
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Skagit Watershed Council and Washington Wild 

June 9, 2021 



The Problem 
Imperial Metals Corporation, a Canadian-based mining company of base and precious metals, has the 

largest remaining metals mining claim in the Skagit Watershed and has applied for an exploratory 

mining permit to continue the process of developing an open pit mine they refer to as Giant Copper.  

The claims are just north of the Canadian border in what is referred to as the “Donut Hole,” a 5,800-

hectare area of unprotected lands in the Skagit Valley surrounded by E.C. Manning and Skagit Valley 

Provincial Parks (see included Seattle Times maps). 

An industrial-scale open pit mining operation in 

the Upper Skagit Headwaters presents long-

term, unmitigable risks to onsite and 

downstream cultural, environmental and 

economic resources.  Mining effluent releases 

acidic waters and heavy metal (e.g., arsenic, 

copper, lead, aluminum, mercury, etc) 

leachates into surface and groundwaters for 

hundreds of years, a problem that has 

increased exponentially with modern, 

industrialized mining techniques.  Terrestrial 

wildlife habitat is lost by displacement and 

disturbance.  Operations introduce sediment and other contaminants into receiving waters.  Chemical 

agents such as cyanide and sulphuric acid, necessary to separate minerals from the ore, are toxic to 

humans and wildlife.  Open-pit mining can deplete surface and groundwaters affecting those 

downstream;  see USGS mining and water quality websites and the Okanogan Highlands Alliance mine 

monitoring resources for a simple overview. 

Also problematic is the specific history of Imperial Metals and the outdated and risky Canadian mining 

regulations that would determine the mining conditions in the Upper Skagit.  A recent study by 

SkeenaWild Conservation Trust and an expose by The Narwhal found that lax British Columbia (BC) 

regulations allow discharges of toxic wastewater with metal concentrations hundreds of times higher 

than what is considered safe for aquatic life and does not regulate most heavy metals.  BC has over 173 

mining sites and only two have been shown to pose no immediate threat of water contamination.  BC’s 

own Auditor General released a report in 2016 noting that “almost every one of our expectations for a 

robust compliance and enforcement program within the Ministries of Mines and Environment were not 

met.”  Monitoring is proposed and implemented by the industry itself, rather than independently.  The 

lack of sufficient financial assurances and accountability for cleanup becomes apparent when reviewing 

Imperial Metal’s response to their Mount Polley tailings pond collapse in 2014, spilling 25 billion liters 

(10,000 Olympic-size swimming pools) of contaminated effluent and sludge into drinking water and 

major salmon spawning grounds, widely reported as the worst mining disaster in BC history.  The 

government has had to step in to invest $40M in clean-up activities, and no criminal charges were 

pursued for failure to act in the face of known deficiencies.  Recommendations for mining reform have 

not been fully implemented. 

The vast majority of Skagit and north Island County’s drinking water comes directly from the Skagit River 

via the Anacortes Water Treatment Plant and the Skagit Public Utility District. Many of our agricultural 

https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/mining-and-water-quality?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://okanoganhighlands.org/mine-monitoring/resources-post/how-gold-mining-can-affect-water-quality/
https://skeenawild.org/new-legacy-of-metal-mine-impacts-on-babine-lake/
https://skeenawild.org/new-legacy-of-metal-mine-impacts-on-babine-lake/
https://thenarwhal.ca/bc-mines-skeenawild-report/
https://www.bcauditor.com/sites/default/files/publications/reports/OAGBC%20Mining%20Report%20FINAL.pdf
https://thenarwhal.ca/five-years-mount-polley-disaster-taxpayers-hook-cleaning-up-mining-accidents/
https://thenarwhal.ca/topics/mount-polley-mine-disaster/
https://thenarwhal.ca/mount-polley-mine-expert-recommendations-not-implemented-report/


fields are irrigated with Skagit River water.  Local citizens eat salmon caught in the Skagit River and 

swim, play, and earn a living from the Skagit River.  The Skagit River is the remaining stronghold for 

salmon, steelhead, and bull trout in Puget Sound, and the endangered Southern Resident Orca Whales 

that depend on them, and hundreds of millions of dollars of public money have been spent to protect 

and restore it as our last, best chance to fight off extinction of these iconic Pacific Northwest species and 

meet our Tribal Treaty obligations.  Too much relies on our water quality to allow Giant Copper to 

proceed. 

