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Aircraft shatter peace
of Innu people

by Gerry Porter
reprinted from the Muse
Canadian University Press

ere is no warning. Flying
at 450 knots, sometimes as
low as 100 feet above

ground, NATO fighteraircraft —
German Phantom II's and British
Tornados — scream overhead,
exhaust fumes rippling the tents
and shaking the trees. The child-
ren are terrified; some of them run
into the farest and the adults have
to spend several- hours 1o find

them. Another alternoon  that
could have been spent hunting
and trapping has been wasted.

On a quiet river, 57-year-old
Francois Bellefleur, an Innu hun-
ter, is canoeing with his two
youngest children, “We couldn’'t
hear them coming up from
behind us on the river. We
couldn’t hear them at all. (My
children) were paddling in the
canoe on the other side. They just
jumped out of the canoe when the
planes took us by surprise,
because they were frightened.
And if they had jumped off in the
deep water, I could have lost
them."”

The planes are part of NATO
training exercises, using highly
sophisticated navigational
equipment to fly very low over

" Quebec-Labrador terrain. The

pilots can pretend they are flying
over eastern Europe and the
Soviet Union, and this year they
are going to pretend to drop
bombs. They are training to fight
in a nuclear war and are part of
Canada’s attempt to meet some
NATO commitments without
spending any money. Two
hundred feet below them, a way
of life struggling to reassert itself
is once again threatened.

Last October, Innu from She-
shatshie, La Romain, St. Augus-
tine and Mingan — communities
on the Quebec-Labrador penin-
sula — began an international
campaign to publicize the militari-
zation of their territory and the
threat to their culture from these
training exercises. Since then, a
number of social action and peace
groups, including Oxfam,
Ploughshares, the Catholic
Social Action Committee and the
Status of Women'’s Council have
joined the Innu’s protest. The
Wilderness Society has also
joined in, concerned, as are the
native people, about the effect on

wildlife of these flights. i
we aeciaea w go after this

issue from a number of different
angles,” says Peter Armitage, a
graduate student in anthoropol-
ogy at the Memorial University of
Newfoundland.

“Not only does (low level fly-
ing) represent an escalation of
the arms race by helping develop
this technology, but it also draws
Canada more into the nuclear
club. You might see some of the
aircraft involved, particularly the
Tornado, as amanned cruise mis-
sile. The other angle is the envir-
onmental issue — the fact that
there might be a severe impact on
wildlife.”

Finally, says Armitage, is the
effect on the health and culture of
the Innu people. “If Innu people
are exposed to severe noise, they
TR rontin-
ming their w.v ot (e the b sh

because it’s very frightening
feef Tl At G0y e
encounter these airc.ait The kids
freak out basically... and adults
don’t like it very much either.
Some families have said they are
no longer going out in the coun-
try where these aircraft are con-
ducting low-level training
exercises.” _

e federal and provincial
governments signed a ten-
year agreement on flight

training with the West German
government in 1983 and have no
intention of breaking it. The
Department of National Defense
1s also actively encouragirng other
NATO countries to train in
Labrador-Quebec.

The local business community
of Happy Valley-Goose Bay and
the Newfoundland government
are all for it. Intensifying military
involvement will be an economic
boost to a chronically depressed
region. In October, former New-
foundland Minister of Rural,
Agricultural and Northern
Development Joe Goudie,
expressed the government's hope
for more military activity. “If the
West German Training opera-

tion is added to by the operations
of the other NATO allies, the pos-
sibility exists that Goose Bay's
economy, which has been stag-
nant since the American with-
drawl in 1976, will again be
revived.”

The Innu would probably be
the last to benefit from any such
revival. ;

“The- military claims that
about $100,000 a year will be
brought 1in,”” says Armitage.
“Probaby 40 percent of that
would go into gasoline. There are
a few business people out of
Goose Bay who would probably
benefit from it.. the guy that
supplies the gas.”

Joe Goudie also said in
October 1984, that there was no
evidence to support Innu claims
that low-level flying had adverse
effccts on their traditional acuvi-
ues, their health or on caribou
migration.

Armitage calls that statement
“highly irresponsible”’.

“There is substantial circum-
stantial and direct evidence from
a number of sources to say that
there is a negative impact on the
wildlife and on people’s health”.

Armitage cites evidence to sug-
gest that very loud unexpected
noise can be extremely stressful.
“It can result in reduced task per-
formance and an overall reduced
tolerance for stress of any kind. So
if people are flown over four or
five times a day then the stress
level goes up and then they are
less able to deal with their child-
ren or with marital stress.”

The government’s opinions are
based on a resport submitted by
the Department of National
Defense in 1981 which reported
no adverse effects on the environ-
ment or the people in the area of
the training operations then
already underway. No independ-
ent studies were commissioned,
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nor were any public hearings or
consultations with the Innu
undertaken. In October 1984, the
government promised to study
the caribou migration patterns so
the planes could avoid them. No
such study has been done.

ven the DND report has
Esome alarming facts, says

Armitage, including noise
levels produced by the planes
which approach the threshold of
pain. Armitage also says there is
evidence the noise is much higher
because the planes often fly lower
than the military reports and
sometimes several planes fly
simultaneously.

“The Innu people report not
being able to hear — being
momentarilv deaf for a number of
seconc¢s and having ringing in
their ears for an hour or two
afterwards.”

Government and the business
community have suggested that
Innu concerns over low-level fly-
ing are just opportunistic

attempts to press land claims and
other political issues, but it is the
Innu who are forced to stay in the
communities because of the fear
of being flown over.

“The upsetting thing about
this is that in Innu communities
like Sheshashie, there's severe
social problems which have their
origin in the ways the people
have been treated by the provin-
cial government. One of the rea-
sons they go into the country is to
get away from the stress that's
created in the community. No
sooner do they arrive in the bush
than there’'s anothei source of
stress.”

“The very tragic thing about
these military fights,"” says Armit-
age, “is that they're happening at
a time when the Innu are really
working hard to get back to the
country. In fact, in some of these
communities, such as La
Romaine, there’s been something
of a cultural renaissance in the
last five years.” After years of
being “basically coerced” into
staying in the villages (o qualify
for government programs, they
are beginning to take their fami-
lies back into the bush.

“The are trying desparately to
rehabilitate their culture. You
can really see it in these commun-
ities. They want their®kids to
learn about the way of life in the
bush.”

Low-level military flying is
regarded by the Innu as another
unwanted intrusion onto their
territory and way of life, along
with the pipelines, highways,
mines and dams that have already
disrupted their life.

“We forget about the claims
that we're trying to help preserve
their culture. We pay lip service
to itand then in practice, through
our actions, we do everything
possible to destroy their culture.
It is the great double standard of
Canadian society.”
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