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Minnesota Pollution Control Agency

520 Lafayette Road N.

St. Paul, MN  55155

carol.nankivel@state.mn.us
Dear Ms. Nankivel,

These comments are being submitted by the W. J. McCabe (Duluth) Chapter of the Izaak Walton League of America (IWLA).  The Izaak Walton League has a major interest in the protection and restoration of our nation’s waters, and has a long history of action on matters pertaining to fishable and swimmable aquatic resources. Since 1922, the Ikes have been a national leader as a defender of our soil, air, woods, waters and wildlife.
 

The Duluth chapter has been engaged in a wide range of issues concerning public policy and natural resources in northeastern Minnesota dating back to the 1950s.  That desire to protect our environmental quality continues to this day.  Therefore, please accept these comments regarding our concerns and observation over the proposed rulemaking for wild rice/sulfate standards.

While most of our members are not scientists with extensive education and years of experience in wild rice research and aquatic studies, we have done our best to educate ourselves on the issue of sulfate/sulfide interactions with wild rice.  Having had public programs on the subject, and listened to multiple researchers and natural resource managers intimately familiar with this issue, including but not limited to, Dr. John Pastor at UMD, Nancy Schuldt at Fond du Lac Natural Resources, and Dr. Joel Hoffman at EPA, we believe there is still insufficient understanding of the complex relationship between wild rice, water chemistry, and microbial interactions, to move forward with the proposed new sulfate standard for wild rice.

We have the following concerns with the revised wild rice sulfate standard and rulemaking:

1. The proposed model is untested. We do not know that its implementation would protect and sustain natural stands of wild rice.

2. The impact of the revised standard upon mercury contamination of fish has not been considered.

3. Natural wild rice stands should be classified under the aquatic life use (Class 2), not the agriculture/wildlife use (Class 4).
4. The list of wild rice waters in northern Minnesota should include all waterbodies that currently or in the past supported natural stands of wild rice.
At a recent meeting with Dr. John Pastor, we received a briefing on his current research on wild rice.  Earlier observations had discovered an iron precipitate encrusting the root tissue of wild rice exposed to elevated (>50mg/L) levels of sulfate.  His research is now looking at the associations between oxygen around the plant root surface, type of rooting substrate, available iron, presence and levels of sulfate (to produce sulfide), and the microbes found near the germinating root system, as well as the timing of nutrient uptake for rice seed formation and development.  His research points to the fact that the microbes are causing iron sulfide to precipitate out when oxygen is absent at the root surface in the late stages of the wild rice life cycle. This iron sulfide precipitate is building up around the roots, and is effectively shutting off the uptake of critical nutrients (N and P) just as the seeds are forming and maturing, resulting in poor seed viability.  With prolonged (multi-year) exposure to sulfate levels in excess of 50 mg/L, this issue of poor viability compounds itself year after year, until eventually the stand could collapse and disappear.

Dr. Pastor advises that more research is needed to fully understand this complex relationship.  But his preliminary results indicate that the existing sulfate standard of 10mg/L should continue to be used until there is definitive proof to revise it.

