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May 15, 2015

Objection Reviewing Officer

USDA Forest Service, Northern Region
P.0. Box 7669

Missoula, MT 59807

Submitted electronically to: appeals-northern-regional-office@fs.fed.us
Attn: Montanore Project Objection

Dear Objection Reviewing Officer:

On behalf of the Montana Wilderness Association (MWA) and our more than
5,000 members, we thank you for the opportunity to submit objections to the
Draft Record of Decision (DROD) and Final Environmental Impact Statement
(FEIS) for the Montanore Project. The stewardship and protection of the
Cabinet Mountains Wilderness (CMW), one of Montana’s first Wilderness
areas, has long been a priority for MWA. In addition, our members have long
supported permanent protection of adjoining Cabinet Range Roadless Areas.

We recognize the potential economic benefit of the proposed Montanore
mine, but we also have serious concerns about the proposal. A central
concern for our members is the effect proposed mines will have on the
character and quality of the wilderness resource in the existing Cabinet
Mountains Wilderness, and in the nearby roadless areas, some of which are
themselves recommended for Wilderness, some of which we would like to
see recommended for Wilderness, and some of which should retain their
non-motorized backcountry wildland values.

Cumulative Impacts

It seems clear that the separate EIS processes for the Montanore and Rock
Creek projects do not provide an adequate way to assess the combined and
cumulative impacts of these huge industrial development proposals, as
required by NEPA. The ore bodies lie side by side. The two mines, if
developed, would flank the east and west sides of the narrow Cabinet
Mountain Wilderness. They would have tremendous cumulative impacts on
the wilderness character, wildlife habitat, lakes, streams and other natural
resources of this precious wild country.

These combined and cumulative impacts should be assessed in a proactive
manner that lead us to adequately determine what mitigation plans will best
protect important public resources, while recognizing the rights of the
mining companies and the potential benefits of development.



Inadequacy of the ROD and FEIS

The DROD and FEIS do not adequately assess the impacts of the proposed
action. Major elements of the proposed action are only generally described in
the documents and have not yet been designed with enough specific detail to
enable analysis to be completed within reasonable levels of certainty. These
documents are not adequate for the purpose of authorizing the construction
and operation of the proposed action, because they include very high levels
of uncertainty regarding some of the main impacts of the project. These
impacts include dewatering of streams, lakes and groundwater inside and
outside of the CMW.

Some of these impacts are calculated to be mitigated by means of grouting
and underground water tight bulkheads, but the documents fail to
demonstrate that these mitigation measures will be effective with a
reasonable level of certainty.

Severe Impacts on the Wilderness Resource

Impacts from the proposed action on groundwater flows into the East Forks
of both Rock Creek and Bull River, and their respective surface flow rates, are
predicted to be severe, even including projected mitigation measures. These
impacts are higher inside the CMW than outside, and will significantly reduce
the ability of these Outstanding Resource Waters (ORW) to provide habitat
for bull trout and other species supported by these waters. These impacts are
severe not just during operation, but also during post closure and
permanently into the future, as displayed in tables 98, 100, 112 and 117 and
elsewhere in the FEIS.

Since the effectiveness of mitigation measures has such high uncertainty, the
projected impacts could well be even more severe than predicted.

Based on the DROD and FEIS, if the proposed action is permitted then it is
clear that fundamental and permanent changes to the Wilderness resource
will occur, including impairment of the East Fork of Rock Creek and East
Fork of Bull River, and impairment of the streams’ ability to support aquatic
life. If the agencies permit this project based on these documents, they will
have failed in their responsibility to protect surface resources and
Wilderness character. This responsibility is described in the FEIS 3.6.1.3.

“Mineral operations in the National Forest Wilderness are to be
conducted to protect the surface resources in accordance with the
general purpose of maintaining the wilderness unimpaired for future
use and enjoyment as wilderness and to preserve the wilderness
character consistent with the use of the land for mineral development
and production.”
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Non-compliance with Montana State Law

The proposed project is not in compliance with provisions of Montana state
law, including the non degradation requirement. The proposed action would
decrease stream flows by more than 10% in a variety of places.

Road and Trail Closures

The discussion of wilderness impacts in FEIS 3.24.1.4.3 greatly overstates the
supposed improvements to Wilderness quality as a result of road and trail
closures in areas adjacent to the proposed mine. The following statement
from the “natural” section is not true:

“Access on Rock Lake Trail #935, which currently access to (sic) Rock Lake
and St. Paul Pass in the CMW, would change from being open to snow
vehicles December 1 through April 30 to being restricted to all motorized
vehicles, including over-snow vehicles. These access changes would improve
the Wilderness natural quality. The opportunities for solitude or a primitive
and unconfined type of recreation also would improve.”

In fact, Rock Lake Trail #935 has been closed to all motorized vehicles for
many years, including over-snow vehicles, so the proposed action will not
improve opportunities for solitude and unconfined types of recreation.

The FEIS also refers to “access changes on five roads leading providing (sic)
access to the CMW in the Bear, Poorman, Ramsey, Libby, and Standard creek
drainages. These roads would have an earthen barrier and be converted into
trails. These access changes would improve the manageability and
boundaries of the Cabinet Face East IRA.”

Though it may be true that these changes could improve manageability, they
will have little practical value in reducing access impacts. The roads in all
these drainages except Bear and Libby creeks are already closed year round,
several miles from the wilderness boundary. Obviously upper Libby Creek
will see greatly increased access and disturbance under the proposed action,
so the statement quoted above is misleading at best, and these steps can be
expected to provide very little benefit in terms of Wilderness quality.

The reductions to the wilderness quality of the CMW and surrounding lands
could be mitigated to a degree by the closure of the last few miles of Road#
6746 in upper Fisher Creek drainage and of Road# 2332 in Bramlet Creek.
These closures would tend to help decrease the negative impacts from mine
development on wildlife security and Wilderness character. The closures
outlined in the FEIS do little to address these impacts.
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In conclusion, even though we recognize the potential economic benefits of
this project, we have serious and justified concerns. An important resource
for our communities and for wildlife that rely on the health of the land and
water, the CMW should always remain this special place. Our members
remain concerned about cumulative impacts, the high level of uncertainty
and analysis for this project, compliance with state law, and the overstated
mitigation impacts of trails and roads. We thank you for this opportunity to
comment.

Sincerely,

Amy Robinson

750 2nd St. W, Suite A
Whitefish, MT 59937
406.730.2006
arobinson@wildmontana.org
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