The Price of Power   

	Anger and sadness have lingered for 30 years in the remote northern Manitoba community of South Indian Lake.

The aboriginal community once had a prosperous export-fishing economy.

Then in the early 1970s, a system of hydroelectric dams was built, flooding much of the land in the area. South Indian Lake rose three metres. Dead trees that once lined the lake's beaches still poke out of the water; people call them "hydro sticks."

As the water rose, it absorbed the mercury that naturally occurs in the soil. The added mercury killed the lake's fish. 


Murdo Dysart
"Oh, it used to be beautiful, used to catch a lot of fish," says community elder Murdo Dysart, 69. "Sometimes I used to go three times a day, used to take in 2,000 or 3,000 pounds a trip to the shore.

"Now, you've got to fish for a week before you catch that much.

"The rising water also affected the surrounding boreal ecosystem, which supported trapping.

1,500 residents of South Indian Lake were paid $18 million in compensation in 1992, but about half the community's people left when traditional aboriginal economies failed. 
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"Hydro sticks" 
in South Indian Lake
Now, Manitoba Hydro wants to build more dams. Hydro sees the potential for at least 12 new power facilities across northern Manitoba, including the Wuskwatim, Gull-Keeyask and Conawapa projects.

However, getting all of the projects built will require the co-operation of several Manitoba First Nations, where anger and distrust still flow from hydro projects in the 1960s and 1970s.

First Nation anger over events led to the signing of the Northern Flood Agreement in 1974, followed by further cash settlements in the 1990s. 

But settling over the past is one thing ... convincing them that more dams should be built is another. 



	


Has Hydro Changed?   

	The task of convincing aboriginal people about the benefits of hydro development falls to Ed Wojczynski. He travels to northern communities to explain how Manitoba Hydro as an organization has changed.

"Twenty, 30 years ago, the way Hydro did things was in keeping with the experiences and standards of society at that time," he says. "Society has changed, and so has Hydro."

Manitoba Hydro CEO Bob Brennan agrees.

"There's a lot of things that we do differently," he says. "We design our facilities to have a lot less flooding."

Less flooding, and more partnerships in which First Nations can enjoy a share in the millions in dollars in profits from the dams.
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Rapids on the Burntwood River, proposed home of the Wuskwatim dam 
A training centre at Split Lake will provide training to native people for hydro construction jobs. Ten per cent of Manitoba Hydro's workforce is aboriginal, and Hydro vice-president Ruth Kristjanson says hiring more is key.

"The more aboriginal employees that you actually have, the more comfort there is with Hydro as an institution," she says. 

"It becomes more of a human company. It's now the employer of your cousin or your aunt or your uncle."

Convincing First Nations to trust Manitoba Hydro is a tough job – and it's an issue that has divided some native communities.



	


Currents of Change   

	A walk to Jerry's Primrose's childhood home in Nelson House is a haunting reminder of the past.

Thirty years ago, Primrose and his family – like many northern Cree families – were flooded out of their home by hydroelectric development.

"I was a teenager, and it was kind of a sad time in our lives, when you see the water coming up, and all the rocks, and the beach disappearing," he says.

"We didn't have a say. There wasn't really any consultation … it just seemed to happen."

Primrose is now the chief of the Nisichawaysihk Cree Nation at Nelson House. He says he no longer resents Manitoba Hydro – instead, he wants to do business.
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Chief Jerry Primrose
Primrose's partnership with Hydro would build the Wuskwatim power dam on the Burntwood River. He says the dam is the ticket to his reserve's financial independence.

"Let's put it this way: we didn't want to stand like this in front of the government all the time," he says, his palm stretched out in front of him. "We wanted to be sure that we're self-sufficient."

Primrose negotiated with Manitoba Hydro for years. An initial dam proposal was rejected in favour of a design that would flood less land, about half a square kilometre in total.

"We have been very cautious, we have been very careful," says Primrose. "I am sure, to Hydro's frustration, that we have not just accepted their plans. In many ways, we have modified their plans in important ways."

The deal Primrose has negotiated will give the Nisichawaysihk Cree Nation:

· A hiring preference for aboriginal construction and trade workers.

· A new employment training centre.