International Treaties and Giant Copper Permitting Status 

The United States and Canada signed the High Ross Treaty in 1984, which included an Agreement 

between British Columbia and the City of Seattle, whereby Seattle agreed that the Ross Dam would not 

be raised in order to protect and preserve the natural and cultural resources and recreational 

opportunities of the Upper Skagit Watershed.  The Skagit Environmental Endowment Commission (SEEC) 

was created to administer an endowment fund 

established by the Agreement to conserve 

wilderness, to enhance recreational opportunities, to 

acquire mineral or timber rights consistent with 

conservation and recreational purposes, and to 

conduct studies for these purposes, among others.  

Much work has been completed towards this end, 

including multiple attempts to negotiate acquisition 

of Imperial Metals’ remaining mineral rights in the 

Donut Hole.   

Clear-cut logging and associated roadbuilding 

unexpectedly began in the Donut Hole in June 2018, 

with immediate reaction from the US signatories and international stakeholders who argued it was 

inconsistent with the Treaty.  In response, the BC government announced a ban on future logging in the 

Skagit Headwaters in December 2019, a decision since strengthened by the Old Growth Policy in 2020. 

In late 2018, Imperial Metals filed for a mineral exploration permit in the Smitheram Creek watershed of 

the Donut Hole where logging had begun.  Permits of this type are decided by an independent statutory 

decision maker (SDM) who examines the record of all relevant information and perspectives and issues 

the permit outside of political interference or influence.  If the SDM finds that the proposed activity 

poses undue risk to workers, the public, the environment or cultural heritage resources, and these 

cannot be reduced to acceptable levels through permit conditions, the application can be denied.  It is 

apparently atypical that this permit request has not yet been decided two years after submittal.  Recent 

response letters from the BC Ministry of Energy, Mines and Low Carbon Innovation confirms that the 

public record is still open for public comment and consideration by the SDM. 

Opposition Grows 
A growing awareness of this existential risk to a premier water body of both Canada and the United 

States has produced growing opposition.  Over 200 elected officials, Tribes and First Nations, 

conservation organizations, recreation organizations, businesses, government agencies, and faith 

leaders have joined this international coalition in opposition, with 109 of those signing onto a recent 

https://wawild.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Opposition-List-to-Mining-in-Skagit-Headwaters-011321.pdf
https://wawild.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Skagit-Headwaters-US-Stakeholder-Letter-BC-Premier-011221.pdf


letter requesting denial of the minerals exploration permit.  An international Skagit Headwaters 

Coalition has provided four press releases and gathered 40 news articles, including in both international 

and local newspapers.  Tribes and First Nations in the watershed have written letters and passed 

resolutions in opposition and Mayor Jenny Durkan and Governor Jay Inslee have encouraged BC Premier 

John Horgan to find solutions that honor our Treaty and Agreement (see attached). 

Skagit County’s Response 

Skagit County’s citizens rely heavily on the Skagit River for our drinking water, public health, livelihoods, 

and quality of life every day, so much so that the risk of an open pit copper and gold mine in the Upper 

Skagit Headwaters is of utmost concern.  Nearly every local government, tribal government, water 

provider and land use authority in Skagit County took action to express their opposition to the pending 

mining permit from Imperial Metals, increasing the total list of stakeholders expressing concern to 

nearly 300 individual leaders.   

 

Local Skagit County Government and Land Use Authority Opposition to 

Proposed Mining in Canadian Headwaters of the Skagit River 

 

• Upper Skagit Tribe Opposition Letter (March 23, 2019) 

• Swinomish Tribal Indian Community Opposition Resolution (October 6, 2020)  

• City of Anacortes Opposition Resolution (April 5, 2021) 

• Samish Indian Nation Opposition Resolution (April 7, 2021) 

• Port of Skagit opposing Opposition Resolution (April 13, 2021) 

• Skagit Public Utility District Opposition Resolution (April 27, 2021) 

• City of Mount Vernon Opposition Resolution (April 28, 2021) 

• Town of Sedro Woolley Opposition Resolution (April 28, 2021) 

• Skagit Watershed Council Opposition Resolution (May 6, 2021) 

• Town of La Connor Opposition Resolution (May 11, 2021) 

• Town of Hamilton Opposition Resolution May 11, 2021) 

• Town of Burlington Opposition Resolution (May 13, 2021) 

• Skagit County Board of Commissioners Opposition Letter (May 17, 2021) 

• Skagit Council of Governments Opposition Resolution (May 19, 2021) 

• Town of Concrete Opposition Resolution (May 24, 2021) 

  

https://wawild.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Skagit-Headwaters-US-Stakeholder-Letter-BC-Premier-011221.pdf
https://wawild.org/defend/skagit-headwaters/
https://wawild.org/defend/skagit-headwaters/
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