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      Botswana’s Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project and  

 Hydro-Québec’s Grande Baleine Project. 
 
  (Unpublished 2003 T.Scudder Manuscript) 
 
Introduction 
 
Two projects are dealt with in this chapter where the construction of large water 
development projects was ÔstoppedÕ - at least temporarily. The Southern Okavango 
Integrated Water Development Project was ÔcancelledÕ by the Government of Botswana 
while the Grand Baleine project was suspended by Hydro-QuŽbec. I use the words 
ÔstoppedÕ and ÔcancelledÕ with caution. As HarvardÕs Peter Rogers told me in regard to 
the Botswana project large dams are like vampires in their ability to rise from the dead. 
For dams, however, there is no equivalent to a golden stake through the heart. As 
circumstances change, they can always be resurrected at some future time. Civil society 
must be constantly on the alert to ensure that its best interests are not neglected. 
 
Analysis of the two cases illustrates a number of important lessons. One points up the 
importance of a decision-making process that considers a wider range of alternatives 
from the start. In both cases such an approach would have resulted in better outcomes at a 
cheaper financial cost to the project authorities and reduced stress and uncertainty for 
affected communities. A related lesson illustrates the danger of leaving project planning 
exclusively in the hands of dam advocates. No matter how competent, and in both cases 
technical competence was high, such advocates run the risk of losing their perspective. 
That was especially the case with the Botswana project where members of the 
responsible ministry became project ÒboostersÓ to the extent that they stigmatized critics 
and refused to acknowledge project defects or consider alternatives. 
 
Another lesson illustrates the importance of incorporating local involvement in decision 
making from the start and the key role that local communities must play if badly planned 
dams are to be stopped. A fourth lesson illustrates the wide range of unexpected events 
than can influence outcomes. Their likelihood increases because of the relatively long 
planning process that characterizes most major water development projects. A fifth lesson 
concerns the likelihood that conditions will change during the planning process that will 
influence the assumptions on which a particular option was selected.  In the Okavango 
case, elimination of the flood recession agriculture component and reduction of the area 
to be irrigated should have led to a re-evaluation of the projectÕs cost effectiveness. The 
same applies to the successful drilling for ground water to serve the needs of the diamond 
mines. Yet no such re-evaluation occurred. In the Grand Baleine case, reduction in 
energy demand should have had a similar effect on the project but did not. 
 
While both the Botswanan and Canadian authorities will be faulted in the analysis that 
follows, it is important to emphasize that the favorable outcomes that eventually occurred 
would not have happened if those authorities had not been willing to make pioneering 
decisions along the way. In the Okavango case, the government deserves praise for two 



 2 

importance reasons. The first was its willingness to be the first government to invite an 
outside agency, in this case IUCN, to evaluate a major but controversial water 
development project. The second was the governmentÕs 1997 declaration that made the 
Okavango the worldÕs largest Ramsar site - a decision that makes the initiation of future 
large scale infrastructure projects in the delta more difficult.1 In the Canadian case, 
Hydro-QuŽbecÕs decision to make the informed consent of indigenous people a 
prerequisite for future projects, including any attempt to resurrect the Grande Baleine 
project, warrants praise.   
 
That said, the habitat and local communities remain at risk in both cases.  Even without 
potentially adverse effects of global warming on BotswanaÕs pastures, the countyÕs elite 
community of ranchers would welcome access to the OkavangoÕs grasslands and water 
supplies.  As recent events have shown, the Government of QuŽbec, while willing to 
involve the Cree Nation in the realization of its goals, wants to develop Ð on its own 
terms to the extent possible Ð the hydropower, mining and timber resources of central and 
northern QuŽbec. While individual projects have been stopped, in both cases expanding 
human populations continue to threaten the natural resource base. 
 
The Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project 2 
 
The Okavango Delta and Region 
 
Land and Water Resources 
 
The Okavango Delta, located within the Kalahari desert, is advertised as the largest oasis 
in the world and is Òone of the worldÕs premier wildlands, with magnificent scenery, 
game-viewing and bird-watchingÓ (Scudder et al.1993: 51).  The Okavango River rises in 
Angola, and terminates in BotswanaÕs mostly waterless Lake Xau after flowing through 
northern Namibia. Contained within northwestern BotswanaÕs Ngamiland District and the 
Boteti subdistrict of Central District, the Delta Òis not a true delta but an alluvial fan 
whose primarily origin and, to some extent, evolution has been controlled by regional 
earth movements and land subsidenceÓ (Manley and Wright 1996: 213). The second of 
two major faults, running at right angles to the fanÕs lower margin, receives inflowing 
water and channels it to the Boteti River that flows only during the annual flood. 
Currently the Boro is the main tributary carrying water through the delta, with lesser 
flows down a number of other tributaries including the Kwaai along the northeastern 
fringe and the Thaoge along the southwestern margin. Instability is such, however, that 

                                                
1  Ramsar is the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance that was signed in Ramsar, 
Iran, in 1971. As of October 2003 there were 138 Contracting Parties and 1,316 listed wetlands. 
 
2  My most important single source on the Okavango region and the water development project is 
IUCNÕs  1993 543 page The IUCN Review of the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development 
Project of which I was senior author. The next most important source is my own field notes kept while I 
was resident in the area between October 1991 and June 1992 and during subsequent revisits, the most 
recent being in 2002. The Okavango region is defined as including the entire delta, its semi-arid hinterland 
on all three sides, and the Boteti River and riverine communities.   
 



 3 

the magnitude of flows has shifted historically between tributaries and can be expected to 
shift again in the future. In addition to seismic events, siltation in slowly flowing areas, 
blockage by detached masses of papyrus and floating grasses, human activities, and even 
the movements of hippos, can influence the direction and volume of incoming flows. 
 
As mapped by the 1991-92 IUCN Review the size of the delta is approximately 15,846 
square kilometers. The largest of its five zones is perennial swamp that covers 31 percent 
of the surface area. Next in size is seasonally flooded swamp (24 percent), followed by 
seasonally flooded grassland (17 percent), intermittently flooded land (16 percent) and 
dryland (12 percent).3 A major characteristic of the delta, unlike the situation in most 
other Africa wetlands including the Sudd in the Central Sudan, is the existence of 
hundreds of islands that are scattered throughout the flooded area. They greatly enhance 
the deltaÕs world famous biological diversity of plants and wildlife. Including over 350 
species, birdlife is prolific in the delta and immediately surrounding fringes. During the 
dry season, large mammals, including herds of elephant and buffalo, and thousands of 
antelope, come to the delta from elsewhere in Botswana and from surrounding countries. 
Lions swim from island to island seeking prey. 
 
During the November-April rainy season, rainfall varies from 600 mm near the border 
with Namibia to less than 400 mm along the lower reaches of the Boteti. Long-term 
inflow to the delta is around 10,000 million cubic meters (MCM) per year whilst outflow 
is only 300 MCM. Aquifer recharge and evapo-transpiration consume more than 95 
percent of inflow. During drought years, as during the 1990s, outflow into the Boteti may 
be delayed until August with no water received in its lower reaches. Soils throughout 
much of the delta are sandy with low inherent fertility. Even alluvial deposits vary in 
their suitability for agriculture, with no large areas suitable for large-scale commercial 
irrigation.  
 
Human Population 
 
The arid and semi-arid land of Botswana supported a population of only 1.3 million 
according to the 1991 census, with a 3.5 percent rate of annual increase. Over 50 percent 
live within one hundred kilometers of the capital city of Gaborone near the eastern border 
with South Africa. Since the 1991 census, national population structure has been 
seriously affected by the AIDS pandemic, with a 36 percent HIV infection rate among 
adults being the highest in Africa.4About seven percent of the national population 
(roughly 100,000 people) lived in Ngamiland in 1991, of whom about one-quarter lived 
in the administrative center of Maun located just inside the lower margin of the delta. At 
that time about half of the population lived in settlements of less than 500 people, with 
the proportion falling over the years as Maun and other centers grew in size. In the Boteti 

                                                
3  Percentages were calculated by the IUCN Review (Scudder et al. 1993).  Flooding of seasonal 
swamp is sufficient to support aquatic vegetation that differentiates seasonal swamp from seasonal 
grassland. Though dryland only receives rainfall, fringing vegetation is inf luenced by ground water 
recharge. The main area of dry land, ChiefÕs Island, is incorporated within the Moremi Game Reserve. 
 
4  WHO HIV/AIDS Statistics for Africa, June 2000. 



 4 

subdistrict, which includes the diamond mines of Orapa and Letlhakane that contribute 
about 40 percent of BotswanaÕs foreign exchange, 35,473 people were listed in the 1991 
census with 48 percent living in communities of less than 500 people. In both Ngamiland 
and the Boteti subdistrict the proportion of female-headed households was high with one 
study reporting that even in Maun approximately 50 percent of households in two wards 
were female headed (Malila 1991). Though reasons were not analyzed, and the most 
important one may well be the absence of males at cattle camps or as wage laborers, Òthe 
possibility of poverty related social disorganization at the household level should not be 
ignoredÓ (Scudder et al.1993: 58).  
 
Ngamiland and Boteti subdistrict are the most ethnically diverse regions within 
Botswana. The large majority of the inhabitants are refugees who have arrived within the 
past 300 years. By the middle of the 19th century the now dominant Tawana had 
incorporated the other ethnic groups including the Bantu-speaking Yei, Hambukushu and 
Herero within a single state.  The Yei were numerically the largest group. They 
introduced flood recession agriculture to the delta, while the Herero owned the largest 
number of cattle and horses. The original inhabitants, the Khoisan-speaking Bushman or 
San, continue to be marginalized in small communities or at cattle posts. Formerly 
gatherer-hunters, they have incorporated some livestock into their economy along with 
wage labor.  
 
Living standards are among the lowest in Botswana. According to 1989 figures on 
regional poverty provided by the Central Statistical Office, the region encompassing 
Ngamiland had the highest percentage of households below the country poverty datum 
line. That was 83 percent as opposed to 68 percent in the second highest region. Such 
figures must always be used with skepticism granted the tendency to underestimate the 
income of communities in which wage labor plays a role and where drought and disease 
influence livestock numbers from year to year. Nevertheless, Òaccording to the best 
available evidence a majority of the households in Ngamiland have an inadequate 
economic standard of livingÓ (Scudder et al. op.cit: 57).  
 
Income distribution is also skewed. At one end are the Europeans who have settled in and 
around Maun and who dominate the townÕs commercial activities as well as the tourist 
industry throughout the delta region. At the other end are the Bushmen. As for the Bantu- 
speaking majority, keeping of cattle in a land where crop yields are always uncertain due 
to irregular rainfall and floods has become the preferred activity. The situation among the 
Yei is instructive. In the 1970s Campbell wrote that Òonly one Yei family in five owned 
cattle and about 80 percent of all Yei cattle were owned by less than 10 percent of the Yei 
cattle ownersÓ (1976: 171). In 1992 Sutherland reported that the most important change 
since he did Ph.D. dissertation research among the Yei ten years earlier Òwas the 
increasing importance of, and attention paid to, livestock farmingÓ (1992:4).  Though the 
skewed nature of livestock, and especially cattle, ownership that Campbell reported 
remained, NgamilandÕs Senior Veterinary Officer told the IUCN team that the greatest 
proportion of herds was owned Òby relatively small-scale herdersÓ (Scudder et al.: 
op.cit.).   
 



 5 

Between 1991 and the present living standards may well have dropped due to increasing 
rates of HIV infection, reduced agricultural yields due to drought, and an outbreak of 
contagious bovine pleuro-pneumonia in 1995 which the government contained by 
slaughtering Òapproximately 307,000 cattleÓ (Murray-Hudson and Crisman 2003:419).5 
That may have increased the importance of gathering activities and fishing. Already in 
1991 demand for thatch and reeds for building purposes in Maun was providing women 
with a Ôcash cropÕ as was the collection of palm products for basket making and alcohol 
production. Collection of edible water lily tubers was an important food for women-
headed households.  The sale of cooked tubers and a variety of wild fruits illustrated the 
increased importance of the informal economy.  
 
With Bushman residence in the Okavango region dating back more than ten thousand 
years, and Bantu-speakers introducing rainfed agriculture several hundred years ago and 
flood recession agriculture and cattle more recently, the Okavango region has been 
strongly influenced by human settlement and land use. Burning of reed beds for clearing 
fields and for driving game, for example, has ignited fires in the underlying peat that can 
burn for months. The areaÕs biodiversity has been, and continues to be, an important 
source of income as well as of food, especially during drought periods. Its conservation, 
as well as implementation of government plans to make tourism BotswanaÕs most 
important source of foreign exchange after diamonds and other minerals,6 will depend not 
just on increasing the awareness of the current residents of the need to carefully manage 
their natural resources but also on giving them a degree of ownership over those 
resources.  
 
Early Okavango Water Utilization Interventions and Plans 
 
Local inhabitants were the first to influence Okavango Delta flows. A Tawana chief, 
according to legend, built a small dam across a tributary in the middle of the 19th century, 
while a headman diverted water in 1919 for cattle kept outside a tsetse fly zone.7 For 
about ten years starting in 1932, colonial officials modified distributary flows to improve 
navigation. Even earlier, based on the still recurring fallacy about Okavango waters being 
Òwasted,Ó officials and academics began to make more grandiose proposals for irrigation 
and other uses within Ngamiland and for diversion to water scarce areas as far away as 
Johannesburg in South Africa. In 1956 Randall listed 18 such proposals with the earliest 
dating back to the 1920s. The geographer Wellington (1949a and b) visualized irrigation 

                                                
5  Restocking began in 1997 with a government target of 80,000 cattle (Murray-Hudson and Crisman 
2003: 419). 
 
6  According to the March 18, 1994 Okavango Observer, 77 percent of foreign exchange came from 
diamonds, 7 percent from copper/nickel, 5 percent from tourism and 4 percent from cattle. 
 
