
WHAT IS THE LEGACY?
Large-scale 

mining 

impacts in the 

Kootenai(y) 

watershed

Erin Sexton 

Confederated Salish and 

Kootenai Tribes

Sr. Research Scientist, 

University of Montana

Flathead Lake Biological 

Station

Rich Janssen Jr.

Department Head

Natural Resources 

Department

Confederated Salish and 

Kootenai Tribes



2

C
olum

bia R
iver

Flathead
 R

ive r

Flathead River

M
iss

ou
ri
 R

iv
er

Clark Fork 
R

iver

South Saskatchewan River

Flathead Lake

Bonners

Ferry

Clark

Fork

East

Hope

Elk

River

Kellogg

Moyie

Springs

Orofino

Osburn

Lethbridge

Kimberley

Cranbrook

Whitefish
Troy

Thompson

Falls

Shelby

Ronan

Polson

Missoula

Libby

Kalispell

Helena

Mullan

Deer

Lodge

Cut Bank

Conrad

Columbia

Falls

Choteau

Weippe

Wardner
Wallace

Smelterville

Pinehurst

Pierce

CROWN OF THE CONTINENT
Jurisdictional Complexity

Sources of roads data:
AB: Alberta Sustainable Resource Development

BC: BC Digital Roads Atlas
MT: U.S.D.A. Forest Service Travel Routes Region 1 &

Department of Administration Montana Transportation Framework 
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Man-made boundaries divide land, waters, wildlife and 

people



Coal-

bearing 

Basins of 

British 

Columbia



* Elk Valley 

Coalfield

* Crowsnest

Coalfield

The East Kootenay 

Coalfields of 

Southeast B.C. 

* Flathead Coalfield



Mines proposed in 

the headwaters of 

the Flathead River 

in British Columbia, 

CA

Potential 

contamination 

flowing into 

Montana, Glacier 

Park and Tribal 

Territory



What is at risk? And how far downstream might the 

impacts reach?
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Rivers are hotspots of diversity, connectivity and abundance of life … 

and the worst place to put a mine in terms of mitigating impacts

Illustration 

Credit: E. 

Harrington



*Undertook independent 

data collection in the 

Flathead to evaluate the 

impacts of the proposed 

mine 

© Joe Riis

*Indigenous peoples, 

rivers, fish and wildlife 

don’t recognize 

political boundaries

*EA’s and permitting 

don’t evaluate 

impacts at the 

watershed scale







Data Collection Efforts 2005-2011

Water Quality

Fisheries

Aquatic Life



Elk Basin Nitrate (NO3)
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Elk Basin Selenium (Se)
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Selenium in Elk Tributaries Draining the Mines 

versus Baseline in the Flathead 
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Impacts to Water

• Coal mining 

activities since 

the 1900’s, with 

shift towards 

strip mining in 

the 1960’s

• Leaching of 

selenium, 

nitrates, 

sulfates, and 

other 

contaminants.



Composition of the Order Plecoptera
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Composition of the Order Trichoptera
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Caddisfly - Trichoptera

Stonefly - Plecoptera

Mayfly - Ephemeroptera

Aquatic Life

• Changes in aquatic 

community structure

• Decreases in diversity and 

abundance



B.C. – MT Memorandum of 

Understanding and Cooperation



A new partnership with Montana will sustain the environmental values 

in the Flathead River Basin in a manner consistent with current forestry, 

recreation, guide outfitting and trapping uses.

It will identify permissible land uses and establish new collaborative 

approaches to transboundary issues.

Mining, oil and gas development and coalbed gas extraction will not 

be permitted in British Columbia's Flathead Valley.

BC - Montana Memorandum of Understanding 

February, 2010



Water Quality Trend for Total Selenium in the Elk River; 

1984-2015

2 ug/L = BC threshold for protection of aquatic life



Selenium

Selenium Toxicity

• Bioaccumulates in fish and 

wildlife

• Toxic at low concentrations

• Results in physical deformities and reproductive 

failure (Lemly, 2002)

• ‘Invisible contaminant’



Transboundary Kootenai(y) Watershed

• Entirely within the 

transboundary 

Ktunaxa Nation 

Territory

• Six Governments 

CSKT, KTOI, KNC

• One Watershed; 

Nation does not 

recognize the 

Colonial US/CA 

Boundary





Where are we today…

• Mines approved based 

on mitigations that 

aren’t effective at the 

scale of the mines

• 2014 

74 westslope cutthroat  trout 

killed at outlet of the facility

• 2016- 2018 

Shut down due to plant 

concentrating selenium rather 

than reducing it downstream



Where are we today…

• One watershed, two 

different water quality 

standards for the same 

contaminant

• Mine contaminants 

transported hundreds 

of km down river

• New mines proposed, 

excluding impacted 

governments 



Transboundary Ktunaxa Nation:

Letters to the Provincial, State 

and Federal Governments in 

2012, 2017, 2019, 2021and 2022



The transboundary Ktunaxa Nation has asked for a wholistic, 

watershed-scale approach through the International Joint 

Commission (IJC)

• Accountability for legacy 

damages

• Cumulative rather than 

piece-meal assessment of 

mines and impacts

• Wholistic watershed-scale 

approach led by the 

Indigenous governments

• Inclusivity for all impacted 

governments



CJONE

Thank you very much!


