Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS)



NorthMet Project


4.14
CUMULATIVE EFFECTS

The CEQ defines cumulative effects as “the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions” (40 CFR § 1508.7).  In 1997, the CEQ published Considering Cumulative Effects under the National Environmental Policy Act as a comprehensive guidance document for cumulative analyses.  The methodologies recommended in this guidance document were used by the EPA in their Final Protocol to Assess Expanded Cumulative Effects on Native Americans (2007) and were recommended by the MEQB as providing “the best source of guidance on cumulative impacts” (MEQB 1998).  Therefore, the 1997 CEQ guidance document was used in this EIS to assess the potential cumulative impacts of the proposed NorthMet Project in combination with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater project vicinity
.

It is the position of Tribal cooperating agencies that the CEQ guidelines on cumulative effects were only one of the sources used to develop the Protocol to Assess Expanded Cumulative Effects on Native Americans. This protocol was submitted to the lead EIS agencies with the expectation that the additional information detailed in the protocol would be used to assess cumulative impacts on the potentially affected tribes. The Tribal cooperating agency position is that while the protocol is mentioned in this section, none of the expanded data collection or analysis that the protocol recommends was done. Therefore it is the tribal cooperating agency position that the cumulative impact section is incomplete and does not properly assess cumulative effects of the proposed project on natural and cultural resources.

This section is intended to summarize the resource-specific cumulative effects analyses (refer to Sections 4.1 to 4.13) and provide an overall, synergistic analysis of the system-level cumulative effects resulting from the combined influence of the resource-specific effects to the regional airshed, watershed, and land cover surrounding the Project.  In addition, this section also discusses the influence of these synergistic effects on uniquely-affected communities in the region.  

The Tribal cooperating agencies’ position is that there are several important topics that have not been included in this document. 

· Climate Change implications of the proposed project. The project would disturb extensive areas of peat (Section 4.2) Peat is known to be an important carbon sink. Wetlands in general are recognized as important carbon sinks and areas where wildlife will seek refuge as the climate warms.

· Cumulative impacts to wild rice. Wild rice is a valuable tribal resource that has been declining throughout the 1854 ceded territory. Mine effluent is often associated with levels of sulfate that has impacted wild rice and hydrologic changes from pit dewatering and seepage from tailings basins can also impact wild rice, which is dependent upon a relatively stable hydrologic regime. The cumulative impacts to wild rice have not been assessed.

· Cumulative impacts to plant and animal species that are not listed as threatened or endangered. The focus of the EIS on listed species is understandable but other species that are important to tribal and non-tribal members would likely be impacted by mining projects. Moose, for example, are likely to be impacted through disturbance along the few wildlife corridors remaining along the Mesabi range and through wetland impacts of this project. At a time when moose populations in Minnesota are declining, this analysis is particularly important and should be done as part of this EIS.

· The Cumulative effects of noise and vibration.  These issues have not been analyzed although they were raised by the public during scoping. 

· The Cumulative risk analysis of transportation of hazardous materials.  This issue has not been analyzed.

· The cumulative effects on fish and macroinvertebrates. This discussion is limited to sulfate and mercury. Cumulative effects of habitat degradation on the fisheries of the region have not been discussed.

4.14.1
Methodology for Cumulative Effects Assessment

The 1997 CEQ guidelines recommend analyzing cumulative effects according to a tiered approach among specific resources, interconnected systems, and human communities.  This hierarchical approach allows for a quantitative, resource-specific analysis as well as a synergistic, additive discussion of the system-level influence of regional actions.  Under the resource-specific lens, the resources considered were identified during the scoping process as those having the potential for cumulative effects by the Proposed Action or Alternatives.  If the Proposed Action or Alternatives did not result in direct or secondary impacts on a resource, then that resource was eliminated from the cumulative impact evaluation (CEQ 1997).  Cumulative effects generally do not occur within predetermined political or administrative boundaries, and as such, the analysis should encompass a geophysical boundary appropriate to that resource or system.  The Final Scoping Document (October 25, 2005) identified 12 resource-specific areas of concern related to cumulative effects.  Table 4.13-1 provides a summary of the resource-specific concerns identified during scoping, and the spatial and temporal scales considered in this cumulative effects analysis.  For those resource areas not identified in this section, no cumulative effects were identified.

