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Hydro hopes to start road to dam site in February
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MANITOBA Hydro hopes to start construction of a road to the site of its proposed Wuskwatim dam near Thompson in early February if the weather co-operates and there are no more delays in government approvals. The Nisichaway- asihk Cree Nation plans to complete a final partnership agreement with Manitoba Hydro before Christmas, Coun. Elvis Thomas said.

 A vote by band members on whether to approve the deal is tentatively scheduled for Jan. 20 and 27.

 Meanwhile, the federal Fisheries Department expects to release its review of the 200-megawatt dam's impact on fish in early December. The public will likely be allowed 30 days to comment on the report. A decision by federal Environment Minister Stéphane Dion on whether to approve the project could come two to four weeks later -- by early February.

 Go ahead

 Manitoba's Clean Environment Commission recently recommended that the project be allowed to go ahead, so the Doer government is expected to issue an environmental licence once all the other pieces are in place.

 Manitoba Hydro spokesman Glenn Schneider said it will take a bit of time to assemble equipment to build the road and a camp for workers. Thomas said his First Nation, which hopes to win contracts for some of the work, is also waiting.

 An early spring could squeeze the construction schedule, as preliminary work such as road building is best done on frozen ground.

 The 48-kilometre gravel access road would run north from the dam site on the Burntwood River to Provincial Road 391 -- the road from Thompson to Nelson House.

 If construction goes ahead in early February, it will be a little over three years since Manitoba Hydro first submitted its Environment Act proposal for the $900-million Wuskwatim dam and transmission lines.

 The Wuskwatim dam could start producing power in 2010 -- a year later than Manitoba Hydro had originally hoped.
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