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Metis win promises on dam
Suit would have halted Wuskwatim project 

Thu Jul 8 2004
By Helen Fallding

THE Manitoba Metis Federation has won commitments from Manitoba Hydro and the Doer government that could stave off the threat of a court case blocking the Wuskwatim dam. 

"I think they're weighing the factors and risks," president David Chartrand said of the new spirit of co-operation he encountered during a meeting yesterday with Manitoba Hydro president Bob Brennan and Energy Minister Tim Sale. 

A court case over whether constitutionally protected Metis rights were overlooked during planning for the 200-megawatt dam on the Burntwood River was shaping up to be the biggest threat to speedy completion of the $1-billion project. 

Premier Gary Doer intervened in May after a private meeting with Chartrand. 

Yesterday, Brennan promised Metis-specific job targets for Manitoba Hydro's overall operations and extra training funds to prepare Metis for work on Wuskwatim and other pending projects, including the proposed giant Conawapa dam. 

Millions of dollars have already been set aside to train members of northern First Nations near the proposed dam sites. 

Chartrand said the exact job numbers and dollar figures for the Metis programs will be negotiated soon. 

Meanwhile, the Metis president expects Sale to get back to him within a couple of weeks about whether federation members will be consulted separately as part of ongoing aboriginal rights consultations on Wuskwatim. 

The energy minister had previously said the Metis did not have the same consultation rights as First Nations, but Chartrand was ready to go to court to challenge that, potentially tying up dam construction for years. 

The Wuskwatim dam faces numerous other hurdles before construction Manitoba Hydro hopes to start in December or January: 

* The Manitoba Clean Environment Commission expects to make its recommendations on Wuskwatim to the Doer government in early September. It will be up to Conservation Minister Stan Struthers when to release those recommendations and announce the government's decision about licensing the dam, but the Doer government has so far been eager to get on with the project. 

* The federal government is conducting its own environmental review, focusing mainly on the impact of the Wuskwatim dam on fish. A report should be released for 30 days of public comment in late September or early October. 
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