7  As a carrier of bovine sleeping sickness, tsetse fly expansion and contraction have influenced the 
distribution and numbers of cattle ever since their introduction to the Okavango region. Since Independence 
probably the GovernmentÕs most beneficial program for Ngamiland livestock owners was the use of ground 
and aerial spraying that made the Okavango region a tsetse free zone by the early 1990s. More recently 
tsetse fly encroachment has again occurred, with aerial spraying over much of the delta in 2001 and 2002. 
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in the Okavango rivaling the SudanÕs Gezira scheme with a specially built railroad for 
transporting cotton to an Atlantic port in Namibia from where it would be carried to 
Europe. In 1994 ZimbabweÕs President Mugabe suggested the need for a similar proposal 
even though soil surveys had already shown the delta to be unsuitable for large-scale 
irrigation.  
 
Following independence in 1966, the government requested assistance from the United 
Nations as well as from bilateral donors in assessing how to use Okavango waters for 
such schemes. Sweden, for example, completed a study dealing with water transfer to 
Eastern Botswana. Most important for the Okavango region were two sets of studies 
(1968-1972 and 1974-1976) completed under UNDP/FAO auspices. 16 schemes were 
evaluated, one of which approximated the Southern Okavango Integrated Water 
Development Project as first suggested by Brind (1954). Simultaneously the Department 
of Water Affairs and safari companies continued minor diversionary works until the early 
1970s when Anglo American Corporation completed a program of dredging, bunding, 
and weir formation to improve flows into the Mopipi reservoir built on the lower Boteti 
from which water was piped to the mining community at Orapa. The controversial 
Anglo-American program of dredging and tributary straightening along the lower Boro 
had an adverse impact on adjacent communities. Increased flows down the Boteti were a 
benefit to adjacent riverine communities, but not those downstream from the reservoir to 
which floodwaters had been diverted. 
 
The Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project (SOIWDP) 
 
History 
 
Following the completion of the UNDP/FAO studies, the government convened in 1982 
an Okavango Water Development Committee to consider the various options.  With the 
Department of Water Affairs the responsible agency, the Committee favored the 
SOIWDP option from the start. In December 1985, Snowy Mountains Engineering 
Corporation of Australia was awarded the feasibility study, followed by Environmental 
Impact Assessment in 1985 and the detailed design study in April 1988. Even while 
design studies continued, the cabinet approved the project in December 1988, with the 
Upper Works tendered in 1990.   
 
Project Planning, Approval and Initiation 
 
Planning and Approval 
 
Designed as an integrated project, SOIWDP was intended to increase food production 
through 10,000 hectares of commercial irrigation and five thousand hectares of improved 
flood recession agriculture, raise the living standards of the local population, and deliver 
water to the administrative center of Maun, riverine villages, the town of Rakops on the 
Lower Boteti, and the Orapa mines and mining community. Those goals were to be 
achieved by further channelizing the lower Boro and the construction of two large dams 
and two smaller ones to receive the BoroÕs increased flow into three reservoirs. Including 
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the Boro component, the Upper Works would involve the construction of a large dam 
near the top of the Boteti that would back up water as far as Maun within the 
Thamalakane Fault. To keep water from flowing into Lake Ngami at the southern end of 
the reservoir, a small dam would be built at Toteng. Further up the fault beyond Maun 
another small dam would be built at Matlapaneng to receive Boro water in a second small 
reservoir for the benefit of flood recession agriculture. Scheduled for completion at a later 
date, the Lower Works would consist of a large dam across the Lower Boteti at Sukwane 
that would provide water to Rakops and, via pipeline, to the diamond mines at Orapa.   
 
From the start a project weakness was the dominance of two committed agencies. One 
was a single ministry as the responsible government agency Ð an arrangement that is 
known from experience elsewhere to hinder the kind of interagency cooperation 
necessary for implementing an integrated project. In the Botswana case that ministry was 
Mineral Resources and Water Affairs, and specifically the Department of Water Affairs. 
The second was the Snowy Mountains Engineering Corporation that not only 
monopolized the feasibility, environmental and design studies but also had been retained 
by the government as the overseeing consulting engineer. Though the Department of 
Water Affairs had emphasized during an early meeting of the Okavango Water 
Development Committee that the projectÕs integrated nature required the participation of 
other agencies, Water AffairsÕ increasing dominance within the Committee resulted in 
two types of problems. One was the poor attendance of representatives from other 
ministries throughout the CommitteeÕs 1982-1990 existence. The other involved 
complaints about lack of consultation.  
 
As time went by Water Affairs officials became increasingly critical of views that varied 
from their own including those of knowledgeable Okavango experts, officials in other 
government agencies such as the Ministry of Health, and from donor agencies. When the 
flood recession agriculture component of the project was dropped because of cost 
considerations, experts involved in a German-funded project dealing with flood recession 
cultivation complained that they had not been involved in the discussion leading up to 
that decision. Water AffairsÕ response to their complaint, and views on possible adverse 
effects of the decision taken, was to no longer invite their participation in the 
CommitteeÕs deliberations.  Of special concern was the treatment accorded Pete Smith 
who had lived in Maun and worked for various government agencies since the 1950s and 
was considered one of the most knowledgeable local experts. When he insisted that  
SOIWDP would not operate as intended and that there were other better options for 
achieving its goals, he was denied purchase of his government house in Maun contrary to 
government policy. While Snowy Mountains could not be criticized for such behavior, 
they too were totally committed to the project as shown by their own favorable, and 
weak, environmental impact assessment and their involvement in all phases of the 
planning process. 
 
Project Initiation and Initial Suspension 
 
When the contractor selected to initiate the Boro component of the project began to 
mobilize in Maun in November 1990, the local and international environmental 
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movement along with local villagers and safari operators were incensed. Though the 
Department of Water Affairs had completed one intensive period of consultation with 
villagers and the expatriate community in and around Maun during a ten-day period in 
1988, there had been no follow up. What consultation occurred was criticized as 
Ôgovernment telling people what was going to happenÕ rather than soliciting their views 
and taking seriously their conviction that past efforts influencing delta flows, and 
especially Anglo-AmericanÕs, had ÒkilledÓ the waterways involved.  
 
Villagers also complained that they had not realized that the project involved further 
ÔdredgingÕ of the Boro. They believed that they had been deceived by how the project had 
been labeled, with the Boro component called ÒThe Boro River Improvement Works.Ó 
Local leaders and safari operators were also taken by surprise. Because bids on the initial 
tendering documents had significantly exceeded Department of Water Affairs estimates, 
they had assumed that the project would be canceled. On the contrary, the government 
had been looking for ways to reduce costs during the intervening years. One was to 
eliminate that part of the original plan (for increasing the area of flood recession 
cultivation) that would most benefit the village sector.  
 
The strongest initial response came from Greenpeace whose Amsterdam office threatened 
to launch an international campaign in which the DeBeersÕ slogan, ÒDiamonds are for 
Ever,Ó would become ÒDiamonds are for Death.Ó That must have caused panic in 
DeBeersÕ corporate offices in South Africa as well as in the Government of Botswana. 
Denying the involvement of the diamond industry in the project, DeBeers claimed that 
Orapa had access to more than sufficient ground water for the life of the mine. Not only 
did the government agree with DeBeers that the SOIWDP was primarily for Maun as 
well as for the development of the Ngamiland economy, but on December 10th it actually 
invited Greenpeace to visit the Okavango region.8  This Greenpeace did over a two-week 
period in early 1991. 
 
The speed with which grass-roots opposition was organized was due in good part to the 
efforts of two NGOs. One was the Kalahari Conservation Society - BotswanaÕs largest 
and most important environmental NGO. Though its central office did not play an active 
role, perhaps in part because the societyÕs chairman was the chief executive officer of  
Debswana, DeBeersÕand the governmentÕs joint venture diamond mining company, the 
Maun branch did. So did Tshomarelo. With a membership of local Tawana elite and 
expatriates it had been founded for the purpose of opposing SOIWDP. One demand of 
the opposition following a public meeting on December 20th addressed by the Director of 
Water Affairs was that local residents wanted the Minister of Mineral Resources and 
Water Affairs to answer their complaints rather than Water Affairs officials.  
 

                                                
8  I am indebted to Karen Ross for sharing with me relevant news clippings on events during the 
November 1990 Ð January 1991 period; see especially the December 8th issue of the Johannesburg Saturday 
Star, the December 9th Issue of LondonÕs Sunday Times, and the January 14th issue of the Philadelphia 
Inquirer.   
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To respond to growing criticism, and especially of the Boro works, the government 
organized a meeting in Maun on January 11, 1991 Ð just several days before project 
construction was to start. About 700 people participated, most of whom were local 
villagers. The outpouring of opposition to the governmentÕs position may well have been 
the strongest attack on any government policy since Independence in 1966. According to 
participants to whom I subsequently talked the anger expressed was unique in 
BotswanaÕs history, with the Minister both insulted and told to resign. Clearly taken by 
surprise by the vehemence of the opposition, the government initially blamed it on the 
international environmental movement and on local safari companies that had used their 
transport to help villagers attend the meeting. Nonetheless the government must have 
realized that, deluded or not by outside interests, the local populace was strongly opposed 
to the project. The governmentÕs response was to suspend the project temporarily while 
seeking further assessment. 
 
Greenpeace and IUCN Involvement 
 
It is important to emphasize that the governmentÕs reaction to the outpouring of 
opposition within Boteti subdistrict as well as Ngamiland was exceptional and 
pioneering. Not only was the project temporarily suspended, but for the first time to my 
knowledge a government sought an evaluation of a major water resource development 
project from outside nongovernmental organizations. Their willingness in this regard 
Òsets an example for other nations faced with similar difficult problems of natural 
resource developmentÓ (Scudder et al.1993: 36). As events developed, the Greenpeace 
report, though recommending the projectÕs cancellation, was less critical than IUCNÕs 
subsequent evaluation. 
 
In May 1991 I received a FAX from Patrick Dugan, coordinator of IUCNÕs Wetlands 
Programme, asking if I was interested in leading a team to evaluate SOIWDP. I 
immediately FAXed back a negative reply since the length of time mentioned would 
require me to miss the coming academic year at Caltech during which I was already 
committed to teach.  Over the next few days, however, I reconsidered. The IUCN offer 
was closely related to my two major research interests. One was Elizabeth ColsonÕs and 
my ongoing research in the Middle Zambezi Valley. In past centuries the Okavango river 
periodically had sent water during major flood years through the Selinda spillway into the 
Upper Zambezi System with which I was unfamiliar. Eight months in the Okavango 
region would allow me to compare the Okavango region with the Gwembe Valley and 
visit the lower portion of the Upper Zambezi Basin. The second reason related to my 
comparative research on river basin development that, time and again, had shown adverse 
environmental and social impacts. If SOIWDP was similar, the IUCN assessment might 
play a major role in avoiding the degradation of one of the worldÕs natural wonders and 
in sustaining the livelihood of the local communities dependent upon it. On the other 
hand, if the project was sound, being involved, finally, in a potential success story, 
excited me. Three days after receiving DuganÕs FAX I agreed to head up the IUCN team. 
 
During the next four months Dugan and I put together an exceptional team of thirteen 
members of four different nationalities recruited from 12 different organizations. So 
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alluring was the Okavango that only one of those who we approached was unable to 
participate. Another reason was that only deputy team leader Ronald Manley, an 
hydrologist and engineer, and I would be resident in Botswana most of the time. The 
others would be expected to spend no more than a couple of months on the project. With 
some of the thirteen like Manley trained in two disciplines, team members included 
biologists, computer modelers, engineers, hydrologists and hydrogeologists, land use and 
regional planners, and social scientists.  
 
IUCN had agreed with the Government of Botswana that they would undertake the work 
provided that this was completely independent and free from interference by concerned 
parties, whether government, concerned NGOs or others. To this end, and although the 
government paid for the greater part of the study, IUCN did not enter into a contract with 
the government.  Rather a memorandum of understanding (MOU) was signed between 
IUCN and the government emphasizing IUCNÕs independence. The difference between 
this MOU and a traditional contract proved to be critically important and IUCN deserves 
much credit in negotiating how the SOIWDP Review was to proceed.   
 
The Memorandum of Understanding gave IUCN freedom from government and the 
mandate to provide an independent assessment. In turn my contract with IUCN required 
me to submit such an independent report and to carry out the work with the support of the 
IUCN Secretariat but free from any perceived interference from the Secretariat or IUCN 
members. The contracts that IUCN issued to team members placed them under my 
authority as Team Leader. Under these circumstances the team worked with complete 
intellectual autonomy. We would, of course, allow both government and IUCN access to 
our initial draft. But what we said in our final report was strictly a team responsibility.  
 
Manley and I arrived in Botswana in early October 1991. We developed a close 
relationship with Daniel Rychner, the IUCN representative in Gaborone, and his wife, 
Rosemarie, who became our administrative and logistics officer. They acquired a house 
for us in Gaborone where Manley was based so that he could work closely with 
colleagues in the Department of Water Affairs. I set up headquarters in the only air-
conditioned room in an unfinished motel located on the outskirts on Maun. During the 
day, I carried out interviews and traveled extensively by land, water and air throughout 
the Okavango region. Highpoints included being piloted by a local couple in their 
microlite aircraft that enabled me to examine and photograph settlement patterns, land 
and water use, and the biodiversity of the delta itself.  Longer trips involved travel in 
surrounding areas including along the Namibian portion of the Okavango, on to the 
Zambezi and then south through the bush back to Maun.  
 
