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>> A controvcrsial project is lining up 
:be citizens of Oka against a Montreal company 

l,y PATJtlCX I.IJTINYI 
Jhe small village or Oka, about 40 kllometres 

north-west of the clty, is much more than your 
average sleepy hamlet. Perhaps most famous for 
the unpleasantness of the 1990 summer stand-off 
between armed Mohawk Warrlors and the SQ and 

· the army, the result of a proposed golf course 
extension over tradltlonal native burlal grounds, 
the town ls agaln the centre of a controverslal 
development proJect that has pltted both 
Mohawks or the nearby Kahnasatake reserve and 
the resldents of Oka vlllage agalnst a ~ontrea\­
based mlnlng company. 

The mine ln question wlll be dlsglng for niobl­
·um, a rare metal used as a steel alloy to save on 
welght and thlckness. whlch ls more reslstant to 
corrosion and ls easler to weld. lt ls used malnly 
ln cars, pla'IP~, brldgPS, computer chips, artlnclal 
b.,dy parts an.li ln supercolllder.., llke the parttcle 
accelerator ln Geneva, Swltzerland. The company 
set up to e~plolt the deposlt, Nlocan Inc., says lt 
ha·s developed a plan that ls ecologlcally sound. 
takes the lnterests or the communlty serlously 
and wlll lnclude& the construction.of a new water 
system For the surroundlng homes. 

The maJorlty of° locals are outraged. They say 
the mine's envlronmental assessment ls sloppy at 
best, and g\osses over the potenUally dlsastrous 
effects the mlne's operatlons would have on the 
communlty's health and agrlcultural production, 
worth an estlmate.d $14-mllllon per year. And as 
for jobs, opponents say lt wouldn't make any 
sense for Nlocan to hire untralned locals for a 
sophlstlcated job. 

"Mlnlng lsn't a plck and shovet operation any· 
more," says the recently appolnted Kahnasatake 
Grand Chier Steve Bonspllle. "There are lots of 
unemployed miners looldn8 for work. [Nlocan's] 

, 

,, 

not golng to ·s~.~nd a lot of money on training 
when someone èlse ls traJn·ed to do the Job." 

But Jobs aren't the prlmary Issue locals are 
flghtlng over. hdlatlon ls. They fear the mlne's 
operatlon wlll unleash raqon gas that's trappetl 
ln the rock, and ruln the crops that sustaln the 
communlty's agrlcultural base. 

RADIATION NATION . 

Accordlng to one expert, the levels of radon 
gas ln the ground around Oka, already the hlgh· 
est ln Canada, would become a major health haz­
ard If the mlne's current plans are put lnto effect. 
.. Radon gas ls encountered in uranium mlnlng, 
and the ore body for niobium ls ln a uranium 
body,'" says Gordon Edwards, -presldent of the 
Canadlan Coalitlon for Nuclear Responslblllty 
·(CCNR) and a P.rofessor at Vanl~r College. He 
says radon, whcn inhalë~ ln slgnlflr.a:·• 1:.:~ .. tl­
tles, has been ldentlrled as deadly slnce the 
1930s, and targets exposure to lndoor radon as 
the second leadlng cause 'of·lung cancer after 
smoking. ·rhe rock lts~lf generates radon g.as 
and wlll continue to generate Il for huhdreds of 
thousands ofyears. If.the rock ls eut ln half, lt ·wlll 
create two new surfaces, and more radon gas wlll 
escape. And If the rock·ls crushed lt wlll lncrease 
the radon release by 10,000 or 100,000.or a mil­
Iton tlmes. The sand-llke resldue (from the mlne's 
rock-crushlng) ls also a problem because lt ls still 
generatlng radon.'~ 

Although radon's half-llfe ls short 11t only 3.8 
days, lt ls elght tlmes heavler than air and there­
fore stavs close to the ground. Radon eventually 
breaks down into several isotopes, includlng 
tcad 210, which ln turn produces polonium 210 . .,. 
"Polonium ::ito is considered even more to>tlc 
than plutonlvm." savs Edwards. "If polonium ls 



released lhen you wlll have fall-out on your ve1· 
etàbles and ln flsh and meat. Polonium can be 
harvested ln crops and wlll remaln ln food when lt 
ls sold ln markets. Once polonium 210 gels lnlo 
blologlcal tissue, the Us.sue becomes a vehlcle for 
dellvery of polonium lnto your body." 

Edwards also feels th111 Canada's tax safety 
standards regardlng exposure to radiation 9lves 
Nlocan the srounds for pressing 11head wlth the 
pro)ect. The Canadhm Hmlt for safo exposur~ to 
radiation levels stands at 800 Becquerels per 
litre. The Amerlcan standard, however, ls 150. 
Some of the homes near the proposed mlne·s site 
already have readlngs of over 800. 

