HYDRO DEVELOPMENT THREATENS THE NAMAKAN RIVER ADJACENT TO QUETICO WILDERNESS PARK
Plans are being push forward for hydroelectric development of the Namakan River in the heart of the Quetico-Boundary Waters-Voyageurs wilderness area of NW Ontario and N Minnesota. Unfortunately the Ontario public has not been appraised of these plans through the Environmental Bill of Rights Registry. Your help is urgently needed to prevent the destruction of the Namakan’s unique and fragile ecosystem and harm to the surrounding protected areas.
The Namakan
The Namakan River is a large, turbulent waterway that forms a direct link between Quetico Park in Ontario and Voyageurs National Park in Minnesota (Figure 1). It is unique in that it is surrounded by and lies within the greater ecosystems of three protected areas, Quetico, Voyageurs and the Boundary Waters Wilderness. It is particularly noted for its Lake Sturgeon, recently elevated to ‘threatened’ status on the Ontario Species at Risk list for NW Ontario, and is the only known site in Ontario of the Pygmy Snaketail dragonfly, a ‘species of special concern’ in Canada.
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Figure 1: Hydroelectric power projects proposed for the Namakan River. LCC: Lac La Croix; NL: Namakan Lake; QL: Quetico Lake: RL: Rainy Lake.
Unfortunately, the Namakan’s falls and rapids, including spectacular 6.8 m High Falls, have also been identified by the Ontario government as sites for hydroelectric development. The Ojibway Power and Energy Group (OPEG), a partnership between the Lac La Croix First Nation and Chant Construction has proposed hydro developments at three locations (Figure 1). The First Nation believes that hydro development will help alleviate the community’s serious economic hardships.
High Falls Hydro Proposal:

The first proposal is focused on High Falls, but will directly affect an 8 km section of the waterway. A powerhouse, intake channel and spillway will obliterate the historic portage trail and a dam will be placed across the top of the falls. A channel of the river that by-passes the falls itself and serves as a migration route and important spawning area for Lake Sturgeon and other species will also be dammed and become the site of a bridge, power transmission line and fish bypass structure. A headpond will be created above the dam, drown Quetico Rapids and elevate water levels at least 5 km upstream of the falls, including for a short distance inside Quetico Park itself.  Below High Falls bedrock will be blasted and/or mechanically removed from the shoreline and river bed at several locations as far downriver as upper Hay Rapids, 3 km below High Falls. A Draft Environmental Report for this first development proposal is currently under review (www.opeg.ca). Comments are due by February 26, 2010.
Hay Rapids Hydro Proposal:

A second proposal for a major development at Hay Rapids, is currently on hold, but is expected to be considered later. It would involve a powerhouse at the base of Hay Rapids close to extensive Lake Sturgeon spawning habitat, and the excavation of an 800 m long water diversion canal around the rapids. The canal and other aspects of the development would destroy a large beaver pond that lies east of the rapids as well as the historic portage trail. Dams would be built across the top of both channels at upper Hay Rapids, resulting in further impact on the spawning beds in the rapids. Finally, an access road and transmission corridor constructed. 
Myrtle Falls Hydro Proposal:

A proposal for a third hydro generating station at Myrtle Falls, several kilometres upriver and only a few hundred metres from the Quetico boundary, is expected to go ahead within 5 years. In additon to the power house and related stuctures, it would require three dams on three separate channels of the river, a head pond, access road, and a transmission corridor. No detailed information has been provided about this proposal.
Should these projects proceed they will have profound effects the ecosystem and wilderness character of the Namakan, Quetico Park and the two nearby protected areas in Minnesota.
Threats to Species at Risk

Scientific studies indicate that two species at risk in particular will likely be directly and negatively affected by hydro development of the Namakan.
Lake Sturgeon: Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens) have been in decline over much of their area of distribution for many years as a result of hydro development and overfishing. The NW Ontario population of Lake Sturgeon have recently been designated as “threatened” by the Ontario governement, following recommendations by the Committee on the Status of Species at Risk in Ontario (COSSARO). In making its recommendations COSSARO cited the threat posed by hydro development proposals on several of NW Ontario’s rivers (http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/275470.pdf). A recent detailed review of Lake Sturgeon in Ontario by the Ministry of Natural Resources (http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/275658.pdf) emphasizes that hydro development likely poses the greatest threat to Lake Sturgeon. Habitat for Lake Sturgeon and other species in the Namakan will be irreversibly altered in and around the sites of the power stations, spillways, and dams, as well as elsewhere in the river system. Migration patterns will also be seriously affected if the Namakan is re-engineered from a free-flowing river to one that is managed for hydroelectric production. 
Pygmy Snaketail: The Pygmy Snaketail (Ophiogomphus howei) is known from only one location in the entire province, at Lady Falls on the Namakan, a short distance downstream from the various proposed hydro projects. It is designated as a Species of Special Concern under Canada’s Species at Risk legislation. Scientific studies have concluded that this species cannot survive downstream of hydro dams. Indeed, the COSEWIC Assessment and Status Report for this species (http://dsp-psd.pwgsc.gc.ca/collection_2009/ec/CW69-14-542-2009E.pdf) warns that hydro development on the Namakan River threatens the Ontario population of this species. 
Threats to Quetico Provincial Wilderness Park

