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Manitoba's grand chief backs Wuskwatim dam
White Bird says executive resolution supports project
Saturday, May 15th, 2004
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA'S grand chief has come out in support of the Wuskwatim dam, despite some aboriginal groups' objections to the $1-billion project.Dennis White Bird told the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission Thursday that the executive of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs passed a resolution April 28 in support of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation's plans for the dam near Thompson. 

The Nisichawayasihk chief and council have worked with Manitoba Hydro to design the 200-megawatt dam and transmission lines. 

If band members approve the project in a referendum expected late this year, the Nisichawayasihk will invest in the project for a share of the revenue. 

But some band members -- especially those living in South Indian Lake -- object to the plan, which also faces opposition from the Pimicikamak Cree Nation of Cross Lake. 

And the Manitoba Metis Federation took another step yesterday toward going to court to try to block the dam because of lack of consultation with Metis people who also live in the area. 

In the federation's official presentation to the commission, president David Chartrand said he has few options left. 

And he warned that Metis people are also prepared to set up blockades to protest. 

"This thing can escalate," Chartrand said in an interview after the hearing. 

But White Bird urged commissioners to view the Wuskwatim project as an attempt at economic recovery by people hurt by previous hydro projects over which they had little control. 

"If Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation can blaze a trail in restoring sustainable First Nation economies, I congratulate them." 

Band members opposed to the new dam plan to ask tough questions at a general band meeting Monday. They are asking for independent lawyers to explain the Wuskwatim deal before any referendum. 

Hydro hopes to start construction this winter. 

White Bird recognizes that many of the objections to Wuskwatim stem from unresolved issues with dam construction in the 1970s. 

"I hope that you will recommend that government deal with the broader issues that you cannot address, but which are so evident in these hearings," he urged the commissioners.
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