The Tribal cooperating agency position is that even though cumulative effects to groundwater, vegetation (other than threatened and endangered species), visual and noise effects, hazardous materials, and cultural resources weren't considered during the initial scoping period, they were identified later in the process and therefore should have been made a part of the cumulative impacts analysis and incorporated into the DEIS.  
Table 4.14-1
Resource-Specific Scope of Cumulative Effect Subject Areas

	Subject Area
	Spatial Scale
	Temporal Scale

	Hoyt Lakes Area Projects and Air Concentration in Class II Areas
	NorthMet site boundary with a 10-km buffer
	Existing conditions (inclusive of historic influences) through the life of the mine, including closure.

	Class I Areas PM10 Increment
	Arrowhead Region (Koochiching) Airshed
	Current emissions baseline and potential outlook through 2020.

	Ecosystem Acidification Resulting from Deposition of Air Pollutants
	Itasca, St. Louis, Lake, and Cook Counties
	Current SO2 and NOx emissions and sulfate and nitrate deposition baseline (inclusive of historic trends) and potential outlook through 2020.

	Mercury Deposition and Bioaccumulation in Fish
	Itasca, St. Louis, Lake, and Cook Counties (used emissions data from state and US)
	Current emissions and deposition baseline (inclusive of historic trends) and potential outlook through 2020.

	Visibility Impairment
	Iron Range
	Existing conditions (inclusive of historic influences) through the life of the mine, including closure.

	Loss of Threatened and Endangered Plant Species
	State of Minnesota
	Current or historic projects with “taking” permits from MnDNR and future projects through the life of the mine, including closure.  

	Loss of Wetlands
	Partridge River Watershed. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that this scale is too small to accurately assess cumulative impacts to wetlands.
	Historic conditions from the 1930s to current.  Future conditions through the life of the mine, including closure.  It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that cumulative effects should be assessed for however long mine impacts would occur. In the case of wetlands, this could be for hundreds of years.

	Loss or Fragmentation of Wildlife Habitat
	Arrowhead Region for habitat; Mesabi Iron Range plus 15-mile buffer for wildlife travel corridors
	Historical trends over the last ~100 years, and future through the life of the mine, including closure.  It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that some mine features (e.g. pit lake) would become permanent features of the landscape. Therefore post closure impacts should also be included in the analysis.

	Streamflow and Lake Level Changes
	Upper Partridge River (including Colby Lake) and Upper Embarrass River
	2004 conditions (inclusive of historic influences) through operation and post closure (independent scenarios)

	Water Quality Changes
	Upper Partridge River (including Colby Lake) and Upper Embarrass River
	2004 conditions (inclusive of historic influences) through operation  and post closure (independent scenarios) 

	Economic Impacts
	St. Louis County and the East Range (municipalities of Aurora, Babbitt, Biwabik, Ely, Hoyt Lakes, Soudan, Tower, and the surrounding areas)
	1980 (or closest available data) through closure of reasonably foreseeable projects (as defined in the Scoping Decision Document)

	Social Impacts
	East Range (municipalities of Aurora, Babbitt, Biwabik, Ely, Hoyt Lakes, Soudan, Tower, and the surrounding areas)
	2002 conditions (inclusive of historic influences) through closure of reasonably foreseeable projects (as defined in the Scoping Decision Document)


4.14.1.1
Resource-Specific Scale

At the resource-specific scale, cumulative effects on individual resources (e.g., air quality in Class I areas or surface water quality) are analyzed to determine if the proposed Project, in combination with other actions, would adversely affect specific resources.  Table 4.14-2 summarizes the findings of the resource-specific cumulative effects analyses.  For a detailed analysis of each subject area, refer to the individual resource analyses (Sections 4.1 through 4.13). 

