
 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

September 5, 2022 
 

Anna Lowell 

Minerals Administrator  

U.S. Forest Service, Tonasket Ranger District 

1 West Winesap  

Tonasket, WA 98855 

Sent electronically to: anna.lowell@usda.gov 

 

Re:  Adamera Minerals: Keystone Plan of Operations for Exploratory Drilling 

 

Dear Ms. Lowell, 

 

On behalf of the 17 conservation and recreation organizations signed below, please accept these comments on the 

Adamera Minerals Keystone Plan of Operations for Exploratory Drilling (“Project”), August 2, 2022 Scoping letter.  

 

Many of our organizations were involved in commenting on past efforts to exploratory drill or lease areas for mining 

in areas adjacent to the Buckhorn mine. The USFS scoping notice makes no mention of the Buckhorn Mine its current 

significant NPDES permit violations, the previous abandoned EIS by Crown/Kinross encompassing the same location, 

or current exploration proposed on other jurisdictions (DNR, and BLM). The USFS cannot piecemeal mineral 

exploration because NEPA and its implementing regulations prohibit the segmentation of a single action to avoid 

environmental impact analysis. 40 C.F.R. § 1508.25. 

 

While we recognize the importance of mining to provide minerals and inputs to a variety of products, including green 

energy technology, we also recognize that hardrock mining on federal land is governed by the outdated 150-year old 

law signed by Ulysses S. Grant – the 1872 Mining Law. This is one of the last relics of laws designed to settle the 

West and contains no provisions for environmental cleanup, environmental standards for mining, royalties provided to 

the federal government or appropriate adherence to existing administrative or environmental regulations.  

 

The Scoping Letter lacks significant information about the drilling activities to fully evaluate all the impacts of the 

project or to develop mitigations. We feel that the project does not qualify for a Categorical Exclusion (“CE”), we ask 

that at least an Environmental Assessment (“EA”) or an Environmental Impact Statement (“EIS”) be completed for the 

Project 

 

I. The Project Does Not Qualify for a Categorical Exclusion 

 

The USFS cannot use a categorical exclusion (CE) to approve the Project for the following three reasons:  

 

1. The Project Does Not Fit Within the One-Year Limit 

 

The USFS proposes to exclude the Project from detailed NEPA review based on its belief that: “The proposed drilling 

will be analyzed under a Categorical Exclusion for exploratory mining activities of less than one year.” However, 

while the drilling may be completed in that timeframe, all “support activities” such as reclamation, monitoring and 

mitigation, would not be fully completed within one year. In this case, the Project cannot meet this standard. 

 



 

 

The Plan of Operations acknowledges that on-the-ground reclamation work will be needed to partly ensure successful 

reclamation of the site, and that work will not be completed until after the first year. As such, the Project, taken as a 

whole as mandated by the agency regulations, does not meet the “1 year or less” requirement of the CE utilized by the 

agency here. 

 

2. The Agency Must Analyze All Cumulative Impacts to Determine If a CE Can Be Used 

 

NEPA’s statutory framework, as well as USFS’s own regulatory policies enumerated in the Forest Service Handbook 

(FSH), Section 1909.15 et seq., require the agency to consider potentially significant environmental effects, including 

cumulative impacts, before deciding to invoke a categorical exclusion and moving forward with a proposed action in 

the absence of an EA or EIS. If the proposed action may have a significant effect, USFS must prepare an EIS. If USFS 

is uncertain whether the proposed action may have a significant effect, it must prepare an EA. The Forest Service 

cannot rely on a NEPA categorical exclusion if the action may have significant impacts.  

 

Furthermore, the USFS must consider possible significant effects, and, in particular, the cumulative impacts of past, 

present, or reasonably foreseeable future mining/mineral, agriculture, water withdrawals/use, grazing, traffic, energy 

leasing and development, and all other such activities in the area (including along/near access and truck routes). The 

cumulative impacts on, at a minimum, water and air quality including ground and surface water quantity and quality, 

recreation, cultural/religious, wildlife, transportation/traffic and scenic and visual resources, should be evaluated.  

 

As a case in point, the USFS should evaluate the cumulative impacts of allowing new exploratory drilling proximate to 

the Buckhorn Mine, which has caused and is causing significant environmental impacts by polluting the water in the 

same aquifer as the Project. Taken together, without additional mitigation, there is the potential that there would be 

significant cumulative effects. At the very least there is uncertainty over the level of significance the cumulative effects 

Adamera’s Project and Buckhorn would have.  