Manley and I remained in Botswana most of the time between October 1991 and June 
1992. We arranged for the other team members to come primarily in clusters in October, 
January and March so that we, and they, could benefit to the extent possible from 
working together. Though fully involved in the final report, only Professor Gilbert White, 
the teamÕs senior adviser, was unable to come to the Okavango region. Since our Terms 
of Reference specified that team members must not have Òany direct or indirect  previous 
involvement with the projectÓ (IUCN/GOB 1991: 9) so as to reduce bias to the extent 
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possible, we also recruited several ÔlocalÕ consultants. Two were resident in Maun and of 
special importance. One was Enoch Naane, who was NgamilandÕs land use planner at the 
time. The other was Pete Smith.  
 
Three reports were submitted, all of which were public documents. An Inception Report 
was submitted at the end of October 1991, a Draft Final Report in May 1992,9 and a Final 
report that Manley and I completed at IUCNÕs Swiss headquarters in October 1992 
(IUCN 1992b). Between October and December 1991, the team was impressed with such 
aspects of the project as the engineering design of the infrastructural components and the 
hydraulic modeling. In January Manley and team member Ron Coley, who was Chief 
Engineer for Ducks Unlimited, Canada, went to Australia to meet with Snowy Mountains 
staff involved in designing the project. At that time both IUCN team engineers remained 
uncertain as to how the positive and negative features of the project might balance out. 
As more and more negative features appeared, however, it was the unanimous opinion of 
the team by March 1992 that SOIWDP should be canceled in favor of an alternative that 
did not require major infrastructure or the further manipulation of the BoroÕs flow.  
During the remainder of the field study, the team developed what came to be called the 
IUCN preferred alternative (or simply IUCN Alternative). 
 
Through March, the teamÕs relationship with the Department of Water Affairs was 
excellent, with the Department helping with both the collection of data and reports and 
the organization of work in the field. Especially helpful were the Department Director, 
Moremi Sekwale, hydrologist Isaac Muzila, and Senior Water Adviser Stuart Child. 
Manley and I both regretted how fast that relationship went from relaxed and open to 
tense and guarded once we informed our Water Affairs colleagues that our assessment 
had turned negative. On two occasions during the IUCN evaluation Manley and I had to 
make difficult decisions to protect our independence. The first involved IUCN. Following 
a major IUCN meeting in Australia, Greenpeace had informed IUCNÕs Director General 
that IUCN could expect strong criticism if its final SOIWDP report favored the project.  
Wanting to make sure that headquarters could monitor the report more closely, Dugan 
was asked to inform the team that IUCN would like to set up an oversight panel to vet the 
report before publication. That request was unacceptable since Manley and I knew that 
there was no way that IUCN could put together a monitoring committee with the 
combined general and Okavango expertise of our team. After headquarters was informed 
that we would resign should such a committee be formed, the issue was dropped.   
 
The other occasion involved the publication process for the teamÕs Draft Final Report in 
May 1992. Understandably the Government of Botswana wanted to have that option. 
Because of the depth of Water Affairs opposition to our conclusions, however, we opted 
to arrange publication through a local publisher whose identity we did not reveal. On 
taking possession of the reports, we gave copies to Water Affairs on a Friday to read that 
weekend, along with information on our intent to release the report prior to giving a 
public lecture in Gaborone at the end of the next week. On the following Monday we 

                                                
9  The only time I was absent from Botswana for longer than three weeks was when I returned to the 
United States to prepare the Draft Final Report. 
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were requested not to release the report since the Minister of Mineral Resources and 
Water Affairs was out of town. A compromise was reached whereby Water Affairs had 
the option of submitting the report to parliament before we released it at the time of the 
public lecture.  
 
The public lecture was organized by the Kalahari Conservation Society and held in the 
auditorium of a secondary school in Gaborone. As Manley and I arrived it was clear that 
the lecture was going to be well attended. Approximately 30 minutes before we began, 
the government announced on the radio that the Southern Okavango Integrated Water 
Development Project had been suspended. The announcement was made brilliantly both 
as a face saving event and in a way to emphasize the governmentÕs democratic 
procedures. No mention was made of IUCN or the IUCN report. The project had been 
cancelled according to the government announcement because of the strength of local 
opposition. 
 
The IUCN SOIWDP Evaluation 
 
The IUCN Draft Final Report, released on May 21st, 1992, recommended that the 
Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project be terminated. A wide range 
of deficiencies was presented relating Òboth to the project itself and to the process 
whereby it was planned and designedÓ (IUCN 1992a: Exec. Sum). Neither of the two 
major goals of the project to increase food production or raise living standards would be 
met; nor was the project necessary for meeting the water demand of Maun and the Orapa 
mining complex. In terms of food production, the decision to drop the northernmost small 
dam eliminated the reservoir that was supposed to play an important role in increasing 
flood recession cultivation up to 5,000 hectares. With that component dropped, the extent 
of flood recession cultivation would actually be decreased. As opposed to a potential of 
1,010 ha.of new cultivable flood recession areas to be created by other components of the 
project, reservoir flooding and reduced downstream flows would eliminate or seriously 
affect at least 3,000 hectares (SMEC 1987b, Vol. III), including over 1,000 hectares of 
Òsome of the most productive agricultural soils in BotswanaÓ (Scudder et al.1993: 5).  
 
As for the planned 10,000 hectares of commercial irrigation, that figure was based not on 
studies but on the terms of reference for the project which in turn was based on 
assumptions subsequently shown to be incorrect. For example, Snowy MountainsÕ soil 
surveys showed the main areas selected to be unsuitable for irrigation, while the pilot 
Boro rice project that was to be extended from 30 hectares to 500 subsequently failed. 
National policies had also changed. The emphasis on food self-sufficiency in the Sixth 
National Development Plan (1985) that advocated subsidized irrigation had been replaced 
by a sounder emphasis on a wider range of development options that would provide the 
populace with food security. Commercial irrigation was Òrecognized to be a high 
technology, high risk, high input enterprise under existing soil and climatic conditionsÓ 
(Scudder et al.1993: 99) which were exacerbated by MaunÕs distance from major 
markets. By the time Snowy Mountains was finalizing its reports, the potential for 
commercial irrigation had shrunk from 10,000 hectares to 1,300 ha. that the IUCN 
Review reduced to 110 ha. on a pilot basis. The fact that the virtual elimination of the 
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projectÕs food production component caused no compensating changes in project design 
increased the suspicion of critics, including my own, that the projectÕs main purpose 
throughout was to provide water to the Orapa/Letlhakane mining complex and to Maun. 
 
In order to assess the impact of SOIWDP on the living standards of affected villages, the 
IUCN team divided the projectÕs impact area into nine zones. In six of those zones the net 
impact of project implementation on village living standards would be negative. In two 
others it would be uncertain. In only one would project implementation have had positive 
impacts. The total estimated population in those zones was 55,199 in 1991. Of that 
number, IUCN estimated that six percent lived in the zone benefiting from the project 
and 30 percent in zones where the net impact would be negative. Of the two zones where 
impacts were listed as uncertain, the largest contained 55 percent of the total population 
(30,423). That was the Upper Works reservoir zone in which Maun was located. In 
IUCNÕs final report short and medium term impacts were seen as negative due to such 
reasons as loss of cultivable land to the reservoir, destruction of the riverine forest, and 
public health impacts. Granted the zoneÕs rapid growth (the approximate population ten 
years earlier was only 18, 300), the IUCN team recognized the importance of a growing 
water supply, especially for Maun,10 but retained reservations about the wisdom of 
proceeding with a reservoir without further evaluation of other options. Those 
reservations strengthened during the severe drought that followed in the mid 1990s, with 
Manley suspecting that a full reservoir might well have dried up leaving Maun worse off 
than without the project. 
 
The IUCN teamÕs conclusions justified and supported the opposition of Ngamiland and 
Boteti subdistrict to the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project. 
Though villagers tended to ignore the negative impact on their lives of factors that had 
nothing to do with the project, such as drought and population increase, their assessment 
of the negative impact on their living standards of Anglo-AmericaÕs dredging and 
straightening of the Boro and diversion of the Boteti into the Mopipi Reservoir was 
correct. As they suspected, implementation of SOIWDPÕs Upper and Lower Works 
would have had an even more serious impact.  
 
The question as to whether the shallow Upper Works (or Maun) reservoir might have 
dried up during periods of extreme drought such as occurred in the mid 1990s raises the 
question of whether or not the hydrological and hydrogeological assumptions on which 
the project was based were sound. The projectÕs hydrological modeling was an elaborated 
model developed during the UNDP/FAO studies (Dincer 1985; Dincer et al. 1987). 
Though that model dealt adequately with annual Okavango flows, Manley developed for 
the IUCN team a model for comparative purposes that would better reflect monthly 
flows. He also procured through Portuguese authorities better rainfall data from the 
OkavangoÕs better-watered upper catchment in Angola.  
 

                                                
10  The only time I was absent from Botswana for longer than three weeks was when I returned to the 
United States to prepare the Draft Final Report. 
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Using a model capable of simulating monthly flows and improved rainfall data, Manley 
concluded that the project consultants had underestimated historic flows through the delta 
and overestimated the number of months during the extreme drought of 1940/42 that 
flood water did not reach Maun. While all such interpretations must be used with caution, 
the difference was significant as it related to the declared need for the Upper Works 
reservoir. According to the government project interpretation no flows would have 
reached Maun during 30 months; according to ManleyÕs that number was reduced to 
Òonly 9 months with no flowÓ (Manley and Wright 1996: 219). ManleyÕs analysis also 
indicated that the project consultants had underestimated seepage as well as evapo-
transpiration which related to the growing concern of team members that the Maun 
reservoir might dry up during drought periods. 
 
Complementing ManleyÕs research was that of IUCN team member Edmund Wright into 
the hydrogeology of the lower Okavango Delta and the Orapa mining complex. His Maun 
work raised a perplexing issue. Though BotswanaÕs arid and semi-arid habitat had 
stimulated groundwater research, the least known area was said to be the Okavango 
Basin. At the time of the UNDP/FAO surveys at the end of the 1960s and during the 
1970s, recommendations emphasized the need for groundwater surveys throughout the 
Okavango region. No action was taken. Again in 1982 at the first meeting of the 
Okavango Water Development Committee, the governmentÕs Principal Hydrogeologist  
pointed out the lower priority that had been given to the Okavango. Four years later in 
1986 the Deputy Director of the governmentÕs Geological Survey, who had become the 
Director of Water Affairs by the time of the IUCN study, criticized the lack of attention 
paid to ground water in Snowy MountainsÕ Inception Report. When Snowy Mountains 
inserted a recommendation for research in a subsequent draft report, they were told to 
remove it.  
 
The formation of the Okavango Water Development Committee at a time of drought 
when Debswana had initiated a crash program in search of groundwater for the diamond 
mines after the Mopipi Reservoir had dried up together with the de-emphasis on ground 
water research in the delta suggested to me that high government officials had approved 
the project to serve the mines and had told officials in the Department of Water Affairs to 
get on with it. I also wondered about the extent to which hydropolitics and possibly 
corruption were pushing for a big project with inadequate attention to alternatives.  As 
subsequent events have shown, conjunctive use of existing surface and ground water 
could meet MaunÕs needs without any dam construction, while WrightÕs assessment 
confirmed DebswanaÕs reply to the environmental movement in the 1990s that Orapa did 
not need the project because there was sufficient groundwater for the life of the mine. As 
for the effect of its depletion on local residents, we were satisfied that a policy of setting  
up an indemnity fund would adequately deal with that issue. 
 
Though none of the projectÕs major deficiencies related to the type of adverse impacts on 
biodiversity that had concerned the environmental movement, the IUCN review 
concluded that the two reservoirs would not only kill off the magnificent riverine forests 
that lined the Thamalakane fault and the Boteti River but that the nature of the soils 
fringing the reservoirs would inhibit their regeneration. Especially in the case of the 
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Maun reservoir that would detract from the areaÕs tourism appeal. IUCN team botanists 
were also skeptical that plans to revegetate the lower 43 kilometers of the Boro would 
work following channelization.  
 
Overall, the SOIWDP plans were a classic case of the overrepresentation of benefits and 
the underestimation of costs. Not only were compensation costs for affected people too 
low, but some costs to them received no compensation at all. Those losing arable land to 
the reservoir would be compensated but those whose flood recession land would no 
longer receive floodwater would not.  
 
The IUCN Alternative 
 
Introduction 
 
Accepting the major goals of the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development 
Project, the longest chapter in the IUCN report dealt with a better-designed and more cost 
effective alternative to realize those goals.  Consistent with policies presented in the 
governmentÕs recent Seventh National Development Plan (1991), emphasis was on the 
nature of the natural resource base in the Okavango region, existing economies at village 
and district/subdistrict levels, and current planning by NgamilandÕs Land Use Planning 
Unit, Land Board and District Council. Special attention was paid to ensuring that the 
IUCN Alternative was strongly participatory and that it built on the multi-stranded 
initiatives that villagers used to maintain and improve their living standards.  
 