It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that the DEIS fails to adequately analyze cumulative impacts to either the Partridge or Embarrass Rivers. Cumulative impact analysis is hobbled by lack of baseline data. In Colby Lake, the community water supply for the city of Hoyt Lakes, aluminum, iron, copper, and mercury concentrations already exceed Minnesota Water Quality Standards (“WQS”). The existing large number of water-quality exceedances and the suite of constituents, particularly trace metals, exceeding WQS shows the site has not been remediated from previous mining activities. Additionally, amphibole or asbestos-like mineral fibers, known to cause digestive tract cancers in high concentrations, have been identified as existing pollutants in the Hoyt Lakes community water supply and their presence should be identified in the DEIS. Related cumulative-impacts issues such as groundwater drawdown or mounding due to multiple mine projects, water quality in aquifers impacted by previous and existing other mine projects, and surface waters such as the Partridge and Embarrass Rivers and Second Creek that are impacted by multiple mines need further analysis.

Table 4.14-2
Findings of the Resource-Specific Cumulative Effects Analysis

	Cumulative Effect Subject Area
	Section in DEIS
	Cumulative Effects Summary

	Hoyt Lakes Area Projects and Air Concentration in Class II Areas
	Air Quality (Section 4.6)
	The Project area is in attainment for all NAAQS.  The Project and past, current, and future actions, while increasing emissions, would cumulatively comply with the Federal and state increment limits.  Therefore there would be no significant cumulative effect on Class II areas. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position is that the cumulative analysis did not account for all of the PolyMet emissions from the tailings basin, nor did it factor in emissions from the Keetac Expansion Project so that attainment for PM2.5 might be in question due to the 24 hr standard almost being met without those sources modeled.

	Class I Areas PM10 Increment
	Air Quality (Section 4.6)
	The Project area is in attainment for all NAAQS.  The Cumulative Class I PM10 Increment Analysis determined that there would be no significant impacts associated with the Project and other past, current, and future actions (see Air Quality, Section 4.6.4).  Cumulatively, there would be an increase in PM10 emissions; however, these emissions would not exceed the PSD increment l It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that this statement can be called into question. The Class I visibility analysis performed for the project indicates that visibility impacts greater than 5 of 10 percent could occur at some point within the BWCWA on a small number of days each year. Furthermore, the Tribal cooperating agencies position is in disagreement with the assessment that there is no significant impact.  That analysis did not take into effect the full particulate emissions from the tailings basin.  That analysis also did not factor in any emissions from the Keetac Expansion Project, which plans to increase production by 61% by reopening another furnace line nor is there any mention of the Essar Steel Expansion project that is planned.  The present analysis showed that there was very little increment left without accounting for these sources and that as such it would have a significant impact by exceeding the increment limit.  


	Ecosystem Acidification Resulting from Deposition of Air Pollutants
	Air Quality (Section 4.6)
	The Project and past, current, and future actions would increase deposition of SO2 and NO2; however, the deposition rate would be below Federal and state threshold values.  In combination with the overall reduction in sulfate and nitrate-producing emissions since 2000, there would be a net decrease in emissions and therefore no adverse cumulative impact. 

	Mercury Deposition and Bioaccumulation in Fish
	Air Quality (Section 4.6)
	The Project and future actions would add new mercury emitting sources; however, the implementation of mercury reducing legislation will cause a reduction in existing mercury emissions in the region.  This reduction will serve to off-set the new mercury sources and result in a net decrease in mercury emissions.  Therefore, there would be no cumulative impact to fish from mercury deposition and bioaccumulation. Tribal cooperating agencies strongly disagree with this conclusion. Section 4.1 describes the potential for increased mercury methylation associated with this project on the St. Louis River Watershed. The conclusion presented is speculative at best and is not based on quantitative methods. This cumulative impact analysis is inadequate.

