
A Tale of Two Rivers

The Transboundary  Flathead and Kootenai Watersheds 
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What is the risk of mining the headwaters of the 
Transboundary Flathead River?
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•  Baseline condition
•  Fish and wildlife
•  WQ and Aquatic life
•  Cumulative Effects 

versus piece-meal 
assessment of individual 
mines

Key Uncertainties and 
Critical Data Gaps
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Baseline Data Collection Efforts 2005-2011

•  Water Quality
•  Fisheries
• Aquatic Life
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 Nitrogen (NO3) in Elk Tributaries Draining the Mines 
        versus Baseline in the Flathead 



Selenium in Elk Tributaries Draining the Mines 
        versus Baseline in the Flathead 
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Above Below

Selenium (Se) Above and Below the Elk Valley Mines



Elk River  vs   Flathead River

NITRATES 2000 X higher

SULFATES 500 X higher

SELENIUM 15-30X higher



Caddisfly - Trichoptera

Stonefly - Plecoptera

Mayfly - Ephemeroptera

Aquatic Life

• Changes in aquatic 
community structure

• Decreases in species richness



Composition of the Order Plecoptera
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Zapada
Sweltsa
Suwallia
Setvena bradleyi
Early Instar
Perlodidae
Perlidae
Nemouridae
Leuctridae
Kogotus
Hesperoperla pacifica
Doroneuria
Claassenia sabulosa
Chloroperlidae

Stoneflies



Watershed 
Condition

        Severely 
impaired water 
quality and aquatic 
life

        Some 
impairment from 
land-use

         High water 
quality and aquatic 
life diversity





B.C. – MT Memorandum of 
Understanding and Cooperation



A new partnership with Montana will sustain the environmental values in 
the Flathead River Basin in a manner consistent with current forestry, 

recreation, guide outfitting and trapping uses.

It will identify permissible land uses and establish new collaborative 
approaches to transboundary issues.

Mining, oil and gas development and coalbed gas extraction will not 
be permitted in British Columbia's Flathead Valley.

BC - Montana Memorandum of Understanding 
                          February, 2010



BUT…What about the Kootenai?



23

Water Quality Trend for Total Selenium in the Elk River; 
1984-2015

  2 ug/L = BC threshold for protection of aquatic line



Selenium
Selenium Toxicity

• Tendency to bioaccumulate

• Toxic at low concentrations

• Physical deformities and reproductive failure            
(Lemly, 2002)

• ‘Invisible contaminant’

                                       



2014: Permits issued to Teck Coal to Expand 
the Elk Valley Mines 



Challenges with Active Water Treatment
• 2014 
74 westslope cutthroat 
trout killed at outlet of the 
facility

• 2016- 2018 
Shut down due to plant 
concentrating selenium 
rather than reducing it 
downstream

• Additional plant 
construction delayed 
by 3-5 years



Challenges with Active Water Treatment

Short term “Solution” to a 
Long-term problem



Where are we today… 
• Should there be  a moratorium on new mines and mine 

expansions in the Elk River?

• How will we address the selenium and other contaminants after 
the mines are no longer operating? 

• Who will be accountable for damages to fish, water quality and 
aquatic life in the entire Elk/Kootenay watershed?

• Who will pay for the long-term monitoring and mitigation in the 
Kootenai watershed?


