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Friday, April 16th, 2004 

Metis threaten court action to stall dam
By Helen Fallding

THE president of the Manitoba Metis Federation said going to court to stop the Wuskwatim dam may be his only option after the federation's lawyer was shut down at yesterday's Clean Environment Commission hearing. 

David Chartrand said if Manitoba Hydro thinks it has a problem guaranteeing support for the 200-megawatt dam from the Nisichawayasihk Cree in a referendum, the utility could have a much bigger problem with the Metis. 

Gerard Lecuyer, the chairman of the CEC panel reviewing Wuskwatim, ruled federation lawyer Jean Teillet out of order when she persistently questioned a provincial government lawyer about how the province had consulted the Metis. 

Lecuyer said dealing with collective aboriginal rights protected by the Canadian Constitution is not in the commission's mandate. 

When asked where the federation can go to get answers, he said the Metis could go to court. 

Chartrand was outraged. 

"If that's the case, we will go to court," he said after the hearing. "We have been muzzled." 

But Teillet said last night the federation will give the province a chance to change its mind about not consulting with the Manitoba Metis Federation, as it has with First Nations in the area. 

Instead, the province chose to consult the mayors and councils of municipalities near the proposed Wuskwatim dam on the Burntwood River. 

Many of the communities are majority Metis, but Chartrand said the councils have a mandate to collect garbage and plow snow, not negotiate aboriginal rights. 

Metis people have traditionally hunted, fished, trapped and gathered herbs and berries in the Wuskwatim region. The Manitoba Metis Federation is not necessarily opposed to a new dam, but wants compensation for any loss of traditional use. 

In an interview after the hearing, Lecuyer said he did not mean to suggest that the courts were the only option. The federation can approach the provincial and federal governments responsible for negotiating aboriginal rights. If that is not satisfactory, the courts are the final recourse. 

"We are not a judicial body dealing with collective treaty rights," Lecuyer said. 

Chartrand said the Metis will attempt to question Manitoba Conservation officials later in the Wuskwatim hearing and will make a presentation on the federation's position to the commission. 

But he warned the threat of legal action to stall dam construction until the federation is consulted is real. Teillet is a nationally recognized lawyer who has taken Metis rights cases to the Supreme Court, a process that typically takes many years. 

Chartrand said the Doer government, which is eager to see the Wuskwatim dam built, may also face political consequences. 

"The Metis people are just fed up."
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