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INTRODUCTIOn

The concept of power and place within
hydroelectricity in Canada can be analyzed through
the course material that has been explored this
term. Specifically following the theme of this
course, Indigenous Stories of Hydro Power in
Quebec and BC, this zine will explore two
hydroelectric powers in respective areas: the
James Bay Project in Quebec and the Site C Dam in
British Columbia. This zine will analyze four
sources explored in this course, including:

 "The Nexus of Hydroelectricity in Quebec" by
Caroline Desbien

1.

"Wrestling with Colonialism on Steroids" by
Zebedee Nungak

2.

The two sources above specifically focus
on the James Bay Project in Quebec. The
other two focusing on Site C Dam in BC
include: 

Wochiigii Io: End of Peace Documentary
directed by Heather Hatch

1.

Rendering Technical, Rendering Sacred:
The Politics of Hydroelectric
Development on British Columbia's
Saaghii Naachii/Peace River." by Caleb
Behn and Karen Bakker

2.



INTRODUCTIOn

After analyzing the four sources, I have concluded
that the similarities and differences between
these two situations can be categorized into four
ways.

The James Bay Project can be analyzed through a
cultural, economic, and political lens in Quebec. 
The Site C Dam can be analyzed through an
environmental, economic, and political lens for
BC. 

The most apparent difference is that Quebec
focuses on cultural representation for its
hydroelectricity project, whereas, in BC, the
environmental factor was highlighted. The
consensus is that the First Nations in these
communities got their rights infringed. Ending
this zine will be a collage representing
everything the First Nations have fought for and
how, through these four sources, it is very
telling that the hydroelectric projects must be
analyzed through different categories and
perspectives to understand the full history and
impact behind them. 



Point 1: Cultural Aspect of the

James Bay Project - The

Language Bill Act from both

perspectives 

According to Desbien (25), the Language Act (Bill 22)
was one of Quebec's main cornerstones of cultural
sovereignty. While this may have been a liberation
moment for the people of Quebec, we can compare this to
Nungak's perspective (1047), where the bill was seen
entirely differently. According to Nungak, creating
this bill (although in his memoir, he was referring to
Bill 101 in 1977) is erasing the existence of Inuit
culture. These two different perspectives give a very
telling picture of the cultural significance of the
James Bay project.



Point 1: Cultural Aspect of the

James Bay Project - The

Language Bill Act from both

perspectives 

First, this allows us to recognize that the Quebec
people cared very much about their identity, to the
point that even with the risk of affecting business
(Desbien 25), they wanted this language to be the core
of their identity, as the premier at the time also
believed that cultural sovereignty is what will bring
prosperity to the land of Quebec (Desbien 25). Second,
Nungak's perspective is that Quebec's version of pride
is a version of Separatism (Nungak 1043) and filled
with greed. Had they agreed and followed through with
initial land agreements from the past, then this
insecurity and need would not have been required in the
first place (Nungak 217). Overall, this gives
contrasting perspectives to the cultural fight about
the James Bay Project from both sides, and it is very
telling how Quebec, while trying to fight for its own
sovereignty, forgot the multicultural nature of the
land. (Desbien 28) 



In Behn and Bakker's article, they criticize the
environmental impact assessment

methodology, saying that it depends highly on
the specific situations rather than having a

streamlined standard approach (99).
Furthermore, they argue that after

conducting an assessment under the CEAA, the
impact of the Site C dam is so significant that it
cannot be ignored (Behn and Bakker 106). This
indicates that while the Quebec dam focuses

more on the cultural implications - and
received criticism from parties that supported
the rights of the First Nations, the Site C dam

was highlighted due to environmental
criticisms on top of Indigenous relations (Behn

& Bakker 100). 

Point 2: Environmental Aspect
of Site C Dam - The Meaning of

Environmental Impact



This makes Site C an interesting power analysis
due to different parties fighting back towards
the crown corporations. Site C was not in the
"public interest" (Hatch, 00:12:30). Therefore,
it was not just the Indigenous people fighting

back for their land rights; it was also the
academics who were criticizing the nature of

this project (Hatch). As criticized by Behn and
Bakker (100), the environmental impact

assessment also argues that the methodology
should include First Nations perspectives on

understanding the actual impact on their
homes (Behn and Bakker 110). By including

methodologies from Western and indigenous
cultures, we can understand what

environmental impact truly means, especially
regarding hydroelectric projects.

Point 2: Environmental Aspect
of Site C Dam - The Meaning of

Environmental Impact



 Interestingly, while the James Bay project
must have had environmental impacts,

especially on the indigenous lands, these were
not highlighted in Nungak's memoir or Desbien's
article on the James Bay project. This is likely

because of the older nature of the Quebec
project, which happened in the 1970s. In

contrast, the Site C project is very recent;
therefore, environmental impacts were a

bigger point addressed in the latter case. This
tells us that timeframes can make a huge

difference in what gets emphasized when it
comes to major hydroelectric dams and the
overall scheme of the types of criticisms a

project may face. 

Point 2: Environmental Aspect
of Site C Dam - The Meaning of

Environmental Impact



Point 3: Economic Aspect of

James Bay Project and Site C

Dam - Strong vs Weak Business

Case? 

