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“Our Dene Nation is like this great river.  We take our strength, our wisdom and 
our ways from the flow and direction that has been established by ancestors we 
never knew, ancestors of a thousand years ago.  Their wisdom flows through us to 
our children and our grandchildren, to generations we will never know.  We will 
live out our lives as we must, and we will die in peace because we know that our 
people and this river will flow on after us.” 

 
Frank T’Selie, Berger Inquiry, 1975 
 

 
The Deh Cho (Mackenzie) River - Photo Credit World Wildlife Fund 



 
There’s something about the power of a giant and untamed river rushing to spill itself into 
the sea that must drive engineers and politicians crazy about all that “wasted” energy.  
The Government of the Northwest Territories caught dam-building fever in 2001.  Joe 
Handley, then Minister of Resources, Wildlife, and Economic Development had spent his 
summer running around northern communities promoting a network of dozens of new 
dams covering the whole NWT mainland.  Even former Alberta Premier Peter Lougheed 
was retained to promote the electricity sales in southern Canada and the United States. 
 
NWT Power Corporation engineers had estimated that this $6 billion dollar mega-project 
could produce a total of 11,000 megawatts, bringing in over $600 million a year in 
revenues.  Virtually all the energy (10,450 megawatts) would have to come from four 
mega-dams spanning the two kilometre wide Mackenzie River, known as “Deh Cho” by 
the Dene aboriginal peoples.  
 
“The NWT’s hydro opportunities are huge and undeveloped.  The potential is the biggest 
in Canada, and perhaps the world.  Fur will never come back.  And there is limited 
potential for commercial fishing and forestry in the NWT.  Hydro could drive industry 
down the road, and provide us with revenues through exports to southern Canada and the 
United States.” 1 Handley enthused.  Moreover, these dams were going to be “clean and 
green” using run-of-river technology that would not block rivers, but only divert part of 
them. 
 
Unfortunately, Handley’s glossy presentation maps soon got into the wrong hands.   
Using simple desktop Geographic Information Systems (GIS) mapping technology, I was 
able to produce a map showing the proper geographical context of the two 30 metre high 
dams near Wrigley and Fort Simpson.  The dams would actually flood not only dozens of 
cultural and ecological sites along the river, but also the village of Jean Marie River, the 
Willow River Bridge along the Mackenzie Highway, the Norman Wells oil pipeline, and 
even the proposed Mackenzie Gas pipeline route.   
 

                                                 
1 Ed Struzik. “$26B for 6-dam megaproject” Edmonton Journal, July 13, 2001. p. A1 



 
Expected Flooding from Two Proposed Dams on the Deh Cho (Mackenzie River) - Map produced by 
Petr Cizek 

 
Handley dismissed the map: “We’re not going to flood Jean Marie River.  There is no 
need for concern.”2  He said it’s impossible to predict water levels without factoring how 
much backup the projects create – something that can’t be done without a study.  Handley 
said water levels would rise to high water marks at the most unless there is the desire to 
generate more power.   
 
Basic laws of physics seemed to have escaped the Minister. The La Grande complex in 
James Bay flooded over 10,000 km2 of land to generate 15,000 megawatts in a deep 
valley in the Pre-Cambrian shield.   To generate similar levels of power, flooding would 
have to be even more extensive in the wide and shallow sedimentary valley of the 
Mackenzie. 
 
Stanley Sanguez, then Chief of Jean Marie River, categorically rejected any development 
along their portion of the river.  “The whole area of hydro development will potentially 
change everything we believe in.  The whole life cycle will change.  Our council said no 
to the project.”3   By the fall of 2001, the Deh Cho First Nations tribal council had passed 
a resolution condemning the dams and Handley appeared before the Chiefs promising 
                                                 
2 Jorge Barrera. “Mackenzie River like James Bay?” News/North. October 1, 2001. p. A15 
3 Ibid. 



that no further initiatives would be undertaken without their support.  Soon thereafter, 
Handley was shuffled out of his portfolio. 
 
Their political promoter was gone, but the senior bureaucrats were still busy as beavers.  
The dam issue reared its head again in January 2003 when the Government of the NWT 
released its draft Energy Strategy committing the government to  “actively promoting 
NWT energy resources in southern markets.”4 
 
Most importantly, the strategy’s definition of run-of-the river was hidden in the appendix: 
“A type of hydroelectric facility that uses the river flow with very little seasonal 
alteration and a fixed volume of impoundment of water.” 5  Although the merit and 
definition of run-of-the-river projects are hotly debated, this did not even meet the World 
Bank’s standard, which defines run-of-the-river as:  “Developments where no or little 
impoundment takes place and the natural river flow is utilised with no seasonal 
regulation.” 6 
 
This time, Ecology North, a northern citizen’s group, joined in the fray condemning dams 
on the Mackenzie.  Ecology North also asked the government to revise its definition of  
run-of-the-river to at least meet World Bank standards and provide a realistic estimate of 
the hydro-electric power that could be generated with real run-of-the-river projects.7 
 
The final Energy Strategy released in July 2003, omits any reference to promoting 11,000 
megawatts of potential hydro-electric power to southern markets nor is the term run-of-
the-river mentioned.8   
 
Although the Deh Cho First Nations may have thwarted large-scale hydroelectric 
development in their territory, other First Nations in the Northwest Territories are willing 
to consider damming their own lands.   They are especially interested in supplying power 
to the diamond mines and pipeline compressor stations that currently depend on diesel 
generators or natural gas turbines.  Some environmentalists support this as a green 
alternative to fossil fuel consumption and greenhouse gas emissions.  Unfortunately the 
same laws of physics still apply.   
 