However, we do feel that the MPCA model must be demonstrated to be protective of wild rice under a variety of conditions, particularly with respect to differences in sediment chemistry.  We recognize that the dedicated scientists at the MPCA may have developed a workable model to protect, enhance, and restore wild rice across the state.  But the model is as yet untested in the real world, where variations in local conditions, whether alone or in combination, can contribute to poor survival. These conditions may be directly related to the model, including sulfide concentrations, root substrate variability, and within-water body and seasonal fluctuations in water and sediment chemistry, or indirectly related, including wild rice genetic variability. It is important to recognize that there is a great deal of uncertainty in the relationship between surface water sulfate concentrations and within sediment sulfide concentrations, and that sediment carbon and iron availability only partially explain this relationship
Secondly, we must not overlook the connection between sulfate/sulfide, and mercury, in the formation of methylmercury, and the serious problem of its accumulation in fish tissue.  This toxic form of mercury is bio-accumulating through the food chain and is likely causing long-term consequences to humans, particularly the young.  A recent Minnesota Department of Health study found that 10% of newborn babies in our region had elevated levels of mercury in their blood. For these individuals, this neuro-toxin could inhibit fetal development, lead to childhood learning disabilities and possible long-term chronic health issues. Because elevated levels of sulfate in our waters are one of the factors that promote the conversion of elemental mercury to methylmercury, the reduction of sulfate levels should be a priority to help our state solve this long-term human health issue. We need to understand what the impact of revising the sulfate standard for wild rice might have upon methylmercury production and its uptake by fish.
Thirdly, we cannot support categorizing wild rice waters under agricultural/wildlife use for stock watering and irrigation (Class 4). Natural wild rice stands should be classified under the broader protections provided by the aquatic life use (Class 2). After all, wild rice is a native aquatic plant, not an agricultural crop. In fact, wild rice only inhabits the highest quality waters, with specific chemical and physical characteristics. The water that flows out of wild rice lakes tends to be very clean. Healthy wild rice stands are an indicator of some of the highest quality fish and wildlife habitats and environments in the state.
Wild rice is a key indicator species for a very productive, biodiverse ecosystem type, supporting many species of fish, wildlife and waterfowl. It has a high coefficient of conservatism, meaning that its presence in a waterbody signifies that it is relatively unaltered from pre-settlement condition and represents a high quality natural area.

In the “Wild Rice Monitoring Handbook” by Tonya Kjerland (University of Minnesota Sea Grant Program – publication #SH16) in the chapter “Biology of Wild Rice” page 75 “Water Quality”, it states, “Wild rice is considered to be a bio-sentinel for water quality due to its tendency to thrive under specific conditions.”  
We expect our MPCA to protect our unique wild rice resource with the high status that it deserves. To relegate it to a class of water that is only suitable for irrigation and livestock drinking water, is unimaginable and wrong.  Incorrectly classifying these waters is a clear disregard for the importance of these waters and this indicator species.  

Finally, it is not clear to us at this time what waterbodies will be included in the list of designated wild rice waters. We believe that the list of wild rice waters in northern Minnesota should include all waterbodies that currently or in the past supported healthy stands of wild rice.  We also must be careful to not assume that the wild rice conditions of today reflect the wild rice conditions of the past.

In conclusion, we suspect the revision of the sulfate standard for wild rice would not be happening without the undue influence of industry. We recognize the challenge faced by the MPCA to enforce the current sulfate standard in the face of the costs to industry and municipal wastewater treatment systems to meet the standard. Some flexibility may be reasonable and needed. However, changing the sulfate standard should be based on science, not economically driven political pressure. This is especially important with the prospect of copper-nickel mining on the horizon and of large mining operations in high sulfide ores where excessive sulfate discharges are expected.
It appears to us that the MPCA has not done its duty to protect our wild rice stands by enforcing the current 10mg/L sulfate standard, which was enacted into law forty-three years ago, but which has seldom been enforced.  Minnesota needs a standard that is protective of wild rice and that will be enforced, so that both industry and the public have a clear understanding of what is needed and what will be required. Until there is a scientifically supported standard with consensus among researchers, resource managers, the Tribes and agency regulators that will in fact protect, enhance and restore our wild rice, the current standard of 10 mg/L must remain in place and be enforced.  

We believe it is the responsibility of the MPCA to ensure broad compliance through enforcement of an acceptable sulfate standard for wild rice. We will do our best to support and defend such an effort. It is our hope that regulators, conservationists and industry could find a way to work together to solve this problem. 
The quantity and quality of natural wild rice stands in Minnesota is unique to our nation. Although much reduced from its past abundance, wild rice is still an important and highly valuable natural resource in our state. It is our responsibility to manage this nationally significant resource wisely.  We need a wild rice sulfate standard for water quality that is protective of our remaining stands, that will allow for the restoration of stands that have been degraded, and that protects human health from sulfate related methylmercury contamination. The incredible environmental and social values of Minnesota’s wild rice waters should not be sacrificed for the short term economic gains of mining or other industries.
We appreciate the opportunity to provide these comments, and we hope they are helpful to you as this process moves forward.

Sincerely, 

Rich Staffon, President                                             Matt Hansen, Conservation Issues Chair
W. J. McCabe Chapter, IWLA                                 W. J. McCabe Chapter, IWLA

1 | Page