 

Specifically, the proposed Adamera exploration is contiguous with the Buckhorn Mine. The Buckhorn Mine has failed 

to maintain a regulatory capture zone (the farthest extent away from the mine that mine related contaminants are 

permitted). This means that although the Buckhorn Mine has ceased operating, it continues to leach mining-related 

contaminants into the historically high-quality ground and surface water near the mine. Ongoing pollution is emanating 

from the mine despite pumping and treating efforts to remove contamination caused by mining.  

 

Furthermore, groundwater 

from the Buckhorn Mine 

travels underground through 

faults in bedrock. Since there is 

no water quality monitoring 

south of the Buckhorn Mine, it 

is not certain, but likely that 

preferential water pathways 

transport contaminated water 

from the Buckhorn Mine to the 

area where Adamera proposes 

exploration. However, water 

quality monitoring data in area 

of the Buckhorn Mine, near 

Adamera’s exploration proposal show increasing mine-related contamination (Figure 1). Water quality in other 

Buckhorn Mine monitoring sites contiguous to the Adamera exploration proposal are also compromised. The impacts 

of the Project, together with the impacts of the Buckhorn Mine, would likely lead to significant unmitigated 

cumulative impacts making a CE inappropriate for NEPA review. 

 

The USFS should use these comments in its evaluation of the cumulative impacts of past, present, or reasonably 

foreseeable future actions associated with the numerous nearby mineral related projects on neighboring 

property/jurisdictions (i.e. private, USFS, BLM, and Washington DNR lands). These other exploratory mineral 

Figure 1: Sulfate, a mine related contaminant, has increased in concentration (measured 

in mg/L) over time in dewatering well D-9, located proximate to the proposed Adamera 

project. While not a compliance well, the water-quality in this well currently exceeds the 

Buckhorn Mine’s NPDES standards. 

 



 

 

exploration activities have or will occur in the same aquifer as the Project. An EA or EIS should include a timeline and 

summary of impacts from all past, present, or reasonably foreseeable nearby projects. Adamera’s Plan of Operation for 

its exploration proposal is incomplete in that it fails to disclose other exploration projects it has in the area (on DNR 

and BLM land), other foreseeable future prospects it has in the area, and/or other projects that impact the water quality 

in the area that have business relationships with Adamera (Buckhorn Mine).  

 

Similarly, the USFS scoping notice makes no mention of the Buckhorn Mine its current significant NPDES permit 

violations, the previous abandoned EIS by Crown/Kinross encompassing the same location, or current exploration 

proposed on other jurisdictions (DNR, and BLM). The USFS cannot piecemeal mineral exploration because NEPA 

and its implementing regulations prohibit the segmentation of a single action to avoid environmental impact analysis. 

40 C.F.R. § 1508.25.  

 

Using a CE instead of a full NEPA review is inappropriate in this case because the proposed Project is the continuation 

of previous exploration in essentially the same general area. Specifically, Adamera owns or leases 9,600 acres of 

mineral claims surrounding the Buckhorn Mine that was previously controlled by Crown/Kinross/Echo Bay. When 

exploration on this tract of land was proposed by Echo Bay, a fully owned subsidiary of Kinross, the USFS and other 

agencies required a full EIS for mineral exploration. In addition, Adamera acquired exploration data from 

Crown/Kinross (the owners/operators of the Buckhorn Mine) and is using it to guide their work on this project.1 In 

exchange for the exploration data from Crown/Kinross, Adamera reserves a 2% royalty for Kinross on claims held on 

federal lands and a 0.5% royalty on State lease land. This means that Kinross would receive royalty payments if 

valuable minerals are discovered. Furthermore, at least three members of the Adamera Board of Directors have or had 

relationships with Crown/Kinross. 

 

Furthermore, the USFS cannot avoid preparing an EA or EIS by making conclusory assertions that an activity will 

have only an insignificant impact on the environment. In considering the severity of the potential environmental 

impact, a reviewing agency may consider factors that help inform the “significance” of a project, such as whether the 

action bears some relationship to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts; the 

level of uncertainty of the risk and to what degree it involves unique or unknown risks; and whether the action 

threatens violation of an environmental law.  

