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Group seeks better deal on dam project
Urges band members to reject current offer 

Sat Jul 10 2004
By Helen Fallding

A dissident group of Nisichawayasihk Cree has launched a campaign to stop Manitoba's biggest construction project unless the First Nation gets a better deal on sharing the $800-million Wuskwatim dam with Manitoba Hydro. 

"Premier Gary Doer and cabinet minister Tim Sale have committed Manitoba to hydro development as their vision of future economic prosperity. Manitoba Hydro has stated on the public record that Wuskwatim will not proceed without our support. We are in the best bargaining position we will ever be in," the group, Justice Seekers, says in a newsletter being distributed in Nelson House. 

The Nisichawayasihk Cree have negotiated a tentative agreement with Manitoba Hydro to invest in the 200-megawatt dam on the Burntwood River near Thompson in return for up to a third of the profits. 

The chief and council will present a final deal to band members after the dam gets the green light from the province and federal government. Ottawa is not likely to make a decision before November, following public review of a federal report on fish impacts expected in late September or early October. 

Nisichawayasihk Coun. Elvis Thomas hopes to hold a final referendum on the Wuskwatim deal in November or December, but he may be under pressure to give band members more time to review the complex deal. 

That could put the squeeze on Manitoba Hydro's hopes to start construction on frozen ground by January. 

Justice Seekers spokeswoman Carol Kobliski said band members were receptive when she spent about 90 minutes at a June 22 band meeting outlining the group's objections to the deal negotiated by band leaders. The dissident group is urging band members to vote against the current deal, which must win more than 50 per cent approval. 

Justice Seekers wants an agreement similar to the one Quebec Cree negotiated on northern hydro development in that province. It goes far beyond a business deal -- it includes social and cultural issues in a wide-ranging treaty -- and does not require the Cree to invest money up front. 

Energy Minister Tim Sale is taking the threat from the Quebec comparison seriously. In a letter to the Free Press this spring defending the Manitoba Hydro deal, he criticized a University of Manitoba professor who made the comparison. "I have to ask if he considered that as part of these agreements with Manitoba Hydro, there are significant commitments to pre-project training and to employment and business opportunities." 

The Quebec deals relate to five dams that will flood 833 square kilometres of land, while the Wuskwatim dam is expected to flood less than half a square kilometre. 
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