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Wuskwatim wins native approval
Northerners look to reap benefits as massive Hydro project begins
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NELSON HOUSE -- The era of the megaproject has returned to Northern Manitoba after the majority of Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation members voted in favour of a partnership with Manitoba Hydro to build the Wuskwatim dam. 

Construction of $1.2-billion electricity generating station 45 kilometres southwest of Thompson will begin shortly. 

"This is a great day for the people of Nelson House, for the whole region and the entire province and for Manitoba Hydro," the Crown corporation utility's president Bob Brennan said yesterday. 

Road building equipment and surveyors will likely be swarming through the bush between Thompson and Nelson House by the end of the summer. The first phase will be construction of the access road into the site of the 200-megawatt generating station. 

At the peak of the six-year construction project, close to 600 workers will be on the site. 

More than 70 per cent of eligible voters from NCN cast their ballots Wednesday and in an advance poll June 7. Almost 63 per cent of those who voted approved of the deal that allows the band to own up to one-third of the project and share in the profits for years to come. 

Elvis Thomas, the NCN band councillor who led the nine-year negotiating process for the band, was elated with the way things turned out. 

"I was always very confident we would succeed, but the results are very touching," he said. 

The development of new Hydro generating stations is expected to create a boom in the northern economy. Concluding the first partnership agreement bodes well for two others already in development for the Gull/Keeyask and Conawapa stations. 

Mayor Bill Comaskey of Thompson said the vote will have huge implications for the economy of the North. 

"People are already talking about Thompson becoming the Manitoba version of Fort McMurray," he said, referring to the booming northern Alberta city that is the heart of the oilsands industry. "I think we are poised to see benefits in our region that are beyond our comprehension." 

Although some NCN leaders were quietly confident, there was plenty of nail-biting as the ballots were counted into the wee hours of yesterday morning. 

A small but vocal opposition to the project kept up the fight to the last minute. 

Dave Kobliski, one of the opponents, said calls were being made yesterday to see if a court injunction could be sought to stop the project from proceeding. 

"We don't think the chief and council had the authority to hold the vote the way it was held," Kobliski said. 

He said opponents also want to make sure all eligible voters were allowed to vote, including residents of South Indian Lake who retained NCN membership rather than signing up for the new First Nation recently established in their home community. 

The most recent available estimates are that the project, including transmission lines, will cost about $1.2 billion to construct. 
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The new era of Hydro development

The agreement between the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation near Thompson and Manitoba Hydro on its latest generating station will accelerate the process of even more Hydro development in the North. 

* When will it start? 

The most optimistic observers say construction will start on the access road into the Wuskwatim dam site (at mile 20 on Provincial Highway 391 between Thompson and Nelson House) by the end of the month. However, key licences have not been released pending the results of Wednesday's vote. 

* Have construction contracts been let yet? 

No. Some are ready to go, but major ones will not be tendered until the final licences are in hand. Building the access road and campsite for construction of the generating station is expected to take two years and the generating station itself another four years. 

* What will be the first evidence of activity? 

An $8.5 million, 27,000-square-foot training centre opened in Nelson House last month, with trades and computer labs in place. It is likely to fill up with trainees by early fall. Officials in Thompson expect to see a general increase in commerce and activity very soon. 

* What's on the drawing board after Wuskwatim? 

Hydro officials hope to decide by the end of the year which generating station to develop next -- the $3-billion Gull/Keeyask (three times the size of Wuskwatim) or the more-than- $4- billion Conawapa (six times the size of Wuskwatim). In addition to having to clear the lengthy environmental approval process, Hydro would also need to negotiate export sales before either of those projects advance to the stage of negotiation that has just been completed for Wuskwatim. 

* Is Hydro going to attempt to forge partnerships with First Nations on other projects? 

Discussions are underway to have four First Nations become partners in the Gull/Keeyask project -- Split Lake, Fox Lake, War Lake and York Landing. 

* Why is Hydro embarking on such ambitious plans for future development? 

Hydro officials believe there is strong and sustainable export demand for Manitoba's cheap power from Ontario, Saskatchewan and the northern Midwestern U.S. The growing global emphasis on the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions should mean hydroelectricity will continue to be an attractive energy source for the foreseeable future. 
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