 

In addition, when the USFS considers the past, present and cumulative impacts of this proposal, they should include an 

evaluation, prepared in January 2014 by Kinross subsidiary Echo Bay when they proposed exploration drilling, called 

“Analysis of Potential Drilling Impacts on Water Quality for the Buckhorn Exploration Project”. That document a) 

indicates that exploration drilling can impact water quality and that a key factor would be effective water management 

and b) supports the need to examine the past, present, and cumulative impacts of the proposed exploration with the 

significant but unanticipated impacts of the Buckhorn Mine. Without adequate NEPA analysis the responsible officials 

cannot be certain that there would be no significant environmental impacts and cannot use a categorical exclusion to 

avoid full NEPA analysis. 

 

In evaluating the current and/or future cumulative impacts, the USFS should note that the water quality section of 

Adamera exploration Plan of Operations is inadequate at describing the environmental impacts of the proposal. The 

Plan of Operations states that mine waste would be stored on site in sumps when actually the exploration wastewater 

including drill fluids, cuttings, and mud would be dumped into sumps to percolate into groundwater which is already 

contaminated by the Buckhorn Mine. This should not be allowed. The USFS is required to minimize environmental 

impacts when possible, and in this case, minimization could easily be accomplished by storing the exploration waste in 

tanks and trucking it off site to an appropriate disposal facility. This type of mitigation could be accomplished as a 

result of adequate NEPA review. It is imperative that baseline water quality is analyzed along with follow up water 

quality monitoring so impacts can be assessed.  

 

The USFS should evaluate cumulative impacts to water quantity by consulting with other agencies regarding the water 

use proposed for this project. The Plan of Operations states 5,000 gallons per 12-hour shift would be necessary 

 
1 https://adamera.com/news/2021/adamera-advances-buckhorn-2.0-gold-property-through-the-acquisition-of-data-from-a-

subsidiary-of-kinross-gold-corporation/, accessed August 19, 2022. 

https://adamera.com/news/2021/adamera-advances-buckhorn-2.0-gold-property-through-the-acquisition-of-data-from-a-subsidiary-of-kinross-gold-corporation/
https://adamera.com/news/2021/adamera-advances-buckhorn-2.0-gold-property-through-the-acquisition-of-data-from-a-subsidiary-of-kinross-gold-corporation/


 

 

however water use is by the day not the 12-hour shift. The Washington State Department of Ecology Water Resources 

should be asked to weigh in on this. 

 

The USFS should evaluate cumulative impacts to cultural resources before any approval is made, not only if cultural 

resources are discovered because the Project is a federal action on land which is traditional territory for the Lakes Band 

of Colville Confederated Tribes, which retain treaty rights. As such, prior consultation regarding cultural resources 

should be required before any approval is made. 

 

3. The Plan of Operations Fails to Meet the Environmental, Reclamation, and Resource Protection Requirements 

of the Part 228 and Organic Act Requirements 

 

On National Forests, the Organic Act requires the Forest Service “to regulate their occupancy and use and to preserve 

the forests thereon from destruction.” 16 U.S.C. § 551.  “[P]ersons entering the national forests for the purpose of 

exploiting mineral resources must comply with the rules and regulations covering such national forests.” Clouser v. 

Espy, 42 F.3d 1522, 1529 (9th Cir. 1994).   

 

The USFS mining regulations require that “all [mining] operations shall be conducted so as, where feasible, to 

minimize adverse environmental impacts on National Forest resources.” In addition, the operator must fully describe 

“measures to be taken to meet the requirements for environmental protection.” 

 

Thus, in this case, in order to minimize all adverse impacts, and to reduce cumulative impacts to wildlife species that 

are sensitive to light, noise, and other human activities incidental to mineral exploration, the agency must, among other 

restrictions to protect wildlife and the environment, consider the timing of the project in relation to other adjacent or 

nearby mineral projects and consider imposing timing restrictions so that these multiple projects in the same general 

area occur sequentially rather than at the same time.  The same is true for other affected resources such as air quality. 

 

Regarding the required reclamation of all Project impacts, the Plan of Operation’s limited commitment to weed 

monitoring and mitigation in the second year does not meet the strict reclamation requirements under Part 228 and the 

Organic Act. 

 

II. Because Use of a CE for the Project Is Prohibited, the Agency Must Prepare, at a Minimum, a NEPA-

Compliant EA 

 

Under the agency NEPA/CE regulations, as part of the scoping process, “If the responsible official determines, based 

on scoping, that it is uncertain whether the proposed action may have a significant effect on the environment, prepare 

an EA. If the responsible official determines, based on scoping, that the proposed action may have a significant 

environmental effect, prepare an EIS.”  

 

The agency must fully comply with the following NEPA requirements. 

