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TAMARACK REGION DEFENSE CAMPAIGN LAUNCHED TO PROTECT 

WILD RICE (MANOOMIN) FROM TALON METALS MINING AND OTHER THREATS
Report Celebrates America’s Wild Rice Abundance “Grain Basket” 
ONAMIA, MINN., May 8, 2025 – WaterLegacy and Indigenous and Non-Native leaders, harvesters, and residents of Aitkin County and the Tamarack region today celebrated completion of the report, “Wild Rice (Manoomin) in the Tamarack Region: Value, Abundance, and Need for Protection,” and the launch of a campaign to defend their wild rice. Local wild rice is threatened by the proposed Talon Metals/Rio Tinto nickel mine and continuing efforts by Minnesota legislators to undo legal protections of wild rice from toxic sulfates. 
The Tamarack Region Wild Rice report documents that the top three lakes visited for wild rice harvest statewide were all in Aitkin County and included Flowage, Big Sandy, and Mallard lakes. Aitkin County also had 870 harvesting trips––a higher number than in any other Minnesota county. 

Manoomin in Aitkin County and the Sandy Lake area is critical to Ojibwe/Chippewa people across Minnesota, particularly when wild rice lakes on reservation are limited. In 2023 more than 12,000 pounds of wild rice from Big Sandy Lake and the Big Sandy Flowage were purchased by the White Earth Nation. The Fond du Lac Band of Lake Superior Chippewa obtained 5,000 pounds of wild rice from the Big Sandy Flowage for reseeding and restoration on the St. Louis River Estuary. 
The report quotes Kelly Applegate, Commissioner of Natural Resources for the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, “Manoomin is a way of life for our people here at Mille Lacs. It’s our identity.” Jean Skinaway-Lawrence, Chairwoman of the Sandy Lake Band of Mississippi Chippewa, emphasizes in the report, “My people came to Sandy Lake, where it’s just lush, abundant wild rice.” She explains that the people need wild rice, fish, and other treaty foods “and everything that is dependent on this water. It’s something that we have to steward, and we have to speak for those that can’t.”

The report explains how wild rice in the Tamarack region sustains fisheries and supports health and nutrition. In northeastern Minnesota’s Finland processing plant, 35% of wild rice processing in 2023 came from the Big Sandy Lake, Tamarack region. 

WaterLegacy Executive Director and Counsel Paula Maccabee explained, “The unique abundance and value of wild rice in central Minnesota’s Tamarack region is threatened both by Talon Metals nickel mining and legislative pandering to polluters demanding that the wild rice sulfate standard be gutted.” In addition, “Communities across Minnesota must stand together to oppose reckless legislation and prevent Talon mine sulfate pollution and dewatering of irreplaceable wild rice.”
The campaign to defend wild rice from mining and political threats includes organizing in collaboration with Rise & Repair and Tamarack Water Alliance, scientific research, technical support to prevent repeal of the wild rice sulfate standard, and advocacy to prevent repeal, site-specific standards, pesticide applications, or wholesale variances that would contaminate or destroy wild rice. 
Leanna Goose, a Leech Lake Band member and co-facilitator of the Rise & Repair Alliance, stated, “We all need to defend Manoomin and protect her inherent right to thrive, survive, and nurture us for seven generations to come.” 
WaterLegacy has been working on the Tamarack Region Wild Rice report with lead author Annette Drewes, community collaborators, and support from the University of Minnesota Regional Sustainable Development Partnerships for over a year.
The report, “Wild Rice (Manoomin) in the Tamarack Region: Value, Abundance, and Need for Protection,” along with detailed ArcGIS maps and other supporting information, can be found here.
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