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James Bay Revisited
This brief volume, consisting of seven chapters by
authors representing a variety of disciplines, is an attempt to depoliticize the debate over the James Bay Hydroelectric Project and focus instead on an analysis of
the available data. None of the authors has apparently
been an active participant in issues relating to the James
Bay Project, although all have experience in the Canadian north. Using the perspectives of political science,
ecology, toxicology, anthropology, biology, art, and economics, the book jacket promises to “examine the issues
of the controversy in relation to both the James Bay and
other large hydroelectric projects, such as the Aswan
Dam in Egypt and the Three Gorges Dam in China.” The
book instead demonstrates that the effects of the Canadian project cannot be generalized to other countries or
environmental zones.

Rupert, presumably lies even further in the future, if
indeed there is to be any continuation of the project.
Canada is the world’s leading producer of hydroelectric
power, seen by many as a more environmentally friendly
form of power production than the burning of fossil fuels
or the use of nuclear energy. Opponents have argued that
the negative effects on the 5000-6000 Crees who lived
in the area in 1971 (12,000 by 1995) have been ignored
and that the long-term environmental effects of a massive project in the taiga are unknown.

Chapter one, by political scientist Oran Young, and
chapter two, by economist Stanley Warner and ecologist
Raymond Coppinger, are the strongest in the book and
present a solid introduction to the issues and the context
in which they have developed. Young notes that Canada
is struggling with two issues, the future roles of Quebec
The James Bay Project, initiated in 1971, was designed and First Nations (surprisingly this phrase does not apto produce electricity for Canada as well as for export to pear in the book, perhaps reflecting the fact that only
the United States. Originally designed to consist of three one of the authors is Canadian) and their status as sepphases, only the La Grande portion has reached near arate societies, and the project has proved to be a major
completion, creating nine major dams, thirty-seven gen- political battleground on which these issues take center
erating stations, and thousands of kilometers of trans- stage. Although he is wrong in stating that there are no
mission lines. This phase represents 67% of the pro- workable models for social impact assessment (p. 11) (see
jected total area to be flooded if the project is completed Scudder and Colson 1982; Cernea 1997; Scudder 1997), he
and 57 percent of the projected power generation. The makes an important contribution in pointing out how the
second, Grande Baleine or Great Whale, was placed on framing of the debate has moved from conflicts of interhold in 1994 amid protests by Crees and Inuits as well est, in which bargaining and compromise are possible, to
as U.S. environmental groups such as Greenpeace and conflicts of rights which are seen as matters of principle
the Audubon Society. The third, Nottaway-Boadback- permitting no compromise. Coppinger and Warner treat
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briefly with the alliances between the Crees and U.S.based environmental organizations (and the lack of these
by the Inuits), an aspect that demands a more in-depth
field-based analysis. The same authors consider the environmental effects of other Canadian hydro projects and
their implications for James Bay. They note that while
there have been measurable impacts on certain species,
nearly all of these are at the margin of their range in this
area and are not endangered.

cal arena, it is seriously flawed by the total absence of
native voices. Chapters by Cree and Inuit participants
would provide a welcome insight. Mary Fadden Arquette
(DVM, PhD) at Akwesasne could have addressed both the
scientific and social issues involved from a native perspective. It is also unfortunate that much of the material is based on secondary sources rather than long-term
field research. The book is strongest in presenting the
environmental issues in their political contexts and significantly weaker in dealing with the social and cultural
B. D. Roebuck’s analysis of elevated mercury levels issues involved. Future studies that incorporate Cree and
resulting from reservoir construction is a concise and Inuit perspectives and examine more deeply the social isuseful description although the raw data collected by the
sues alluded to in this volume are necessary.
James Bay Mercury Committee is not available and much
of the analysis has lacked peer review. Unfortunately, the
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