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4.11
VISUAL RESOURCES 

4.11.1
Existing Conditions

The Project lies within, and adjacent to, the Superior National Forest in northeastern Minnesota.  The Superior National Forest provides over three million acres of rich and varied resources, including over 445,000 acres of surface waterways for recreational use, timber for the forest products industry, and historical mining and logging operations (USFS 2007).  The visual character of the Project area varies between upland forests and bog wetlands to developed industrial areas.  There are several mines near the Project.  The Plant Site is fully contained within the operating area of the former LTVSMC taconite processing facility.  

4.11.1.1
Visual Character of the Project Area

Mine Site

The Mine Site is located along the south flank of the Mesabi Iron Range, immediately south of the Giants Range formation (Figure 4.11-1).  The Iron Range supports numerous active mining operations, including the Peter Mitchell taconite mine located north of the Mine Site.  The site is relatively flat, with elevations between 1,570 feet and 1,600 feet msl.  The Giants Range formation is the dominant landscape feature and rises steeply to an average elevation of approximately 1,700 feet msl along the ridgeline and declines approximately 150 to 200 feet on its northern flank.  The BWCAW lies approximately 20 miles north of the Giants Range.  The 100 Mile Swamp, Partridge River, and the Peter Mitchell Mine lie to the north between the Mine Site and the Giants Range formation.  The Mine Site is surrounded by wetlands and mixed deciduous and coniferous upland forests to the east, south, and west.  The average canopy height in the upland forest is 30 to 60 feet with occasional white pine and white spruce in excess of 70 feet.  In the wetland areas, the coniferous canopy is approximately 30 to 40 feet while the deciduous growth is less than 20 feet tall.  The Partridge River makes a horseshoe bend and is immediately north, east, and south of the Mine Site.

The nearest potential visual receptors are located approximately six miles to the east along Lake County Road 2 within the incorporated limits of the City of Babbitt.  There are no major trails within the Superior National Forest adjacent to the Mine Site that would expose recreational users to the mine.  Additional residences are rural homes approximately seven miles to the south near the unincorporated village of Skibo.  The Babbitt city center is located approximately six miles north of the Mine Site.  To the immediate west of the Mine Site are uninhabited forests, wetlands, and open land.  The City of Hoyt Lakes is approximately nine miles to the southwest of the Mine Site. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies’ position that the use of a few visual receptors to assess PolyMet related visual impacts is not adequate. Using this method means that the conclusions presented in this chapter apply only to those visual receptors and do not apply to any other publicly accessible area in the vicinity of the proposed project. Tribal cooperating agencies have requested that a more complete Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) be developed for inclusion in this PDEIS (GLIFWC Comment letter of June 30, 2008 and GLIFWC comment letter of February 6, 2009). Methods for a complete VIA were developed and used for other mine proposals as part of the Army Corps federal EIS process (Crandon Mine EIS Preliminary Draft Technical Memorandum: Visual Resources Section of Draft Chapter 3, November 2002). Despite these comments and Corps precedent, a complete VIA has not been included in this iteration of the PDEIS. A complete VIA would allow the public to review the impacts of project features to all publicly accessible lands in the vicinity of the project which include large sections of the Superior National Forest immediately adjacent to the mine site (See figure 4.9-1). A VIA of all public access lands is important information for assessing cultural impacts to tribes who have retained the right to hunt, fish and gather on national forest lands.

Plant Site

The Plant Site is located at the former LTVSMC taconite processing facility.  Topography at the Plant Site rises from approximately 1,550 feet msl near the railroad at the south end of the plant to approximately 1,780 feet msl at the north end adjacent to the Tailings Basin.  The inactive LTVSMC industrial processing buildings dominate the visual landscape at the Plant Site including crushing, grinding, concentrating, and maintenance and pellet storage/rail loading facilities.  The LTVSMC Tailings Basin is located to the north of the buildings with mine pits and waste rock stockpile sites to the south and east, and a railroad to the west.  Second Creek and its headwater wetland also border the site immediately to the south.  The nearest potential visual receptors are residences approximately 3.5 miles north of the Plant Site on County Road 358 and County Road 615.  These rural residences are outside the incorporated limits of Babbitt and Hoyt Lakes.  The City of Hoyt Lakes is the next closest visual receptor, and is approximately five miles south of the Plant Site. 

