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Thursday, March 18th, 2004 

Family Divided Over Hydro Dam
Brother, sister square off at hearing
By Helen Fallding

NISICHAWAYASIHK Cree Coun. Elvis Thomas has devoted years of his life to helping the Wuskwatim dam get off the ground so his children and grandchildren will not have to leave Nelson House as he did to find work. 

Carol Kobliski says she has been appointed by the community's elders to stop the Hydro project from being rammed through. 

The brother and sister faced each other yesterday at a Manitoba Clean Environment Commission hearing across the divide of their conflicting visions for the future of the community. 

Kobliski, 39, has allied herself with South Indian Lake and Cross Lake residents, who are afraid the new dam will add to the devastation of previous Hydro projects, and with environmentalists who think wind power is a better option. 

But her son is one of the trainees learning to operate heavy equipment in preparation for dam construction. 

And Kobliski's mother is attending the hearing to show support for the 200-megawatt dam, which she believes will benefit her grandchildren. 

The complicated family dynamics highlight the dam's potential to tear apart an aboriginal community considered one of the most progressive in northern Manitoba. 

Internal band politics became important to all Manitobans after Manitoba Hydro's public commitment this week not to build the $1 billion project if the Nisichawayasihk Cree reject it in a vote expected in late summer. 

The utility wants to export power from the dam until Manitobans need it in about 2020, helping keep electricity rates down in the meantime. 

Kobliski attacked the Nisichawayasihk chief and council -- including her half-brother -- in her presentation to the commission. She accused them of "working for Manitoba Hydro and the government of Manitoba in trying to shove this Wuskwatim take-it-or-leave-it deal down our throats." 

Kobliski compared the business partnership that will require the Nisichawayasihk Cree to put up about $62 million with a deal between the Quebec Cree and Hydro Quebec that does not put the Cree into debt. 

Elder Frank Moore pointed at Thomas and Nisichawayasihk Cree Chief Jerry Primrose, saying in Cree, "These people sitting here, we fired them." 

Kobliski and her supporters challenged the council's election in 2002, but the case was dismissed in January by the Federal Court of Appeal. 

The hearing room at the Radisson Hotel was packed with about 150 people -- many of them aboriginal -- including a couple of dozen who applauded Moore's comments. 

Thomas, 47, gave his sister a quick hug in the hallway during a break in the hearing, but defended himself in an interview. 

He said the chief and council are making personal sacrifices to do work they believe will benefit future generations. 
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