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IN the early days of constructing mega-hydro projects in northern Manitoba in the 1960s and through to the mid-1970s, the government of Manitoba treated First Nations as if they were Third World countries.

They began to construct generating and control structures at Grand Rapids (Saskatchewan River), along the Nelson River, with a major water diversion project on the Churchill River. The initiation of these major projects in northern Manitoba came with absolutely no input from the First Nations people, who would be the most affected, with loss of lives, culture, tradition and a way of life.

The NDP government of the day told communities across northern Manitoba that the hydro developments would be to their benefit and that of their children. Five communities, the Government of Manitoba, Manitoba Hydro and the Government of Canada signed the Northern Flood Agreement (NFA) in 1977.

Today children of the NFA communities once again face the NDP government in Manitoba discussing hydro developments. The NDP and Manitoba Hydro have yet to fulfill their obligations of the original NFA. They still owe each of the original NFA communities millions of dollars in outstanding claims. If for example Manitoba Hydro, governments of Manitoba and Canada paid the First Nations what they were owed, the communities could then sit down with their leaders and discuss with confidence and legitimacy a "real" partnership.

Today, the people of Manitoba are responsible for their government's abuse of authority and office. The Manitoba government under Premier Gary Doer continues to throw money at the First Nations to buy their support, but has not made any serious attempt to settle all NFA claims. Manitoba Hydro controls how the First Nations spends their NFA money, but yet tells Manitobans that they are not responsible or accountable.

In order to participate in these dam partnerships, the First Nation leadership in Tataskweyak Cree Nation (TCN, Split Lake) and Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN, Nelson House) have taken a fee for administration off the top of all social programs and services dollars flowing into the communities. In some cases, they are deducting $200 per paycheque from each band employee for so- called deficit reduction, cutting extracurricular activities at the local school, nutrition programs, elders' services, children and family supports etc., to make up their share of the hydro partnership costs.

If you ask Manitoba Hydro about their commitment to fulfilling their NFA obligations they go into a speech about how they are working with First Nations to form partnerships, partnerships that will build more hydro generating and control stations.

The First Nations have no choice, and go along with this process, as they need to protect their interests and new promises that they will get what they are owed. Anyone following Manitoba's Clean Environment Commission (CEC) hearings for the Wuskwatim projects, a supposed unbiased process, should consider that it turned out to be a "rubber stamping" exercise. The hearings panel included a former NDP minister for the Limestone generation station decisions, a former NDP member of Parliament, and a 30-year veteran of NDP campaigns in Manitoba. They did not represent the interests of the public, but rather the NDP, a party they owe their careers and influence to. They did not want to know the impacts from Wuskwatim or who would be affected; they just wanted to go through the process.

The continuation of the 1960s and 1970s process of exercising Third World policy and practices has started once again. We find out from CBC-TV Manitoba that millions of dollars amounting to $15,000 per day for consultants and $5,000 per day for travel, have been spent over the two years prior to May 31, 2005 on services for a hydro "partnership" with Split Lake (This community potentially is affected by the Keeyask, Gillam Island, and Conawapa projects.) Perhaps we need to stop and wonder how much public money has been spent on the Wuskwatim hydro "partnership" with Nelson House.

Manitoba Hydro and the Manitoba Federation of Labour talked at the CEC hearings about how excited they are to be working with the aboriginal people in northern Manitoba. Now we are hearing about the possibility that the Allied Hydro Council will restrict and limit the number and level of participation of aboriginal people in the new projects. This is similar to what the NDP and Manitoba Hydro did in the 1960s and 1970s.

Mr. Doer and his ministers are worried now that the Devils Lake initiative may go ahead, where they do not have the power to stop it. He and his predecessors in two other NDP governments should have thought about Lake Winnipeg before they constructed all the hydro dams. So much has been destroyed; so much has been lost. Surely it is time to stop and think. The CEC has one strong recommendation. They said it is time for Manitoba and Manitoba Hydro to actually undertake the environmental reviews, and seek permanent licences for the dams we already have, before any more are built. What an amazing recommendation. Most of the public participants were saying just that for most of a year, before and during the hearings. In Indian country we have a saying "what goes around, comes around".

Greg McIvor's family holds Trapline 18, which will be affected by the Wuskwatim hydroelectric project.
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