
 
            

 
 
 
 
 
 

What is all this talk of the PolyMet project?  Chances are you have heard of it and 
know it’s a copper-nickel mine proposed for northeastern Minnesota in the Superior 
National Forest. But most Minnesotans do not have a copy of the EIS that outlines the 
project. And even if they did, the EIS is over 3,500 pages long, filled with technical 
jargon and difficult to navigate.  
 

Governor Dayton has made it clear he is open to receiving public input on whether or 
not the State of Minnesota should give PolyMet Mining Corporation (Toronto, 
Ontario) a permit to build the mine and calls it “the most momentous, difficult and 
controversial decision” he will make as governor. The Minnesota DNR, too, is seeking 
public comment. 
 

But the clock is ticking and time is running out. What should we tell them? 

 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 What is all this talk of the PolyMet project?  Chances are you have heard of it and know it’s    
 a copper-nickel mine proposed for northeastern Minnesota in the Superior National Forest.  
 But most Minnesotans do not have a copy of the EIS that outlines the project. And even if  
 they did, it’s over 3,500 pages long, filled with technical jargon and difficult to navigate.  
 

 Governor Mark Dayton has made it clear he is open to receiving public input on whether or  
 not the State of Minnesota should give PolyMet Mining Corporation (Toronto, Ontario) a  
 permit to build the mine and calls it “the most momentous, difficult and controversial  
 decision” he will make as governor. The Minnesota DNR, too, is seeking public comment. 
 

A public review period began on November 13, 2015, 
and time is running out. 

Governor Dayton is and will be accepting comments on an ongoing basis,  
but the Minnesota DNR’s public comment period closes on December 14, 2015.  

 

What should we tell them? 
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Groundwater Sacrifice Zone.   PolyMet claims its mine will be in compliance with 

state law. To the average Minnesotan, that might mean there is nothing to worry about.  
But please consider the following information from the EIS. 
 

If you look at the map inside this brochure you will notice a yellow line that marks the 
“PolyMet Owned/Leased Area.”  According to the EIS, this area is roughly 15,000 acres in 
size. When combined with the 6,650 acres of federal lands from the Superior National 
Forest that PolyMet hopes to secure (the area surrounded by the green-and-black 
checkered line), the grand total of lands under company control would be 21,650 acres. 
 

This comes into play when trying to figure out exactly where the Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency will be enforcing groundwater quality standards at the PolyMet project site.  
 

According to the EIS, groundwater quality standards will be enforced “at the Mine Site 
and Plant Site property boundaries, not within the NorthMet project footprint.”   
 

This appears to be the case even though, according to the company’s own computer 
modeling done by Barr Engineering, the levels of pollutants in the water at the mine site 
and tailings dump will be many times higher than standards set to protect people, plants 
and wildlife. The modeling also shows that, over time, the water will radiate outward. 
 

Discussions with the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency have confirmed that, yes, it’s not 
until the polluted water crosses the company’s property boundary that groundwater quality 
standards will be enforced. The agency stated, “That’s the way the law works.”  
 

So when PolyMet claims it will be in compliance with state law, 

it’s not that the water within the company’s property boundary will be clean. 
It’s that the pollution has been legalized. 

 

Unfortunately, we are not talking about a small tract of land where PolyMet will be exempt 
from meeting groundwater quality standards. Rather, the “groundwater sacrifice zone” will 
encompass over 21,000 acres of water-rich lands in the Lake Superior watershed. 

 

Should the State of Minnesota give PolyMet a permit to build its copper-nickel 
mine in the Superior National Forest? 
 

To get more details on the project, please go to the Minnesota DNR website, where you 
can access an electronic (searchable) copy of the PolyMet EIS.  
 

