Impact statement due

Feds gauge effect of planned Simplot mine expansion
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A final environmental impact statement for J.R. Simplot Co.’s proposed Smoky
Canyon Mine expansion should be released by the end of October and will require a
more robust cover over seleniferous waste rock than originally proposed, federal
officials said Monday.

The contentious mine expansion has sparked a heated debate in the four years
since its proposal, and officials said they received e than 38,000 public
comments after the draft environmental statementwas released in December 2005.
Leaders with the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Forest Service said they
considered about 2,700 substantive public comments in making their revisions.

Once the final environmental impact statement is released, a so-called availability
period spanning 30 days will begin, during which more public comments will be
submitted for managers to consider. Then, records of decision will be released by the
BLM pertaining to the mining plan and the Forest Service regarding haul and access
roads tying the leases together.

If the BLM decision is appealed, the Department of Interior Board of Appeals will
then review it to either approve it or send it back for revisions. A federal lawsuit
could also tie up the decision.

The current Smoky Canyon Mine has enough phosphate ore to last plot an
estimated three to five years.

“We feel we’ve got a very good document to release to the public we feel is very
well peer reviewed and critiqued that we’re going to stand behind,” said Caribou-
Targhee National Forest Supervisor Larry Timchak.

The federal officials said the final version will also include new provisions dealing
with concerns of nearby private landowners and clarifications pertaining to the
Clinton-era Roadless Rule.

The Smoky Canyon Mine, located near the Wyoming border in Caribou County,
would be expanded into two panels containing acres of roadless land. The Roadless
Rule dates back to mid-January of 2001 and EQ;E_)—\ibits development of inventoried
roadless acres. When the draft environmentallimpact statement was approved for
the Smoky Canyon Mine expansion, the roadless rule had been rescinded.

A California judge has since reinstated the Roadless Rule. Jeff Jones, phosphate
program manager with the Caribou-Targhee National Forest, said exemptions to the
rule were granted for both panels as the leases predate the roadless rule — the Deer
Creek lease dates back to the 1950s, and the Manning Creek lease was approved
just days before the Roadless Rule took effect.

“What we’re trying to do with this review is make sure we’'re not committing the
Forest Service to something that’s illegal to the current interpretation of the Roadless
Rule,” Jones said.

Another change in the final version is that the ferred route of a haul road to the
mine expansion, %}inally slated to cross private’land near the planned site of a
couple’s ranch hofhe, has been moved a few miles away from the nearest
residences, Jones said.

As for changes to the cap that will be required by Simplot, Jeff Cunduck, minerals


hamannl
comment
The majority of these "comments" were from out of state, generated from a point and click e-mail solicitation from the Greater Yellowstone Coallition and National Resource Defense Council mailing lists.  

hamannl
comment
Closer to three years.

hamannl
comment
This is incorrect.  The Roadless Rule does not prohibit development of mining leases in inventoried roadless acres.  In fact, the Roadless Rule recognizes that companies that hold these leases have a legal right to develop the mineral resources.

facerd
comment
The original proposed haul road did not cross private land and was in the same general area of the selected alternative. This alternative across private property was developed during the EIS process.

hamannl
comment
The route across private property is still recognized by the agencies to be the "environmentally preferred" route.  In fact, this route results in less impact to roadless areas, fisheries, surface water and wetlands.  Nevertheless, the agencies did not select this route in an effort to avoid the conflict with the private landowner.


branch chief with the BLM’s Pocatello field office, explained it will likely cost millions
of dollars more than the previously proposed cap, but it should be far more effective
in keeping water from breaching through to seleniferous waste rock.

Selenium is a naturally occurring micronutrient that federal officials discovered in
the late-1990s had grown toxic near the phosphate mines and was poisoning horses
and sheep.

The cap, as outlined by the final environmental impact statement, would be @et
thick and composed of clay, chert, shale and soil layers. Vegetation would covef the
cap to absorb water before it could soak through. While the layer proposed in the
draft environmental impact statement would have allowed about an inch of water to
soak through per year, the revamped layer would reduce the amount @bout half
an inch of water.

