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Cree sign Wuskwatim deal

Band members to vote on partnership with Hydro

Friday, March 31st, 2006

By Martin Cash

AFTER years of intense negotiations, the real work is about to begin for the chief, council and community at the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN).

At a colourful ceremony at Winnipeg's Radisson Hotel yesterday, an official signing took place creating a limited partnership between Manitoba Hydro and NCN to jointly own the Wuskwatim Generation Project.

Construction on the $1.2-billion, 200-megawatt dam located 48 kilometres southwest of Thompson in NCN's resource management area could start later this year and would not be completed until 2012.

But before any of that can happen, two major hurdles must be overcome by the people of NCN.

The first is that a majority of band members over the age of 18 must approve the partnership deal in a referendum on June 14. Consultation sessions will be held over the next 11 weeks to boil down the details of the 1,500-page document for community members. Some are skeptical about the proposal but Chief Jerry Primrose said it is an opportunity to provide some future economic stability for the community.

Bob Brennan, CEO of Manitoba Hydro, believes the project is precedent-setting because of the partnership with the First Nation and the modest environmental impact of the dam. Flooding is expected to cover less than one half a square kilometre -- the size of the Polo Park shopping centre parking lot.

The second hurdle -- to come up with $28 million for the band's stake in the project -- won't have to be cleared until 2012.

And chances are, the band will need all that time.

Coun. Elvis Thomas, the band's chief negotiator for the project, said there are many options available to raise the money.

But raising the money will not be easy. Nor is it likely to make everyone happy.

The deal calls for NCN to make a $1-million payment up front. Manitoba Hydro will lend the band $56 million and the balance of NCN's obligations to became one-third owner -- about $28 million -- would be due at the completion date in 2012.

Hydro has made it clear that some dividend money and loans would be available to the band in the first few years of production but it is not likely that NCN would pay off all its loans to Hydro until 2051.

After that, annual revenues for the band are anticipated to be in the tens of millions of dollars.

Thomas said principal and interest from the band's $40-million trust account, created after the 1996 Northern Flood Agreement settlement with Manitoba Hydro, might be a source of some of the required capital.

Close to $4 million in annual interest from the trust fund has been used for a host of community needs like education, policing and recreation.

The possibility of using a portion of those funds for Wuskwatim is a contentious issue for some people in Nelson House, but Andrew Clarke, the owner of Clarke Financial Planning and Insurance Services, said it could make a lot of sense.

"You can't all of a sudden divert money from one source to another without causing some impact," said Clarke, a member of the Norway House Cree Nation. "There needs to be community input. At the end of the day, there may be some short-term pain and long-term gain. But it is a wonderful opportunity for the NCN."

Thomas said, "If we have to take some of this valuable resource (the $40-million trust fund) and use it (for Wuskwatim)... they will see that the kind of return on investment you would get would be 10 times or 20 times better than what we are able to do now."

Thomas said he is also pursuing funding avenues with the federal government. But a spokesperson for Indian and Northern Affairs Canada said that department does not have any funding sources appropriate for NCN's investment in Wuskwatim.
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