Opponents hope to stop cottage development on Man. land they say is sacred (Cottage-Protest)
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WINNIPEG (CP) _ Concerned residents and aboriginal elders are

calling on the Manitoba government to abandon a planned cottage

development on land they say is sacred.

Opponents said Thursday the province is ignoring archeological

evidence that shows the 40-hectare stretch of land along the

Winnipeg River has great historical significance and cultural value

for aboriginals.

Elders equate the river to a highway used by their ancestors to

migrate west.

“I would like to see them reconsider those areas,'' said Don

Cardinal, a Cree elder who lives in Seven Sisters Falls, just east

of the proposed development.

“There's a lot of other land that could be available.''

Cardinal, who has spent 30 years touring sacred ground across

Canada and the United States and “reactivating it'' for ceremonial

use, visited the proposed Silver Falls subdivision, just east of

Lake Winnipeg, earlier this month.

He identified at least two petroforms, stone outlines of figures

or shapes believed to have been used for religious ceremonies and

that continue to hold spiritual significance to aboriginals. The

findings warrant a more extensive review of the site, he added.

“For me, this is sacred land,'' said Cardinal, who also runs a

healing lodge.

“I don't need the anthropologists or archeologists to define my

culture and feel our sensitivity to the spiritual sites of our

people.''

Opponents say they're racing against the clock because if the

project is approved this fall, roads could be built this winter,

destroying a section of forest and the sacred site.

But Manitoba's conservation minister says the government hasn't

approved any construction yet.

Stan Struthers says a final decision will be based on a thorough

archeological review, public input and a department recommendation.

“That's why we go through this process, so people can come

forward with their concerns,'' said Struthers.

“If it's not proper to build a cottage lot development on that

spot, we'll yank it. We're not in the business of locating a

development on a sacred or endangered site.''

Struthers said in the past, the government has pulled some lots

from the development plan after concerns have been brought to light.

But Gaile Whelan-Enns, director of the environmental group

Manitoba Wildlands, said the province's intention to hold a planning

meeting for the project in early October suggests the government is

in a hurry and is ignoring votes and petitions by Silver Falls

residents against the project.

Whelan-Enns said provincial legislation clearly protects

petroforms.

But her group, backed by Silver Falls Concerned Residents, also

want the whole area protected to save at least four species of rare

orchids and some endangered birds.

“My hope would be that we're actually going to do land use

planning, not just development planning,'' said Whelan-Enns.

The debate over development on sacred land is not unique to

Manitoba.

The Blackfoot Nations First Thunder Society wants the City of

Edmonton to conduct an archeological dig at the site of a proposed

recreation complex in the city's southwest. The land contains soil

trucked to the area in the 1970s from Rossdale Flats, a

well-documented burial ground for natives, Metis and fur traders

from as early as the 1790s.

The city also had to put on hold plans in 2000 to expand the

Rossdale power plant because of opposition to disturbing the graves.

The city is instead building a memorial on the site with

interpretive signs, and reburying bodies exhumed during previous

construction.
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