Quetico Park, long considered the flagship Ontario’s wilderness parks, lies adjacent to the Namakan and entirely within the Namakan watershed. The Namakan and its tributaries in the Park from an intricate and interconnected web, with species such as Lake Sturgeon moving freely across the Park boundary. As a result, the Namakan and Quetico are parts of a single ecosystem – threats to the Namakan’s ecological integrity are equally threats to the ecological integrity of the Park. The Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves Act makes protection of ecological integrity of the Park its number one priority. It also prohibits impoundments associated with the generation of electricity in provincial parks. However, the current hydro proposal for a dam at High Falls would raise water levels along the Quetico River within Quetico Park. Quetico has in international reputation for its wilderness character and wilderness canoe routes, a reputation that will be severely damaged if hydroelectric development proceeds along the park’s western boundary.
Threats to Connectivity 

The Namakan waterway represents a key biological connector between Quetico Park and Voyageurs National Park in Minnesota. Voyageurs Park occupies the southern shore and many islands of Namakan Lake, which receives ¾ of its waters from the Namakan River. Lake Stugeon and othe species migrate along the length of the waterway from Namakan Lake to the tributaries of the river in Quetico Park. They bypass the sites of all the proposed hydro developments and utilize important spawning and overwintering sites along the way. The forested lands along the river are currently only lightly impacted by roads, and serve as a connection between the park for many species. Such connections between protected areas are now recognized as critical to maintaining  biodiversity, because isolated parks are too small on their own to fully encompass the habitats of many species. Hydro development along the Namakan will damage or destroy this critical link between Quetico and Voyageurs as migration along the river itself is disrupted, and access roads and power corridors fragment the forest along its banks.
Is the power from the Namakan needed?

Is the power from the Namakan needed? No. There is currently a surplus of power in NW Ontario and no capability of transmitting the excess to population centres in S Ontario or elsewhere.

Draft Environmental Report  

A Draft Environmental Report for the first proposal at High Falls has been prepared by the project proponent, OPEG, and can be accessed on the OPEG website at www.opeg.ca. Comments are due by February 26. Unfortunately the Report does not assess impacts of the High Falls proposal on the nearby parks, on the biological link between Quetico and Voyageurs, or the cumulative effects of the various projects at High Falls, Hay Rapids and Myrtle Falls.
Lack of Public Consultation
Although the Namakan power projects will have a major effect on the fragile Namakan River ecosystem, on species at risk, and on the integrity of the Quetico-Boundary Waters-Voyageurs wilderness area, the proposals and the recently released Draft ER have not been posted on the Environmental Bill of Rights (EBR) website. The Ontario public must be informed through the EBR Registry if the process is to be considered legitimate.
We ask that the Ontario government:
(1) Reject the Namakan hydro proposals in order to:
(a) protect Lake Sturgeon, a threatened species, and their habitat on the Namakan River as required by the Ontario Endangered Species Act.
(b) protect the habitat of the Pygmy Snaketail dragonfly whose only know location in Ontario is on the Namakan River, and which has been identifed by COSEWIC as under threat from the Namakan hydro proposals upstream.

(c) protect the important biodiversity connection between Quetico and Voyageurs parks along the Namakan River. 

(d) protect the wilderness character of the Namakan which lies at the heart of the internationally known Quetico-Boundary Waters-Voyageurs wilderness area. 
(e) protect the ecological integrity of Quetico as required by the Provincial Parks and Conservation Reserves Act, as well as the ecological integrity of Voyageurs National Park, as species from both parks move freely back and forth anong the Namakan corridor.

(2) Inform the Ontario public about the current consultations concerning the Draft Environmental Assessment and other issues related to the Namakan hydro proposals through postings on the Ontario EBR Registry.
(3)Initiate a comprehensive Environmental Assessment of the cumulative affects of all the hydro proposals for the Namakan River, as well as for the three nearby protected areas.
(4) Address with urgency the serious economic concerns of the Lac La Croix First Nation, by identifying solutions that are permanent and that protect the sensitive environment and wilderness values of the Namakan River and nearby protected areas.
Please send an e-mail to the Ontario Premier:

The Honorable Dalton McGuinty, Premier  dmcguinty.mpp.co@liberal.ola.org
With copies to:

Ojibway Power and Energy Group  tim.saville@chantgroup.com
The Honorable John Gerretsen, Minister of Environment  john.gerretsen@ontario.ca
The Honorable Linda Jeffrey, Minister of Natural Resources  ljeffrey.mpp.co@liberal.ola.org
Ms. Adair Ireland-Smith, Managing Director, Ontario Parks  adair.ireland-smith@mnr.gov.on.ca
Ojibway Power and Energy Group  tim.saville@chantgroup.com
Mr. Gord Miller, Environment Commissioner for Ontario  commissioner@eco.on.ca
