is this the end of the road if the project doesn't go through? Our leaders make it sound that Wuskwatim and Manitoba Hydro will solve all our problems. Even if we vote yes on Wuskwatim, Manitoba Hydro, like what happened with the Churchill River Diversion, they will never solve our problems for us. They will only add to more problems for our people if we go ahead with this deal. We must make our own destiny happen and not rely on others like Manitoba Hydro. We must not settle again only what they want us to have and not what we deserve. 

With a no vote on Wuskwatim we will send a strong message to Manitoba Hydro and the NDP Provincial Government that we cannot be bought off by free dinners and bad deals with no guarantees, only risks. We must not give them the right and power to control our destiny. We will also send the message to our leaders that our futures and rights cannot be sold for them to reap the benefits at our expense. Once this is done then real honest negotiations with Manitoba Hydro and the NDP provincial government on future hydro development can be done. 
We must all REMEMBER:   

 

only after the last tree has been cut down,

only after the last river has been poisoned,

only after the last fish has been caught,

only then will you find that money cannot be eaten.

 

cree indian prophecy.

 

nelson house band member carol kobliski
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