North of Yellowknife, a dam built in 1948 flooded as much as 130 square kilometres to 
produce 8 megawatts, 9 which is the power consumption of a typical diamond mine.  A 

                                                 
4 Energy Secretariat. Towards and Energy Strategy for the NWT: A Discussion Paper.  Resources Wildlife 
and Economic Development, Government of the Northwest Territories, Yellowknife, January 2003. p. 27. 
5 Ibid. p. 45. 
6(http://www.worldbank.org/html/fpd/em/hydro/rrp.stm) 
7 Ecology North. Ecology North Position Paper: Towards an Energy Strategy for the NWT.  March 26, 
2003. http://www.econorth.yk.com/ecology_north_position_paper.htm 
8 Resources Wildlife and Economic Development. NWT Energy Strategy.  Government of the Northwest 
Territories, Yellowknife, July 31, 2003. p. 17.  http://www.gov.nt.ca/RWED/ 
9 Petr Cizek.  Estimated Physical Footprint of Human Activities in the Bathurst Inlet Port and Road Study 
Area of the Slave Geological Province.  Prepared for Canadian Arctic Resources Committee, Yellowknife, 
March 24, 2003. 
 



typical diamond mine has a physical footprint of about 13 square kilometres, so 
substituting hydro-electric power for diesel generators would increase the physical 
footprint of industrial development by a factor of ten.  And once a mine is exhausted, the 
flooding will remain.   
 
With greater public awareness about the disastrous effects of hydro-electric mega-
projects, governments are now forced to rely on deception and distorted definitions.  But 
an active and vigilant citizenry, especially those equipped with simple desktop GIS 
mapping tools, can expose and demolish these delusions.   
 
However, the deception and distortion didn’t diminish this past winter as Mr. Handley 
became Premier of the NWT and formed a spin-off NWT Energy Corporation with a 
mandate to develop new hydro-electric projects.   The territorial government had 
convinced the Deline Land Corporation and the Tulita Yamouria Secretariat, aboriginal 
land-holding companies spawned by the Sahtu land claim settlement in 1993, to consider 
building a dam on the Great Bear River.  Intended to supply hydro-electric power to 
compressor stations along the proposed Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, this 27 metre (88 
foot) high dam along the St. Charles rapids would produce 128 megawatts and cost $600 
million, including the cost of transmission lines up and down the thousand kilometre long 
Mackenzie River Valley.   Miraculously, the promoters claimed that this concrete 
colossus wouldn’t flood any land either.   
 
This time, the promoters realized they had to pull all the stops to restore the public’s faith 
in miracles.  Their taxpayer-funded propaganda featured fancy models and slick videos of 
a cute-looking dam that doesn’t back up or raise any water at all.  This past summer, I 
bumped into the video’s digital animator.  He enthusiastically told me how he had 
transposed a simulated digital image of the proposed dam on top of real video footage of 
the river that had been filmed from a helicopter.  When I asked him whether the video 
shows any flooding behind the dam, he non-chalantly replied: “I don’t get involved in 
politics, I just want to make sure that my bills get paid.”  The territorial government must 
really be detached from reality if the question of whether or not a dam raises water levels 
has become political. 
 



 
Model of Proposed Dam on Great Bear River - Photo by Deborah Simmons 

 
In the video, a former civil servant and sometime folk-singer, now moonlighting as a 
genial host and narrator, reassures the audience in his trademark mellifluous baritone: 
“This is a run-of-the river project.  No reservoir needs to be built, no lands will be 
flooded and the flow of the river will not be affected.”10   
 
Strangely, the video shows the top of the dam towering far above the upstream water 
level.  What could be the purpose of spending millions of dollars pouring all that extra 
concrete?   The bearded bear of a narrator does confess: “We’ve all heard bad news about 
dams and all the good land that they flood, forcing people off the land.  This run-of-the 
river dam will raise water levels somewhat.  However, this section of the river has steep 
banks and the water will stay within the banks.  We estimate that water will be raised for 
10 kilometres but will return to its normal level by the time it reaches Wolverine Creek.  
With a mechanized portage system to bring boats around or over the dam, travel on the 
river will become easier and safer.” 
 
Using a topographic map, Ecology North calculated that raising the water level by 27 
metres behind the dam would cause the river to spill its banks by several hundred metres, 
well upstream of the mouth of Wolverine Creek.  While no one could dispute that the 
promised magic mechanized portage would certainly equal the nineteenth century 
marvels seen along historic canal routes, it seems that the engineers also hadn’t noticed 

                                                 
10 Watch the video on-line at http://www.nwtec.ca/great_bear/index.html 



that the dam would flood the winter road to the village of Deline, its sole means of 
overland supply. 
 
