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Chairman Zach Brown 

Water Policy Interim Committee 

Montana Legislature 

P.O. Box201706 

Helena, MT 59620-1706 

 

October 9, 2020 

 

Dear Chairman Brown and Members of the Committee: 

I am writing on behalf of the Idaho Conservation League to provide comments about the proposed site-

specific selenium pollution standards for Lake Koocanusa and the Kootenai River.  The Idaho 

Conservation League has been Idaho’s leading voice for conservation since 1973.  As Idaho's largest 

state-based conservation organization, we represent over 30,000 supporters, many of whom have a 

deep personal interest in protecting human health and the environment.  The Idaho Conservation 

League works to protect these values through public education, outreach, advocacy and policy 

development. 

For millennia, the Kootenai River flowed clean and clear from its headwaters to Kootenay Lake.  Then 

the mining industry literally began moving mountains to extract coal in the Elk Valley of British 

Columbia.  The overburden from these mines is deposited in the adjacent canyons where rain and snow 

leach an invisible toxin into the watershed.  Since the mid-1980s, selenium pollution has steadily 

increased in the system.  Over 95% of the selenium pollution in Lake Koocanusa comes from the coal 

mines in the Elk River Valley, where it is washed downstream into the lake. 

While lake Koocanusa serves as a bit of a catchment, water released below Libby Dam into the Kootenai 

River also carries selenium pollution with it into Idaho.  Idaho is downstream from nearly everyone in 

the Kootenai Watershed.  The Kootenai Tribe of Idaho is leading the way in the recovery of the 

endangered Kootenai River sturgeon and burbot—another candidate for protection under the 

Endangered Species Act. 

Increasing selenium pollution in the river threatens to unravel these recovery efforts.  Idaho currently 

follows the Environmental Protection Agency’s national selenium criteria, which have proved 

insufficient.  Data collected in the Koocanusa Reservoir and the Kootenai River from the last five years 

show that selenium thresholds have been exceeded in several species of fish.  These data indicate that 

the U.S. EPA national criteria for selenium are not protective of fish in the Koocanusa Reservoir and 

Koorenai River downstream.  As such, the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality plans to proceed 

with listing the Kootenai River as impaired due to selenium impacts to fish.  Idaho will also pursue site-
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specific water standards for the Kootenai River in order to achieve desired selenium thresholds in fish 

and prevent a relapse in fish recovery efforts. 

To say that Montana’s process has been rushed is inaccurate.  The proposed selenium standards are the 

result of more than six years of data collection and collaboration by the Lake Koocanusa Monitoring and 

Research Working Group, which included active participation from Teck, the mining company that 

operates five coal mines in the Elk Valley.  Meanwhile, selenium levels in the system only continue to 

increase. 

It is time to move forward with standards now, that protect Montana and Idaho fisheries and 

communities in the Kootenai River Watershed from Canadian mining pollution.  Teck Resources recently 

applied for a permit to expand one of its mines in the Elk River Valley, and there are three other mines 

already in the assessment process.  If approved, these mine expansions will only lead to more selenium 

pollution for the United States unless we act to impose limits.  Approval of the proposed standards will 

enable the United States to protect water quality in Lake Koocanusa and the Kootenai River.  Water 

quality standards adopted in the United States are internationally enforceable under the Boundary 

Waters Treaty that was mutually agreed to by the governments of both the United States and Canada. 

No one in Montana or Idaho benefits from delay or inaction on adoption of a selenium criteria.  All of 

the selenium pollution in Lake Koocanusa and the Kootenai River comes from coal mines in Canada, and 

it will continue for centuries to come.  No one from Lincoln County, Montana or Boundary County, Idaho 

is employed by Teck.  The 5-year process to get to this point has been transparent, inclusive and relies 

upon data from tribal, state and federal agencies as well as Teck.  Anyone who opposes this standard 

adoption and requests a delay in the process raises the question of whether they support Canadian 

mining interests over protecting Montana and Idaho’s water quality and fish.  In the best interests of 

Montanans and Idahoans, and our economies, I urge you to support this rule-making process, without 

delay. 

Sincerely, 

 
Brad Smith 

North Idaho Director 

 


