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Minister to pursue protecting area east of Lake Winnipeg

Saturday, December 4th, 2004
By Helen Fallding

MANITOBA'S conservation minister promised yesterday to take concrete action toward getting world heritage status for a wide swath of forest east of Lake Winnipeg.

 At a news conference yesterday, Stan Struthers said he will meet with the Manitoba First Nations behind the proposed Atikaki-Woodland Caribou site to discuss options for protecting the land from industrial development.

 An Ontario First Nation and an Ontario park are also involved in the proposal, which covers a pristine wilderness area four-fifths the size of Nova Scotia.

 Some of the Manitoba land is already protected, in Atikaki Provincial Park and near Poplar River.

 The rest of the land could be put into park reserve until the United Nations makes a decision on the proposed site or it could be declared a special management area.

 The interim protection would likely ban any new logging or mining development in the area. The Doer government is also leaning away from allowing Manitoba Hydro to build a high-voltage power corridor through the proposed heritage site.

 Struthers would not rule out a power corridor yesterday, but said his first priority is to help the First Nations achieve their aspirations.

 The minister said he attended meetings in most of the 16 remote communities east of Lake Winnipeg involved in an ongoing land use planning process. Opposition to a high-voltage power corridor was "pretty clear," he said.

 U.N. rules for world heritage sites allow some local economic development, but it's not clear that a power line would qualify.

 Manitoba Hydro is also exploring more expensive routes through the Interlake and in western Manitoba.

 The campaign for world heritage designation could take up to 10 years.

 The first step is a management plan, which Struthers called an expensive process.

 He said provincial officials have organized a meeting later this month with their federal and Ontario counterparts and the involved First Nations to discuss funding sources.

 Once a management plan is complete, Ottawa can formally submit the proposal. International experts would then visit to evaluate the site.

 "Our elders and ancestors have worked hard to look after their traditional territories for thousands of years and these lands are still beautiful, strong and healthy," Pauingassi Chief Harold Crow said at yesterday's news conference at the legislature.
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