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Friday, March 26th, 2004 

Past dam disputes keep surfacing
By Helen Fallding

THE PAS -- Outstanding grievances over past hydro development that are muddying the waters at the Wuskwatim environmental review need to be settled once and for all, the mayor of The Pas said yesterday. 

"For us to move ahead as a province, these issues have to be put to bed finally -- the sooner the better," Gary Hopper told the Clean Environment Commission. 

In an interview, Hopper said the 200-megawatt Wuskwatim dam is probably as environmentally safe as a project can get, but complaints surfacing at the hearing over past water diversion that flooded vast tracts of land cannot just be written off. 

The commission does not have the mandate to review Manitoba Hydro's past record, but Hopper urged it to recommend that the utility and governments resolve disputes at South Indian Lake and Cross Lake. 

Hopper said Wuskwatim would be good for The Pas, home to Keewatin Community College, which is partnering with the Nisichawayasihk Cree on training to prepare band members to work on the $1-billion project. 

Although the dam would take only six years to build, it would leave behind a legacy of skilled and employable northern workers, he said. 

The Pas, with a population of about 6,000, is also headquarters of the Hudson Bay Railway, which may be used to transport supplies to the dam site. 

Hopper said ensuring Manitoba Hydro's electricity remains cheap and reliable by building new dams is especially important in a place like The Pas that has no natural gas. 

Reg Meade, president of the Northern Association of Community Councils, said the majority of the association's 52 aboriginal and non-aboriginal communities support Wuskwatim, although some are vehemently opposed. 

Some communities believe damage from past hydro projects, like debris along shorelines, needs to be cleaned up before any new development. 

Chemawawin Chief Clarence Easter urged the commission to support Wuskwatim as the basis of a new relationship between Manitoba Hydro and First Nations. 

Nisichawayasihk Cree Chief Jerry Primrose, who hopes his community will buy into the dam, told the commission he aspires to lead a community as prosperous as the Opaskwayak Cree of The Pas. 

The commission continues its hearing today in the impressive Kikiwak Inn owned by the band, which also owns a successful hockey team, shopping mall, gravel business and gas bar. 

About 100 people listened to a Manitoba Hydro presentation about Wuskwatim at the first of two days of hearings in The Pas. 
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