	Visibility Impairment
	Air Quality (Section 4.6)
	The Project and future actions would add new emissions sources in the region; however, these emissions would be offset by the emissions reductions at past and current projects.  There would be an overall net reduction in visibility degrading emissions; therefore, the Project and past, current, and future actions would have no cumulative impact on visibility. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies’ position that the aesthetic component of visibility has not been assessed. Furthermore, consultation with the affected Tribes has not been completed. Therefore this conclusion is premature. While overall emissions may be decreasing, regional haze models do not show visibility improving enough to meet the standards set forward in the Regional Haze Rule. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies’ position that mitigation strategies for NOx emissions should be aggressively pursued by the MPC and the FLM’s and the implications for cumulative impacts described in the DEIS.  

	Loss of Threatened and Endangered Plant Species
	Vegetation (Section 4.3)
	Future cumulative impacts to ETSC plant species from the Project and other past, current, and future actions range from 2% to 21% of the known populations of these species.  The ETSC plant species known to occur in the Project area exhibit preferences for disturbed sites and therefore will likely not experience adverse cumulative effects for the Project and past, current, and future projects.

	Loss of Wetlands
	Wetlands (Section 4.2)
	The Project would result in the loss of 1,197 acres of primarily high quality wetland habitat; however, over 97% of the existing wetlands in the Partridge River watershed would remain in the foreseeable future. Wetland mitigation would occur on-site; however, would primarily be outside of the watershed (and Ceded Territory) leading to a net loss of wetland function within the watershed and Ceded Territory.   Tribal cooperators strongly disagree with the estimates of wetland loss and the potential impacts of that loss; see discussion in Section 4.2 for further detail. A cumulative impact assessment should be conducted after the flaws in the wetland section have been addressed.

	Loss or Fragmentation of Wildlife Habitat
	Wildlife (Section 4.4)
	Largest impact is due to forestry. Habitat will be increased for species requiring older forests and forests with a significant conifer component, and decreased for species that utilize young forests and non-forested habitats.  Mining adds to the impact on a temporary basis (prior to closure).

	Wildlife Travel Corridors
	Wildlife (Section 4.4)
	Impacts from new and future projects are anticipated to 10 of the 18 wildlife travel corridors; the proposed project is anticipated to have minimal effects on Corridor 12 (17).  This impact would continue for the duration of operations (approximately 20 years); however, no high impact mining features would occur such that impacts to the corridor would be permanent. Tribal cooperating agencies disagree. Regarding the cumulative impacts of mining on wildlife corridors, section 4.4.5.3 states “These impacts should be considered significant” Tribal cooperating agencies are concerned that the analysis in the resource section has not been carried forward to the cumulative impacts section.

	Streamflow and Lake Level Changes
	Water Resources (Section 4.1)
	Partridge River:  No effect on streamflow or water levels in Colby Lake under high flow conditions.  Lake levels could be affected under low flow conditions, depending on the timing of other mine dewatering activities. Tribal cooperating agencies strongly disagree. As detailed in section 4.1, the available data and anaylsis is insufficient to make this claim. This cumulative impact analysis is incomplete.

	
	
	Embarrass River:  No effect. 

	Water Quality Changes
	Water Resources (Section 4.1)
	Partridge River:  Sulfate would have no significant effect on mercury methylation risks and no effect on wild rice.  Potentially contributing to a cumulative effect for mercury concentrations in fish tissue in Colby Lake due to the uncertainty regarding the West Pit overflow. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that the tailings basin alternative would lead to water quality impacts to the Partridge River. In combination with proposed discharges by Mesabi Nugget Phase II, and the operations of Laskin Energy, these impacts could be perpetual.

	
	
	Embarrass River:  It is unknown if the wild rice standard will apply; therefore, the cumulative effects of sulfate are not evaluated at this time. As previously discussed, tribal cooperating agencies strongly disagree with this assertion. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies’ position that the wild rice standard applies and they expect the state to require the project to meet it.  The Proposed Action could increase mercury methylation, and therefore have a cumulative effect on downstream lakes already on the 303(d) list.  The Tailings Basin Alternative would not contribute to a mercury-related effect.  It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that the cumulative effects on the Embarrass River could be perpetual.