“We think it’'s a good idea. In fact, we've suggested a lot of those improvements
with the Forest Service,” Simplot spokesman Rick Phillips said. “It’s part of the best
practices that were identified through this area-wide investigation.”

Environmental groups including the Greater Yellowstone Coalition have criticized
the federal government for approving a mine expansion before requiring significant
cleanups of existing selenium contamination.

“Why in the world would they permit mine expansion when they know they haven’t
addressed the existing mess up there,” said Marv Hoyt, Idaho director of the GYC.

“ y ought to wait before they issue this EIS and decision and get the mess cleaned
up there.”

Efforts to keep selenium in Smoky Canyon waste rock from leaching into the water
by piping it around the waste pile, among other measures, d this spring. But
Jones believes recent alterations, however, will prove to be More effective.

Hoyt remains skeptical.

“They won’t know if it works until next spring during runoff. t's when it failed
this year, when it had runoff going through it,” Hoyt said. “Ever if it were to work,
that’s one piece of a very complex cleanup puzzle.”

After reviewing an outline of the proposed changes in plans the Forest Service
provided recently to the Shoshone-Bannock Tribes, Hoyt believes they’re far from
adequate.

“From what | can teIIctuaIIy isn’t much in the way of any changes from the
draft, and that’s a big pfoblem,” Hoyt said. “They’re going to add more selenium to
streams and increase contamination, and @’re going to be in violation of the Clean
Water Act.”

Forest Service and BLM officials, however, say they’ve learned from mistakes of
the past, and they won’t permit another operation that will result in a new Superfund
site.

Timchak he was personally insulted by a recent GYC report that alleged
collusion between the mining industry and the federal government, and he has
nothing to hide. According to the GYC report, federal regulators knew about selenium
poisoning long before animals started dying in the mid-1990s but failed to act.

“Because we have a problem there, does that mean we can’t permit any new
mines? We have to follow the law, and Simplot has a lease. ...” Timchak said, adding
separate regulations govern cleanups and leasing. “We may have missed some
signals with selenium, but it certainly wasn’t intentional, and by no means was there
any collusion with the industry.”


hamannl
comment
The cap is actually 7 - 8 feet thick.

facerd
comment
This is based on the highest water year on record.  The infiltration based on the average water year is “zero”

hamannl
comment
Simplot has completed major projects to address historic impacts from selenium, especially at the Pole Canyon overburden disposal area.  Water is being routed around the disposal area or is being infiltrated into the groundwater prior to reach the disposal area so as to prevent further releases of selenium.  Also see the fact sheet:   "What is Simplot Doing About Selenium Contamination."


hamannl
comment
This is incorrect.  There were problems with the proper installation of the pipeline.  These problems were identified and corrected.  Pole Creek is now flowing through the pipeline, which is predicted to improve the groundwater quality around Pole Canyon and downgradient at Hoopes Spring.

hamannl
comment
That is incorrect.  The problems regarding the installation of the pipe was discovered last January.  The pipeline has since been installed correctly and Pole Creek is flowing in the pipe around the selenium material in the cross valley fill in Pole Canyon.

hamannl
comment
There are considerable differences from the draft EIS to the final EIS.  

facerd
comment
Not according to the modeling.

facerd
comment
I’m the mine manager (Dennis Facer) and I also was personally insulted by the allegation.

proutya
comment
There are numerous differences between the Draft EIS and the Final EIS. 
In fact John Hart, communications manager with the GYC Phosphate Campaign is quoted in the Idaho State Journal on 10-24-07 stating, “...the final environmental impact statement includes 800 pages of new material, and GYC has requested that the 30-day review period on the document be lengthened to between 45 and 60 days.”  Alternative D – The Cover Design is completely different in the Final EIS.  The USFS describes the new cover as “State-of-the Art”.

Some of the Major points are:
· Appendix 2E is new and establishes a robust “Monitoring Plan” to assure the success of the project.
· Appendix 3C is new and describes potential for selenium bio-accumulation.
· The Final EIS includes Yellowstone Cutthroat biological evaluation.
· Appendix 2A contains full disclosure of the historical mining studies that are taking place at the Smoky Canyon, proposed mitigation actions and expected responses to these actions.