The proposed Tailings Basin is located at the former LTVSMC Tailings Basin on the northern portion of the Plant Site.  The Tailings Basin ranges in elevation from approximately 1,650 feet msl bordering the Plant Site to approximately 1,730 feet msl along its northern border.  The basin is surrounded by wetlands and low, forested (mixed coniferous and deciduous) uplands to the north, east, and west.  

4.11.1.2
Management Class

The Management Classification System (MCS) was developed by the USACE to provide general guidelines as to the degree and nature of visual change acceptable in a landscape (USACE 1988).  Based on the assessment of features described in Sections 4.11.1.1, the Mine Site falls into the “Modification Management Class” of areas not noted for their distinct qualities and often considered to be of average quality.  The Plant Site is in the “Rehabilitation Class,” or areas noted for their minimal visual quality due to historic use as a mining material processing center.  In the planning and design of projects in the Rehabilitation Class, the USACE has determined that “project activity may attract attention and dominate the existing visual resource.  However, the project should exhibit good design and visual compatibility with its surroundings” (USACE 1988).

4.11.2
Impact Criteria

The primary issues related to visual resources, and therefore the potential for impacts, would include: 

· The number of sensitive viewpoints affected by the Project; 

· Significant increases in the extent or scale of visible mining disturbances; and 

· The ultimate appearance of the Project at full reclamation versus current and interim stages of active mining.  

The Tribal cooperating agencies’ position is that the Army Corps has not completed consultation with potentially affected tribes. Therefore, this document does not estimate the degree of disturbance to tribal members who may be involved in traditional natural resource harvest harvests on national forest lands.
4.11.3
Environmental Consequences

4.11.3.1
Proposed Action

At the Mine Site, the waste rock stockpiles would range from approximately 1,730 feet msl (Category 4 waste rock stockpile) to 1,840 feet msl (Category 1 and 2 waste rock stockpile) with a maximum stockpile elevation of 1,920 feet msl (RS49, Golder 2007) or approximately 130 feet to 240 feet above ground surface with a maximum of 320 feet.  The ridgeline rises sharply to the north of the Mine Site before dropping off, so receptors to the north, including the BWCAW, would not see the stockpiles or the safety lights from atop the stockpiles. 

The upland forest communities surrounding the Mine Site to the east, south, and west would shield ground-level views of the Mine Site in those areas.  These forest stands are a mix of coniferous and deciduous forests and would provide year-round screening.  Potential users on elevated terrain to the east, north, or west of the Mine Site would have a limited view of the mine and stockpiles.  The Project would increase the scale of disturbance in the region; however, mining activity is a long-established aspect of the Iron Range landscape and the addition of the proposed mining facilities would not introduce visual elements to surrounding viewpoints that are in stark contrast to the regional visual character.  Tribal cooperating agencies disagree with this conclusion. This document does not present enough information to make this claim.
The Mine Site would be in operation 24 hours per day; therefore, nighttime safety lighting of the stockpiles would potentially contribute to a localized “glow” effect in the night sky.  Similar to the daytime impacts, the Giants Range ridgeline and Peter Mitchell Mine site would act as a barrier and potentially shield night lighting for residences to the north.  Light sources at the Mine Site would be similar to light levels at other mining projects across the Iron Range.  PolyMet does not propose specific mitigation measures with respect to light impacts.  

No significant changes are anticipated to the visual character of the Plant Site during Project operations.  The Project would use the existing infrastructure, including the Tailings Basin, for processing operations; therefore, the Project would be in keeping with the existing, modified, industrial landscape, and consistent with the USACE’s management objectives for the “rehabilitation” landscape management class.