	Economic Impacts
	Socioeconomics (Section 4.10)
	The Project and past, present, and future development along the Iron Range would increase regional employment and spending, thereby having a beneficial impact on the regional economy

	Social Impacts
	Socioeconomics (Section 4.10)/ Cultural Resources (Section 4.7)
	Potential for cumulative effects to indigenous land use practices.  See discussion below for additive/synergistic assessment of cumulative effects to uniquely-affected communities.  


4.14.1.2
System Scale

At the system level, relationships among resource-specific cumulative affect subject areas were analyzed to determine if the impacts to system components would combine for synergistic/additive effects on regional natural systems.  In this DEIS, three natural systems, regional airshed, watershed, and ecoregion, were analyzed for additive and synergistic cumulative effects.  

Regional Airshed

The Arrowhead Region airshed includes the seven counties in northeastern Minnesota including St. Louis County and the proposed Project area.  The Arrowhead Region extends across the Mesabi Range mining areas where past and present mining activities have contributed to increased air and fugitive dust emissions from construction, extraction, and processing operations and increased vehicular traffic in support of the commercial operations.  The Arrowhead Region is currently in attainment for all NAAQS and the proposed project would not violate these standards or contribute to a regional nonattainment situation or violate state air quality regulations. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies’ position is that the cumulative analysis did not account for all of the PolyMet emissions from the tailings basin, nor did it factor in emissions from the Keetac Expansion Project. The attainment for PM2.5 is questionable because the 24 hr standard is almost met without those sources included in the modeling. A detailed discussion of these standards can be found in Section 4.6.  The Clean Air Act standards regulate project-specific emissions; and these project-specific regulations presumptively act to protect and preserve regional air quality.  As described in Table 4.14-2, the Project and other past, current, and future actions would have no significant cumulative effects on the regional airshed. Tribal cooperating agencies disagree with this statement.  The Tribal cooperating agencies’ position is that the Class 1 PM10 increment analysis did not take into account the full particulate emissions from the tailings basin.  That analysis also did not factor in any emissions from the Keetac Expansion Project, which plans to increase production by 61% by reopening another furnace line nor is there any mention of the Essar Steel Expansion project that is planned. The present analysis showed that there was very little increment left without accounting for these sources and that as such it would have a significant impact by exceeding the increment limit. Relative to mercury deposition and ecosystem acidification, the region is expected to experience a cumulative decline in the mercury, sulfates, and other acidifying compounds in the future due to new regulation, voluntary reductions, and technological improvements.  Therefore, while the proposed Project would result in additional air emissions, the additive influence of actions in the region would not contribute to a significant cumulative effect on regional air quality.  Tribal cooperating agencies are not aware of any quantitative analysis that would support this claim. A cumulative impact analysis should provide citations to analysis or research that supports the conclusions presented.  Data from the Central Regional Air Planning Association (CenRAP) indicate that visibility in Minnesota Class I areas is not expected to improve as much as is required by the Regional Haze Rule, even with expected reductions.  Aggressive mitigation of NOx emissions is expected by the MPCA and the FLM’s during the permitting process.  The Tribal cooperating agencies should be included in these discussions to the extent possible.
Watershed 

Tribal cooperating agencies are concerned that the discussion in the following paragraph does not constitute a cumulative impact analysis. It is merely a re-statement of the impact assessment of the proposed project. The question is not whether the proposed project would affect other watersheds but whether all existing and proposed projects in the watershed would combine to affect the St. Louis River watershed. An adequate cumulative impact analysis would have quantitatively assessed the impacts of the multiple projects in the Embarrass and Partridge River watersheds. Data are available for the existing and predicted water quality impacts of Mesabi Nugget Phase I and II, the existing water quality discharges of Laskin Energy, and the legacy water quality for pit lakes for the other projects in the watershed. Predicted air quality emissions from Mesabi Nugget Phase II have also been developed. None of these data appear to have been used in the cumulative impact analysis. The tribal cooperating agency position is that a complete cumulative impact analysis should be conducted.

