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WINNIPEG - The provincial government has agreed to a $19-million compensation deal with the Fox Lake Cree Nation, removing a major obstacle to the proposed Conawapa hydroelectric project. The money is compensation for damage to the band's traditional hunting land from the Kettle, Long Spruce and Limestone hydro dams on the Nelson River near Gillam. 

A memorandum of understanding was signed by Manitoba Hydro, the province and the Fox Lake First Nation Tuesday. Part of the deal Fox Lake signed with the Crown utility and the provincial government ensures its members will be involved in construction and maintenance of the Conawapa dam, if and when it's built. 

Chief Robert Wavey says his band wants to be first in line for the economic benefits the dam could bring to Fox Lake. But Dennis Anderson, a band member who attended the signing, says Manitoba Hydro is still earning the trust of Fox Lake. 

"They want to consult with us this time, and in that respect it's very different," he says. "When they built Kettle, there was no consultation on their behalf. It was just Manitoba Hydro going ahead with their plans." 

The massive Conawapa project would generate 1,200 megawatts of power, increasing Manitoba's power-generation capacity by 25 per cent. Three years ago, it was given a price tag of $5 billion – an amount that would double Manitoba Hydro's current debt. 

However, Manitoba Hydro still needs a customer for the power the dam would generate. Energy Minister Tim Sale says the province is waiting for a report from the Ontario government on the feasibility of buying electricity from Manitoba. 

If Ontario agrees to buy the power that will be generated, Sale says, Conawapa could zoom to the top of Manitoba Hydro's wish list. 
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