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Bands seek share in plant 
13 First Nations negotiating for 25% ownership of strand-board project
Thursday, May 25th, 2006
By Martin Cash
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THIRTEEN Manitoba First Nations are in negotiations to own up to 25 per cent of an oriented strand-board plant proposed for the Selkirk region. 

Ainsworth Lumber Ltd. is in the process of developing plans to build the $250-million engineered lumber plant and the company has agreed to bring on partners from the region's First Nations. 

Aboriginal officials are calling it a historic event. 

Albert Sutherland, president of the First Nations Forestry Limited Partnership (FNFLP), said this will be the first time in Manitoba that First Nations will become involved in a resource development enterprise of this size at the ground level. 

Michael Ainsworth, executive vice-president of Ainsworth Lumber, said it's also a first for his company. 

Both sides made it clear that details have not been finalized but Ainsworth said the 13 First Nations bands would have to make capital investments of 25 per cent of the equity and debt in the plant -- about $62.5 million. 

The FNFLP group has been in discussion with Ainsworth for several months but it has been in existence for several years. The group had previously spent several years negotiating with Tembec Paper Group in Pine Falls about a potential joint venture sawmill with Tembec. But Sutherland said the softwood lumber dispute with the U.S. put such a damper on the lumber market that those discussions are now on the back burner. 

The Ainsworth partnership would include incentives, and opportunities for First Nation members to work at the plant and in the woodland supply system. 

Ainsworth said such a production plant would typically require about 160 employees in the plant and a similar number in the field engaged in logging to supply the plant. 

Chief George Kemp of Berens River First Nation said this deal will mean a lot to the people of his community. 

"We have fishing and logging in our community and nothing else," Kemp said. "This is an important opportunity for us." 

Kemp said the native bands are confident they will be able to raise the money to participate. He said Ainsworth Lumber is supportive and might even lend some of the funds necessary. 

"If the deal wasn't doable, I don't think Ainsworth would be standing here today," Kemp said. 

It's a similar arrangement to the partnership being proposed between Manitoba Hydro and the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN) at Nelson House for a joint venture in the Wuskwatim hydro generating station. NCN has the opportunity to buy up to one-third ownership of that generating station and Manitoba Hydro is prepared to lend the band about two-thirds of the equity investment NCN would require. 

Ainsworth Lumber is the fourth largest oriented strand-board producer in North America, with plants in Minnesota, Alberta, British Columbia and Ontario. 

Provincial Conservation Minister Stan Struthers said it was too early to talk about any financial involvement the province might have in the development. 
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Who is involved? 

The First Nations Forestry Limited Partnership 

Berens River First Nation 

Bloodvein First Nation 

Brokenhead First Nation 

Dauphin River First Nation 

Fisher River Cree Nation 

Lake Manitoba First Nation 

Peguis First Nation 

Sagkeeng First Nation 

Jackhead (Kinonjeoshtegon) First Nation 

Skownan First Nation (Waterhen) 

Pinaymootang First Nation (Fairford) 

Little Saskatchewan First Nation 

Shoal Lake Band #40 
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