The St. Louis River watershed includes the Partridge and Embarrass Rivers in St. Louis County, drains the southern of the Mesabi Ridgeline, and flows south out of the Mesabi Range (Figure 4.14-2). The St. Louis River Watershed is one of several watersheds that drain the Mesabi Range, where past and present mining activities have discharged to local waterbodies; however, because the proposed Project area is solely within the St. Louis River watershed and would have no direct or indirect influence on other regional watersheds it would not contribute to any cumulative effect to those other watersheds.  Similar to airsheds, the Clean Water Act regulates project-level discharges as a presumptive protection measure for regional water quality.  The Project will meet the surface water quality standards for all parameters under all flow conditions for all mine years in the Partridge and Embarrass rivers. Tribal cooperating agencies disagree.  The potential cumulative effects of the Project to the St. Louis River watershed are currently being evaluated.  Sulfate, mercury, and specific conductance are already being exceeded in both the Partridge and Embarrass Rivers.  Aluminum is being exceeded in the portions of the Embarrass River below the old LTV tailings basin and area Pit 5NW, as stated in the Water Resources section.  Colby Lake (the Hoyt Lakes community water supply) already has several constituents including aluminum, iron, copper, and mercury in concentrations that exceed Minnesota Water Quality Standards. The existing large number of water-quality exceedances and the suite of constituents, particularly trace metals, exceeding WQS shows the site has not been remediated from previous mining activities.  Therefore, this Project will have a cumulative effect on the waters in Colby Lake, the Partridge River and the St. Louis River.  

While the Project would increase ambient concentrations of several parameters, primarily metals (e.g., antimony, arsenic, copper, nickel, and zinc), these concentrations would remain relatively low and would not combine with other activities to significantly degrade water quality within the St. Louis River watershed.  It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that water quality within the St. Louis River has already been degraded by past and present mining activities as documented by staff from Fond du Lac and the 1854 Treaty Authority.  Additional discharges of sulfate, mercury and other trace metals will have a cumulative effect on water quality in the St. Louis River.  An Antidegradation Analysis for the Lake Superior Basin must be conducted for several contaminants in addition to mercury. The results of this analysis should be included in the DEIS.  
The Project and other ongoing and future mining activities would have the potential to cumulatively increase the mercury levels in fish tissue within the Partridge River under the Proposed Action and Mine Site Alternative; however, there is uncertainty surrounding the Project attainment of the Great Lakes Initiative mercury standard and it is recommended for further study prior to the Final EIS.  The Proposed Action would also potentially increase mercury methylation rates within the Embarrass River and cumulative affect 303(d) listed waterbodies downstream.  The influence of the Project on methylation rates in the Embarrass River would be less under the Tailings Basin Alternative, and the potential for cumulative effects under this alternative would be reduced. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that the previous paragraph is simply a restatement of the potential impacts of the project and not a cumulative impact analysis.

The potential cumulative influences of the Project and current and future mining activities within the St. Louis River watershed are limited to mercury and sulfate concerns in the upper reaches of the watershed, as described above.  The extent of influence of these effects in the lower St. Louis River watershed (below the confluence of the Embarrass and Partridge rivers) is under evaluation for inclusion in the DEIS.  It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that no analysis has been conducted to support this claim.

Ecoregion
The proposed Mine Site is located within the Superior National Forest and both the Plant and Mine sites are surrounded by federal, state, and local public lands (Figure 4.9-1).  These areas provide large tracts of natural vegetative cover, including wild rice, and habitat for endemic aquatic and terrestrial wildlife species such as moose throughout northeastern Minnesota.  The development of past and current mining operations throughout the Mesabi Range has led to a historic reduction in natural vegetative cover and habitat fragmentation throughout the region and the future mining activities (including the Project) would contribute to further declines in habitat during the life of their respective projects.  However, Northeastern Minnesota currently retains large regional tracts of undisturbed habitat, such as wetlands, where despite the impacts of this and other Projects within the Partridge River watershed, more than 97 percent of historic wetlands still remain.  Long-term reclamation plans following cessation of operations include the use of non-native, invasive species; however, the use of a native seed mix (provided it meets the reclamation goals and requirements) would mitigate the long-term forest community such that it would mimic historic, natural conditions.  There would be a short-term decline in habitat availability at the Mine and Plant sites. 

