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WINNIPEG - Both of Manitoba's opposition parties are calling on the province's auditor general to investigate how Manitoba Hydro money is being spent on the Tataskweyak Cree Nation.

On Thursday, the CBC I-Team reported that the Crown utility has paid the First Nation more than $14 million over the past two years for travel, wages and outside consultants related to the proposed Keeyask dam.

    * FROM APRIL 7, 2005: Eyebrows raised over Hydro payments to First Nation

Hydro needs the band's support for the Keeyask project to go ahead. In 2000, Tataskweyak signed a non-binding agreement-in-principle to build the dam. The original deadline to reach a development agreement has passed, but band members still haven't voted on the project, and there is no development agreement in place.

If it goes ahead, the 640-megawatt Keeyask dam would export power to the United States by 2012. The dam would cost $3.5 billion to build and would flood 46 square kilometres of land.

Bonnie Mitchelson, Hydro critic for the Conservative party, says the fees seem exorbitant for a project that is moving so slowly.

"$14.5 million in the last two years – how much has been spent previous to that?" she wonders. "Where's the openness, the accountability and the transparency that should be there for Manitoba Hydro? It seems like a lot of money."

Liberal leader Jon Gerrard agrees: "I'm very concerned about the way this has been done. More than half of this has gone to consultants, not even to the band. But to go out and spend $14 million, what has it even achieved at this point? There isn't even an agreement."

Bob Brennan, president and CEO of Manitoba Hydro, says his staff ensures all fees are reasonable. Brennan says it's expensive to hire experts such as engineers, lawyers and environmental specialists to inform local people about the pros and cons of a dam.

Band members at Tataskweyak will vote on the project later this year.
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