Edwards says lhere are ·big gtarlng 1aps" ln 
Nlocan's analysls of the problem of radlo11ctlvlty. 
"Quebec has vlrtuallv no experlence wlth thls 
probtem pecause or a lack of uranium ln the 
province, whlch opens up serlous concerns." 

reglon, employlng 610 conslrucllon Jobs over 18 "We were agalnst lt and are stlll agalnst Il," he 
monlhs at slgnlncantly hlgher wages than aver· says. "Not only us on the comml,ttee, but the 

1 aae, and 340 Jobs rrom the mlne·s annuel opera· people of Oka, We had a referendum ln Aprll 
Uons, also at hl11her 1han averaae waaes. Fur· 2000, and Oka parlsh rt)ecled lt by 62 percent." 
thermore, the newslener says the mine wlll Nlocan daims lhe resldents of Oka village, how• 
stlmulate the eçonomy. favourlng local suppll· ever, a dlfferenl polltlcal entlty al the rime, su) 
ers. partlclpale ln the tourlst economv and ported the project.overwhelmlngly, wlth 9:1 
lncrease the velue or real estate. The six-hectare cent ln favour. But Bonspllle savs th11 qu11sl. 
site would be returned 10 lhe munlclpallty ror a 

I 
on the vlllage's ballot w11s vague and leadln11, 

nominal one-dollar foe al the end or lhe mlne's j and dld nol dlreclly relaie 10 the prolect ln ques· 

11-vear llfe. ·· . _ ! lion. 
But 1ettln1 back to the question of radloactlvl-' CompllcaUn11 thlngs funher was the merrtr of 

ty and waste disposai, Faucher savs agaln that the town and parlsh ln the sprln1 or 2000. The 
local opponents are worrylng for nothlng. "We mayor of the new munlclpallly (and former parlsh 

· wlll return the waste under1round ln a saler con· mayor), Yvan Patry, ls seld to hilve lnltlally 
. ditlon than when lt was utracled." h'e says. favoured the prolett, but, faced wlth resldenls' 

"We'll seperale the rerronloblum be1ween slag wlde&pread dlsaffectlon, has slnce spoken out 
and metal and recycle the slag underground. Il agalrtst Il: Patry dld not return the MTrror's repeat· 
wlll be no more. n'o less radioactive when lt ed attempt.s to contact hlm. 
relurns in a volc:ank rock. 11 wlll then be melted . Me~nwhlle, Chaput and hls commltttt, along 

la11a11a MOUY, wan11 au Jl>H and l'fozen, maklng lt more lmpermeable ln thls 
I 

wlth Bonspllle and others, are presentlns thelr 
Hlocan_ presldent Richard Faucher, however, · · state lhan 11 was orlrlnally." case before an admlnlstretlve tribunal to declde 

feels that far too much 1s beln11 made apout what Foucher acknowledses clllzens' concern,, but whether Nlocan wlll recelve the proper zonlng 
he feels ls an elt!enslvely researched a~ ultlmate· 

1 

says, -People can be scared, but we have to keep permlts to be11n· construction of the mine. They 
lysafuand mutually profitable :nture. T~e opp~· . 11 ln perspective." He ls hoplng 10 srart c~nslruc• had hearlngs ln November, and wlU (ontlnue ln 
nents are pollrlcally motlvated. he savs. We estl· lion by the summer of 

2002
_ ' the sprlng. Edwards wlll return before the tribunal 

mate that the mine wlll affect wells sunk lnto the ; · agaln, as wlll-a geomorphologlst and II geologlst 
rock up to one kllometre on each slde of the mine, ! LAW AH 

0111111 
lo provlde expert tesllmony. Louis svlvestre, the 

but we are brl~1ln1 ln a pot~ble water system for ! But not If André Chaput has anythlng 10 do wlth commlttee's lawyer, says they wlll n1h1 to the 
resldents. Thats bener quallly water. No one wlll ! lt. For four years. Chaput has been presldent of end. "My mandate ls qulte clear," he says. -we 
be affected by1he ~lne except ~.v construction . the cltlzens' commlnee opposed to J.he mine, and want to block thls proJett. There ls no compro-
equlpment along Ste-Sophle road. I has bttn lobbylng provincial mlnlslers 10 block mise. Il ls absolutely Incompatible for a mlnlng 

Faucher says the proJect wlll brlng ln a lot for
1 

the proJttl. Chaput's Osht has now become per- ~~!.~! to open up ln the mlddle of a field where 
locals. A Fall 2000 newsletter, forwarded to the1 sonal as w~•i ln Jan 8 N( 1 the 1 1 lt I ltl 11 " 
ri•1.-.:- by Fauc'1P•. 11~,s the advantages: "rund-' serv"cJ c:,:~.~. ·Nilh u11 r;f~~;:;id ~':s~s::~: :o:e~~~~:e~:. ~: ;i ~~o:~~m Borispllie :;a r 
~~! ~:; ~i-mllllon Job training program durln11 relate to an antl-Nlocan Web site (and there are I the band councll h11s had to shelve several otht _ 

llfy: ructlon p~ase to help local resldents, severaO, cialmlng lt contalned factuel errors. Cha- . protects to pursue 1hls one, but he won't take a 
qua A or thbel!l'llnefs hlgh.-payln1 Jobs; 160 per·I put, however, lnslsts he had nothlns to do wlth î <lefeat lylng down. ~we're golng to pursue all 
man nt, sta e, sa e and well-pald positions: the site, and the corrections he was forced lo 'avenues," he says. "Ir we exhaust the legal 
150-~oo construction Jobs foc Il perlod of two, publlsh ln a local newspaper dama1ed hls repula· evenues, we'II fend avenues of protests, llke 
ri;•rs; over 200 Indirect Jobs sustalned over the !Ion. He sued for defam11tlon, and lost last Sep- . demonstrations, slowlng down 1ramc, and svm· 

e oh ~e mine: lob opportunltles for the area's tember. He had to pay $750 ln court ~osts but bollc blockades.M 0 
yout ; and} opportunltles to Hnd Jobs close to . has no plans 10 back down. ' A'lN.~u• A"A'v l 2-"3" 1 1 Il, 
home and famlly.• Nlocan documents say lt'·- · . · 
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would become the targest employer ln th11 
: . . :. ·· .... . 


