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TO: Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board
30 May 2005

Re:  EA0506-003 Ur Energy’s Proposed Uranium Exploration at Screech Lake, NWT
Thank you for the opportunity to submit my concerns, regarding this proposed development, to the MVEIRP.  I do so in at least five capacities: as a concerned citizen of Canada; as a former resident of the NWT; as an ardent supporter of the First Nations’ right of self-determination; as a wilderness canoeist who has been travelling the barrenlands for 30 years; and as an author who has written extensively on the history and culture of the Thelon basin.

I believe the first and foremost reason to deny Ur Energy the green light to proceed at this time is that the Lutsel K’e Dene First Nation’s stated desire to develop a network of protected areas in the upper Thelon basin should (as a matter of principle) take precedence.  Until that process is completed, no further mineral exploration should be permitted.  The simple reason for this is that once exploration proceeds, the development of mines becomes virtually a “right” of the mining interests who have invested in the exploration, which has the effect of prioritizing the development of a mine over the creation of a protected area.  That does not appear to be congruent with the wishes of the LKDFN.
One of the concerns raised by the LKDFN is “the cultural significance of the area” in question.  The archaeological record is absolutely definitive that this area was heavily used by Dene for centuries.  Today’s Dene make it clear that they retain this connection to the land.  These are people who draw their strength, their very sense of being, from the land.  In the long term, if we as a society allow this land to be consumed by first one mine, then another, and another, and so on, we will in effect be extinguishing the existence of the Dene as a distinct people.

“Ah, but we are only talking about one potential mine,” I can hear the Ur Energy people saying.  This is true, but the reality, as we all know, is that this mine, if it were to proceed, would almost certainly be the thin end of the wedge.  It is incumbent upon the MVEIRB to anticipate the cumulative effects of allowing this development to proceed, and not to isolate the arguably “limited” impact of this project alone.  This project, if approved, will open the doors to others.

While “the cultural significance of the area” to the Dene is of utmost importance to your present considerations, the upper Thelon basin also has cultural significance for other sectors of Canadian society.  This, too, ought surely to be considered by the Board.  
I have examined the cultural importance of this area in some depth (please see my book: Thelon – A River Sanctuary), as perceived by a range of Canadians both historically and today.  The book, I believe, does a particularly thorough job of detailing the area’s historic significance, so I will not elaborate further here.

The Thelon basin today, at the very heart of the largest tract of wilderness left in North America, has an importance to Canadians who do not even know exactly where it is.  It is part of the Canadian psyche, part of our national identity and culture, that we have in this country a vast untouched wilderness to the north.  We erode that wilderness at our peril.  Eventually, when the map of northern Canada is dotted with mines, and then roads, and the infrastructure which would inevitably follow, there would no longer be a distinct Canada.  The popular Canadian singer/songwriter Murray MacLaughlin sang that “the soul of Canada lies out past the timberline.”  He is right.  And when that soul is destroyed, there will be no more “Canada” – there will only be USA North.  I would argue that, if we want to preserve this country’s cultural identity for future generations, we have no option but to protect the vast sweep of wilderness where our soul resides, precisely the area surrounding the Thelon basin.
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There are other points which I am certain will be more fully examined by others’ submissions, but which are valid concerns in my view, so I will just briefly mention the following issues which I also support:
· The Inuit of Baker Lake have long expressed concern about the quality of water coming down the Thelon River, which affects not only their drinking water, but also the fish and caribou upon which they depend.  This, among other factors, moved them to oppose the development of a uranium mine in the lower Thelon basin some 15 years ago.  (I lived in Baker Lake in the 1980s, and have visited there several times in recent years.)  The last time I was in Baker Lake, three months ago, during discussions of the proposed Special Management Areas adjacent to the Thelon Sanctuary, I heard vocal support for the protection of the upper Thelon basin as a measure which would serve their interests, based chiefly on a desire to protect their water supply.
· The caribou of the Beverly population migrate through this area twice annually, northbound in spring, and southbound in late summer.  These are the animals upon which the Dene of Lutsel K’e and the Inuit of Baker Lake depend.  One mine would not threaten their existence, it is true.  But each step along the path of development disturbs the caribou’s traditional cycle, and interferes with their time-worn migratory patterns.  The more disturbed they become, the less reliable they are as a source of food.  And that is to say nothing of their intrinsic value, per se, as a species.

· Wilderness canoeists in southern Canada think of the entire length of the Thelon river as a sort of Mecca.  It is the one river which canoeists across Canada most often mention as the northern trip they dream of making some day.  If they were given a voice in this deliberation, it would deliver a loud and clear message to leave this area alone.

· The Globe and Mail this past weekend reported that the price of uranium is rising and is expected to continue to rise in the months and years ahead.  Why?  According to the article, because 30 nuclear power plants are presently under construction in 11 different countries, mainly in Asia.  And construction of 34 more such plants is planned.  “China, India and Russia are expected to dramatically increase their nuclear capacity within the next 15 years.”  Can it really be that important to Canada as a nation, or to the Lutsel K’e Dene in particular, to ensure the future fuel supply of  these reactors?  I think not.  Apart from a few people (Ur Energy) making money, this proposal does little to serve Canada.  It is not intended primarily to serve Canada’s energy needs.  It is not intended to develop a uranium-processing business in Lutsel K’e where local Dene might be employed.  It is, in fact, designed to benefit only a tiny handful of Canadians (Ur Energy employees and shareholders) by exploiting land that has no other value to them as individuals and ignoring the many more Canadians for whom this land has immensely greater and more diverse value.  Where is the balance in that?
Thank you for your consideration.
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