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Tuesday, March 2nd, 2004 
 

Dam foes accused of 'economic terrorism'
By Helen Fallding

THE Cree chief whose community wants to invest in the first new dam to get underway in Manitoba in almost 20 years yesterday accused the deal's critics of "economic terrorism." 

"Whatever their motivation for opposing these developments, I think these groups are engaged in what is, for us, economic terrorism," Chief Jerry Primrose said at the opening of a Manitoba Clean Environment Commission hearing on the proposed Wuskwatim dam. 

"The Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation stands to lose a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be self-sufficient because of the interference of these outside sources." 

In a unique arrangement offered by Manitoba Hydro because the dam would be on traditional band territory, the Cree First Nation, based in Nelson House, hopes to buy up to a third of the $800-million dam, but will not invest in the $180-million transmission line. Once loans are paid off in about 2035, revenue from the dam could earn the community tens of millions of dollars for social and commercial projects. 

Throughout six years of construction, up to 100 jobs are expected to be filled by Nisichawayasihk Cree members. The First Nation's unemployment rate is more than five times the provincial average. 

The hearing was the beginning of a month-long review process. Hydro hopes to start dam construction late this year, with work on an access road beginning next winter. 

Primrose said economic deprivation is not an abstract issue in his community near Thompson. 

"It's absolutely a daily, soul-destroying reality." 

Environmental activists are questioning whether the new dam is necessary, and some other aboriginal groups are worried about how they might be affected. 

Primrose, who appeared in his chief's headdress of eagle feathers, weasel fur and horsehair, said his First Nation is not being exploited by a big corporation. 

Community leaders do not just accept everything Manitoba Hydro says, and have in fact significantly changed the utility's original plan for the 200-megawatt dam on the Burntwood River, he said. 

The Wuskwatim dam was originally designed to flood 140 square kilometres of land, but now will flood an area the size of a golf course. Two routes for access roads were also rejected by the Nisichawayasihk Cree because one was too close to a spiritual site and another to a place where caribou had been sighted. "The project will have little impact on the land," Primrose said. 

Don Sullivan of the Boreal Forest Network, which helped organize a recent forum dominated by critics of Manitoba Hydro's plans, said in an interview that all Manitobans have a right to comment on the utility's development plans. 

He said other First Nations that signed the 1977 Northern Flood Agreement are among the people challenging the new dam -- and so are some members of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation. 

"People from up north are phoning my organization because they are not getting answers from their own chief and council." 

During a break in the hearing, Primrose said a few dam opponents in his community are making a lot of noise. 

Band members will vote on the partnership deal in a second referendum if the provincial and federal governments approve Wuskwatim. The first referendum found majority support for the tentative partnership.
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A review who's who

Members of the Wuskwatim review panel:

Chairman: Gerard Lecuyer, retired. Former environment minister in the 1980s under the NDP Pawley government. 

Terry Sargent: lawyer and former NDP MP, appointed chairman of the Clean Environment Commission in January by provincial NDP Conservation Minister Stan Struthers. 

Harvey Nepinak: former chief of Waterhen First Nation, appointed to the CEC in January. 

Bob Mayer: Thompson lawyer on the Public Utilities Board that reviews hydro rates, who was asked to serve on the joint CEC-PUB panel by the Doer government. Mayer was campaign manager for an NDP cabinet minister in the 2003 provincial election. 

Kathi Avery Kinew: Public Utilities Board member and native studies scholar. 
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