BEVERLY AND QAMANIRJUAQ CARIBOU MANAGEMENT BOARD


2 November 2007
Alistair MacDonald

Environmental Assessment Officer

Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board

P.O. Box 938, 5102 – 50th Ave.

Yellowknife, NT X1A 2N7

Dear Mr. MacDonald:

Response to Call for Comments on Conduct of Environmental Assessments in the Upper Thelon River Basin 
On behalf of the Beverly and Qamanirjuaq Caribou Management Board (BQCMB), I am submitting comments on the process to be conducted for the four environmental assessments for uranium exploration proposals by Uravan and Bayswater Uranium in the upper Thelon River Basin, NWT.
The BQCMB appreciates MVEIRB’s attempt to reduce duplication of efforts and to increase efficiencies during these next four upper Thelon EAs. The BQCMB is not alone among the parties in having very limited capacity and huge demands and expectations from others on their time and resources. It is also likely that the BQCMB is not alone in having no desire to go through four more EAs like the UR Energy EA, or to see the community of Lutsel K’e put through more hearings to deal with similar proposals with similar issues, unless there is a compelling reason to do so.
Our first suggestion is that these next four upper Thelon EAs not be conducted until adequate progress is made on sorting out the broader issues of land and resource management in the upper Thelon basin.  Work should be initiated to implement the suggestions made to the Minister as part of MVEIRB’s recommendation on the UR Energy proposal before any discussion occurs concerning additional exploration proposals for the area.  Indian and Northern Affairs should commit to and establish a timeline for meaningful land use planning, consultation with aboriginal users of the area, and regional assessment of cumulative effects of mineral exploration on barren-ground caribou.  At a minimum, these new EAs for proposals in the upper Thelon should not proceed until stakeholders have the opportunity to review the draft plan Minister Strahl has requested “for addressing the broader long term context for land and resource management in the Thelon watershed”.
Only when progress has been made toward resolving these broader issues should these upper Thelon EAs proceed. Our preferences for conducting the EAs in the four areas you have identified are outlined below. 
Evidence transfer from the public record for UR Energy

Relevant evidence from the UR Energy EA should be transferred to avoid the need to resubmit evidence.  However, evidence to be transferred should be identified by the parties who made the initial submissions, as only they can accurately judge what is relevant.  
In some cases it may be necessary to note that although the evidence from the UR Energy EA is relevant to the new projects under assessment, additional evidence should also be considered in concert with the transferred evidence.  For instance, additional information on seasonal habitat use of barren-ground caribou in the upper Thelon area has been collected since the public hearing for the UR Energy EA.

Our preference is for option #2, where parties are invited to identify submissions that should be transferred from the UR Energy EA to the new upper Thelon EAs.

Scoping

A generic scope of assessment covering all four EAs should not be based only on preliminary screening.  Additional concerns may be identified by parties that were not described during the preliminary screening.  This may result because some parties were not able to participate in the preliminary screening of all four projects that are currently undergoing EA.  This was the case for the BQCMB, as we did not receive notice of Uravan’s applications in time to submit comments to MVLWB.

New timing and location-specific issues my need to be addressed as well. In terms of potential impacts of proposed exploration activities on caribou and many other wildlife species, timing and location are key elements that must be considered for each application. Despite the similarities in activities proposed for the four applications, it is possible that timing (e.g., season, time of day) and exact location (e.g., habitat, relation to watercourse) may vary sufficiently between project proposals to make potential effects on wildlife significantly different. 
Furthermore, it is our experience from the UR Energy EA that companies are sometimes willing to adjust timing of activities during the EA itself, and therefore their proposal and possibilities for some mitigation of effects may change through the EA process.  Companies may vary in their ability or willingness to make adjustments, and the characteristics of individual projects may prevent them from adjustments in some cases. Therefore it should not be assumed that no new evidence will be required for assessing the four new applications, or that all four projects are equivalent because their original proposals are similar.

Our preference is option #2, where MVEIRB issues a series of scoping questions to parties, and responses are used to focus on key issues or to develop a generic scope of assessment, as appropriate.  Each party should be asked for one submission answering the scoping questions for all four EAs, rather than being asked to submit four separate submissions.
Gathering new evidence
Our preference is to follow a modification of various options outlined, where scoping questions determine whether a generic ToR is required.  If so, a generic ToR should be developed to cover most issues, and information requests should be issued as required to fill in gaps for development-specific issues.  If a ToR is not required, one or more rounds of information requests should be issued to gather new evidence.  
Public hearings

Public hearings are the best way to ensure that community members most affected by proposed developments have the opportunity to voice their concerns.  However, it does not seem reasonable to ask the people of Lutsel K’e and Deninu Kue to participate in more hearings about uranium exploration in the upper Thelon watershed when they have made their views abundantly clear through the UR Energy public hearing and numerous submissions to MVLWB and MVEIRB.  Additional hearings will also consume resources that could perhaps be used more effectively in other ways, or on other assessments. 
Our preference is to hold public hearings for these EAs only if the people in Lutsel K’e and Deninu Kue choose this option.  If hearings are held, we prefer option #2, with one hearing for the Uravan EAs and another separate hearing for the Bayswater Uranium EAs. If no hearings are held (option #1), plain language descriptions of the exploration proposals should be provided to the communities, in English and also in their language. We believe option #3, holding one joint hearing, would be too complicated and difficult to follow, and particularly difficult for elders and interpreters.
Thank-you for the opportunity to comment on the conduct of these four new upper Thelon EAs. We hope our comments are helpful for developing the work plans.  Please contact me if you would like to discuss this input from the BQCMB.

Sincerely,

[original signed by]
Leslie Wakelyn

BQCMB Biologist

cc:
Jerome Denechezhe, BQCMB Chairperson


Deborah Johnson, BQCMB member for GNWT
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