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Will the proposed Wuskwatim Dam provide the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN) with long-term economic prosperity, and will it cause only minor environmental damage?


On the flipside of the coin, will NCN residents lose out on the employment and business opportunities related to construction?  In addition, will the dam be a repeat of the Churchill River Diversion project that caused extensive environmental damage and ruined the traditional way of life for many aboriginal people?  Further, will the dam infringe on treaty rights?


These were some of the issues that proponents and detractors of the dam focused on during public hearings held by the Clean Environment Commission (CEC) at St. Lawrence Hall on Monday afternoon and evening.


The CEC chairman, Gerard Lecuyer, explained the mandate of the commission.  He also introduced the other people and organizations that are involved with the public hearings and the consultation process.


One of the people to make a presentation was NCN Chief Jerry Primrose.  He emphasized that NCN and Thompson will benefit from the construction of the dam through new business development, and the overall investment in infrastructure and economic diversification.


“As a potential part owner of the generation project, our First Nation will be able to support the economy of the region and the city.  We can help broaden Thompson’s economy and make it more diverse.”


Primrose denies that NCN has failed to protect the aboriginal rights of its people and to consider the rights of other First Nations in its negotiations with Manitoba Hydro.


His comments were directed to former NCN residents who now live in South Indian Lake.  He noted that NCN cannot speak for them, even though they are eligible to vote on the proposed Wuskwatim project.


“It is no surprise they have been against the proposal, because they have been against any decision or initiative of the NCN Council for over a decade.  Yes, we are still one nation in law, but went our separate ways many years ago.”


Primrose also commented that there’s a divide between those who want to move forward and those who cannot move forward.


“The issues that divide us are not just about Hydro and the flooding.  These complex and longstanding issues that cannot be addressed by this forum.”


“The fact is, we as a people can never be fully compensated for our losses.  We have suffered, but slowly we are putting the past behind us through new treaties and agreements, and by taking responsibility for our own destiny.”


He also had a message for the “do-gooders” – those outside influences who, he believes, cannot accept that his people are independent and are capable of making their own decisions.


“We have every right to use our natural resources to aid us in our struggle for economic survival – and every right to frame the way we participate.”


Primrose emphasized that he wasn’t referring to other First Nations with this statement.  He also commented that nothing is more important to NCN than its people and the environment.


“Protecting both is our primary concern.  To say we are not committed to protecting the interests of our people is wrong.  We have no conflict of interest being here today as proponents of Manitoba Hydro.”


“Everything we have done in working with Manitoba Hydro towards the proposed development has been for our future generations.  We are here for our children and their children.  That is responsible leadership.  It isn’t a personal agenda for myself and council.  We are working to change the status quo.”


Following Primrose’s presentation, a number of people from the Environmental Management Team discussed the technical and environmental aspects of the Wuskwatim Dam project.  Manitoba Hydro and NCN provided a handout to attendees for this discussion.


A question-and-answer session was held following their presentation.  Joe Moose, one of the attendees, said he is concerned that people from the south will take jobs and economic opportunities from northern residents.


Ken Adams, the Vice-President of Power Supply for Manitoba Hydro and a member of the Environmental Management Team, said his organization provides as many opportunities to northern people and businesses as possible.  In addition, Manitoba Hydro has a provision that those who seek the work must be realistically capable of doing it, and at the appropriate level of quality.


The hearings were adjourned at 5 p.m. and resumed at 7 p.m.  Two presentations were made, one by Darryl Montgomery, the vice-president of the Thompson office of the Manitoba Metis Federation, and the other by Chamber of Commerce President Bob Wall.


Montgomery made his presentation first, and began by noting that this was only brief submission.  Later, Montgomery said that he wouldn’t answer any questions from the Clean Environment Commission because the MMF would be making its main submission at the next public hearings in Winnipeg.  Those hearings will be held April 6-8.


Montgomery noted that the MMF conducted 10 workshops in northern Manitoba and one in Winnipeg regarding the Wuskwatim Dam.  Almost 200 Metis representing 35 locals attended, and 173 questionnaires were filled out.  He said that three themes emerged from those workshops:

· That the Metis Nation within Manitoba, as well as its lands and resources, have been and continue to be affected by Manitoba Hydro projects;

· The feeling of the MMF government and its members is that the MMF has been totally ignored and not engaged in any consultation process;

· The Wuskwatim Generating Station and Transmission Line Projects will infringe upon and interfere with Metis title, rights and interests;

In addition, the Metis Nation within Manitoba believes these projects will lead to a further erosion of their culture because of the potential impacts on their lands, waters and resources.


