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The Honorable Tom Schultz
Chief

U.S. Forest Service

1400 Independence Ave
Washington, D.C. 20250

Dear Chief Schultz,

Thank you for appearing before the House Interior-Environment Appropriations Subcommittee
on April 16, 2026. During the hearing, I requested that you provide me with an unredacted copy
of the full environmental assessment of the mineral withdrawal for the Rainy River Watershed,
the headwaters of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW).

On January 5, 2017 the Forest Service submitted an application to the Secretary of the Interior to
withdraw 234,328 acres of Superior National Forest (SNF) lands for the federal mineral leasing
program for the maximum period of twenty years. The Forest Service began preparing a two-
year, science-based study to determine if these SNF lands within the watershed of the Boundary
Waters should be off-limits to sulfide-ore copper mining. The draft environmental assessment
was expected in June 2018, and the final environmental assessment was expected in January
2019.

In a budget hearing on May 25, 2017, USDA Secretary Perdue and Forest Service Chief Tidwell
testified before the Interior-Environment Appropriations Subcommittee and assured me that the
two-year study and public meetings would continue. On June 14, 2018, I led a bipartisan letter to
Secretary Perdue and Secretary Zinke expressing support that a comprehensive and rigorous
study of the proposed mineral withdrawal be completed. Yet, on September 6, 2018, the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) decided to abruptly cancel the study, which had been
underway for twenty months, without releasing any findings or addressing the substantive public
commentary. A press release was issued, but that is not an adequate substitute for the completion
and release of a full environmental assessment.

Between January 2017 and September 2018, the Forest Service received more than 125,000
comments from the public regarding the proposed mineral withdrawal of the Rainy River
Watershed. More than 96 percent of those public comments were in support of the proposed
twenty-year ban on mining. The decision to cancel the study-—twenty months into a twenty-four
month study—rejected science-based decision making and the will of the American people.

On November 5, 2018, I wrote to Secretary Perdue and Secretary Zinke to request to review the
cancelled environmental assessment. I did not receive the cancelled environmental assessment.
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On March 1, 2019, Chairman Grijalva and I wrote to Secretary Perdue and Acting Secretary
Bernhardt to express concern about the actions taken by the agencies to advance the construction
of a copper sulfide mine on the edge of the BWCAW. I once again requested to review the
cancelled environmental assessment. I did not receive the cancelled environmental assessment.

Americans filed Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests to obtain the cancelled study and
record of decision. They did not receive the cancelled environmental assessment. Instead, they
were provided with 60 completely redacted pages of the environmental assessment. I’m the
Ranking Member of the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense. Believe me when [
say, there is nothing in a scientific review of mineral leases that warrants classification.

Once again, I am requesting to review the following unredacted documents relating to the two-
year environmental assessment of the mineral withdrawal of 234,328 acres of Superior National
Forest (SNF) lands for the federal mineral leasing program for the maximum period of twenty
years. Please provide the following as soon as possible, but no later than June 1, 2026:

1. All documents and communications forming the basis for the cancellation of the
withdrawal application and the associated environmental assessment, including
documents mentioned in the September 6, 2018, USDA press release announcing the
cancellation, including:

a) “A mineral resources report;”

b) “An economic impact assessment;”

c) “A biological impact assessment;”

d) Assessments of the “potential impacts to water resources, wilderness areas, and
cultural resources”;

€) A detailed list of all contracted work, including the scope and anticipated end date,
that was part of the environmental assessment study;

f) Any deliverables that the USDA, USFS, BLM, or DOI received as a part of the
contracted environmental assessment work;

g) All scientific reports or letters received by the USFS as part of the public feedback;
and

h) The dates and participants of all meetings taken by employees and persons at the
USDA, USFS, BLM, DOI, or the White House on the topic of the Rainy River
Watershed withdrawal proposal between January 20, 2017 and September 6, 2018.

I look forward to reviewing the requested materials, and working with the Forest Service to
protect the natural treasures and pristine waters in the Superior National Forest and Boundary
Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Should you have any questions, please do not hesitate to reach
out to me or my staff (Erin.Melody@mail.house.gov; 202-225-6631).

Sincerely,

R4l

Betty McCollum
Member of Congress



CC: Secretary Brooke Rollins
Secretary Doug Burgum