 

1. The EA/EIS must fully analyze all baseline conditions prior to approving the exploration proposal. 

 

The establishment of the baseline conditions of the affected environment is a fundamental requirement of the NEPA 

process. Here, at a minimum, prior to considering or approving any exploration, the Forest Service must first obtain 

this required baseline information and subject the information and analysis to public review and comment in an 

EA/EIS.   

 

This requirement applies not only to ground and surface waters, but also to any other potentially affected resource such 

as air quality, recreation, cultural/religious/historical, soils, and wildlife.  For example, because the drilling will 

intercept groundwater, the Forest Service must provide a detailed baseline study of quality, quantity, flow, and other 

critical conditions that may be impacted. 

 

2. The agency must include an adequate mitigation plan under NEPA and USFS mining regulations.  

 



 

 

Under NEPA, the agency must have an adequate mitigation plan to minimize or eliminate all potential project impacts.  

NEPA requires the agency to: (1) “include appropriate mitigation measures not already included in the proposed action 

or alternatives,” and (2) “include discussions of: . . . Means to mitigate adverse environmental impacts.”  NEPA 

regulations define “mitigation” as a way to avoid, minimize, rectify, or compensate for the impact of a potentially 

harmful action.  Without such a discussion, neither the agency nor other interested groups and individuals can properly 

evaluate the severity of the adverse effects.  NEPA requires that the agency discuss mitigation measures, with 

sufficient detail to ensure that environmental consequences have been fairly evaluated. 

 

3. The agency must fully review all reasonable alternatives. 

 

NEPA requires the agency to “study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended courses of action 

in any proposal that involves unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources.”  It must 

“rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives” to the proposed action.  

 

In this case, the agency must consider, at a minimum, the following reasonable alternatives: (1) helicopter access; (2) 

reduction in the amount, scope, and impact of each activity or group of activities including drilling waste disposal; (3) 

timing restrictions to protect wildlife; (4) preclusion of any impact to cultural/religious/historical resources, (5) means 

to further minimize all impacts (e.g., (such as lining the waste sumps and removal of all waste and materials), and (6) 

as noted above, additional reclamation to ensure compliance with agency policies and regulations. 

 

4. The agency must fully analyze all direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts. 

 

In addition to the cumulative impacts analysis required at the scoping phase as detailed above, in the EA or EIS the 

agency must fully analyze all direct, indirect, and cumulative effects or impacts. The NEPA regulations define these 

as: 

 

Here, this includes a detailed analysis of the past, current, and proposed mineral operations (including the 

ongoing treatment, remediation, and reclamation on and around Buckhorn Mountain), energy leasing 

(including reasonably foreseeable development of the leases), and other direct, indirect, and cumulative 

impacts. 
 

 

Conclusion 

 

Because the agency cannot utilize a CE for this Project, it must prepare, at a minimum, a legally-compliant draft EA or 

EIS for public review. Please acknowledge receipt of this letter and thank you for your attention to the issues therein. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Sarah Kliegman 

Co-Executive Director 

Okanogan Highlands Alliance 

 

Tom Uniack 

Executive Director 

Washington Wild 

 

Trish Rolfe 

Executive Director 

Center for Environmental Law & Policy 

 



 

 

Joseph Bogaard 

Executive Director 

Save Our Wild Salmon Coalition 

 

Peter Bahls 

Executive Director 

Northwest Watershed Institute 

 

Robert Kaye 

Chair, Conservation Committee  

North Cascades Audubon Society 

 

Matthew Danielson 

Okanogan National Forest Field Lead 

Conservation Northwest 

 

Phil Fenner 

President  

North Cascades Conservation Council 

 

Jasmine Minbashian 

Executive Director 

Methow Valley Citizens Council 

 

Meghan Wolf 

N.A. Land & Water Campaigns 

Patagonia 

 

Andrew Rothman 

Wild Places Program Director 

WildEarth Guardians 

 

Matt Perkins 

President 

Washington Climber's Coalition 

 

Kevin and Meghann Quinn 

Co-Owners 

Bale Breaker Brewing Company  

 

Amanda Parrish 

Executive Director 

The Lands Council 

 

Paul Satzinger  

Operations Manager 

NOLS Pacific Northwest 



 

 

 

Harry Romberg 

National Forest Committee co-chair 

WA Chapter Sierra Club 

 

Renée C Paradis 

Board Member 

Washington Kayak Club 

 

Cc: Matt Marsh, District Ranger, Tonasket Ranger District 