The Tailings Basin is potentially visible to rural residences on County Road 358, located approximately one mile to the north.  However, the basin has been previously used for storing tailings.  The Project would raise the elevation of Cells 1E to about the same elevation as the existing Cell 2W.  The hydromet cells would raise the elevation on the southern portion of Cell 2W by about 40 feet.  The continued use of the Tailings Basin would increase the silhouette of the low mound on the southern horizon as the Tailings Basin and hydromet elevations would increase approximately 40 feet to 50 feet.  However, this would be consistent with the current visual landscape and not have significant visual impacts due to the pre-existing mining characteristics of the surrounding area.

The Project would not increase the number of affected sensitive viewpoints or significantly increase the extent or scale of visible disturbance.  Following the completion of the mining activities, the PolyMet reclamation plan would remove all buildings and facilities at the Mine and Plant sites and revegetate disturbed areas with a proposed vegetation mix.   

4.11.3.2
No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be developed, the Mine Site and associated lighting, and the hydrometallurgical process buildings would not be constructed, and the former LTVSMC processing facility would be demolished in accordance with the LTVSMC closure plan.  The reclamation activities would have the potential for a short-term disruption of the visual landscape due to the demolition and revegetation activities.  Long-term visual effects would be beneficial as the LTVSMC processing plant would be revegetated with appropriate species.  

4.11.3.3
Mine Site Alternative

Under the Mine Site Alternative, the most reactive waste rock (all Category 3 and 4 and some Category 2 waste rock) would be disposed subaqueously in the East Pit.  The waste rock would be temporarily stockpiled at the Mine Site until the East Pit was available for disposal.  As additional Category 1 waste rock is produced, it would be placed within the footprints of the former Category 2 and 3 stockpiles.  The Category 4 waste rock stockpile would be eliminated completely after backfilling of the waste rock in the East Pit.  

Similar to the Proposed Action, the ridgeline north of the Mine Site would obscure the stockpiles (including lighting) from visual receptors north of the ridgeline and the surrounding upland forest communities would shield ground-level views of the Mine Site to the east, south, and west.  This alternative would result in a slight increase in the Category 1 stockpile height; however, relative to the Proposed Action this alternative would be less intrusive from surrounding viewpoints as the temporary stockpiles would be removed as the East Pit becomes available for storage.  

The impacts of this alternative relative to the Plant Site would be the same as the Proposed Action.  

4.11.3.4
Tailings Basin Alternative

Under the Tailings Basin Alternative, vertical wells would be constructed on existing benches of the northern embankment of LTVSMC Cells 2E and 2W to capture and pump Tailings Basin seepage.  In addition, increased rock buttress material would be placed along the northern embankment of Cell 2E to increase geotechnical stability.  Buttress construction material would consist of screened overburden material and waste rock from existing stockpiles from nearby taconite mine sources.  

The impacts of this alternative relative to the Mine Site would be the same as the Proposed Action.  

4.11.3.5
Other Mitigation Measures

Section 3.2.2 describes potential mitigation measures for impacts from the Project, one of which has the potential to affect visual resources.

· Lighting - the Proposed Action would operate 24 hours a day and would contribute to a localized “glow” in the night sky.  We recommend shielding light sources to direct operating lights downward to reduce light pollution.  

4.11.4
Cumulative Impacts

The Project, as proposed, would be visually secluded from the surrounding area by the Mesabi Iron Range and surrounding vegetation.  In addition, implementation of the above referenced mitigation measure (i.e., shielded lighting) would minimize impacts to the night sky.  Therefore, there would be no long-term impacts from the Project relative to Visual Resources and no cumulative effects analysis would be warranted. The Tribal cooperating agencies’ position is that a cumulative impact of visual impacts analysis is needed. A thorough VIA following past Army Corps practices has not been conducted for this project and tribal consultation regarding cultural impacts have not been completed. Therefore, this conclusion is premature.  Finally, the Tribal cooperating agency position is that the introduction of non-native, invasive species as a revegetation measure may have long-term visibility impacts to the site.
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