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Wednesday, March 24th, 2004 

Dam Opponents Want Their Say
Band distributes paper promoting project
By Helen Fallding

THOMPSON -- Members of the Nisichawayasihk Cree opposed to a new northern hydro dam want help getting their side of the story out before the Cree vote in a referendum on the project. 

"I have not been asked my opinion about this project," University of Manitoba student Ramona Neckoway said in an emotional presentation to the commission. "I am wary of those shiny beads that are being offered to us." 

The chief and council have distributed an eight-page glossy newspaper promoting a partnership with Manitoba Hydro to build the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam. 

They plan to hold more meetings and publish more information once a final deal to purchase up to a third of the dam has been negotiated. 

But opponents in the community, which is based in Nelson House, say voters in the referendum, expected to be held in late summer, should not have to make up their minds based on one-sided information that may gloss over flaws in the deal. 

The $1-billion project hinges on Nisichawayasihk support, after Manitoba Hydro promised not to go ahead without a partnership. 

Angus Dysart, who represents band members forced out of South Indian Lake when it was flooded for previous hydro developments, yesterday called on the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission to help. "Adequate resources must be provided for those who have concerns about the Wuskwatim partnership agreement between the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation and Manitoba Hydro." 

Dysart asked the commission to recommend that the Manitoba government, Manitoba Hydro or the chief and council make money available for "alternative relevant information" so the Cree can "make a reasoned and non-pressured decision on Wuskwatim." 

Neckoway, a graduate student in native studies, was nervous about speaking out, but said she needed to put her opposition on record so her three children would know she had done what she could. 

Her grandfather trapped along the Burntwood River in the area where the dam will be built and his blood and sweat are literally on the land that will be flooded, she said. 

Nisichawayasihk Coun. Elvis Thomas said in an interview the council does not intend to fund either a yes or no campaign before the referendum. He claimed the information released so far has been balanced. "We're not into spinning information." 

But the glossy publication ends with a plea to band members to support an opportunity described as once-in-a-lifetime. "Your strong support is necessary to offset those who resist and protest opportunities to look at this project fairly and squarely." 

Geraldine Spence, another Nisichawayasihk university student among about 140 people who crammed into the hearing hall yesterday, said in an interview she was well- informed by her leaders about the Wuskwatim project. 
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