Grassy Narrows fight against logging to be heard in Ont. court Tuesday
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October 05, 2009 
TORONTO - The Grassy Narrows First Nation is expected to get its long-awaited day in court Tuesday over a logging dispute that's dragged on for a decade.

The case before the Ontario Superior Court in Toronto was supposed to get underway Monday, but was put off because a government lawyer got the flu.

The First Nation is challenging the province's right to permit industrial logging on its traditional lands in northwestern Ontario, saying it interferes with its treaty rights.

The group is fighting to protect the treaty signed in 1873, which gave the First Nation hunting and trapping rights except on land that the federal government used, said Robert Janes, a lawyer representing the First Nation.

"Essentially, what we're here to straighten out is the questions of whether or not logging authorized by the government of Ontario was covered by that," he said.

"In the bigger picture, this is about the First Nation wanting to get across the message that there has to be proper consultation and accommodation around logging," he added.

"And given the severe impacts their territories have had, that really, there almost needs to be consent for much of the logging."

The First Nation fears that logging is destroying their ability to trap and hunt for food, which is an important part of their culture, said Joseph Fobister, a spokesman for the group.

"That's something that makes us who were are," he said. "We have to have the land and animals, the way it was years ago."

The group has called on the province to stop the logging for years, but to no avail, he said.

Last year, forest industry giant AbitibiBowater pulled out of the Whiskey Jack Forest north of Kenora, saying it couldn't wait four more years for the province and the Grassy Narrows First Nation to agree on logging practices.

Northern Affairs Minister Michael Gravelle declined to comment on the court case, but said the province will consult with First Nations as it modernizes its forest tenure process, which includes granting licences to harvest wood.

The current system has a "certain inflexibility" that makes it difficult for new entrants to get involved, he said.

"We think that's the approach that's being welcomed by all stakeholders," he said Monday. "Certainly we think that will include our aboriginal stakeholders as well."

The governing Liberals could have made all kinds of changes to its forestry system a long time ago, said former NDP leader Howard Hampton, whose riding includes Grassy Narrows.

"I think much of the so-called consultation, again, is an attempt by the government to give the impression that they're doing something, when in fact, it is by-and-large a process that doesn't have a lot of substance to it," he said.

"They've already got the tools at their disposal to do substantive things that would make a difference. They're not using it."

About 800 people live at the Grassy Narrows, about 80 kilometres northeast of Kenora.
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