A major weakness of the government project had been its non-participatory nature at 
local, regional and even national levels because of the increasing dominance of the 
Ministry of Mineral Resources and Water Affairs and especially the Department of Water 
Affairs. As a corrective the IUCN team paid special attention to the Land Use Planning 
UnitÕs 8 Ngamiland District planning zones, as well as to recommendations by the Unit 
for integrating local communities into the management of the various wildlife areas.  
 
To evaluate economic activities at the household level, the IUCN team dealt with rainfed 
and flood recession agriculture, livestock management, wage labor, gathering, fishing, 
hunting and craft manufacture, and such small business enterprises as tea rooms, cafes 
and shops. Making recommendations for such activities required an awareness of the 
dynamics involved.  The different components of such a diversified production system 
vary not only from household to household, but within households from season to season 
and year to year due to variation in rainfall and flooding and changes in a householdÕs 
natural resource base and labor and financial resources.  
 
New development initiatives were also recommended. Based on the research and 
recommendation of team consultant Norman Reynolds (1992), the team recommended 
productive activities and administrative services be linked to a hierarchy of markets for 
the better integration of rural and urban areas. To meet MaunÕs increasing demand for 
water, the conjunctive use of surface and ground water was emphasized, while 
groundwater was seen as sufficient for meeting OrapaÕs needs. These various facets of 
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the IUCN Alternative will be dealt with in further detail in the paragraphs that follow 
because they have importance as options for river basin development elsewhere. 
 
Development Strategies for the Village Sector and Maun 11 
 
The IUCN Alternative for the village economy was based Òon a series of modest 
adjustments to the details of each of the independent strands in rural householdsÕ 
economic strategiesÓ (Scudder et al.1993: 184) and on a marketing approach that would 
help integrate smaller villages with larger communities and with Maun. The IUCN team 
argued that special attention to be paid to agriculture because it remained the most 
important component within the village economy. That would require national policy 
changes as well as increases in local production. Though the village economy was 
primarily a subsistence one, one reason for this was the low prices offered for cereal 
staples by the Botswana Agricultural Marketing Board.  That was one example of a 
national policy that was a disincentive to local development. Other policies of the 
Ministry of Agriculture favored the more densely settled and urbanized eastern portion of 
the country rather than the Okavango Delta. 
 
The IUCN Alternative also emphasized reform in an existing national program Ð the 
Arable Land Development Program. That program, it was recommended, should better 
adapt input and extension packages to local production and marketing conditions. Several 
opportunities existed. To extend the benefits of the German-supported program on flood 
recession agriculture to a greater number of farmers would require making available 
credit for more plows and for bunding and small water control structures. Another 
opportunity would capitalize on the governmentÕs research on irrigated horticulture for 
small-scale irrigation around Maun and the larger communities that individual farmers 
had already begun. That too would require credit for small pumps and other inputs. Both 
approaches needed to pay particular attention to the proportionately large number of 
female-headed households that were in particular need of plow animals, especially 
donkeys for smaller fields, to offset their labor constraints. 
 
Recommendations on livestock management dealt with major constraints such as 
governmentÕs fencing policy and its termination of community control over common 
property grazing under customary tenure. Both government policies favored commercial 
ranchers who could exclude others by fencing their pastures while continuing to graze 
their animals on what were now open access commons. IUCNÕs recommendations 
emphasized a return to the type of limited access commons that had been managed by 
villages and larger political units in the past as well as to more attention to animal health, 
herd management and marketing of milk, meat and other animal products.  
 
Domestic use and marketing of wild plant resources provided another important 
development opportunity. Harvesting of reeds (Phragmites australis) already was an 

                                                
11  In addition to the 1993 IUCN Review this section draws on Norman ReynoldsÕ 1992 ÒCommunity 
Development and Resource ManagementÓ and the second of two articles that I  wrote for the November 4, 
1994  issue of The Okavango Observer. 
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important source of income due to the demand in Maun and the tourism industry for 
fencing, screens and housing. Dried, bundled and marketed, reeds compared favorably as 
a cash crop with the most valuable cultivated crops (ibid: 206-208; 479-482).  Yet not 
only were villagers not getting an appropriate return,12 but the supply of reeds was under 
threat from over exploitation. IUCN recommendations called for research into optimal 
harvesting, zoning and improved management to protect the resource, and marketing. 
Other wild produce with market potential included palm (Hyphaene petersiana) for 
making baskets and alcoholic beverages, thatching grasses, aquatic bulbs and tubers, and 
a number of fruits including marula (Sclerocarya cafra) which is the main ingredient in 
the popular South African liqueur Amarula.  
 
The Okavango Delta artisannal fishery provided an important under-exploited 
opportunity to the village sector. Institutional support was present in the form of a 
motivated government Fisheries Section. Though more research would be needed to 
assess the fisheryÕs potential, marketing was the main current constraint with insufficient 
emphasis on sun-dried salted fish as opposed to more technically complex and costly 
fresh and frozen produce. As to the management of 22 Controlled Hunting Areas, the 
IUCN Review recommended that seven of those sections, as opposed to only two in 
existing plans, be reserved for community rather than private sector management. 
 
One of the most innovative sections of the IUCN Alternative dealt with the issue of 
improving rural-urban linkages for marketing purposes and the provision of government 
services.  In 1991 marketing facilities in Maun and other largely communities were 
Òvirtually non existentÓ (ibid 1993: 186) as was the outreach of government services to 
the village level. The IUCN alternative was based on a model developed by Norman 
Reynolds and pioneered in western Zimbabwe. As explained by Reynolds, ÒMarkets are 
low cost open spaces with a modicum of facilities. They are community owned economic 
institutionsÓ Adapted to the Okavango region the system would involve a hierarchy of 
periodic primary, secondary, and tertiary markets. ÒThe primary and secondary markets 
would occur every fortnight. At the primary market there would be the clinic on wheels 
or boat, the farmersÕ meeting with the extension agent, a post office agent, the school and 
other local meetings, the local court, a small livestock and fish market, women selling 
vegetables, fruit and crafts, traders from town and from other villages selling and buying 
all kinds of merchandise, several forms of information campaigns including 
immunization and AIDS, maybe a [mobile] bank but certainly any local banking system 
such as credit unions, and entertainersÉT he secondary market will receive items bulked 
the day before in primary markets near by. It will have the [mobile] Bank, more outsiders 
linking the area to the local town and to regional and national markets, a bigger crowd, 
and officially supported livestock auctions and crop collection. The administration will 
attend the markets and perform in the eyes of the peopleÉ The tertiary or town market is 
the highlight of the weekÓ (Reynolds 1992).  
 

                                                
12  Buyers in the safari and tourism industries tended to pay in produce such as sugar at what 
amounted to a lower price than the thatchÕs cash value.  
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The IUCN Alternative also called for processing industries in the larger communities 
such as Maun and Rakops. These would include a facility for making amarula, the 
Okavango region being well served by marula trees. Other industries could process hides 
and manufacture the type of low cost donkey harness designed by the flood recession 
development project. Craft production would serve the growing demand of the tourist 
industry for already popular baskets, while hammer mills would begin to meet the 
increasing demand for mechanized grinding of cereal products. An ice plant would serve 
the fishing industry as well as safari companies. Other possibilities would combine 
introduction of new crops with associated agro-industries. One example would be the 
introduction of red flammida sorghum. An early maturing, drought resistant variety with 
proven success in the climatically similar Middle Zambezi Valley, it makes an excellent 
opaque beer and could justify a small brewery. Also noted were Òdrought-resistant seeds 
like sesame and sunflower [that] could support small processing industriesÓ (Scudder et 
al. 1993: 186). 
 
Meeting MaunÕs and Orapa Water Demand 13 
  
Aside from a permanent water treatment plant for Maun (also recommended as part of the 
Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project) and boreholes with 
associated distribution facilities, the IUCN Alternative required no major infrastructure 
such as dams to meet MaunÕs and OrapaÕs water supply demands. In 1991, MaunÕs water 
supply was based entirely on year around pumping of ground water from two well fields: 
one in the usually dry Shashe River, which was recharged, on the average, by intermittent 
flows once every three years, and the other Òin the sand-clay sequence below the 
Thamalakane River,Ó the relationship of which to surface flows was Ònot clearly 
understoodÓ (Manley and Wright 1996: 221). It was well recognized that existing pumps 
would be unable to meet MaunÕs increasing demand. Indeed, during the 1993 drought 
water rationing was necessary with restrictions placed on attaching new users to existing 
facilities. Even then a temporary treatment plant had to be installed to process water from 
a deep pool in the no longer flowing Thamalakane. The governmentÕs proposed solution 
to this problem was the Upper Works or Maun Reservoir. Edmund Wright, the IUCNÕs 
hydrogeologist, concluded that Òthe potential for additional groundwater development 
had been discounted in the original study with insufficient justification. Groundwater for 
rural populations and livestock in the riparian areas is an important resource and becomes 
increasingly so in drought periods and in the lower Boteti which floods at less frequent 
intervalsÓ (ibid: 218).   
 
The IUCN Alternative was based on conjunctive use of ground water and surface water 
in the Thamalakane River that flowed through Maun within the Thamalakane fault. 
MaunÕs annual use required less than two percent of the ThamalakaneÕs flow based on 
IUCNÕs hydrological modeling. It was estimated by the IUCN team that the river, once a 
proper water purification plant was provided, could meet demand 80 percent of the time. 
In other words, Òto pump from the River Thamalakane when water is available, but to 

                                                
13  In addition to the 1993 IUCN Review, this section draws on Manley and WrightÕs 1996 ÒThe 
review of the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development ProjectÓ and observations by Pete Smith. 
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pump from ground water when the river is dryÓ (Scudder et al. 1993: 15) as opposed to 
the continual pumping of ground water. Such a strategy would allow more careful 
management of water resources than the governmentÕs flawed Maun reservoir in which 
there would be no control over seepage and evapo-transpiration; hence over the danger of 
the reservoir drying up during periods of extreme drought. By contrast ground water 
supplies could be recharged during years of heavy flooding and new supplies could 
always be developed in the various well fields that surrounded Maun.  
 
Basic to the IUCN conjunctive use scenario was an assumption that the necessary water 
was there. The existing ground water network needed to supply water to Maun under the 
IUCN alternative already was sufficient to meet basic domestic supplies until 2010.  
More specifically, if Thamalakane River flows could meet demand 80 percent of the 
time, the current ground water network could meet the remaining 20 percent Òover a 
period of at least three years without any recharge in the Shashe, its main aquiferÓ (IUCN 
1993: 16). For purposes of expansion there were unutilized aquifers in various dry 
channels nearby. Further to the northeast, Pete Smith had documented major flows that 
could be tapped, though at some expense, from two delta tributaries located on either side 
of ChiefÕs Island. Existing facilities for pumping ground water could also be improved. 
For example extracting ground water from the aquifer below the Thamakalane could be 
enhanced by the use of collector wells that Wright noted would also improve water 
quality. In sum, IUCNÕs Òpreliminary conclusions were therefore that a conjunctive use 
scenario is feasible for the 2010 demand projections, even with the existing well fields 
and assumed drought durations. Fuller information on both ground and surface water 
resources would improve planning and managementÓ (Manley and Wright 1996: 222). 
Subsequent events have supported that conclusion. As for Orapa needs, consultants hired 
by Debswana had concluded that ground water supplies were sufficient for the life of the 
mine Ð a conclusion that Wright confirmed. 
 
More Recent Events: 1993-2002 
 
Introduction 
 
A major deficiency of the 1991Government of Botswana/IUCN Memorandum of 
Understanding was its (and my) failure to stipulate how the IUCN final report was to be 
reviewed by the government and the public. After dealing with government comments on 
the May 1992 draft, the final report was submitted to the government in October 1992. 
During the second half of the following year IUCN published the report as a 543 page 
book under its Wetlands Programme. During the intervening year, it is difficult to escape 
the conclusion that the Government of Botswana was not only extremely annoyed with 
IUCN, but was also trying to punish the people of Ngamiland for opposing the Southern 
Okavango Integrated Water Development Project. 
 
The Government of Botswana, the Department of Water Affairs and the IUCN Review 
 
For Manley and myself relationships with Water Affairs officials became unpleasant after 
we informed them in March 1992 that the team did not support the project. They would 
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have been even more difficult if IUCNÕs regional director for Southern Africa, India 
Musokotwane, had not given us his full support, including accompanying us and acting 
as spokesperson during a difficult meeting with the Minister. IUCN Headquarters 
remained quiet about the teamÕs report throughout the May 1992-June 1993 period. 
When I wrote to the Director General in May 1993 about the importance of IUCN 
playing a proactive role in pressing the government to allow a public evaluation of the 
report, as well as IUCN publicizing and disseminating it internationally, I was told that it 
was necessary to move slowly because the Government of Botswana was a new member. 
Headquarters had prepared a press release in December 1992. It was not released, with an 
accompanying Okavango resource file, until July 1993 Ð just after the Government of 
Botswana had finally paid for its share of the IUCN Review. While the June 1993 Issue 
of the Wetlands ProgrammeÕs Newsletter referred to the Okavango report as forthcoming, 
the November 1993 Newsletter ignored it completely even in its section on New 
Publications.  
 