· One-third ownership of the dam and its multi-million-dollar profits. 

The community will vote on the deal in a referendum in January. Promotional posters are already up all over the reserve.

But a counter-campaign is also being waged.



	


Wuskwatim Fight   

	Carol Koblinski is going house-to-house on the Nisichawaysihk Cree Nation to try to convince people to vote against a proposed agreement on the Wuskwatim hydroelectric project in a referendum in January.

The First Nation's chief supports the plan, but Koblinski thinks they weren't offered enough.

"I'm pushing that we get a better deal out of this Wuskwatim project," she says. "Almost as good as what the Quebec Cree are getting."

The Quebec Cree signed the "Peace of the Braves" agreement with Hydro Quebec two years ago. It gave the Cree a $3-billion cash settlement over 50 years in exchange for clearing the way for more hydroelectric dams.
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Carol Koblinski 
Koblinski likes the Quebec deal better than the one offered to the Nisichawaysihk Cree Nation.

"They didn't have to put any money into it – not one cent. Here, we have to pay $62 million from our own band's funds, just to be a partner in our own resource area," she says. "It doesn't make sense."

Residents of South Indian Lake will also vote on Wuskwatim; Angus Dysart is trying to convince his neighbours that they should also vote against the project.

"If you look at Quebec Hydro, they were going to shaft them and give them what [Hydro] wanted," he says. "But they turned them down, and said to come back when they had a better deal."

However, there are major differences between the Quebec situation and Manitoba's. Manitoba Cree have not been united in their opposition to hydro development. Also, they dams in Quebec will flood 833 square kilometres of land, compared to Wuskwatim's half-kilometre.
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The Notigi control structure near Nelson House
Nisichawaysihk Chief Jerry Primrose says Wuskwatim's potential profits are too large to resist.

"The earnings for the Wuskwatim dam could be in the millions of dollars a year," he says. "Right now, we don't have that kind of revenue coming into the First Nation, other than that government."

The Wuskwatim deal may be key for other proposed Manitoba Hydro dams, such as Gull-Keeyask and Conawapa. 

When the affected First Nations cast their ballots in January, it may be the clearest sign of whether the Cree of northern Manitoba are ready to forgive Manitoba Hydro for the past.



	


A Peek at the Past   

	The east side of Lake Winnipeg is home to a vast boreal wilderness, as yet untouched by resource development.

First Nations people in the area have lived off the land for thousands of years. They have a deeply sacred view of the land.

"The elders tell us over and over again that the land is life to them. If the land dies, then the people will die, " says Ray Rabliauskas, a band member on the Poplar River First Nation, an isolated fly-in community of about 1,200 on the east side of the lake.
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Ancient pottery shards found at Weaver Lake
In 1998, an archaeologist discovered something just up the river that would have a profound effect on the area's future.

Virginia Petch dug up shards of an old cooking pot at Weaver Lake, an area the elders say is sacred. The shards were estimated to be 2,000 year old, and the markings on them were identified as Ojibway.

"We're pretty certain from the types of pottery that we find, and from the way the site has been used, that the people that are living there now have descended from the people that were there before," says Petch.
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Virginia Petch with the shards of a cooking pot
"People lived here for thousands of years. They survived. They managed the resources. They managed them in a way that would always leave resources to them."

The discovery could unearth new knowledge about Manitoba's ancient human history. But for Poplar River band members, the find was more personal.

"It really got me emotional, just thinking that these were probably my relatives," says Sophia Rabliauskas.

Sophia went to Weaver Lake to see the archeological site for herself. She was overwhelmed with a vision of her ancestors.

"This is where they did their cooking, and it's along the shoreline, and they're probably pulling in from the hunt," she says. "I could almost sense the laughter, the happiness."

Sophia has made replicas of the ancient pots, to get back to her Ojibway roots.

"By doing things like learning to do pottery, learning to do bead work, dancing, singing – it will bring back a lot of the things that we've lost," she says. "It's so important."

[image: image8.jpg]



Sophia Rabliauskas with a traditional dreamcatcher 
Sophia says the land and her people are intertwined, and taking control of the land again is a dream worth catching.

The community's newfound interest in the past prompted a series of "healing camps" near the site. At the camps, elders explained the Creator had given the community the responsibility to protect their land and their heritage.

