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There’s something about the power of a giant and untamed river rushing to spill itself into 
the ocean 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, 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 GIS mapping technology, a map was produced 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.   
 
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 
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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 
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 states:  “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 dams.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.  This is supported by some environmentalists as a green alternative to fossil 
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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 
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.   
 
Instead of wasting energy reliving the same tired 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.  These communities 
have load requirements of less than one megawatt, which can actually be met by in-
stream hydro turbines or wind power.  Payback periods are very fast due to the huge 
expense of  transporting diesel fuel on winter roads or seasonal barges. 
 
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.  The key remaining task is to 
have enough energy left over to give serious consideration to alternatives. 
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