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Wuskwatim is a go!

The people of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation (NCN) of Nelson House have given the green light to the $1.2- billion Wuskwatim hydro project.

More than 70 per cent of the community’s eligible voters turned out to vote, with 62 per cent of them voting in favour of the deal in a referendum held Wednesday with polls in six communities.

The results were released about 4 a.m. Thursday after polls closed Wednesday night at 8 p.m.

The vote came after more than seven years of negotiations between the band and Manitoba Hydro.

It marks the beginning of a new style of development for Hydro — being more inclusive of the local communities affected by its dams while attempting to minimize the environmental impact.

Wuskwatim is designed to flood 0.5- square kilometres and will generate 200 megawatts of power — a much smaller impact than previous Hydro dams

The deal that NCN voted to approve will give the band the opportunity to buy as much as one-third of the generating station and share in one-third of the profits. It will also receive about $100 million in contracts for the construction process (which it will share with joint venture partners) and more than $10 million in training related to the dam.

It will require NCN to invest $1 million immediately. At the end of the six- year construction period — likely about 2012 — it will then have to come up with the rest of the money it wants to invest.

NCN chief Jerry Primrose said the result was a positive sign for the future of the First Nation.

“With the knowledge and the wisdom of our elders and resource users, we have worked hard to negotiate the best deal possible and we are proud of our achievement,” he said in a prepared statement. “Ratification of the Wuskwatim Project Development Agreement is a triumph for our First Nation. I feel the spirit of our ancestors in this result. We trust opponents of the project to respect the will of the members.”
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