Michael Huffine 

Kootenai National Forest

31374 U.S. 2

Libby, MT 59923-3022 
Dear Mr. Huffine:

Please accept the following comments on the Draft Supplemental EIS for the Rock Creek mine.

As a resident of North Idaho, I have concerns about the impacts of the mine’s perpetual pollution to Lake Pend Oreille.  The Supplemental EIS predicts that no impacts to Idaho waters are expected, but this is inaccurate and misleading.  Predictions about the volume of wastewater to be discharged may have changed, but the mine will still generate pollutants, including heavy metals, that are destined for Lake Pend Oreille.  To date, no study of the long-term, cumulative impacts to Lake Pend Oreille has been conducted, leading to an inadequate analysis of the mine’s impacts.    

The SEIS has concluded that the Rock Creek ore body has a low potential for acid generation.  This is based on incorrect assumptions about the acid generating potential of various minerals, grossly inadequate sampling, and a lack of appropriate testing.   The EPA raised concerned about the potential for acid mine drainage and metals leaching years ago, and yet in the 15 years since the issuance of the 2001 ROD, very little has been done to address this concern.  Once acid mine drainage begins, it is difficult to contain and can last for decades or centuries. 

The design of the tailings impoundment is hazardous, placing the Clark Fork-Pend Oreille Watershed at further risk.  In light of the recent tailing dams failures including the Mt. Polley Dam in B.C. that polluted Quesnel Lake, and the Samarco Dam failure in Brazil, the Forest Service should require that the dam’s construction be both modern and safe.  The current design of upstream construction is susceptible to failure.  To make matters worse, the seismic calculations for the dam are grossly inadequate and in direct violation of Montana law. 

Backfilling of the tailings into the underground mine is being done at nearly all modern underground mines, including Montana’s Black Butte Copper Project.  Backfilling would vastly reduce the volume of tailings left on the surface, thereby decreasing contaminated seepage to ground water, and resulting in an impoundment that is less prone to failure.  A smaller footprint also would allow the impoundment to be located further from the river.   In addition, placing tailings back in the mine cavity would help reduce the very real risk of mine subsidence that could impact overlying wilderness lakes and lands.  Despite the advantages to backfilling, this accepted industry practice has been dismissed due to costs to the company.    

Key wastewater discharge permits for this mine are lacking including the permit to perpetually discharge waste water to the Clark Fork River, and to discharge contaminated water containing arsenic and other metals from the tailings impoundment to ground water.  The permit, which authorized these two discharges was revoked because it violated Montana’s water quality laws.  The Forest Service should not consider issuing an approval for the mine until it can be demonstrated that the discharges can comply with laws designed to protect water quality.

Many aspects of the mine design are being delayed because critical information related to geochemistry, rock mechanics, and hydrology are lacking.   The Draft SEIS states that decisions related to final designs and key aspects of the mine plan will be made later.  I am concerned that the public will be left out of this process.

In sum, I have many concerns about the proposal, especially related to water quality issues that affect Lake Pend Oreille and the future of my community, which is dependent upon clean water.  

It is my hope that the Forest Service will deny a permit at this time given the risky nature of the proposal, its long-term cumulative impacts, and the lack of important baseline data.  I urge the agency to require that the long-term impacts to Lake Pend Oreille be quantified and that more thorough testing be conducted to better assess the rick of acid mine drainage and metals leaching.  Further, an alternative should be considered that requires back fill of the tailings, the use of at least a 10,000-year event in calculating seismic safety for the design of the impoundment, which Montana requires, and a location for the impoundment that is further from the Clark Fork River.

Thank you for your consideration of my comments. 

Sincerely,

