I am writing to express my concerns about the draft permit for Minntac's Tailings Basin. My family and I love Lake Vermilion. We treasure the area’s natural beauty and welcome visitors to join us to fish, watch the loons, and enjoy a walleye dinner together - a lifestyle enjoyed by all who experience this area and support its local businesses. This lifestyle is threatened by pollution. 

Lake Vermilion is designated an impaired lake due to high levels of sulfate. Sulfate pollution triggers a biological process that converts mercury to methylmercury, a neurotoxin that is passed to humans primarily through the consumption of contaminated fish. Lake Vermilion is designated impaired for high mercury levels in its fish, and the Minnesota Department of Health recently issued a warning to limit the consumption of fish caught in Northeast Minnesota due mercury contamination. 

Pollution from Minntac’s Tailings Basin is a principal factor in the contaminated water quality that is hurting wildlife, humans, and wild rice. Sulfate pollution from the Tailings Basin flows into Lake Vermilion’s Pike Bay via the Pike River. Between January 14 and September 9, 2026, water quality sampling in Lake Vermilion’s Pike Bay showed extremely high levels of sulfate pollution, ranging from 19 – 54 mg/L. According to the MPCA, the natural level of sulfate for the area is 1 – 3 mg/L. Minnesota law mandates a sulfate level of 10 mg/L for lakes, like Vermilion, that have wild rice. Yet we are nowhere near the legal limit, let alone the natural level of sulfate.  

I support MPCA’s efforts to protect and improve the quality of water in Northeast Minnesota but am concerned that MPCA’s draft permit for Minntac’s Tailings Basin does not require any steps that would immediately reduce sulfate levels. Furthermore, the draft permit proposes novel technology that is unproven and establishes extremely long timelines, which U.S. Steel can extend, for meeting Minnesota’s sulfate standards. The speculative nature of the draft permit coupled with a lack of accountability for reducing sulfate levels in Lake Vermilion, a wild rice lake, lead me to believe the draft plan is a long-shot hope for cleaning up sulfate contamination of the lake. I respectfully ask the MPCA to:

· Include immediate steps U.S. Steel must take to reduce the amount of sulfate flowing from Minntac’s Tailings Basin; 

· Rewrite the draft permit to include shorter, enforceable timelines that fit within the five-year period of the draft permit. Issuance of future permits should be dependent on U.S. Steel’s compliance with clear sulfate reduction targets articulated in the draft permit.

· Limit U.S. Steel’s ability to extend compliance deadlines. The 45-year timeframe for meeting Minnesota’s 10 mg/L for sulfate contamination in Lake Vermilion is already far too long. 

· Incorporate financial accountability into the draft permit. The draft permit’s timeline for clean-up is longer than U.S. Steel anticipates operating Minntac. U.S. Steel should make upfront payments to ensure sulfate levels are reduced to meet state standards and to provide for the operation and maintenance of the water treatment facility and cut off wall (dam) if U.S. Steel no longer owns or operates Minntac.

The health of Northeast Minnesota’s residents, wildlife, and waterways are already harmed by sulfate leakage from Minntac. We ask you to take aggressive steps to stop this harm and to hold U.S. Steel accountable. Minnesota residents and taxpayers should not be left holding the bag for a foreign-owned company that pollutes one of Minnesota’s most treasured and vital resources. 
