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Wuskwatim deal ready for vote

Hydro dam proposal now up to members of Nelson House band

Thursday, March 30th, 2006

By Martin Cash

AFTER six years of negotiations, an historic agreement between Manitoba Hydro and a northern Manitoba First Nation for the $1.2 billion Wuskwatim hydro development is ready to be put to the vote.

But the 4,000 members of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN) need to agree to the proposal to invest $85 million in the hydro dam close to their community or it will not go forward.

According to some, the vote is not a sure thing.

The people of the NCN in Nelson House will have their first chance to see the massive 1,300-page project development agreement today. Many see it as a momentous deal that will allow a First Nation to own one-third of a hydro dam on their lands.

The project is expected to flood less than one half a square kilometre of land, but nonetheless the dam will likely have a major impact on the future of the community.

The partnership proposal is far behind schedule but critics are already saying there will not be enough time for the community to properly digest the proposal.

"We are worried about the environmental impact," said Wuskwatim critic Carol Kobliski, "They took six years putting this together and they are not giving the community enough time to understand this."

Sources indicated that the deal includes about $100 million in direct negotiated contracts for NCN. It could include contracts for camp construction, catering and security for the project. NCN band members will also receive some hiring preferences.

Consultation process

Band officials will start a 12-week consultation process before a ratification vote will be held, probably in mid-June. More than 50 per cent of band members need to vote and the deal will need 50 per cent-plus one majority to go ahead.

Hydro officials say if the project does not win community support, it will not proceed.

"We expect it will be positive," said Ed Wojczynski, Hydro's division manager of power planning and development. "But if it is not we will stop work, put our tools away and look at other things."

The deal will call for NCN to make a $1 million payment up front. Manitoba Hydro will lend the band $56 million and the balance of its obligations -- about $28 million -- would be due at the completion date, now targeted for 2012. Financing arrangements have not been disclosed.

NCN's Elvis Thomas said the return on that investment might eventually be as high as $26 million to $57 million a year after financing of the initial $28 million is paid off. That is expected to take about 25 years.

"We are not taking Hydro's word for this," Thomas said. "We have verified everything. Traditionally we did not trust Manitoba Hydro. Our people are fiercely proud. But you live and learn. We don't close the door on anything."

The current cost estimate of $1.2 billion for the generating station and transmission line is for a completion date in 2011. But Wojczynski said that even if construction started weeks after the NCN vote the earliest the project could be completed would be 2012.
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Wuskwatim at a glance

What is it?

A 200 megawatt electrical power generating dam that will generate enough power every year to satisfy the electrical needs of Brandon, Portage la Prairie, Thompson, Steinbach, Flin Flon and Winkler.

Where will it be?

On the Burntwood River where it enters Wuskwatim Lake, 48 kilometres southwest of Thompson.

How long will it take to build?

The roadway into the site (off Hwy. 391 between Thompson and Nelson House), the workers' camp and the transmission lines will take about two years. The actual generating station and dam is expected to take four years to construct.

How many jobs will it generate?

At its peak, it is estimated there will be close to 550 workers on site and hundreds of indirect jobs in the service, transportation and hospitality industries.

What will the power be used for?

Hydro intends to export it.
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