I believe IUCNÕs inaction was partially responsible for the IUCN SOIWDP review never 
being technically evaluated by the government  (which eventually said they had no 
commitment to make such an evaluation) and for the IUCN alternative never being 
presented to the public for discussion. I also believe such inaction was unnecessary. 
Though a team member who returned to Botswana in March 1993 found the Department 
of Water Affairs still hostile to the report, Manley had good discussions with DWAÕs 
Director and his Minister while attending a symposium in Botswana on the Zambezi 
River system the next month. Also present was the Minister of Health who was also MP 
from Ngamiland. He was pleased with the IUCN report as had been local government 
officials in Maun when I had discussed it with them the previous year. India 
Musokotwane, also present, was upbeat and planned to followup on recommendations in 
the IUCN alternative by visiting the Okavango region with the Director of Water Affairs 
and organizing a workshop on development options. Though delays followed, India was 
still optimistic when I visited him in September 1994. At that time he told me that he had 
recently informed the Secretary to the President that the government really had no option 
but to implement the IUCN alternative. Musokotwane, who was still planning to go to 
Maun with government officials, also agreed that it made sense for me to explain in some 
detail in a two-part article in the Okavango Observer the reasoning behind the IUCN 
critique of the government project and the nature of the IUCN alternative. Those articles 
were published in the October and November 1994 issues. In December India 
Musokotwane died.  
 
IndiaÕs death brought to an end efforts on the part of IUCN to work actively with the 
government to implement the IUCN alternative.  According to Pete Smith, IUCNÕs 
country office in Gaborone, where a new representative had replaced Daniel Rychner, felt 
that my Okavango Observer articles had hurt IUCNÕs in-country position. Later, when 
there was a possibility for Ronald Manley to help Water Affairs use his hydrological 
model, IUCNÕs headquarters informed him, with a copy to me that I quote, that they did 
not wish him to become involved as that could be Òdetrimental to the longterm position 
of IUCN in Botswana.Ó Perhaps headquarters was correct. By then the government had 
begun to follow various recommendations in the IUCN alternative. In addition to 
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exploring conjunctive use of surface and ground water, the number of ÒControlled 
Hunting AreasÓ to be leased out to local communities had been increased from two to six 
with a US Agency for International Development funded planning contract given to a 
Maun agency in which Pete Smith was to play a major role until his death in 1996.  
 
On the other hand, if India MusokotwaneÕs more active approach had been taken from 
the start, a government and public review of the IUCN critique of the government project 
and of the IUCN alternative might have occurred. That could have resulted in a more 
systematic implementation of the alternative rather than the piecemeal approach taken to 
date which is largely restricted to the IUCN recommendation for dealing with MaunÕs 
water supply while other recommendations dealing with raising the living standards of 
villagers in the Okavango region continue to be ignored.  
 
While remaining critical of the IUCN Report, the Department of Water Affairs began, 
though very slowly, to address MaunÕs water supply problem through ground water 
investigations. An unexpected event, in the form of a two-year drought during the 
1991/92 and 1992/93 rainy seasons, had seriously exacerbated that problem. During those 
two years rainfall was said to be the lowest recorded with flows into the delta reported to 
be the lowest in living history. That was especially the case in 1993 when the annual 
flood did not reach Maun until July and the Boteti until September. Outflow from the 
delta was also low during 1994, as well as during 1995 with no water reaching the 
Thamalakane by July. 
 
Fearful that government might use the drought as a means for resurrecting the Southern 
Okavango Integrated Water Development Project, Manley, Wright and I drafted a letter 
for MusokotwaneÕs use in Botswana that explained the risk that the Maun reservoir could 
dry up during such droughts. Our concerns were temporarily alleviated by two events. 
One was the success of a private driller working for a safari company in finding a source 
of good quality groundwater in one of the previously unutilized wellfields that IUCN had 
recommended as a possible source of additional supply. The other involved favorable 
statements from the government. In an October 1993 article in the Okavango Observer, 
the Department of Water AffairsÕs Principal Water Engineer for Operations and 
Maintenance was quoted as saying that ÒLong-term planning for MaunÕs water supply 
will be based on the existing ground water and the water from the delta;Ó in effect on 
IUCNÕs conjunctive use scenario. The next month the Director of Water Affairs 
suggested to India Musokotwane a coordinated approach between IUCNÕs regional office 
and the government to implement the IUCN alternative. A joint visit to Maun was 
scheduled for January 1994 and publicized locally.  Still later that month the President of 
Botswana, in addressing a local meeting in Maun, mentioned that investigations were 
underway on alternate sources of supply. Conjunctive use was mentioned. 
 
Throughout 1993 I was receiving regular communications from Maun as to the water 
crisis and what actions to deal with it were being taken. I had also revisited Maun in 
September.  If events in October and November had alleviated my concerns, they re-
emerged the next month when I received a December 3 clipping from the Okavango 
Observer in which the President said Òthat within 25 years, Maun and Boteti would 
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benefit from the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Project.Ó  That the senior most 
government officials, including both the President and the Vice President, continued to 
back the Southern Okavango Integrated Water Development Project became increasingly 
clear during 1994. According to a March 3 headline in BotswanaÕs Midweek Sun the 
President Òlongs for Okavango Delta utilization.Ó That was at the end of a state visit from 
ZimbabweÕs President Mugabe during which the two presidents visited the Okavango 
region. During the visit Mugabe told those at local meetings that the Okavango should be 
exploited for irrigation in the same way that the lower Nile was being exploited. After the 
visit, President Masire mentioned the need for developing the Okavango without the 
interference of such international environmental groups as Greenpeace.14  He hoped that 
President MugabeÕs Zimbabwe and other African states would come to BotswanaÕs 
assistance. The next month, the Vice President ridiculed IUCNÕs  emphasis on 
groundwater during a visit to Maun (Okavango Observer April 1994)..  
 
In July 1994 President Masire was interviewed by the editor of the Okavango Observer.  
In noting how local people and tourist interests had stopped a dam that would have 
provided Òwater galore,Ó he stated that Òin a democratic set up, people must make their 
beds and lie on it.Ó When asked if the government would revisit the project if ÒpeopleÕs 
mood changed,Ó the President replied, ÒOf course we would. But there must be 
demonstrable interest in the locals because we would not like to come and waste 
resources here again. I mean we lost millions of Pula [the local currency], in order to 
compensate the contractors.Ó In October, Mugabe offered ZimbabweÕs assistance at the 
Southern African Environmental Management Conference. Irrigation schemes for 
growing wheat, rice and other crops should be established in the Delta. Castigating 
environmental organizations, he told NGOs in Zimbabwe that they should Òkeep in stepÓ 
with government plans. 
 
The Department of Water Affairs and MaunÕs Water Supply 
 
While senior politicians were once again pushing for a major dam and an even larger 
irrigation component, the Department of Water Affairs was pushing forward with 
groundwater explorations in the vicinity of Maun. Even while President Masire was 
pushing the resurrection of SOIWDP, the Department was drafting terms of reference for 
Phase 1 ( Exploration and Resource Assessment) of its Maun Groundwater Development 
Project. It was to be a major 22 month study which would include 40 exploration wells in 
hopes of bringing on 10 productive ones. Though subsequently tapping only saline 
groundwater, two deep boreholes were also included for investigating the possibility of a 
major freshwater lens that had been hypothesized to exist in the faulted zone underlying 
the Thamalakane River. Other IUCN recommendations such as collector wells and 
artificial recharge of the Shashe wellfield were also to be investigated.  
 

                                                
14  No mention was made of the IUCN report. This may have been due to an intentional government 
policy to ignore it in public or the President may not have not been briefed by the Ministry of  Mineral 
Resources and Water Affairs as to the reportÕs contents and implications for large-scale commercial 
irrigation. 
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Phase 1 was contracted to Eastend Investments that was a joint venture between Water 
Resources Consultants, Botswana and Vincent Uhl Associates, United States. By 1997, 
111 boreholes had been drilled, with test pumping from 46. Supporting the conclusions of 
the IUCN review, the Consultants concluded Òthat groundwater utilization is a viable 
option to meet the medium and longer term water supply needs for Maun. Surface water, 
when available, can be used conjunctively to artificially recharge the Shashe River Valley 
and for direct supply utilizing the present surface water treatment plantÓ (Eastend 
Investments 1997: 16).  
 
To initiate Phase 2, a three stage development plan was recommended to meet demand 
through 2000 (Stage 1), 2012 (Stage 2) and 2027 (Stage 3). Though the Consultants 
recommended its immediate implementation during 1998, the government delayed 
contracting Phase 2 until 2001 when Water Resources Consultants with assistance from 
Vincent Uhl Associates was contracted to site and install Òat least two wellfields to 
provide water to the town of Maun and surroundings through the year 2015Ó (Vincent 
Uhl Associates website). According to an official in MaunÕs Department of Water Affairs 
in 2002, augmented water supplies could begin in 2004. In the meanwhile, the Maun area 
continues to depend primarily on groundwater from the Shashe wellfield, where a 
number of new but temporary boreholes have been drilled. 
 
The Government of Botswana and the Okavango Region 
 
In 1997 the Government of Botswana agreed for the Okavango Delta to become the 
worldÕs largest Ramsar site, another recommendation in the IUCN report.  Its 
implementation might not have happened if Namibian officials, worried by the 1992-95 
drought and wishing to maintain their policy of knowing two years in advance that their 
water supplies were secure, had not initiated their own hurried feasibility study of a plan 
to pipe water to its capitol city of Windhoek and other central region areas from the 
Okavango River at Rundu. The potentially adverse effect of such a pipe line on the delta 
concerned not only Okavango villagers, their leaders (who petitioned the Namibians not 
to proceed) and the tourism industry, but also the Department of Water Affairs which 
wanted any such study to be run through the tripartite Okavango River Basin 
Commission (OKACOM) that had been established in the mid-1990s with Angola, 
Botswana and Namibia as members.  
 
Manley returned to Botswana to work with South AfricaÕs Department of Scientific and 
Industrial Research that was coordinating the ecological study of the downstream impacts 
of the Namibian scheme. As part of his study he visited both Maun and Gaborone where 
he was warmly received by members of Tshomarelo and the Kalahari Conservation 
Society and by staff of the Department of Water Affairs. The conclusion of his study was 
that implementation of the Namibian scheme would have meant a reduction of only about 
10 square kilometers in the flooded area of the delta. 
 
Luckily heavy rains Ð another unexpected climatic event -- during the 1996/97 season 
filled WindhoekÕs reservoirs and brought the immediate crisis to an end with the 
Namibian government agreeing to run their feasibility study through OKACOM 
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following international competitive bidding. The fact that the Government of Botswana 
could tell Namibia that it had not only Òsuspended indefinitelyÓ its Southern Okavango 
Integrated Water Development Project but had also protected the Okavango Delta as a 
Ramsar site, allowed its three member OKACOM delegation, which was chaired by the 
Director of Water Affairs, to take the moral high ground.  
 
Though the government has yet to acknowledge ever following any of the 
recommendations in the IUCN report, I have been told by several reliable observers that 
members of the Department of Water Affairs have come to see the non-implementation 
of SOIWDP as Òa blessing in disguise.Ó  Another positive development was the 
establishment in Maun in 1994 of the University of BotswanaÕs Harry Oppenheimer 
Okavango Research Centre. Recruiting its staff internationally as well as locally, the 
Centre with IUCN help has the responsibility for drawing up the management plan for the 
Okavango Delta as a Ramsar site.  The combination of an inclusive river basin 
commission and the OkavangoÕs Ramsar designation should help preserve the deltaÕs 
integrity for many years to come. When a full study is made of the present situation, I 
believe that the IUCN Review will be highlighted as playing a key role in the deltaÕs 
recent history. 
 
Hydro-Québec’s James Bay Project and the Grande Baleine Component 
 
Introduction 
 
Hydro-QubecÕs James Bay Project is important as a case history because it illustrates a 
number of important points or issues. Four are especially important.  One relates to the 
necessity of feasibility studies addressing cumulative impacts arising from a new project 
Ð in this case Grand Baleine Ð in relationship to preŽvious ones in the same region. 
Another is that well organized local populations can stop, at least for the time being, a 
multi-billion dollar project. That lesson is analyzed in detail to illustrate the type of 
campaign required if affected people are to have an impact on policy as well as the 
country and project specific complexities that have to be dealt with. A third lesson is that 
opposition can also lead to cooperation between local communities and the project 
authority. On the other hand, the James Bay case also emphasizes, as a fourth important 
lesson, that signed agreements notwithstanding, powerful project authorities cannot be 
trusted on their own to honor agreements especially where backed by the authority of the 
state (as in the case of IndiaÕs Sardar Sarovar Project) or a province (as in the James Bay 
case).  
 
Provincial Context 
 
With QuŽbec having the largest debt of any Canadian province and a rate of 
unemployment considered too high by all political parties, the government of QuŽbec, the 
business community and the labor unions all wanted the James Bay Project to be 
implemented. It is by far the provinceÕs largest development initiative and will open up 
an isolated area of 375,000 square kilometers in the central part of the province not just 
for hydro power development but also for logging, mining, tourism, hunting and fishing. 
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Nevertheless the 20 dams and at least six interbasin transfers envisioned will greatly 
reduce the flows in some rivers while doubling it in others with the result that the overall 
environmental impact on biodiversity and the general landscape will be negative.  
 
To date the major implementation problem for the project authorities has been the fact 
that the project area coincides with the homeland of the James Bay Cree, 15 a Native 
American people resident in the area for thousands of years. The Cree have been able to 
maintain a preferred lifestyle and culture that the large majority believe to be threatened 
by the James Bay Project. But the Cree also have a problem. With a rapidly increasing 
population that grew from 5,500 when the James Bay Project was announced in 1971 to 
11,000 in the mid-1990s and 13,000 by 2002, over 50 percent of whom are under the age 
of 20, the Cree have a serious unemployment problem which will require them to make 
compromises that will further degrade their habitat and perhaps threaten their culture. 
 
