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Doer wades into Metis' Wuskwatim dam dispute
Sat May 22 2004
By Helen Fallding

PREMIER Gary Doer has intervened in a dispute that threatened to tie up Manitoba Hydro's proposed Wuskwatim dam in court over lack of consultation with the Metis. 

After a meeting this week with Manitoba Metis Federation president David Chartrand, Doer asked Energy Minister Tim Sale and Manitoba Hydro president Bob Brennan to meet with the federation about the dam. 

"I always like to resolve issues with partnership as opposed to conflict," Doer said yesterday. 

Chartrand was happy with his meeting with Doer -- who is an old friend -- but cautious about whether Manitoba Hydro will really offer the kind of consultation he believes is guaranteed to Metis people under Canada's Constitution. 

Manitoba Hydro has involved the Nisichawayasihk Cree as partners on the $1-billion project and is consulting with other First Nations in the north. However, the utility chose to consult people who are not covered by treaties through their community councils. 

Many of the communities in the area are majority Metis, but Chartrand believes the community councils have a mandate to plow roads and collect garbage -- not negotiate aboriginal rights. 

Crown land 

Metis people have a general right to hunt on Crown land, but their specific rights in traditional territories are still being defined by the courts. 

Many of the Metis living near the proposed Wuskwatim hydroelectric dam or its transmission lines think the project will interfere with their hunting and fishing rights or hurt their communities, according to a Manitoba Metis Federation survey. 

Chartrand said he would not necessarily oppose the dam, but he wants compensation if his people are hurt. 

The Manitoba Metis Federation represents 36,000 registered adult voters. Statistics Canada reported 56,795 Manitobans identified as Metis in 2001, but more and more people are reclaiming their heritage. 

After making little headway at hearings where the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission has no authority to rule on aboriginal rights, Chartrand was gearing up for a court battle. 

If the Manitoba Metis Federation wins a court injunction, it could delay the 200-megawatt dam's construction by years. 
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