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Charges laid in blocking of highway

Police confirm nine arrested
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THE Ontario Provincial Police set up checkpoints on the main highway into Grassy Narrows First Nation and arrested nine protesters involved in a blockade of the Trans Canada Highway earlier this week.

Police were tight-lipped about why the arrests were made, and what kind of resources they had devoted to the arrests. Protesters provided conflicting descriptions, but alleged that as many as 30 police cars were involved in stopping vehicles outside the reserve, which is located one hour north of Kenora, Ont.

A very short news release issued just before 6 p.m. last night indicated that "a number of mischief charges" had been laid in connection with the blockade erected on the Trans Canada Highway on July 13.

As of last night, police said nine people had been charged, all residents of Ontario. They were all released and ordered to appear in Kenora Court on September 18.

An OPP spokesman reached last night would not provide any additional details.

The organizers of the blockade that halted traffic east on the Trans Canada Highway near Kenora Thursday said they were dumbfounded by the arrests Friday evening.

Judy da Silva, a spokeswoman for the protesters who lives on the Grassy Narrows reserve, said that after taking down the highway barricade, protesters returned to a camp site at the very end of Highway 671 that has been the base of their long-standing dispute with loggers.

Da Silva said Grassy Narrows protesters have been stopping logging vehicles in that area for several years. The site was being used for an "Earth Justice" celebration involving people from all over North America.

As some of the protesters left the camp site Friday night, they ran into OPP roadblocks on Highway 671 and were arrested.

"From our perspective, this has been peaceful all along," said da Silva. "We've had a good relationship with law enforcement officials until now.

Kim Fry, a member of the environmental group Forest Ethics, said the protesters reached an agreement with police that if the blockade was removed by Thursday evening, none of the people involved would be arrested. She says she has audio and videotaped proof that police agreed to the arrangement.

But Fry said police were waiting Friday morning when the protesters tried to leave the Grassy Narrows First Nation where they had been staying.

Fry said the police are using a tactic that is becoming more common, to wait until media and public interest is drawn away from a protest before making arrests. Fry said police used similar tactics after the WTO protests in Quebec City in 2001.

"They target individuals days or weeks later when they are by themselves or without legal support," she said. "This is a worrisome trend."

About 90 demonstrators protested clearcutting near the Grassy Narrows First Nation near Kenora on Thursday, causing massive traffic jams.

One young environmental activist chained herself beneath the tires of a logging truck and protesters erected a 10-metre metal tripod in the middle of the road.

The demonstration was pulled together last Wednesday night by North American environmental activists who have been holding a week-long workshop in the Grassy Narrows area to draw attention to long-simmering debates on logging practices in the region. Demonstrators said logging companies Weyerhaeuser Corp. and Abitibi-Consolidated Inc. are harming nearby reserve residents by clearcutting trees, and ignoring opposition from aboriginal residents of the 700-person Ojibwa-speaking community located about 230 kilometres east of Winnipeg.

Since 2002, residents of Grassy Narrows have attempted to end logging in the region surrounding their reserve, arguing the logging companies' removal of pine and spruce infringes on their inherent aboriginal rights to hunt, fish and trap in their traditional territories.

During the protest, traffic from the Trans-Canada was diverted off the main highway, but drivers could still head both east and west on the highway after being rerouted.
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