Hydro-Québec, the James Bay Project and the James Bay Cree 16 
 
Hydro-QuŽbec and the James Bay Project 
 
Hydro-QuŽbec is a powerful Canadian parastatal owned by the Provincial Government of 
QuŽbec for the generation and distribution of electricity. Responsible for 29 percent of 
the electricity generated in Canada during 1999 (Hydro-QuŽbec website), it serves over 
3.5 million QuŽbec customers, including energy intensive mineral processing industries. 
It also sells high cost peaking power to the northeastern United States during hot summer 
months. Profits are reported to have exceeded one billion dollars in 2000 (Montreal 
Gazette, September 27, 2001). During 1999 a $453 million dividend was paid to the 
government (Rutland Herald, June 18, 2000). Hydropower provides over 95 percent of 
an installed capacity of 32, 274 MW with the companyÕs 56 generating stations including 
51 hydro power stations, four thermal plants, and one nuclear. One of four operating 
divisions handles international projects, including involvement in a Canadian consortium 
that completed a major feasibility study of ChinaÕs Three Gorges Project during the 
1980s.  
 
As is so often the case with large dams and large-scale river basin development, the 
James Bay Project was pushed forward by a single powerful politician Ð in this case by 
Premier Robert Bourassa when his Liberal Party was in power. As announced by 
Bourassa on April 30, 1971, the James Bay Project was to be implemented in three stages 
Ð each of which would have cost billions of dollars.  Referred to as the NBR Project after 
the Nottaway-Broadback-Rupert system of rivers, the first stage would divert water from 
the other rivers into the Broadback where up to eight power plants could produce 8,400 

                                                
15  Though there are other Cree populations in Canada, my concern is only with the James Bay Cree; 
hereafter referred to as the Cree.   
 
16  In addition to the Cree, implementation of the Grande Baleine stage would have also affected the 
southernmost Inuit community that had  260 residents in 1988, while the diversion of the Caniapiscau into 
the La Grande would have affected an Inuit community on the edge of Ungava Bay. Only the Cree are dealt 
with here.  
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MW.17 Called La Grande,  the second stage  was broken down into two phases. The first 
phase would involve 3 dams on the La Grande River with a generating capacity of 10,282 
MW. The second phase, involving diversions to the La Grande from three other rivers, 
would produce 5,537 MW from six power plants. Its scale is illustrated by the fact that 
two of the diverted rivers currently flow west into James Bay while the third flows to the 
northeast into Ungava Bay.  The third stage was called Grande Baleine (Great Whale). It 
would involve three dams on the Grande Baleine River. By increasing flows with 
diversions from two tributaries of a second river, 3,212 MW could be generated.  
 
Should all three stages be implemented as planned, Hydro-QuŽbecÕs installed capacity 
would be more than doubled. For a variety of reasons, including major environmental 
concerns, it was decided in 1972 to defer the NBR stage in preference for La Grande 
followed by Grande Baleine. The first phase of La Grande was completed in 1985. By 
1992 construction was under way on three of the six second phase dams. In 1994 the 
government announced the suspension of Grande Baleine that continues today. In 2001, 
noting reduced flows in the La Grande River, Hydro-QuŽbec proposed to the Cree 
diverting water from the Rupert (originally to be part of the BNR stage) to the La Grande 
via the Eastmain River (where another hydro station would be built) to increase flows and 
generating capacity. On February 7, 2002 the Cree signed a new agreement that would 
include the Rupert-Eastmain component.  
 
The James Bay Cree 
 
When the James Bay Project was announced in 1971 the 5,500 Cree lived in nine 
communities that were relatively isolated from each other due to lack of roads. Very few 
Cree lived outside of their homeland. Livelihood was dominated by hunting and fishing 
with some gathering and some wage labor. Though relatively isolated from Southern 
Quebec where practically all citizens of European origin lived, Cree culture, like all 
cultures, was characterized by both continuity and change. Change was influenced by 
contact with other cultures and by changes in the natural resource base. The arrival of the 
Hudson Bay Company at the end of the 17th century initiated the Cree into the fur trade 
(Salisbury 1986). Change accelerated during the 20th century.  Just as they had adapted 
their hunting practices to the demands of the fur trade so too were they adapted to the 
QuŽbec northward movement of moose into their homeland following major fires (Feit 
1995). In the mid 1940s, the government encouraged the Cree to spend more time in the 
various community centers where it would be easier to provide family allowances and 
other benefits. Two military bases, associated with Cold War radar installations, were 
established near Cree communities on the shore of James Bay during a ten-year period 
from 1955 through 1964. The first school opened in 1958 (two years after, I cannot resist 
mentioning, the first full primary school was established in the Middle Zambezi Valley 
for the Gwembe Tonga). Television arrived in 1981 (Hydro-QuŽbec 1993: Part 2, Book 
8).  

                                                
17  Details that follow on Stages 1 and 2 are largely taken from a single map prepared by Hydro- 
(April 1992, revised edition) and labeled ÒHydroelectric Development and Native Communities of 
Northern QuŽbec.Ó   
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Also during the 1950s and 1960s non-Cree private sector interests initiated, with 
government encouragement and road construction, logging and mining activities in the 
southernmost portion of the Cree homeland. Growing up around the mines, towns 
disrupted hunting territories in the immediate vicinity and wildlife movements over a 
wider area. Impacts Òon the Crees were neither foreseen nor considered in the process of 
planningÓ (Feit op.cit.). In addition to waste water pollution from the mines, Feit also 
notes how a pulp and paper mill, that began operations in 1965, dumped mercury-
polluted waters into nearby streams. The Cree already were learning how the type of 
development fostered by the provincial authorities could degrade their habitat and 
threaten their culture. 
 
In discussing impacts, the project authorities point out that dam construction and 
reservoir formation has not required the involuntary relocation of a single Cree 
community. The authorities did, however, urge the community at the mouth of the La 
Grande River to relocate from their island site to the mainland because increased erosion 
associated with diversionary flows into the La Grande River would be hard, and 
expensive, to control. A less spread out new town would be built with better social 
services including a new hospital. Though a majority of the Cree consented to such a 
move, it proved to be divisive and Òbrought with it great emotional stressÓ (Niezen 
1998:5) that was revealed in binge drinking, family and community strife, and a higher 
incidence of suicide.  Youth were especially affected. While such problems have 
continued to the present in all nine communities, Niezen believes that the files of the 
social services show a higher incidence for the generation of youth that experienced the 
initial impacts of the James Bay Project. 
  
To understand how the James Bay Project impacts on Cree society it is essential to 
understand the role of hunting. Hunting is central to the Cree world, Òa way of life whose 
destruction would cause not only an economic and social crisis but a cultural and moral 
crisis as well.Ó18 The Cree homeland is divided into territories of which there are 
approximately 300. These are associated with the nine Cree communities. Each is 
managed by a steward. Hunting in those territories involves an economic and spiritual 
linkage between Cree and the animal sought. Hunted animals give themselves to hunters 
as gifts Òto meet their needs and wants, and in return the hunters incur obligations to the 
animalsÓ (ibid). Hunters also have obligations to share, with Feit estimating that 50 
percent of bush food acquired is distributed within the hunterÕs community. Adapted to 
accommodate an increasing population, hunting, according to Feit, has remained an 
environmentally sustainable activity. It also continues to be efficient in meeting Cree 
nutritional requirements. And, as Niezen (op. cit: 5) points out, rather than diminishing in 

                                                
18  Harvey A. Feit 1995. The leading authority on Cree hunting, Feit initiated  research  on hunting  in 
1968 for his Ph.D. dissertation. During the mid-1970s he was asked by the Cree to present the results of his 
research as an expert in court and during negotiations. That gave him the opportunity to assess how the 
James Bay Project would affect Cree livelihoods and culture. I have relied heavily on his 1995 chapter in 
Morrison and WilsonÕs Native Peoples: the Canadian Experience. 
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importance as the Cree develop institutionally, Ò the bedrock of the expanding political 
profile of the Cree leadership is the forest economy.Ó  
 
Cumulative Impacts 
 
When a project contains as many as 20 dams having a direct impact on nine major river 
systems, feasibility studies must include an analysis of cumulative impacts. In addition to 
the impacts of reservoirs and interbasin transfers, such an assessment would have to 
include road construction to reach the various dam sites as well as activities such as 
logging, fishing and hunting resulting from the utilization of those roads. When I served 
on Hydro-QuŽbecÕs own independent review panel of the Grande Baleine Project in 
1994, one of the major reasons why our panel found the environmental impact statement 
inadequate for project approval was its failure to realize that the cumulative impacts of 
the La Grande and Grande Baleine Projects would have a major impact on the entire Cree 
Nation.  
 
To access the La Grande River basin in the northern portion of the Cree homeland, the 
project authorities build over 1,000 kilometers of north-south and east-west roads that cut 
through Cree hunting territories. Should Grande Baleine have been approved, 685 
kilometers would have been added to a road network extending from one end of the Cree 
homeland to the other. A cumulative impact analysis would have shown benefits as well 
as costs. One benefit, already shown to be the case, would have been a reduction in the 
price of commodities brought by road, rather than by air as in the past, to the most 
accessible Cree communities. On the other hand, roads with increasing traffic would also 
cross Cree hunting territories affecting the movements of animals and increasing the risk 
of poaching. During 1991, for example, an estimated 10,850 vehicles traveled north to La 
Grande through an area in which no road had previously existed. Already in the better-
vegetated southern portion of that road, expert opinion was that numbers of moose had 
been significantly reduced by the early 1990s. Should the roads connecting the La Grande 
basin to the Grande Baleine, and constructed along the Grande Baleine river itself, have 
been built they would have crossed 21 of the intervening 37 Cree territories (Dixon et al. 
1994).  
 
Roads also would facilitate logging activities and mining on the 80 percent of the Cree 
homeland that had been opened to outside interests as a result of the 1975 James Bay and 
Northern QuŽbec Agreement. According to Feit (1982) logging already had had an 
extremely destructive impact on Cree activities in the southern portion of their homeland. 
Though the BNR project had been postponed indefinitely, the government had allowed 
non-Cree logging firms to clear cut areas designated for future reservoirs. Such clear 
cutting was having a devastating impact on hunting territories, with the CreeÕs Grand 
Chief estimating that clear cutting was destroying at least one family territory per year. 
Inundating 17,000 square kilometers, reservoirs would have reduced the size of nearby 
hunting territories and affected animal feeding habits and distribution, with non-vegetated 
reservoir drawdown areas sterile in comparison with natural flood regimes. Interbasin 
transfers would adversely affect fisheries in rivers that had been diverted.  
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More difficult to assess, but known to be important with other major projects, would be 
cumulative impacts on social relations between and within families and communities, as 
well as on culture. In the Cree case, the decision of the Grand Council of the Crees to 
sign a memorandum of understanding with the Government of QuŽbec in 2001 for the 
diversion of the Rupert into the Eastmain has been especially confusing and divisive to 
the Cree public. Confusing because Cree officials, after rejecting such agreements in the 
past, have now signed one. Divisive because at least during the months immediately after 
the agreement was signed informed observers thought that the majority of Cree opposed 
it. As for cumulative impacts on culture, what is open to question is not the desirability of 
change as such, but the speed with which it has been occurring. Could Cree society cope 
with that speed without incurring the type of social disorganization that has affected other 
Native American populations in both Canada and the United States after river basin 
development projects thrust them into a wider national context? 
 
James Bay Cree Relationships with the Project Authorities: 1971-1994  
 
The 1975 James Bay and Northern QuŽbec Agreement 
 
As announced in April 1971, the James Bay Project would have been one of the largest, if 
not the largest, river basin development projects in the world under single management. 
Yet no attempt was made to consult with, let alone actually involve, the Cree who were 
the principal people living throughout the project area. Inhabitants in the nine isolated 
communities, including local leaders, heard about the project after it was announced to 
the public. Billy Diamond, who subsequently led initial opposition to the James Bay 
Project as the first president of the Grand Council of the Crees, heard about the Project 
from his wife who heard about it over the radio. Cree involvement was also ignored when 
the James Bay Development Company, a Hydro-QuŽbec subsidiary, was formed several 
months later to implement a project which, with or without their involvement, would 
integrate their previously isolated society into QuŽbecÕs. The Cree response was to 
organize themselves into what has become perhaps the most effective political entity 
among affected local people trying to stop or otherwise influence the construction of 
large-scale dams. That entity is the Grand Council of the Crees that brought together nine 
isolated communities in 1974 into an increasingly effective negotiating organization.  
 
Initially confused as to their options, community leaders did not meet together until July 
1971 at which time they decided to protest the project to the provincial minister of Indian 
Affairs. Important in organizing their first meeting, financial help from the Arctic 
Institute of North America started a coalition between the Cree and non-Cree experts and 
institutions that has proved so important in the peopleÕs ability to influence events. Due 
to protests from ecologists, as well as from anthropologists at McGill University who had 
been working in Cree communities, in January 1972 the project authorities announced 
that they would start with the central (La Grande) component of the project rather than 
the southernmost one. Grande Baleine would follow. 
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Initially the Indians of QuŽbec Association, based on the testimony of experts recruited to 
document how the project could cause irreparable harm to the Cree, sought a court 
injunction against the project toward the end of 1972.19 Meanwhile, while the court 
deliberated, the project authorities proceeded with road construction to the major La 
Grande dam site. During a seven-day period in November 1973, the court ruled in favor 
of the Cree with work on the project stopped. Four days later QuŽbecÕs Premier offered to 
negotiate with the Cree on what he felt were generous terms. When, on appeal, the initial 
judgment to stop work was overturned a few days later, the Cree agree in 1974 to 
negotiate a settlement of their aboriginal land claims that had been the focus of their law 
suit. An Agreement in Principle was signed in November 1974 and after a yearÕs 
attention to details, the James Bay and Northern QuŽbec Agreement was signed on 
November 11, 1975. 
 