When a homemade video showing the true extent of flooding was premiered at a public 
Earth Week event, agents from the NWT Power Corporation were scattered in the room.  
Ecology North members soon received phone calls from the Vice-President inviting them 
to a meeting where he continued to insist that no land would be flooded.  
 

 
Video Still of Simulated Flooding on Great Bear River, Normal Water Level at 0 metres (Red is 
proposed dam site, Orange is existing seasonal road) - Video Produced by Shelagh Montgomery 

  
 



 
Video Still of Simulated Flooding on Great Bear River, Water Level Raised by 14 metres - Video 
Produced by Shelagh  Montgomery 

 
 



 
Video Still of Simulated Flooding on Great Bear River, Water Level Raised to 27 metres - Video 
Produced by Shelagh Montgomery 

 
The unwavering support of the aboriginal land corporations for this project is even more 
curious, especially considering the aboriginal peoples continued reliance on the river as a 
source of food and as an important travel route.  Not that long ago, Elders from Tulita 
still recalled the signing of the treaties in 1921 in these lyrical terms: 
 

“Then the Treaty party, Commissioner Conroy or whoever it was, said: ‘As long 
as the Mackenzie River flows, and as long as the sun always comes around the 
same direction every day, we will never break our promise.’ The people and the 
Bishop said the same thing, so the people thought that it was impossible that this 
would happen - the river would never reverse and go back up-river, and the sun 



would never go reverse. This was impossible, so they must be true. That’s why we 
took the Treaty.”11 

 
The signing of the Sahtu land claim in 1993 required the “surrender and extinguishment” 
of aboriginal title in exchange for cash and corporate land parcels.  While it is clear that 
this created an aboriginal corporate class keen on making big business deals, it is less 
clear whether the directors of these corporations are themselves fully aware of this 
project’s implications.  However, the territorial government’s shameless propaganda will 
make it that much harder for ordinary aboriginal shareholders to make informed 
decisions.  That is assuming they will be allowed to participate at all. 
 
Instead of wasting energy reliving the same worn-out old mega-project debates in the 
North, much greater emphasis needs to be placed on finding renewable energy solutions 
for small isolated settlements that continue to rely on diesel generators.   Tired of 
constantly saying “no” to destructive projects, Ecology North decided to find something 
to which they could say “yes” that would support their goals of promoting ecologically 
sustainable lifestyles in the North. 
 
Two years ago, Ecology North joined forces with Wha Ti, an isolated Dogrib community 
of 500 people north-west of Yellowknife accessible only by seasonal winter roads.  Wha 
Ti pays the third-highest rate for electricity of any community in northern Canada and 
was tired of putting up with the noise, smell, and pollution from the diesel generators 
located right in the heart of the village.  Just downriver from the village, the magnificent 
falls on the Lac La Martre river lay waiting to provide a solution to the community’s 
energy needs. 
 

                                                 
11 Joe Kenny, born 1903, Albert Menacho, born 1893, Johnny Yekaleya, born 1905 interviewed in R. 
Fumoleau, As Long as This Land Shall Last: The History of Treaties 8 and 11. McLelland and Stewart, 
Toronto, 1975 
 



 
Lac la Martre River Falls - Photo Credit Pentii Sjoman, Wha Ti Sustainable Community Project 

 
Rather than focus only on new power supply from the falls, the project first mobilized 
local residents to gain immediate and tangible benefits by reducing their energy 
consumption through education and building retro-fits.   Once community awareness was 
raised and energy planning was complete, the Pembina Institute was brought on board to 
do a pre-feasibility study of hydro-electric power from the falls.  They discovered that a 
true run-of-the-river project could produce 1.2 megawatts of power with no damming 
whatsoever.  All that needs to be built is a penstock, which is a pipe running from the top 
of the falls to the bottom, feeding water through a turbine and generator.  Even more 
astounding, this $8 million project would pay for itself in as little as six years and 
produce enough surplus power to heat the community’s public buildings.  
 
There are dozens of villages just like Wha Ti scattered across the vast expanse of 
northern Canada with plentiful hydro-electric supplies at their doorsteps.  The diesel 
generators in these communities are spewing pollution and greenhouse gases while 
burning big holes in consumer’s wallets.  This diesel fuel needs to be imported by truck 
over hundreds of kilometres of seasonal winter roads or shipped by barge at massive 
subsidy from the taxpayer.  Yet the territorial government continues to chase one or two 
big hydro-electric mega-projects wasting millions of dollars on engineering studies and 
propaganda.  To add insult to injury, neither the diamond mines nor the pipelines even 
particularly want to buy power from these mega-projects. 
 



If the same kind of support were provided to dozens of small community-based projects, 
just as much power could probably be generated without any damming at all.  And this 
might just fulfil the vision of the people of Wha Ti of “using old values in new ways.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


