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Tuesday, March 23rd, 2004 

Thompson Mayor Furious Over Anti-Dam 'Crusade'
By Helen Fallding

THOMPSON -- Business leaders in the hub of the North are rallying to defend plans for a series of hydroelectric dams Thompson Mayor Bill Comaskey calls the greatest opportunity the city will ever have. 

He said there should be dancing in the street over Manitoba Hydro's plans to start building a 200-megawatt dam 45 kilometres southwest of the city. That $1-billion project could be followed within a few years by the 620-megawatt Gull Rapids and 1,250-megawatt Conawapa dams east of Thompson on the Nelson River. 

But a loose coalition of environmentalists and aboriginal groups with unresolved disputes with Manitoba Hydro have been criticizing the plan for the last three weeks at the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission hearings. 

This week, the hearings have arrived in the heart of the region where most of the people whose lives would be directly affected by the new dams live. 

Comaskey is livid with people from the south trying to derail the projects for what he considers "no good reason." 

"Organizations not familiar with the area are just trying to find a cause," he said. "I think they're on a crusade." 

Thompson is counting on hydro construction to keep money flowing through the region for at least a decade while the INCO mines that created the town cut back production as they start to run out of nickel. 

Wuskwatim would bring up to 540 people at a time to the construction site and the other dams would provide many more jobs. First preference would be given to the Nisichawayasihk Cree partnering with Manitoba Hydro on Wuskwatim and to other northern workers. 

The Cree expect to eventually earn tens of millions of dollars a year from their share of the dam, meaning money would continue to be spent in the region long after the dam is built. 

Comaskey, who just returned from a climate change conference in Winnipeg, said he is not being parochial with claims that Wuskwatim is a good project. 

"There's huge potential with respect to Kyoto, with the concern we all have with climate change," he said, referring to an international agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Manitoba Hydro plans to export power from new dams to the U.S. and Ontario, where it could replace polluting coal and natural gas generating stations. 

Bob Wall, president of the Thompson Chamber of Commerce, said local business people had assumed approval of Wuskwatim was a "no-brainer" decision until opponents started bombarding the Clean Environment Commission. 

"We've come onto this late," he said of the organization's efforts to get out the other side of the story. 

Realtor Wayne Grier said housing prices have already seen a bit of a boost from the renewed confidence Hydro plans have given Thompson residents in their community's future. 

For a few years after a downturn in nickel prices, people in Thompson couldn't sell their homes "if their lives depended on it," Wall said. Now everyone is anticipating the need for new construction as the town grows to service the needs of Manitoba Hydro workers. 

Shaun Harman of Skyward Aviation said there is probably no business sector that will not see benefits. 

Manitoba Hydro has said it will not build the Wuskwatim dam and transmission lines if the Nisichawayasihk Cree turn down the partnership in a referendum expected in late summer. 

Wall told the commission panel at St. Lawrence Hall last night that the local Cree have the right to make up their own minds. 

"We must allow the members of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation the space required to make this decision without interference." 

Comaskey, who will make his presentation today, said other aboriginal groups, like those living at Cross Lake and South Indian Lake, are seizing the Wuskwatim hearing as an opportunity to blame Hydro for past problems. 

"They're not dealing with the present." 

Wall said Thompson's new economy will be the aboriginal economy -- something the younger generation of business people are starting to realize as they seek new opportunities to replace mining-related work. The largest city in northern Manitoba has a population of about 13,000, but it is the health and retail service centre for a vast region populated mainly be aboriginal people. 

Wall said Thompson's aboriginal and non-aboriginal communities still socialize separately, but that is starting to break down, with more people mixing at the curling rink or over golf or hockey. 

"Those silos are hard sometimes to completely break apart." 

Comaskey is not sure Thompson residents realize what they would lose if the Wuskwatim project was rejected. "That window of opportunity may not last forever."
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