A common justification for both of the dam projects comes from
economic motivations. While the Quebec project was seen as
promising for the prosperity of the land, culture and people
(Desbien 32), the reality is very different for the Site C
Dam. For the Quebec dam, following the meaning behind the
political slogan "Maitres Chez Nous" (Desbien 22) was the
ambitious goal of the premier to give 100,000 jobs to the
citizens of Quebec. This made it seem a very promising
project. In reality, Nungak and his people fought for their
rights only to be rejected due to the interests of many
outweighing those of a few (Nungak 531). However, the Quebec
project made much more economic sense when seen as a
historical case than Site C. This brings the question of the
real motivation behind the Site C project.



Point 3: Economic Aspect of

James Bay Project and Site C

Dam - Strong vs Weak Business

Case? 

According to Hatch's documentary, Sarah Cox explains that the
BC Utilities Commission report on the economic impacts of the
Site C dam is "damn telling," indicating that there was no
real need for this project (01:00:21). On top of offering 1000
jobs approximately (Hatch), a small number compared to the
Quebec Dam, the dam being significantly over budget, and also
within an economy where most people were employed (Hatch),
this project is considered "weak business case." (Behn and
Bakker 99). When we see it from this lens, it can be
infuriating and disappointing for the First Nations that their
homes have to be threatened due to sheer greed. We will dive
into understanding the motivations behind the dams in the next
point; however, after analyzing the two dams based on economic
motivations, it is clear that while it may have been a clear
motive for James Bay, it was not the case for Site C. 



One common point discovered after analyzing the
four primary sources for this project is the criticism

towards the Canadian government and legal
structure. Sarah Cox, from Hatch's documentary,

explains the political motivations perfectly for BC
and Quebec's dam cases (Hatch, 23:09)

“Site C has been a political project. It was approved in
the provincial election in the offing. They basically
campaigned on a jobs, jobs, jobs for BC platform.

Politicians think short term, not long term. They like
to pose in front of mega projects wearing hard hats.

They like the photo opportunities and the glamour
that comes with mega projects.” 

Looking at the behaviours of both major dams, we can
see how true this statement is, even in two different

periods. 

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



Chief Roland Willson had another perspective
regarding the law system:

“Our two little nations are doing everything we can
to stay in the fight. To win this fight we have to stay
in the fight. And that’s the frustrating part of this,
because we’re not gonna lose because we are wrong,

we are going to lose because we can’t stay in the
fight.” (00:38:54). 

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



Through this pattern, I realized the unjust
patterns behind dam projects. For one, the
First Nations must constantly fight on the

grounds of the Western government. Nungak
and his team had to learn law lingo to fight
for themselves quickly (Nungak, SOURCE). At
the same time, in Hatch's documentary, the

injunction hearing to put an end to the dam is
"very costly." (00:08:30). Furthermore, Nungak
and his team desired a government that solely

managed their sovereignty, only for this
proposal to be ridiculed by the Quebec

government (Nungak 626). This raises the
question of whether the Western government

is the right way to handle and manage the
social structure, eventually leading to

Nungak's straightforward criticism of the
British Legal system as indicated in the

previous Page. 

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



The question remains: what was the psychology
behind the actions? Harry Swain, a member of
the Federal Advisory Panel for Site C, says, "I

think that it is almost a cultural,
institutional mindset. I do not think it is the
guilty people. I do not think it is evil people,
it's just people." (Hatch 01:02:41) Indicating
that human nature is just how it is. However,

the answer becomes different when we consider
the First Nations aspect. In Desbien's article,
the First Nations believe that the death of a

premier was deserved as he clogged the rivers;
therefore, dying of a heart attack clogging

the arteries is justified as a punishment from
nature (37).

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



Furthermore, the First Nations have always
maintained their dignity towards the fight
against their lands and rights. In Behn and

Bakker's article when the story of the Site C
Dam was told from the First Nations

perspective, this was spoken as a lesson, "Do
not treat them the way the white people treat
us, with their saws and machines and holes in

the earth and their dams that destroy the
sacred water," (Behn and Bakker 112). This

ideology is also shown in Hatch's documentary
when a man mentions the presence of the RCMP,

saying, "We do not quarrel with them; we are
just doing our job, and they are doing theirs"

(Hatch). 

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



This begs the question from Harry's statement:
Is it really just people, no evil people? The
First Nations have bent their backs to fight
for what belongs to them in a civil way that

follows the Western government's ideologies.
The First Nations have only ever felt

disappointment and anger towards their
government but still maintain their values and

dignity along the way. 

Point 4: Political Aspect of James
Bay Project and Site C Dam - The

Government System and the
Psychology Behind Actions 



COnCLUSION

We can understand patterns through the two events
after looking at the four sources and synthesizing
an analysis by categorizing the two hydroelectric
dam projects into environmental, cultural,
economic, and political stances. Overall, there is
a sad truth to the two projects: that the First
Nations have been wronged and that voices need to
be louder and more assertive. As long as awareness
spreads, there will be change, and the fight that
the First Nations have been fighting for will
always be worth it. 

Throughout this zine is a collection of all the
findings of the four sources, as well as any
symbolic numbers and cultural meanings. I have
decided that with my recent emergence of findings,
my initial project proposal of creating one's
slogans and symbols does not do justice to what
the First Nations have gone through; these
sources, although a start, represent the true work
of spreading the injustice the First Nations have
gone through, and embracing this is the first step
of change. 
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