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Draft PolyMet Air Permit Comment  


4th floor, Industrial Division 


Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 


520 Lafayette Road North 


St Paul, MN 55155 


Dear Staff: 


PolyMet Mining, Inc. (PolyMet) is proposing to develop the NorthMet copper‐nickel‐
gold/platinum‐group metal mine and associated processing facilities in northeastern Minnesota 


for the NorthMet Project (Project). The Project area includes the Mine Site, Plant Site, and the 


Transportation and Utility Corridors. The Mine Site is located approximately 6 miles south of the 


City of Babbitt and directly south of the Peter Mitchell Mine, which is an active taconite/iron 


mine. The Plant Site is located southwest of the Mine Site at the former LTV Steel Mining 


Company taconite facility, which PolyMet purchased from Cliffs Erie LLC. 


The air permit action for the Project is an initial Part 70 Permit.  Limits on emissions and 


throughput were established in this permit to prevent the facility from being classified as a major 


source under New Source Review (NSR).  If permit limits were not established the Project would 


be classified as a major source under NSR, a Class I area analysis would be required to quantify 


impacts at nearby Class I areas (e.g. Voyagers National Park and the Boundary Waters Canoe 


Area Wilderness - BWCAW).  Nevertheless PolyMet completed a Class I area analysis, as part 


of a mitigation commitment made during the environmental review process, to show the 


emissions from the proposed PolyMet operations will not adversely impact any Class I areas. 


The original evaluation was completed as part of the environmental review process, and updated 


and verified as part of preparing the draft air permit.     


The Supervisor of the Superior National Forest is the Federal Land Manager for the BWCAW.  


She has “an affirmative responsibility to protect air quality related values (including visibility) of 


such lands and to consider, in consultation with the Administrator (Minnesota Pollution Control 


Agency - MPCA and Environmental Protection Agency - EPA), whether a proposed source or 


modification will have an adverse impact on such values” [40 CFR 52.21(p)(2)].   


We reviewed the air permit application submitted to the MPCA, and the draft air permit and 


technical support document (TSD) for the Project.  Our comments are below. 


Class I Area Analysis 


The Class I area analysis covered: 


• Class I increment, 


• Acidic effects of sulfur and nitrogen on terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, and 
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• Visibility impacts. 


The visibility results were the most notable.  The analysis showed a change of 4.94-4.98% in 


visibility.  Our concern threshold is greater than 5% (see, https://www.nature.nps.gov/air/Pubs/ 


pdf/flag/ FLAG_2010.pdf).  Information from the Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 


was used by the MPCA in conjunction with the permit application to inform the permit. The 


Final EIS identified several commitments specific to air quality that were addressed as part of the 


air permit. These mitigation commitments were used in the Class I area modeling demonstration 


and resulted in unique conditions as part of the permit.  The individual items included:  


• limiting the emissions from mobile sources,  


• upgrading the insulation in the existing Crusher and Concentrator buildings,  


• utilize low‐NOX space heating equipment, 


• use of Tier IV certified engines for any mining fleet equipment, 


• use of efficient gen‐set locomotives, 


• reducing dust collector exhaust for heating demand reductions,  


• use of pollution control equipment, and  


• use of fuel in their mobile equipment with a sulfur content not to exceed 15ppm. 


Because of the very small margin between the modeled visibility impact and our concern 


threshold, it is important that PolyMet stays in compliance with the permit conditions associated 


with these items.  Any non-compliance would jeopardize the model results and assumed impacts. 


Since the visibility impacts are so close to our visibility threshold, we would like to see the 


permit contain Class I remodeling language that is related to the margin in that analysis.  There 


was remodeling language in previous drafts of permit terms for the Project.  The criteria used for 


Class II remodeling is not appropriate because it does not take into account any site specific 


criteria as suggested by the MPCA (see section 4.4 of MPCA Air Dispersion Modeling Practices 


Manual, October 2017).  The key pollutants in the Class I analysis (such as sulfur and nitrogen) 


are different than the Class II analysis. 


Public Posting of Key Permit-Related Reports 


Because permit-required reports are generally not readily available and because this project has 


generated the most public interest of any air permit in state history, we ask that you post the 


following reports to the PolyMet air permitting website:  


• performance test results, 


• changes made to monitor locations, 


• changes to the location of the effective fenceline, 
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• semiannual monitoring reports, 


• semiannual deviations report, and 


• annual compliance certification. 


Information in these reports ties directly to assumptions made in the modeling and therefore the 


assumed impacts to air quality. 


Mercury 


Superior NF staff have participated for nine years on the MPCA Oversight Board for 


implementation of the statewide mercury total maximum daily load (TMDL) program.  The TSD 


states that the taconite plants have successfully piloted mercury controls.  The Oversight Board 


has an update from the taconite industry at every meeting and we believe that this information 


has not been presented.  Please provide more information regarding the pilot projects referred to 


in the TSD.  


Thank you for consideration of these issues. 


Sincerely, 


/s/ Richard Periman (for) 


CONSTANCE CUMMINS 


Forest Supervisor 


 


cc: Paul Strong, Don Shepherd 





