Wuskwatim hearings conclude in Thompson
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Some people at the Clean Environment Commission hearings in Thompson believe that the proposed Wuskwatim hydro-electric dam will create jobs and prosperity, others point to the adverse effects of past Manitoba Hydro projects and do not trust the parties involved in this initiative.

Presentations to the commission continued on Tuesday in the last day of the Thompson hearings.  In a presentation on behalf of North Central Development, manager Tim Johnston touted the construction of the Wuskwatim Dam as an opportunity to create jobs and training initiatives for local workers.  Training programs stemming from this project must develop skilled labour jobs for northern youth and must not be token positions or based on quotas, he said.

North Central Development has embarked on a study with financial assistance from Aboriginal Business Canada, which is examining the kind and number of business starts in the service sector that can be created through the Wuskwatim Dam project.  It is hoped the study can be completed by June 30 and will give North Central Development a basis for youth involved in entrepreneurialism.

He sees the Wuskwatim Dam as being one of those opportunities that can change the economic environment for communities, and added that it is not just a dam at the end of the day.

Mayor Bill Comaskey, on behalf of the City of Thompson, expressed support for the construction of Wuskwatim Dam, calling it monumental.  He noted that it appears the dam’s construction will cause little or no change to the environment.

The project will have immense benefits to Thompson and the region, and he pointed out that the development of the hydro project will enhance Manitoba’s ability to attract industry with competitive hydro rates.  The viability of communities is based on the creation of wealth, he said.

Comaskey questions the motives of those bent on discrediting this project.  He later clarified this statement that he questions the motives of those from the south who are against this project, but those from the north have every right to give their opinions.

He called the partnership between Nisichawayashik Cree Nation, Manitoba Hydro and the Government of Manitoba historic, and believes that they have been open and honest.

The mayor remarked that the Wuskwatim Dam project is being used to bring up issues of the past.  He pointed out that these issues need to be resolved but urged everyone to deal with these concerns separately from the Wuskwatim project.  “Don’t kill this project because of the wrongs of yesteryear,” he said.


A passionate presentation was made by NCN member Romona Neckoway, a university student now residing in Winnipeg.  She is opposed to the project because she doesn’t trust Manitoba Hydro in what she calls its empty promises and deception.


“I feel I haven’t been consulted,” she said, pointing out that she is not opposed to economic development or growth, but us not convinced this is the best for her community.


“How can we invest in something when we don’t have anything to invest?” she asked, even questioning how there can be a meaningful consultation process with the NCN membership if the education rate of the First Nation is well below the mainstream standard.


She feels the consultation process is lacking as people are being told, not asked, about the project.  “Progress doesn’t necessarily mean prosperity, “ she stressed.


Granville Lake Mayor William Anderson talked of the negative impact the Churchill River Diversion had on his community as it had an adverse effect on trapping, fishing and hunting activities.  Due to the water levels that now exist because of the Churchill River Diversion there is debris along the shoreline that hinders travel in the spring and fall.  The shoreline is also unsafe for children.


He talked of the connection First Nation people have to the land.  This detachment from the land has caused people great grief.  “A piece of us will always be missing,” he said.


“Manitoba Hydro has had a free rein for over 30 years,” Anderson said.  He would like to see some consultation take place with the people of Granville Lake.  He called on the Clean Environment Commission hearings to be stopped until all outstanding claims and issues from other projects are settled.


NCN member Charlie Hart spoke in favour of the development, as he sees no other alternative for his grandchildren.  He pointed out that the decline of the fur trade has resulted from gun legislation, anti-fur and animal activists, and the introduction of humane practices.  “This is what infringes on my treaty rights,” he said “and was started before any hydro development took place.”


Hart sees the Wuskwatim project as an opportunity for his grandchildren to have a future.  When the Churchill Diversion took place, Manitoba Hydro didn’t consult with the First Nation people, but now they are, he said.  There is no way the damage to the environment can be reserved from these past developments, and continuing to cry about it will not do anything.  


The Clean Environment Commission Hearings continued in The Pas on Thursday and Friday.

