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Environmentalists seek more comment
time on PolyMet permits
By STEVE KARNOWSKI The Associated Press
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MINNEAPOLIS — Environmental groups have asked the Department of Natural
Resources to give the public more time to comment on the draft dam safety permits for
the planned PolyMet copper-nickel mine in northeastern Minnesota.
The latest request came Wednesday from four groups: WaterLegacy, the Center for
Biological Diversity, Friends of the Cloquet Valley State Forest and the Izaak Walton
League. It followed a request last week from the Minnesota Center for Environmental
Advocacy.
The comment period on the two draft permits closes Oct. 16. The common thread
among the requests for an extension is that 30 days isn't enough time for the groups or
the public to submit adequate responses, given the importance of the permits to the
project, the complexity of the issues involved, the thousands of pages of supporting
documents and the potential safety risks. Each is also seeking the release of more
documents.
One permit would cover a dam designed to impound millions of gallons of water in the
mine's large tailings basin, which would re-use an existing iron mine waste basin
formerly used by the defunct LTV Steel iron mine. The other would regulate a smaller
basin for residues generated when precious metals are extracted from the copper ore.
They're two of the most important permits out of the more than 20 the company needs
before it can open the state's ﬁrst copper-nickel mine.
When the draft permits were released Sept. 15, PolyMet CEO John Cherry said the
tailings basin was one of the most studied aspects of the project during the long
environmental review process, and that the company had taken extra measures to
ensure a safe design.
But Paula Maccabee, an attorney for WaterLegacy, said her preliminary review of the
permit documents indicates neither the DNR nor PolyMet have adequately assessed the
risks to people or water quality from a catastrophic dam failure and release of toxic
wastes.
"What would be the consequences ...? I don't have the answers because they're not in the
documents," Maccabee said.
A tailings basin dam break analysis by an engineering ﬁrm in 2012 looked mainly at the
up to 34 homes in the sparsely populated forest north of tailings basin that would need
to be warned and possibly evacuated if there's a breach. It didn't address downstream
water quality impacts, she noted.
And while a separate analysis by the same ﬁrm this year concluded there were no
plausible scenarios for a dam failure at the separate residue basin, Maccabee said she
doesn't accept that, given the soft ground identiﬁed beneath that site. The DNR should
have required analysis of whether failure there could contaminate downstream waters,
including drinking water for the nearby town of Hoyt Lakes, she said.
While the DNR concluded that the dams would be safe, Kathryn Hoﬀman, executive
director of the Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy, said it's impossible for
the public to do the kind of analysis in 30 days that took DNR oﬃcials 14 months.
Both Maccabee and Hoﬀman pointed to the 2014 Mount Polley mine disaster in Canada,
where a sudden tailings dam collapse caused a massive spill into pristine waterways, as
an example of how catastrophic dam failures are possible and why more time is needed
to study the draft permits.

"We believe that it is a triﬂing concession for your agency to allow an additional 30 days
to oﬀer the public the opportunity to comment on a dam safety permit that will
ostensibly protect the water of Minnesota for thousands of years," Hoﬀman said in a
letter to DNR Commissioner Tom Landwehr.
DNR spokesman Chris Niskanen said the agency was considering its response to the
MCEA's letter and that oﬃcials hadn't seen the new letter as far as he knew.