Opinions vary as to the extent to which the James Bay and Northern QuŽbec Agreement 
was actually in the interests of the Cree. Granted the Cree losing their case on appeal and 
the project authorities proceeding with construction on the main La Grande dam, the 
prevailing view is that the Agreement represented the best outcome that the Cree could 
expect at the time. Negative aspects included stopping their legal actions against the 
project authorities, agreeing to not base future claims to land on Òaboriginal rights,Ó and 
acknowledging QuŽbecÕs sovereign rights as opposed to the federal governmentÕs. 
Though they would still be eligible for benefits accruing to CanadaÕs Native Americans, 
hence forward those would be channeled through the Government of QuŽbec.  
 
Benefits would include a greater degree of self-government including greater control over 
education and health, formation of a police force, and cash compensation in installments 
and receipt of a share of revenue from electricity generation. Institutions of self-
government improved rapidly. By 1977 the Cree Regional Board of Health and Social 
Services had developed to the point that it took over the hospital and nursing stations 
formerly run by federal and provincial agencies, while the Cree School Board took over 
the running of schools the following year. For the nearly one third of Cree families that 
wished to maintain their pre-project life style, the most innovative program in the 
Agreement was Òan Income Security Programme for Hunters and Trappers (ISP), which 
guarantees full-time hunters a minimum cash income (indexed and variable by family 
size) each year, plus an allowance for each day spent in huntingÓ (Salisbury 1986: 57). 
Implementation of that component has been a success with Feit noting how the number of 
families or individuals hunting intensively rose from about 700 in 1975 to about 1,200 
after the ISP was implemented. In the northernmost community, for example, 35 percent 
of Cree were reported to benefit during 1991-92 (Hydro-QuŽbec August 1993: Part 2, 
Book 8). The time spent hunting also increased, with most families now spending seven 
or more months in their bush camps. Gifting of bush products, so important in Cree social 
organization, has continued and after a short period of over-exploitation, the stewards, 

                                                
19  My main source through 1981 is SalisburyÕs A Homeland for the Cree: Regional Development in 
James Bay, 1971-81. Especially useful for my summary on this page is his ÒInterlude, 1971-1981Ó section 
that chronicles events during that time period.   
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working with hunters, have been able to restore off-take within a hunting territoryÕs 
carrying capacity (Feit 1995).     
 
More controversial as a benefit or a cost was the land allocation process. To compensate 
for loss of control over 80 percent of their homeland, eight of the nine Cree communities 
received ÒownershipÓ of surface resources in the immediate vicinity of each community 
(the 9th would receive land once legally incorporated). Altogether only about 5 percent of 
their homeland was involved. In buffer zones around each community that totaled 15 
percent, they were given exclusive hunting, fishing and gathering rights. The remaining 
80 percent was open to everyone though hunting and trapping of certain animals was 
restricted to the Cree. During 1993, for example, those lands were utilized by 
approximately 1,000 nonresident hunters and 4,500 nonresident fishers (Dixon et al.1994: 
30); quite an incursion into the Cree homeland.  
 
Our 1994 Hydro-QuŽbec panel considered this allocation of land inadequate granted the 
governmentÕs awareness that Òland is the very basis of Cree and Inuit cultureÓ in which 
people Òhave a mystique about the land, and what it contains. They have a special 
relationship with the land that their ancestors inhabited, a link, something indefinable but 
real and genuine neverthelessÓ (QuŽbec GovÕt 1991: xxi Ð xxii). Certainly it fell Òfar 
short of current internationally accepted practice that favors consolidation over 
fragmentationÓ (Dixon et al. 1994: 31). At the very least we argued that the various 
communities should be linked by increasing the five percent of the land under Cree 
control. 
 
With his analysis ending in 1981, Salisbury, a strong friend of the Cree who played a 
major role helping them use anthropological expertise for negotiating purposes, 20 saw 
the overall effects of the James Bay and Northern QuŽbec Agreement as positive. While 
the Cree complained that the project and provincial authorities where not adequately 
implementing the Agreement, Salisbury emphasized the extent to which it had played a 
major role in helping nine isolated communities become a regional society in which the 
various institutions affecting peopleÕs lives not only were now dominated by Cree but 
were more integrated in terms of their overall development impacts. Like Cree 
institutions, individuals also have Òbecome specialized in their abilitiesÓ yet Òhave 
become more tightly knit togetherÓ (Salisbury 1986: 138).  Also during that period the 
Cree opened a legal office in Montreal and became the dominant political force in the 
mixed population district center south of the Cree homeland.  They also expanded their 
outreach activities to include financial management of governing and business interests, 
town planning, teacher training, and expertise dealing with the effects of methyl-mercury 

                                                
20  As Director of McGill UniversityÕs Programme in the Anthropology of Development, Salisbury, 
at the urging of colleagues working in Cree villages in 1971, protested to the provincial government the 
complete absence of environmental and social impact studies. His intervention resulted in the Minister of 
Environment contracting to SalisburyÕs programme the f irst social impact study. Undertaken with Cree 
involvement with the reluctant agreement of the project authorities, it started in 1972. Discussed at a 
meeting of the Indians of QuŽbec Association, the results of the study fostered the cooperation that led to 
the late 1972 - 1973 legal activity.   
 



 32 

on public health (Salisbury op.cit.: 155). And they began referring to their homeland as 
the Cree Nation. 
 
While I believe SalisburyÕs argument is sound in regard to institutional development, a 
counter argument could be made in regard to Cree culture and economic development. In 
regard to Cree culture, the symbolic as well as economic costs of losing control over 80 
percent of their homeland are great. Looking to the future their affect can best be 
countered by the implementation of a joint government-Cree development plan that 
provides the necessary Cree enterprise development and Cree employment. The Grand 
Council claims that is the case with the February 7, 2002 Agreement. 
 
The Grande Baleine Stage 
 
When Hydro-QuŽbec accelerated planning for the Grande-Baleine Stage in 1985, the 
Cree were in a much stronger position to negotiate outcomes. Still involving the La 
Grande phase of the project, that was clear when they signed the La Grande Agreement in 
1986. Though various financial incentives such as $50 million for the Cree Community 
Fund and $45 million for the Cree Economic Assistance Fund continued the age old 
process of ÒbuyingÓ compliance, the agreement also noted Hydro-QuŽbecÕs obligation to 
supply electricity to all Cree communities (with the proviso, however, that some funding 
from the federal government would be needed for various transmission lines). A joint 
Cree/Hydro-QuŽbec development corporation was also to be established which stated that 
a major purpose was to Òassist the Cree bands in preserving the traditional way of life of 
the James Bay Cree based on hunting, fishing and trapping and to assist in promoting the 
culture, values and traditions of the James Bay CreeÓ (1986 La Grande Agreement). 
 
Unlike La Grande, however, the Cree claimed that the 1975 James Bay and Northern 
QuŽbec Agreement did not allow the Grande Baleine stage to proceed without 
negotiations leading to a separate agreement. The Cree, through their Grand Council, 
were also increasingly critical of what they considered to be the failure of the project 
authorities to incorporate the Cree into the development of the James Bay region. As I 
found out in 1994, Òthe James Bay Development Corporation has largely ignored the 
Crees in planning and implementing development projects. Tourism and other facilities 
along the north-south access road, which fell under JBDC jurisdiction, were almost 
exclusively run by outsidersÉ,  with minimal Cree involvement, including employmentÓ 
(Scudder 1996a). 
 
In trying first to stop, and then to influence, La Grande, the Cree relied primarily on 
Canadian expertise. They soon realized its value. As Billy Diamond summed it up later 
ÒThese scientists played a very valuable role. Our people knew where the data was  - the 
animals, what they did Ð but we needed the scientists to write it down so it would become 
scientific evidenceÓ (MacGregor 1990: 75).  During the first half of the 1980s, the Cree 
expanded the universe in which they sought both expertise and support of their position 
beyond Canada to include, eventually, the United Nations and the Pope. Two major 
issues were involved. With other Canadian Indians, one involved land claims and the 
failure of the federal government to carry out its responsibility to the Native American 
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population. The other involved the failure of the provincial and federal authorities to 
honor their responsibilities to the James Bay Cree under the James Bay Agreement.  
 
Assessing the implementation of the James Bay Agreement in the early 1990s, Feit 
(1995) concludes that Ònearly all of the monetary provisions of the agreement have 
suffered negligence on the part of governments, and in some cases explicit subversion.Ó  
One problem was that the financial costs of implementation had been seriously 
underestimated by both the federal and provincial governments. As examples of 
government failure to provide funds for even operation and maintenance, MacGregor 
notes how no funds had been allocated to run the new hospital that had been built as a 
project expense or to run a new fire engine and train Cree to use it (1990: 181). In dealing 
with such issues, the Cree outreach expanded as did their use of the media. Especially 
significant was a 1982 audience that Billy Diamond had with Pope John Paul II in Rome 
during which the Pope promised to visit a Native American community and subsequently 
stated on several occasions during a Canadian visit the need for the self-governance of 
indigenous people. 
 
When serious planning began in the mid-1980s for Grande-Baleine, the Cree had ample 
reason to question the political will of the project authorities to implement negotiated 
outcomes. As opposition within the nine communities toward the project increased, the 
Grand Council of the Crees withdrew from negotiations in 1988. Between 1988 and 1994 
when the Premier announced that Grande Baleine had been Òput on ice,Ó the Cree spear-
headed a successful process of opposition. On the one hand, they successfully required 
the project authorities to carry out what may well be the most expensive dam-related 
environmental impact assessment undertaken to date as well as an elaborate review 
process at federal and provincial levels as to its adequacy. On the other hand, they 
worked closely with environmental organizations in Canada and the United States to stop 
the project.  
 
Anticipating a market in the United States for high cost peaking power, Hydro-QuŽbec 
requested the necessary export license through the National Energy Board. That was 
granted with the condition that production was not counter to CanadaÕs environmental 
standards and that an environmental impact assessment be completed under national 
government supervision. When Hydro-QuŽbec appealed those conditions, the Cree were 
successful in getting the Supreme Court to state that international export contracts 
required federal review to ensure that environmental standards were met. 
   
At a cost of  $256 million, the Environmental Impact Statement was published in August 
1993 in 30 volumes 5,000 pages in length. The review process involved five panels that 
included Cree members that issued the joint 119 page Conformity Report on November 
18, 1994 that incorporated the results of a written public consultation process that 
produced 90 briefs (Great Whale Public Review Support Office: 1994). Hydro-QuŽbec 
recruited its own review panel on which I was one of five members. Based on a much 
shorter assessment, our report was made public on July 26, 1994 (Dixon et al. 1994). 
Both the Conformity Report and the Hydro-QuŽbec panel found the Environmental 
Impact Statement inadequate. 
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In their opposition to the project, the Cree launched a multi-stranded approach. One 
strand was to foster joint action with such NGOs as CanadaÕs Probe International and, in 
the United States, Cultural Survival, the International Rivers Network, the National 
Audubon Society, the Natural Resources Defense Council, and the Sierra Club. Activities 
included placing a full-page advertisement in a 1991 issue of the New York Times that 
showed caribou being drowned by waters released from a Hydro-QuŽbec dam. In 1992 
Cree representatives  Ð joined by Inuit who were also against the project Ð traveled by 
canoe through the Northeastern United States to New York City. Along the way they held 
meetings to explain why they were opposed to Hydro-QuŽbecÕs plans to export power to 
the State of New York and to the New England States. The finale of the voyage was on 
Earth Day 1992 when the Cree Grand Chief addressed a crowd estimated at 10,000 in 
New YorkÕs Times Square with good media coverage. Such activities were instrumental 
in the State of New York canceling that year a contract with Hydro-QuŽbec involving 
1,000 MW, with a seasonal contract for another 800 MW not renegotiated two years later 
(Niezen 1998: 120).  State governments in Vermont and Maine also refused to take 
electricity from the Grande Baleine project if built. 
  
The day after the Conformity Report from the five federal and provincial review panels 
was published, QuŽbecÕs recently elected Premier publicly announced that the Grande 
Baleine project Òis on ice for a good long whileÉ We donÕt need Great WhaleÓ (The 
Gazette, November 19, 1994). In trying to explain that decision, I believe three 
interrelated reasons were instrumental. First in importance was the active opposition to 
the project in which the Cree played the key role. Next in importance was provincial 
politics. The James Bay Project in the 1970s and the Grande Baleine component in the 
mid 1980s was the dream of Premier Robert Bourassa of the Liberal Party. Premier 
Parizeau came to power with the election of the Parti QuŽbŽcois. In his speech 
suspending Grande Baleine he noted that the project was Òtheir project, not ours.Ó The 
wording is interesting. One would have thought that the Parti QuŽbŽcois would have been 
a supporter of the project since export of energy to the United States could have been a 
valuable source of finance should QuŽbec become independent. But that is where the 
problem arose. In a test vote, over 95 percent of a 77 percent turnout of Cree had come 
out against QuŽbecÕs succession from Canada.  Not only that, but at the time of 
ParizeauÕs announcement, the Cree Grand Chief was at a meeting in the United States as 
part of the campaign not just against Grande Baleine but also against QuŽbecÕs 
succession. 
 