As discussed in Sections 4.3 and 4.4, the Project would impact some ETSC plant species, wetlands, and wildlife corridors used by large mammals (including moose).  The ETSC affected species are disturbance tolerant and impacts would not be significant.  Use of one of the identified wildlife travel corridors would be impaired throughout the life of the mine.  Some habitat fragmentation would occur, although the impact would be largely mitigated at mine closure and overall are not expected to be significant over the long-term. It is the Tribal cooperating agencies position that the Ecoregion section is simply a restatement of the potential impacts of the project and not a cumulative impact analysis.

4.14.1.3
Uniquely-affected Communities

In the case of human communities, the CEQ guidelines recommend analysis along sociocultural boundaries, or human communities that would be uniquely affected, rather than arbitrary political or administrative units.  The uniquely affected communities in this Project area the Native American tribes within the 1854 Ceded Territory in northeastern Minnesota.  These tribes have culturally-unique ties to the natural landscape that would potentially be uniquely impacted by the proposed project and therefore has the potential for cumulative effects to the tribes with cultural ties to the natural landscape.  These impacts can manifest themselves in many ways, such as the loss of significant cultural landscapes, the loss of ancestral and/or sacred sites, and deterioration in the health or availability of animal and plant populations culturally associated with traditional diets, hunting practices, or spiritual practices.  

These communities have used lands with the Ceded Territory for traditional culture purposes including wild rice harvesting and moose hunting.  Wild rice communities are found within the Embarrass, Partridge and St. Louis Rivers; however, the Plant Site, Mine Site, and Transportation Corridors do not support wild rice communities.  Moose do occur in the vicinity of the Project; however, their populations are relatively low in this area compared to other portions of the 1854 Ceded Territory.  The MN wildlife advisory committee studying the decline of the moose population in northeastern Minnesota has recommended preserving wetlands as sanctuaries for moose from heat stress.  The committee also recommended allowing a very limited moose hunting season, and to end the moose hunting season immediately if low hunter success indicates the population ahs dropped to critical levels.  The Project is proposing the largest direct wetland fill ever permitted in this region.  The wetland mitigation that is being proposed would be outside of the St. Louis River watershed and 1854 ceded territory.  Two major wildlife corridors that moose currently use will be impacted by the Project.  The Project will have cumulative effects on the moose herd and Tribal harvest in the 1854 ceded territories.  Consultation between the USACE and Native American tribes to identify an indirect APE for the Project is ongoing.  

The Project, as currently proposed, would result in a permanent loss of tribal access to public lands for traditional uses, although it should be noted that access to the Mine Site area via the Dunka Road is currently restricted and would continue to be restricted in the absence of the Project. Tribal cooperating agencies disagree with this characterization. Use of the road is restricted but access to the area through other Forest Service roads is open to the public. It is unclear to what extent these specific Project lands have been used by tribal members in the recent past, and these lands do not support wild rice or large moose populations, which are common tribal uses of public lands, nevertheless, the loss of public access represents an adverse effect to the tribes.  Tribal cooperating agencies disagree with the assertion that the land does not support wild rice or large moose populations.  Wild rice grows in the Partridge River and a substantial moose population has been identified in the mine site area by aerial and ground surveys.  Therefore cumulative effects to both wild rice and moose must be considered.  For the Mine Site, the USFS and PolyMet have been working together to complete a land exchange to resolve the current split estate between Federal surface overlying private mineral rights.  The USFS has identified approximately 6,700 acres of National Forest land to exchange to PolyMet for yet to be determined non-federal land.  However, it is currently unknown if this non-federal land would occur within the 1854 Ceded Territory and be available to the affected tribes, thereby reducing the effect of the Project on tribal access to lands within the 1854 Ceded Territory.































� 	The greater project vicinity varies dependent upon the resource under discussion (e.g., water resources, air quality, uniquely-affected communities, etc).  The specific geographic scope for each resource is further discussed within the appropriate subsection of this analysis.
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