
Toxic Mining Near the 
Boundary Waters Canoe 

Area Wilderness



The BWCA is 1.2 
million acres, and 20% 
of it is fresh water! 

Every year 250,000 
people visit the 
Boundary Waters. 
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The history of the boundary waters

THE FIGHT WAS LED BY ORDINARY CITIZENS



We protect the wilderness through 
advocacy and conservation.



We connect students from all backgrounds to the 
wonders of the Boundary Waters.



By being part of the communities at the 
gateways to the Boundary Waters, we 
work to ensure that these communities 
thrive and support the wilderness.
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The Problem: the BWCA is Highly Sensitive to Water Pollution

BWCA Sensitivity to Pollution
● Glaciers exposed bedrock, leaving few glacial deposits.
● Limited aquifers result in faster movement of polluted water to 

streams and lakes.
● Low acid buffering capacity due to lack of carbonate minerals.
● Streams and lakes are “soft water” with low alkalinity, reducing the 

ability to neutralize acid and metals.



Sulfide Mining in Northeast Minnesota
Two Mines, One Threat



Boundary waters
MINING ZONE



The risk of sulfide mining



NATIVE COPPER ORE

DISSEMINATED 
COPPER ORE



SULFIDE + O2 + H2O SULFURIC ACID

ACID MINE DRAINAGE



Legislation Political ActionCitizen ActionLitigation

Fighting for clean 
water in the courts

Enacting laws that 
protect 
Minnesotans and 
our clean water 

Engaging 
grassroots action to 
inform and pressure 
government leaders 
to protect 
Minnesotans and 
our clean water

Electing 
Boundary Waters 
champions



Protections Against BWCA Water Pollution

● International: 1909 Boundary Waters Treaty and formation of the 
International Joint Commission

● Tribal: 1854 Treaty
● Federal: Wilderness Act of 1978, SNF Mineral Withdrawal under 

FLPMA, Administrative Actions regarding Twin Metals’ Leases
● State: Delegated Authority to Administer CWA, Impaired Waters List 

(“303(d) list”), TMDL reports, WRAPS reports, Environmental Review, 
NPDES and SDS Permitting



International BWCA Water Protections: Boundary Waters 
Treaty and Formation of International Joint Commission

● Established the International Joint Commission, which manages 
transnational issues involving water along the U.S.-Canada Border

● Article IV of the Treaty provides that the “boundary waters and waters 
flowing across the boundary shall not be polluted on either side to the 
injury of health or property on the other.” 



Tribal BWCA Water Protections: 1854 Treaty and Ceded Territory

1854 Treaty of La Pointe
● Treaty between the U.S. and the Chippewas of Lake Superior.
● Ceded large area of NE Minnesota, including most of the Rainy River 

Watershed and the BWCA.
● Reserved "usufructuary rights" (hunting, fishing, gathering) for the 

following Ojibwe Bands: 
a. Grand Portage
b. Boise Fort 
c. Fond du Lac 





20-Year 
Mineral 

Withdrawal

No mining on federal land in 
Rainy River watershed!



Twin Metals’ Site
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Our work at the federal level:
Oppose hr 978 and trump administrative actions 

● iNTRODUCED BY u.s. rEP. pETE 
sTAUBER (r mn-8)

● Hr 978 ironically titled: 
“the superior national 
forest restoration act”
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Why we oppose H.r. 978?
● Reverses 20 year Ban on Mining in the BWCA Watershed 
● Reinstates TWin metals leases at 1920 lease rates
● Weakens environmental review at EPA→ action in the 

courts
○ Prevents right to sue over reinstated Leases

● 18 month timeline → far shorter than needed time 
for environmental review of a project of this size 





Photo by Ryan Lewandowski

WHat are we doing to Stop H.r. 978?
● Friends of the bwca congressional visits

○ January, March, June, August, September, November
● Oppose HR 978, Support HR 588
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Our work at the federal level:
Oppose hr 4090 Critical Mineral Dominance ACT

Hr 4090 :  Would enshrine 
the Executive order in 
law
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Our work at the federal level:
Oppose S 2967 Border Lands Conservation Act 

Would allow Homeland 
Security unregulated Access 
to 100 miles of Northern and 
Southern Border 
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Our work at the federal level:
support hr 588 

● Introduced by U.S. Rep. Betty 
Mccollum (D-MN 4)

● “Boundary Waters Wilderness 
Protection and Pollution 
Prevention Act”
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Our work at the federal level:
support S 1366 

● Introduced by U.S. Sen. Tina 
Smith (D-MN)

● “Boundary Waters Wilderness 
Permanent Protection Act”



Protecting 
Clean Water at 

the Capitol: 

last line of 
defense vs. trump



PolyMet’s Site



Fond du Lac 
Reservation
Downstream from 
PolyMet



POLYMET’S DISASTROUS DAM DESIGN 
Brumadinho Mine Disaster – Brazil (2019)



POLYMET - GLENCORE

TWIN METALS - ANTOFAGASTA

Talon - Rio Tinto



• Common-sense protection for 
all of Minnesota’s watersheds.

• Must prove that a similar mine 
has operated for at least 10 years 
without polluting and been closed 
for at least 10 years without 
polluting.

• Minnesota is not a guinea pig.

Prove It First Law
(SF 1382/HF 954)

www.friends-bwca.org/prove-it-first



The Taxpayer Protection Act (SF 1383/HF 955) requires 
copper-nickel mining companies to fully fund their 

financial assurance upfront in cash. This bill safeguards 
Minnesota taxpayers from bearing the cost of 

environmental clean-up from these mining operations.



The Bad Actor Bill (SF 1744/HF 1197) would stop 
Minnesota from issuing copper-nickel mining permits to 

companies with violations of various laws.

bad actors







Clean Water coalition 
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Save the date
Citizen Action Network

January 7, 2026, 6pm, hybrid

Clean Water Coalition Zoom
January 15, 2026, 1pm zoom

February 19, 1PM Zoom

Bwca Day at the capitol
February 25, 2026

Contact:
Betsy Foy– Betsyfoy@friends-bwca.org
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What can you do to protect the bwca
Make a Donation!

our advocacy work is completely supported by individuals like you!
Join the citizen action network Or Clean WAter Coalition:
● take action to protect clean water and the bwca. Make phone calls, writing letters to the editor in 

your local newspaper, and other opportunities to make a difference! (in person and online) 
Volunteer:
● Sign up on our website to volunteer so you can talk about these issues with those in your community

Contact your elected officials:
● Write an email/letter or give a phone call to your state elected official Telling them why the boundary 

waters are important to you. They would love to hear from you! 
Find them at: https://www.gis.lcc.mn.gov/iMaps/districts/



Steve Schultz
Government Relations Director

Steve@friends-bwca.org
www.friends-bwca.org