It fell to Ray Rabliauskas, the band's land-management coordinator, to do just that.



	


Worls Heritage Site   

	Ray Rabliausakas, land-management co-ordinator for the Poplar River First Nation, rolled out a plan to work with other First Nations to propose a United Nations World Heritage Site to permanently protect the land on the east side of Lake Winnipeg from industrial development.

The heritage site proposal would combine two provincial parks and the traditional territories of five First Nations: Poplar River, Pauingassi, Little Grand Rapids, Pikangikum and Bloodvein. The full site encompasses an area the size of Nova Scotia. 

· MAP: Proposed World Heritage Site 

"Each [First Nation] wants to protect their land from development, major development," explains Rabliausakas. "They felt that having world recognition for this would improve our chances of keeping the land the way it is."

To become a world heritage site, areas must have both outstanding ecological and culture features.

“The critical threshold, to be accepted on the list, has to demonstrate universally significant ecological values," explains Andrew Deutz, a representative from IUCN World Conservation, the UN body that nominates world heritage sites.
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Andrew Deutz, a representative from IUCN World Conservation
"It can’t just be representative, it has to be the best representation of whatever features that you’re looking for in the world.”

On the ecological side, supporters of the plan believe the Manitoba/Ontario site is a good candidate because it represents the "boreal shield eco-zone," which is currently under-represented on the UN's list of great natural wonders.

However, that's not enough to get the area world heritage designation.

"There are several locations where all those ecological features could be represented. So we have to look at other criteria that might elevate it to being universally significant. One of the features that the World Heritage Convention looks at is the cultural significance of it," says Deutz.

On the cultural side, the recent archeological discoveries of ancient pots and stone tools, show that the Ojibway people have has a continuous existence there for thousands of years. The site would be a way to teach the world about Manitoba's ancient human history.

The plan is bold, but it could work, says Deutz.

"The particular site on the Manitoba/Ontario border is interesting, but it faces some challenges," he says. Challenges such as the potential for forestry, mining, roads – and now, a new threat has emerged. 



	


Drawing the Line   

	Just when the proposal to have a huge undeveloped wilderness east of Lake Winnipeg declared a United Nations World Heritage Site began to gain momentum, a new threat emerged.

Manitoba Hydro and the provincial government expressed interest in building a hydroelectric transmission line through the area, which would involve cutting a wide swath of boreal forest.

Hydro is considering several options to transmit its power from proposed dams in northern Manitoba to southern customers in the United States and Ontario. 
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A potential hydro transmission line could cut through the proposed world heritage site
One potential line could come down the east side of Lake Winnipeg.

This is the shortest route, and Hydro CEO Bob Brennan says that has advantages. "Having said that, some people view the east side of the lake as a real pristine area," he says.

Some scientists believe the line could disrupt the migration patters of endangered species in the area, such as woodland caribou. A forest corridor could also open opportunities for new roads, mining, and logging operations.

Sensing the impending conflict between Manitoba Hydro and the First Nations, the provincial government began a consultation process called the East Side Planning Initiative.

"People on the east side were being left out," says Conservation Minister Stan Struthers. "For generations they've been left out."

Consultations went on for four years, while other signs appeared that discouraged supporters of the world heritage site proposal: Premier Gary Doer expressed an interest in reviving a power-sale deal with Ontario; the province released a feasibility study suggesting a hydro line on the east side of the lake was still being considered.
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A wide swath of forest is cut around a hydro transmission line 
Band Councillor Ed Hudson sat on the East Side Planning Initiative's task force. The group's latest report recommends the government play an active role in establishing the world heritage site – but it doesn't explicitly say no to hydro development.

"I don't know if [the recommendations] mean anything, but it's good to have them there, anyway," says Hudson. 

"Whether it gives me satisfaction or not, I don' t know, because they kind of do whatever they want to do anyhow, regardless of what people say."

Manitoba Hydro Minister Dave Chomiak says the provincial government and Manitoba Hydro support the application for world heritage status. 

Chomiak says Manitoba Hydro is looking at other options for transmission lines – but he would not guarantee that no transmission line would be built on the east side of Lake Winnipeg. 
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