To contact Governor Dayton (no deadline for comments): 
Electronically:  http://mn.gov/governor/contact-us/form/ 
or by mail to:  Governor Mark Dayton 
   116 Veterans Service Building 
   20 W 12th Street 
   St. Paul, MN 55155 
or by phone:  651-201-3400  Toll Free: 800-657-3717   
 

To contact the Minnesota DNR (deadline for comments is December 14, 2015): 
Electronically:  NorthMetFEIS.dnr@state.mn.us  
or by mail to:  Lisa Fay, EIS project manager 

Minnesota DNR Ecological & Water Resources Division 
Environmental Review Unit  
500 Lafayette Road, Box 25 
St. Paul, MN 55155-4025         Nov 2015  

       

 

A Minnesotan’s Guide to the PolyMet EIS 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/input/environmentalreview/polymet/index.html
http://mn.gov/governor/contact-us/form/
mailto:NorthMetFEIS.dnr@state.mn.us


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PolyMet’s Mine Site.   Please take a look at 

the PolyMet mine site outlined in purple on the 
map. It covers 3,015 acres and is where the 
company proposes to dig three open pits (east, 
central and west) totaling 530 acres in size. The 
east pit will be the deepest (700 feet) and, during 
reclamation, will be backfilled with some of the 
crushed waste rock stockpiled during operations. 
The waste will contain sulfides and metals, so 
there are plans to add lime to help prevent acid 
mine drainage. 
  

According to computer modeling supplied by 
PolyMet and others, contaminated water from the 
mine site will travel both south (to the St. Louis 
River/Lake Superior watershed) and north (to the 
Rainy River/Boundary Waters Canoe Area 
Wilderness watershed).  
 

You will also notice a green-and-black checkered 
line on the map. It marks a 6,650-acre parcel of 
water-rich lands in the Superior National Forest 
that PolyMet is trying to secure from the federal 
government.  So what’s that about? 
 

PolyMet’s proposed mine site is located almost 
entirely within the Superior National Forest on 
public land. Even the ore body itself is on public 
land, not private. That’s why you may have heard 
talk of a “land swap.” PolyMet is trying to get 
control of the property by offering to give the 
federal government other properties in exchange.     
 

This transfer of public land to private ownership 
can only happen if the U.S. Forest Service and/or 
Congress agrees. Without it, the project dies.  
 

 PolyMet’s Plant Site / Tailings Dump.  Please take a look at the “Plant Site” outlined in orange on the map. It’s about 4,500 acres in size and is where the LTV Steel Mining 

Company piled its tailings for many years. The existing LTV tailings dump, which does not have a liner beneath it, covers about 3,000 acres (4.7 square miles). PolyMet proposes to place 
wet tailings (in slurry form) on top of the eastern half of the original LTV tailings dump and maintain a pond on top of the waste.  The company also plans to stabilize some of the existing 
dams that are holding back the LTV waste in hopes of preventing collapse under the added weight of the wet PolyMet tailings. 
 

The new tailings pile will cover about 1,325 acres. That’s the size of 33  Vikings stadiums. The PolyMet tailings will add about 165 feet onto the top of the existing LTV tailings dump, 
making it about 220 feet high (22 stories).  “Tailings” are the toxic waste products generated when ore is processed to extract metals. According to the EIS, the PolyMet tailings will 
contain, among other things, arsenic, aluminum, beryllium, copper, zinc, nickel, molybdenum, chromium, cobalt, selenium, lead and sulfate.   
 

PolyMet will be collecting contaminated seepage from the tailings dump and pumping it to an on-site water treatment plant. The EIS states, repeatedly, that “water treatment systems 
would be needed indefinitely at the Mine Site and Plant Site.” There is some disagreement over exactly how long this will be, but in 2013 the state and federal agencies preparing the EIS 
stated: “Modeling predicts that treatment activities will be a minimum 200 years at the Mine Site and a minimum of 500 years at the Plant site.”   
 

Wetlands.  According to the EIS, the PolyMet project will destroy 913 acres of wetlands, most of them rated “high quality.” The destruction would be caused by fill or excavation.  The 

EIS states that up to an additional 6,500 to 7,700 acres of wetlands located within and around the PolyMet project area either will or could be “indirectly impacted” by the mine  – not 
permanently lost, but affected by changes in water quality, groundwater drawdown or other factors. 
 