In arguing his case, the Grand Chief explained that if QuŽbec had the legal right to 
sucede (which he did not believe that QuŽbec had), then the Cree had the right to secede 
from QuŽbec. Granted the forthcoming referendum on QuŽbecÕs Independence, 
presumably Parizeau hoped his suspension of Grand Baleine would undercut the Cree 
campaign in the United States not just against Grand Baleine but also against QuŽbecÕs 
independence Ð an interpretation consistent with earlier statements about the new 
governmentÕs improving relationships with the Cree. As for the third reason, that would 
be the conclusion of the Conformity Report that the Grande Baleine Environmental 
Impact Statement was too inadequate for going ahead with the project at this time. That 
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too was the conclusion of our panel four months earlier which might also have been a 
contributing factor since it involved Hydro-QuŽbecÕs own panel.  
 
Cooperation: 1995 – 2002 
 
Following the suspension of the Grand Baleine Project, the federal government and the 
Grand Council of the Crees appointed negotiators to explore more cooperative ways for 
implementing the 1975 James Bay Agreement. In June 1998 the Cree and the federal 
government launched a Cree-Canada Round Table with six ministers and 11 Cree 
(including the Grand Chief and the deputy Grand Chief, and the chiefs of all nine 
communities) present. According to the Grand CouncilÕs web site, the purpose of the 
Round Table was Òto promote discussion and to define and maintain a new relationship 
between the James Bay Cree nation and Canada, and to advance the implementation of 
the James Bay and Northern QuŽbec Agreement (JBNQA), CanadaÕs first modern treaty 
with Aboriginal peoplesÉW hile mindful of provincial obligations, the federal 
government recognizes its fiduciary relationship with the James Bay Cree Nation.Ó 
 
During the same time period Hydro-QuŽbec was also establishing new policies relating to 
affected populations of Native Americans and other Canadians as well as to the 
environment. In 1997 implementation began of an environmental management system in 
compliance with ISO standard 14001. Released the next year, their 1998-2002 five year 
plan stated that new projects must not only be acceptable economically and 
environmentally, but also be approved by affected people. Hydro-QuŽbec also Òproposed 
partnership agreements to local communities for all new hydropower projectsÓ (WCD 
2000: 128),21 with the first partnership formed with the Band Council of the Betsiamites 
Innu-Montagnais Indians in 1999. 
 
In a speech before QuŽbecÕs electricity industry association (AIEQ) on March 18, 1999, 
the Grand CouncilÕs Director of Relations with QuŽbec responded positively to Hydro-
QuŽbecÕs new approach.22 More specifically he noted that Hydro-QuŽbecÕs Òconsent 
element in the new approach is something that is worthwhile for us. It is definitely new. 
And it forces us to take some time to reflect on what we can do with this new situation.Ó 
The problem for the Cree he noted is that ÒWe have always known what we do not want, 
but have never reflected on what we want for our futureÓ that includes a situation where, 
on the one hand, 500 youths enter the job market annually, and, on the other hand, the 
livelihood of 30 percent of the population is still based on hunting and fishing. For those 
youths new jobs are essential such as the 75 provided in one community two years earlier 
by a Cree-constructed sawmill. He added, ÒI think more and more we will be seeing that 
type of development initiatives taking place in Cree communities. We have no choice.Ó 

                                                
21  Hydro-QuŽbec officials played an active role contributing to the CommissionÕs  thematic review 
of the social impacts of large dams that included attending meetings as well as preparing a paper on ÒDams 
and Benefit Sharing. A Submission from Hydro-QuŽbec.Ó 
 
22  As reported on March 19, 1999 by Eric Siblin in the Montreal Gazette and distributed on their 
website by the International Rivers Network May 6, 1999. 
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Nonetheless, ÒCrees and other aboriginal peoples will always be suspicious, given the 
historical relations weÕve had with Hydro-QuŽbec.Ó 
 
Perhaps during 1999 the Grand Council began to negotiate in secret with the Government 
of QuŽbec and Hydro-QuŽbec an agreement that would include a partnership to divert the 
Rupert River into the Eastmain to generate 1,200 MW. Again in secret, an Agreement in 
Principal was signed on October 23 by the Grand Chief of the Grand Council and two of 
the nine community chiefs for the Cree and by the Premier and two ministers (native 
affairs and natural resources) for QuŽbec Province. Five major purposes were outlined. 
The first was ÒThe establishment of a new nation-to-nation relationship, based on the 
common will of the parties to continue the development of the James Bay territory and to 
seek the flourishing of the Crees within a context of growing modernization.Ó Interesting 
and relevant was that it referred to the Cree as a Ônation.Õ The second was ÒThe 
assumption of greater responsibility on the part of the Cree Nation in relation to its 
economic and community development and, in so doing, the achievement of increased 
autonomy with a greater capacity to respond, in partnership with QuŽbec, to the needs of 
the Cree population.Ó That purpose of responsibility for self-government would be 
financed by QuŽbec with annual contributions starting at $26 million in 2002 to increase 
to $70 million in 2005. Thereafter for 45 years the $70 million would be indexed to 
reflect revenue from hydropower, mining and forestry development. Though no mention 
was made of indexing future payments to inflation, commentators assumed that the total 
over a 50-year period could approach $3.5 billion. In addition to becoming increasingly 
responsible for political and social affairs, Cree economic development would be fostered 
by the formation of a Cree Development Corporation. 
 
The third purpose was to settle all questions relating to QuŽbecÕs responsibilities in 
regard to Òthe development of mining, forestry and hydroelectric resources on the James 
Bay territoryÓ and to Òthe provisions pertaining to the economic and community 
development of the Crees found in the JBNQA and in the complementary agreements, 
including those dealing with the nature, scope and implementation of QuŽbecÕs 
commitments in this respect.Ó To deal with the contentious issue of adverse logging 
impacts on Cree hunting territories, new regulations would be institutionalized, a Cree-
QuŽbec Forestry Board would be created, and the Cree would be able to make non-
binding recommendations as to how hunting territories were logged. As for the fourth 
purpose, that involved ÒThe definitive settlement or withdrawal of the legal proceedings 
opposing the Crees and QuŽbec in accordance with the provisions of the present 
agreement.Ó And last, but not least, Òthe consent of the Crees to the carrying out of the 
Eastmain hydroelectric project and the Rupert River diversion projectÓ at an estimated 
cost of $3.8 billion. During January 2002 Hydro-QuŽbec offered the Cree $862 million 
more in contracts in connection with constructing the Rupert-Eastmain project. 
 
After being released to the public on October 23, most commentators during the rest of 
the year were of the opinion that the majority of the Crees would vote the agreement 
down. Though a major purpose was supposed to provide jobs to Cree youth, it was 
pointed out that Cree youth appeared overwhelmingly against the project. When the 
Grand Chief discussed it in one of the nine communities, a reporter for the Cree biweekly 
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magazine The Nation estimated that 95 percent were against the agreement. Elders 
pointed out that a number of purposes related to goals that should have been implemented 
under the 1975 James Bay Agreement. What reason was there to believe that 
implementation of the new agreement would be any different, in which case the Cree 
leadership would have sold out their constituencies which had requested no further hydro 
projects during the previous yearÕs general assembly. While the Agreement would not 
affect adversely Cree access to federal and provincial programs for Native Americans, 
critics were of the opinion that cash payments to the Cree that resulted from the James 
Bay Agreement had made them less competitive for such funds. Moreover, what would 
be the implications for the Cree under the Agreement should QuŽbec secede from Canada 
and what would happen to future generations when the agreement ended?  Cree were also 
concerned about the short period of time that they would have to assess the agreementÕs 
implications before the Cree would have to commit themselves.  
 
In replying to such concerns, all three Grand Chiefs who have held office since the Grand 
Council was formed in 1972 explained why now, after years of fighting other 
agreements, they were now in favor of signing. In a December 18, 2001 talk to QuŽbecÕs 
Electricity Industry Association, Ted Moses, the current Grand Chief, stated his support 
in largely symbolic terms. The key symbol was the concept of informed consent Ð 
applied for the first time in Canada not just to the James Bay Cree, but to any Native 
American group. ÒIt is this consent that is at the heart of our new relationship with 
QuŽbec. Consent requires two parties: the one who seeks consent, and the other who 
gives or withholds consent. That essential fact, that Québec chooses to obtain Cree 
consent, allows the Cree people and the Cree Nation to enter into a new relationship 
with Québec…What we must understand is that the James Bay and Northern 
Québec Agreement is essentially a development agreement for Québec…The Cree 
Nation is no longer seen as being in the way of development. Instead the Crees are 
recognized as essential to development – the logical centre for development in the 
territory.Ó 23 
 
On January 31, 2002 a referendum was held. With high voter turnout, 70 percent 
approved the Agreement with only one of the nine communities in opposition and there 
the vote was close with 48 percent for approval. The Agreement was signed by the Cree 
and the government on February 7, 2002. 
 
Can the Government of Québec and Hydro-Québec be trusted to Implement the 
Agreement? 
 
It remains to be seen if the spirit of the 2002 Agreement is implemented or the history of 
the James Bay Agreement between 1975 and 2001 is repeated. It also remains to be seen 
if the results desired Ð jobs and higher living standards for the Cree combined with a 
desired culture Ð are achieved if the agreement is implemented. There is certainly room 
for both skepticism and conspiracy theories. As Feit (1995) has emphasized in regard to 
the 1971 James Bay Agreement, Òit was clear that the federal government had neither 

                                                
23  Bold print as in Grand Chief Ted MosesÕ statement. 
 



 38 

budgeted any special funds to meet its new obligations under the agreement, nor had 
established any agency with responsibility for overseeing its role in the implementation 
processes.Ó Moreover, both the provincial and federal governments Òhave repeatedly tried 
to avoid the obligations they have toward the Cree, and to the wider public, in the 
interests of facilitating large-scale projects that primarily meet the interests of private and 
public corporations.Ó  He was especially critical of QuŽbecÕs role in allowing timber 
corporations to clear cut within Cree hunting territories and to clear cut the reservoir 
basins of the postponed BNR component (and which the Cree leadership now believes no 
longer exists because of the decision to divert the Rupert into the Eastmain). 
 
Disillusioned about the possibility of getting the federal and provincial authorities to live 
up to the James Bay Agreement, in 1981 the Cree went to Geneva to protest before UN 
authorities an epidemic of gastroenteritis which they believed Òwould likely not have 
occurred if the specific sanitary infrastructure and service provisions of the James Bay 
Agreement had been implemented in a timely mannerÓ (Niezen op.cit: 115). That was not 
the only example of the non-fulfillment of government promises. Though Hydro-QuŽbec 
was supposed to train 300 Cree and hire 150, by 1996 only 80 had been trained and 12 
hired full time (ibid: 86). 
 
After the Grande Baleine project was suspended in 1994, Grand Chief Coon Come 
Òvoiced renewed skepticism Ét oward QuŽbec Premier Jacques Parizeau and his plans for 
the future.Ó Though the project had been put on ice, Òice can meltÓ some Cree noted. 
Suspension was Òjust a political ployÓ according to the Grand Chief. Indeed in a speech 
to labor and business leaders several days after announcing cancellation, the Premier 
stated that Grande Baleine might be built Òin two, three or maybe even ten yearsÓ while 
one of his advisers said elsewhere ÒThe project has not stopped. No one has asked Hydro-
QuŽbec to stop the project irreversiblyÓ (Toronto Globe and Mail, November 22, 1994). 
 
On June 16, 2000 the Parti QuŽbŽcois passed Bill 116 that removed the ability of the 
Regie de lÕEnergie to oversee the activities of Hydro-QuŽbec. Following the suspension 
of the Grande Baleine Project, the Regie had been set up to Òmediate between conflicting 
interests: the need for low electricity prices versus government revenues; the need for 
environmental conservation versus economic development; the need for transparency in a 
democracy versus the search for competitive advantage in an international energy 
market.Ó 24 The Cree also could be adversely affected since the RegieÕs regulatory 
oversight would also deal with the social impacts of Hydro-QuŽbec projects. 
  
As for the origins of the Rupert-Eastmain project, QuŽbecÕs Premier had announced in 
1995 studies for a dam on the Eastmain River Ð several years before the Cree had been 
brought into negotiations. A logical reply would be that it was not until Hydro-QuŽbec 
announced their five-year development plan in 1998 that Hydro-QuŽbec had 
institutionalized an Òinformed consent policyÓ after which they had brought the Cree into 
partnership negotiations. But did the Cree have any choice? According to a December 10, 
2001 report by Alex Roslin carried on the Ottertooth website, an anonymous Cree official 

                                                
24  Lyle Stewart, ÒLucienÕs power play,Ó Montreal Hour, June 22, 2000. 
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claimed ÒQuŽbec strong-armed the chiefs into accepting the mega-project, making the 
Rupert hydro-electric project a condition of settling longstanding Cree funding needs.Ó 
Not surprising granted past history and QuŽbecÕs desire to log, mine and dam the Cree 
homeland, such a possibility was also suggested in a statement reported by Roslin 25 in 
which QuŽbecÕs Minister of Native Affairs Òacknowledged that there would have been no 
deal on community funding if Crees had not accepted new damsÓ since the government 
wanted a long-term agreement that would allow development of their northern resources. 
As with the 2002 agreement, whatever agreements that the Cree sign in the future will 
add to the ongoing, and perhaps inevitable, environmental degradation caused by an 
expanding human population in search of higher living standards.    
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
25  Alex Roslin, Montreal Gazette, December 10, 2001. 
 


