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Tuesday, March 23rd, 2004 

Cree Speakers Seek Translation
Want Waskwatim dam explained in their own language at hearings
By Helen Fallding

THOMPSON -- Cree speakers chided the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission yesterday for not providing translators to explain the proposed Wuskwatim dam in their language. 

"English is not my language," said William Osborne from the Pimicikamak Cree Nation. "There is a lot of legal and technical language that only technical and legal people understand." 

Elder Nelson Hart from Nelson House, where the Nisichawayasihk Cree are planning to partner with Manitoba Hydro on the dam, spoke to the commission panel in Cree as it began a fourth week of hearings. 

"I've spoken my own language and you're giving me this look like you don't have a clue what I'm saying," Hart said in English. 

He explained that his own people left him behind when they drove in for the hearing yesterday afternoon. "I had to hitch-hike here and my wife's probably wondering where I am." 

The Nisichawayasihk Cree believe the majority of members still support the partnership, but elders with bitter memories of Manitoba Hydro promises in the 1970s are suspicious. 

Gerard Lecuyer, who is chairing the Clean Environment Commission panel, said no one requested translation before the hearings began. 

He said the testimony is full of technical phrases like "demand side management" -- a fancy term for energy conservation programs -- that are hard for the panelists to understand, as well. 

In response to a request from one of about 125 mainly-aboriginal people who packed St. Lawrence Hall, Con. Elvis Thomas gave a 15-minute Cree summary of the Wuskwatim proposal. 

Two Nisichawayasihk Cree members in the room volunteered to translate any further questions and a Cree power-point presentation on Wuskwatim was rushed in for the evening session. 

Nisichawayasihk Chief Jerry Primrose started the day by defending the Wuskwatim project from accusations raised during the first three weeks of hearings in Winnipeg. 

He said his attack on "economic terrorists" opposed to the dam was not meant to apply to other First Nations, who face the same economic challenges. 

"I am talking about do-gooders who cannot accept that our people are independent... We do not need their protection." 

He also said the younger generation of Cree cannot live off the land, as suggested last week by a native studies professor, because they no longer have the skills. 

"And what makes him think our young people would all want to be hunters? They live in the 21st century and they want what the 21st century can offer them." 

The hearing continues today in Thompson before moving to The Pas Thursday and Friday. 

The panel takes a break before a final six days of hearings in Winnipeg in April.
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