February 2, 2010
Mr. Stuart Arkley, EIS Project Manager
Environmental Review Unit
Division of Ecological Resources
Minnesota DNR
500 Lafayette Road
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55155-4025
Subject: Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the PolyMet Mining Inc./NorthMet Project 
Dear Mr. Arkley,
The Minnesota Native Plant Society (MNNPS) has reviewed the draft environmental impact statement (DEIS) for the proposed PolyMet Mining Inc./NorthMet Project and would like to address potential problems that were noted during the review process. 

1. The Use of Non-native, Invasive Species to Stabilize Disturbed Areas
The MNNPS has serious concerns with respect to the use of non-native, and potentially, invasive species to “temporarily vegetatively stabilize disturbed areas during operation and permanently reclaim during Closure, by applying seeds or planting seedlings.” The proposed species include sweet clover, redtop, alsike clover, Canada bluegrass, Cicer milkvetch, birdsfoot trefoil, perennial ryegrass, smooth brome grass, and red fescue. These species are very aggressive and have the potential to completely change the existing landscape, especially considering the amount of disturbance that will be coupled with the plantings. 

Many of the these species have already established themselves around the state, and the introduction of these invasive plants to the project area has the potential to extend well beyond, most notably, the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW), an area that is already facing problems with invasive introductions. The draft EIS also indicates that Class 1 and 2 invasive species currently exist within three miles of the plant and mine sites. A diverse mix of ecologically appropriate native species is recommended for any permanent revegetation during mining operations and during reclamation. Any temporary stabilization should be done with non-invasive, annual plant species, or other erosion control measures. 

It also appears counter-productive to propose removing non-native and invasive vegetation through mechanical means or herbicide application at the Aitkin and Hinckley mitigation sites, while planting them in an area commonly referred to as the 100-mile-swamp. 

2. Endangered, Threatened and Special Concern Species
The MNNPS would like to address the very likely potential impact on Endangered, Threatened, and Special Concern species within the project area. The species of most concern is the aquatic floating marsh marigold (Caltha natans), a State Endangered species. It is generally rare throughout its range and has suffered recent extirpations largely from habitat loss or alteration, a well-documented problem for aquatic species statewide (MN DNR, Rare Species Guide - www.dnr.state.mn.us/rsg/index.html).There are only 12 known populations of this species in Minnesota. Of those 12 populations, nine populations have been reconfirmed within the last 20 years, including the population found on the PolyMet site. 
Caltha natans has been affected by mining in the past as noted by Olga Lakela in 1953. She reported that nearby mining activities had lowered the water level, thereby stranding and decimating the population. Any loss of Minnesota's rare flora would be a major disappointment to the MNNPS, and it is recommended that more specific data be required regarding impacts to current populations, and that surveys for additional populations of Caltha natans be conducted.
3. Peatland Destruction and Carbon Sequestration
While peatlands cover only 3 percent of the Earth’s surface, they store 550 gross tons of carbon, which is equivalent to 30 percent of all global soil carbon. The amount of wetlands projected to be impacted by PolyMet does not currently accurately represent the total amount of wetland impacts that would occur. This is due to the fact that no initial area of influence (AOI) on the wetlands was made. This means that wetland impacts to communities such as cedar swamps, northern wet ash swamps, forested rich peatlands, northern alder swamps, and poor fens have not been accurately accounted for. These communities rely on a steady influx of groundwater flow for nutrients and soil moisture. If the hydrology around them is changed, they too will be affected. The Army Corps is developing a work plan to assess impacts to these additional wetlands, but this work plan has not been finalized or implemented. As the PolyMet project currently stands, there would be both direct and indirect impacts to over 1,500 acres of wetland. The destruction of just 1,000 acres of peatland correlates into a 2 percent increase in the total output of carbon dioxide emissions in Minnesota. 

4. Impacts to Water Resources
Aside from direct impacts on native plants and plant communities, impacts on water resources need to be addressed further. Hydrologic conditions form the basis of entire ecosystems, and hydrologic forces and characteristics shape entire landscapes. As such, impacts to water resources have a much broader and longer-lasting environmental impact. NorthMet Project Draft EIS does not recommend commensurate actions and/or alternatives to mitigate such serious impacts. The type of mining proposed would leave behind sulfide-containing waste rock and may result in acid mine drainage. Stockpiled material also poses a significant threat to surface water and groundwater, beginning with the Partridge River and the entire St. Louis River Basin. The project would involve direct and indirect impacts to ~1,522 acres of wetlands, most of them ranked as high quality. This would be one of the largest wetland impacts in Minnesota history. 

5. Economic Impacts
This project is focused on short-term economic gains and does not adequately address the long-term negative impacts, for which the state and the USFS will ultimately be responsible. Furthermore, the job benefits of this project are unsustainable and short sighted. The natural communities in the project area also providing habitat for native plants and animals and promote long-term economic tourism benefits, including tourism-related jobs. Minnesotans, as well as people from all over the country, have long been attracted to and enjoyed the relatively unspoiled beauty of northeastern Minnesota, and they will continue to value the integrity of their natural landscapes. 

Please do not compromise Minnesota’s natural heritage by allowing PolyMet to circumvent their responsibility by minimizing the negative environmental impacts of this project. 

Sincerely,


Scott A. Milburn, 
Minnesota Native Plant Society president

[image: image1.png]



