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Sunday, March 28th, 2004 
 

Dam plan hitting troubled waters
Cree nation's approval is far from certain
By Helen Fallding

NELSON HOUSE -- Nisichawayasihk Coun. Elvis Thomas has his work cut out for him. The councillor in charge of future development for the Cree nation has until early fall to persuade his people that owning a piece of the Wuskwatim dam on the nearby Burntwood River will be worth the investment. 

Judging by the reactions of community members trickling into the reserve's Northern store on a sunny weekday afternoon, it's far from a done deal. 

Without their approval and the support of fellow band members spread across Manitoba, the $1-billion project is dead because Manitoba Hydro will not go ahead without a partnership with the Cree. 

That would have consequences for Manitoba Hydro's ratepayers and the entire Northern Manitoba economy. 

"It will be a sad day," Thomas said of the possibility that his people will reject what he considers a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to use the isolated community's resources to generate cash, jobs and training. 

Nelson House, about an hour's drive from Thompson and 35 kilometres northwest of the Wuskwatim site, has amenities like a wellness centre and personal care home that are the envy of other Manitoba reserves. 

However, the fast-growing community is in desperate need of hundreds of new homes and the water and sewer lines to support them. 

In a 2001 referendum, two thirds of Nisichawayasihk's eligible voters in Nelson House, South Indian Lake, Thompson, Winnipeg, Brandon and elsewhere gave their leaders a mandate to negotiate a final business deal with Manitoba Hydro. 

The utility is offering up a portion of the dam's revenue if the Cree nation pays a portion of the capital costs. 

No opinion polling has been done recently, but some community leaders are clearly worried that criticism of the project during ongoing Manitoba Clean Environment Commission hearings is undermining support. 

There's also a home-grown campaign against the Wuskwatim deal led by supporters of Chief Jerry Primrose's opponent in the last election, along with South Indian Lake residents and elders who will never trust Manitoba Hydro. 

Jerry Brightnose said he was sitting on the fence until he listened to the experts at Clean Environment Commission hearings in Winnipeg and Thompson this month. 

"The good outweighs the minimal environmental impact." 

Dennis Spence, on the other hand, grows less supportive the more he hears about Wuskwatim. 

He voted for the project in 2001, but plans to vote against it this time because he does not want to repeat the mistakes of the past. When birch trees were flooded during the last round of hydro dam building, Spence's grandfather could no longer make snowshoes for a living. 

Dorothy Linklater said she and three other women elders who teach girls how to do beadwork and make bannock in a cabin behind the school have talked about the Wuskwatim dam and are all against it. 

"Our land is already destroyed," she said. "I don't want no more." 

In favour 

Morley Moore, who co-ordinates the elder's program, said he is in favour of Wuskwatim because it will mean his children are well looked after. 

Benefits to the Cree nation are expected to grow from a few million dollars a year after the dam starts producing electricity in 2010 to tens of millions a year by 2035. 

Social worker Darlene Spence said the project will employ a lot of people, including perhaps her son Lanny, 18, who is still in school. 

But misinformation about the project is rampant in Nelson House despite the efforts of a team of Wuskwatim project workers to visit each home answering questions. 

More than one band member told the Free Press the new dam will require graves to be moved from the edge of Wuskwatim Lake, even though that problem is related to the existing Churchill River Diversion. 

Nelson Hart said the Wuskwatim project might back up water into Nelson House on the shore of Footprint Lake. He does not believe Manitoba Hydro's claim it will only flood a small area at the dam site that is nowhere near the community. 

Some objections based on spiritual values are unlikely to be shifted by any number of facts and figures. 

"We're supposed to be keepers of the Earth. We're forgetting our purpose," said one woman who did not want her name published. 

Marcel Moody, co-manager of the band's future development office, said he hopes support for the dam will solidify once final drawings are available in a few weeks for a new $7-million training centre. It will be built on the reserve to allow local people to train for hydro construction jobs without leaving home. 

Resentment 

The Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation is close to a deal to provide catering for the hundreds of construction workers at the Wuskwatim site and is negotiating to build the access road. 

Some band members resent the possibility that South Indian Lake residents opposed to the Wuskwatim dam because of their own dispute with Manitoba Hydro could kibosh the whole deal. About 400 people from South Indian Lake will probably still be eligible to vote on the Wuskwatim deal, even though they are close to separating from Nisichawayasihk to form their own band. 

Thomas said $1 million of trust funds from a previous hydro settlement has already been set aside for Nisichawayasihk's down payment on the dam. The First Nation has until the start of construction in 2010 to find another $20 million to top up loans from Manitoba Hydro that will enable it to pay for its portion of the dam's capital costs. 

The trust fund and the federal government are potential sources of those funds, but Thomas vows the existing health, education and cultural programs Nelson House residents are so proud of will not suffer. 

More details will be shared with the community once the deal with Manitoba Hydro is finalized. 

Moody said many people in Nelson House are used to relying on their treaty rights instead of risking their money on a business venture. 

But Shannon Yetman, the band's acting CEO, said there's almost no way to lose in a partnership with a monopoly like Manitoba Hydro. 

She's upset with groups like the Manitoba Metis Federation that are suddenly demanding more consultation on their rights. 

"What really is going to happen for NCN if Wuskwatim does not go through?" 
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