WWF-Canada Submission Re Application MV2006C0019 by UR-Energy to Drill for Uranium near Screech Lake in the Upper Thelon Basin, NWT. August 16, 2006.

On June 15, 2005, WWF-Canada filed a submission to the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Board (MVEIRB) opposing an earlier proposal by UR-Energy for uranium exploration near Screech Lake (EA0506-003), and that submission is still available on both the MVEIRB and Mackenzie Valley Land and Water Board’s websites (copy attached). 

WWF realizes that the current application by UR-Energy is technically regarded as a “new” application, with more drill holes in the same area, but our concerns have not materially changed. Therefore, we request that the background information in that earlier submission re WWF’s interest in the area, plus our concerns as outlined in 2005, be re-applied to MV20060019, namely:

1) Respect for the “Conservation First” Principle;

2) Respect for Dene Culture and Spiritual Well-Being;

3) Impacts on the Beverly Caribou Herd;

4) Cumulative Effects; and

5) Wilderness and Historical Values.

New Considerations

Since June, 2005, a number of events have strengthened WWF’s opposition to UR-Energy’s interest in furthering uranium exploration in the Upper Thelon Basin at this time.

In November, 2005, the Akaitcho First Nations entered into an agreement with Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), whereby INAC agreed not to issue any new prospecting permits in a large area of interest tabled by Akaitcho, until agreement had been reached regarding interim land withdrawal, including the area known as “Thaydene Nene,” which includes Screech Lake. (The Nov 28th letter of agreement from INAC is attached). WWF understands that a recent “handshake agreement” has been reached on the Akaitcho withdrawal, that a map will be initialed by all parties very soon, then, subject to community ratification, lands will be legally withdrawn by Order in Council by late fall of this year.

WWF realizes that UR-Energy is not applying for a prospecting permit, but we submit that allowing new mineral development in Thaydene Nene at this time, before the land withdrawal is complete, would be a clear violation of the spirit of this agreement. In fact, INAC promoted the agreement in its Winter edition (2006) of “Plain Talk” as an agreement that would “make space to negotiate,” and address the issue of a First Nation “watching the land and resources you might want in your agreement being leased, sold or developed while you negotiate.”

That is exactly what UR-Energy is proposing to do--a situation which INAC itself has described as ‘frustrating” for First Nations, and which WWF would describe as “bad faith,” subject to legal challenge based on precedents established by both the Supreme Court of Canada and the Ontario Superior Court.

Further, the NWT& Nunavut Chamber of Mines issued a press release on Dec 12th, 2005 in which the Chamber  “fully supports and endorses an Akaitcho Territory land withdrawal or individual Akaitcho community withdrawals, whichever type has the approval of the Akaitcho leadership.”

Clearly, both the Chamber and INAC have been trying to create the public impression that they support giving the Akaitcho “space to negotiate.” Betraying this commitment in principle by issuing new mineral claims or drilling permits within lands proposed for withdrawal by Akaitcho is not in keeping with this public impression, or the spirit of the agreement with Akaitcho.

Further, since June 2005, at the request of Baker Lake in Nunavut and Lutsel K’e in the NWT, both territorial governments have approved the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary Management Plan. That plan includes proposals to establish Special Management Areas to the northeast of the Sanctuary in Nunavut, and to the southwest in the NWT, including the Upper Thelon Basin. By allowing further mineral development in these areas, INAC is effectively pre-empting the Thelon Management Plan, and foreclosing community-supported options for protection.

WWF is not opposed to uranium exploration or mining, but to allow it at this time in the Upper Thelon Basin, over the expressed opposition of the people who live there, before they have had the chance to deliver on a signed agreement with the federal government to negotiate withdrawal of areas important to them, is not morally or legally defensible.

Therefore, WWF-Canada stands strongly opposed to approving UR-Energy’s application at this time.
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