“We believe that the co-proponents (NCN and Hydro), Manitoba and Canada all have obligations to meaningfully consult with and accommodate the Metis, as we are a distinct Aboriginal People with collective rights.”


“The MMF represents the Metis People.  Mayor and Councils, community associations, individuals or other groups do not have the jurisdiction to speak on our behalf regarding our Metis collective rights.”


Montgomery insisted that the Manitoba Metis Federation, Manitoba Hydro and the provincial government must jointly design a Metis-specific consultation plan.  It must be implemented subsequent to a negotiated agreement so as to enable full and effective participation for the Metis Nation, he added.


Montgomery said that not consulting and accommodating the Metis people is contrary to Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982.  In addition, he pointed to the Aboriginal Justice Implementation Commission’s recommendations, and the provincial government’s pledge to implement them.  He referred to Recommendation 4.1, which states:


“Any future, major, natural resource developments not proceed, unless and until agreements or treaties are reached with the Aboriginal people and its communities in the region, including the Manitoba Metis Federation and its locals and regions, who might be negatively affected by such projects, in order to respect their Aboriginal, treaty or other rights in the territory concerned.”


Thereafter, Bob Wall outlined how he believes the dam would fir into the post-mining economy of Thompson.


“Our chamber, as well as the citizens of Thompson, are beginning to embark on the adventure of fashioning a city that must transform itself from reliance upon the mining industry to self-reliance.”


“As we work our way though this transition, this generating station and, more importantly, the decision making process regarding this project, are crucial to our future.”


Wall also commented that the local economy is becoming more reliant on a healthy aboriginal-based economy.


“The aboriginal peoples are our ‘new economy’.  The mining industry has become the ‘old economy’.  Even if more significant mineral discoveries are made in the next decade, we realize that a new discovery will not build a new city or town, or flow to the north.”


“To our chamber members, an aboriginal-based economy fed by the eventual cash flows from the partnerships in hydro-electric projects will continue to provide us with a healthy customer and consumer base.”


Wall is pleased that NCN Residents are taking the initiative to determine whether the dam is in their best interest, and he said the choice they will eventually make must be respected.


“In the case of the Wuskwatim Project, it is refreshing to see that a First Nation can determine its own participation in this project.  The upcoming decision will not be easy for them.  Too many of the band members have painful memories of the last time Manitoba Hydro approached them to build a hydro dam.


“We are confident they will be able to make a thoughtful decision.  No matter how they decide, either for or against, everyone must respect that decision.  That decision is as important as the decisions that will be made by this commission.  We must allow the members of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation the space required to make this decision without interference.”


Following Wall’s speech, attendees listened to a multimedia presentation regarding Environmental Impact Statements.  The text of the presentation was provided in English, and there was an audio translation in Cree.


Among the things this presentation emphasized was that local and traditional knowledge were acquired for the environmental assessment, and that water quality changes will be short term or localized.  In addition, the effects of construction on wildlife will not be significant.


Another question-and-answer session was held following the presentations, and Carol Kobliski was one of the attendees who spoke.


Kobliski is concerned that NCN residents will lose out on the employment opportunities.  For instance, what jobs are guaranteed to residents of that community?  Further, how much experience would be required, and would the young people be guaranteed the high-paying jobs?


Thomas emphasized that NCN and Manitoba Hydro have looked at this extensively.  He also noted that the federal and provincial governments have provided funding for the pre-employment training.


In addition, human rights legislation stipulates that one group cannot be discriminated against to advance employment opportunities for another group.  However, NCN has negotiated certain concessions from Manitoba Hydro to attain a significant number of positions that will be available.


Thomas added that NCN has ensured that contractors will not be able to artificially inflate qualifications so that they don’t hire aboriginal people.  For example, you won’t necessarily need a heavy equipment operator with 10 years of experience when two years of experience might suffice.


The public hearings ended just after 10 p.m. and resumed at 9 a.m. on Tuesday.

