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Dear Chairman Chase and other Water Board Members,
Thank you for the opportunity to comment at the Hearing today. I was unable to travel to Grangeville from Shoshone County.
You will hear from several others this evening who are desirous of less regulations on their small-scale suction dredging claims in the SF of the Clearwater River.  The Special Supplement for this area was first issued in 2002 for the purpose of ensuring the survival of the Salmon. It had 5 simple conditions on it that IDWR deemed sufficient for the purpose. Nothing has changed regarding the needs of the Salmon or the Bull Trout. Logically, the same 5 conditions would still suffice. For a few years due to low IDWR staffing levels, a temporary law allowed for a single permit from the Army Corps of Engineers to apply to Idaho as well. The Special Supplement was somehow discontinued. Dep. Director Weaver stated in a recent letter to Rep. Gibbs that the Idaho Conservation League threatened to sue IDWR if the agency did not reinstate the Supplement. Aaron Golart has stated the same via phone & emails. IDWR had to act. 
According to a phone call last week, between myself &  John Cardwell (IDEQ Lewiston Regional Office Administrator), the USFS & IDWR were working to create similar work products to homogenize the permitting process. Both created lists of 25 “conditions” that were virtually identical. The basis for so many conditions, or regulations, was that there was a fear that the small-scale suction dredge operations would further impair the SFCR’s water quality. Both agencies cite IDEQ’s 2003 TMDL document that recommended a 15 dredge limit. Mr. Cardwell was the lead on this document and told me that the 15 was an arbitrary number, mostly indicative of past permits issued. The formula based on this number was also padded heavily in both the amount of material dredged per hour and the number of hours per day. This formula gave dredgers what seemed a fair limit of 314 tons/day. The document noted in multiple places that this activity was of no real significant impact, compared to other point and non-point sources. Mr. Cardwell told me that the number 15 is inconsequential, it is the daily limit of 314. It could be 30 dredgers working ½ days or any other scheme. Future monitoring of what effects how many dredgers had on the TMDL were necessary. By law, IDEQ is supposed to review the standards every 5 years and adjust them as necessary. They have never reviewed these and now plan to in 2020-2021. 
The USFS began monitoring these dredgers last summer and discovered that even though only 9 dredged, their daily & seasonal totals were no where near the TMDL. This proves that there is really no need to limit the number of operations, just the monitoring will be enough. Neither agency has considered this in their actions. In fact, neither agency seems to have considered the biological opinions from any of the agencies, other than to cite them. All agencies report that small-scale suction dredging does not pose a significant risk to the environment or the aquatic species. They pose little risk, certainly less than what nature does with every year’s rapid run-off. The streambeds are immensely altered by this alone. The two agencies have ignored notes that the pits created by the dredgers actually improve fish habitat with a deeper , cooler pool to play in on hot days. Neither agency has acknowledged that the need to protect the waters for spawing & rearing are over for salmon & bull trout before July 15th and therefore no need to set a 1-month season limit. 

The dredgers are not necessarily just dredging to “have fun”. It’s back-breaking work. They are dredging to find gold. Gold is a valuable commodity. Our currency was once backed by gold. The dredger must pay BLM for the right to mine; they are given a federally registered claim number. They have a vested right to mine, given to them through the Mining Act of 1866. Since gold is such a valuable commodity and not readily available on the markets, the dredgers need to be able to enhance the supply. They need to be able to have unfettered, but environmentally friendly access to their paid claims for as long as they can. 
Another issue that I have is that the Water Board uses the same prohibitions on both Natural & Recreational Rivers. This was not the original intention of the designations, or there would not be 2 classifications. There is no dredge mining allowed in ANY Recreational river in Idaho. The IDWR has claimed the dredge mining is considered a primary recreational use of the surface waters. Yet it has been banned in hundreds if not thousands of Idaho’s waters. There is no rational basis for this and I urge the Board to reconsider classifying its Recreational Rivers as de facto Wild & Scenic Rivers.
I urge the Board to accept a petition to revise/amend the current SFCR Subbasin Water Plan. 
Thank you for your time and consideration. I appreciate it.
Respectfully submitted,

Jann Higdem
Research Analyst
Former National President of Women In Mining (presiding over 7 Chapters & all Committees)
Current Vice Chair of the CdA Section of the Society of Mine Engineers
Contracted author of Shoshone County’s Natural Resource Management Plan
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