
          February 13, 2025 

 

 

Dear International Joint Commission 

  We write to you today as outdoor families on both sides of the international border between 
the Canada and the United States. We represent the chapters and membership of Backcountry 
Hunters & Anglers, of British Columbia, Montana and Idaho. We thank the International Joint 
Commission for this opportunity to comment on the future of the international Elk-Kootenai River. 

   As hunters and anglers in the borderlands between British Columbia and United States, 
we have witnessed one fact firsthand: nature does not respect human borders. Rivers flow, fish 
migrate and wildlife wanders where they must.  

  Because of that, the provincial and state wildlife management agencies have cooperated 
for decades to conserve valuable international wildlife resources, including bull trout, bighorn 
sheep, caribou, sharptail grouse and others.   

  Clean water is crucial for all life. The health of native fish populations is a good indicator 
of the health of the larger ecosystems.  These ecosystems support our outdoor way of life and our 
economy. 

  There is incontrovertible evidence that selenium and other industrial pollution from the Elk 
River watershed is polluting water downstream in the Kootenai River and Lake Koocanusa. While 
we respect the economic importance of mining in British Columbia, we expect that development 
to be balanced with the best, most appropriate protections for water. This is critical not just today, 
but also for generations to come. It is simply unfair that our generation burden future generations 
with ecological messes to clean up. 

  We are grateful that the IJC is mandated to take timely action to reduce water pollution and 
to mitigate the impacts of industrial development. We believe these are opportunities for restoration 
and healing past scars on the land. 

  There are thousands of families on both sides of the border that greatly value our native 
fish and wildlife and the unique way of life those species support. We want to pass this way of life 
intact to our children and grandchildren.  

  As an international community, we have one chance to do this right. While it is important 
to understand past research, it is more imperative now to move ahead toward action. That includes 
mitigating the inevitable impacts that mining has on a watershed. Whatever recommendations move 



forward, we need them to encompass full watershed restoration, and we need to make sure they can 
and will be implemented by governments on both sides of the border.  

 These are exactly the reasons we have an IJC. It’s time for the Commission to stand up for 
facts and not be pushed by the winds of political expediency.  The Kootenai (Kootenay) River 
drainage is one of the most special areas in North America, with world-class fish and wildlife 
resources. It deserves our very best effort. 

   We expect the commission to provide at least these standards: 

• Continued water quality monitoring so we know if it’s getting worse, better or remaining 
the same 

• Water quality standards that are clear, science-based and enforceable, on both sides of the 
border 

• Bonding that is up to the task of tackling real-world problems, should they arise 
• Adjacent land set-asides to maintain the integrity of our world-class resources despite 

localized impacts in the Elk-Kootenai 
• Mechanisms for transparency and accountability. 

 

If we do this right, we believe we can enjoy world-class fish and wildlife resources for generations into the 
future. If we do it wrong, we will continue to see these resources go away. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Andrew Van Vliet, chairman, British Columbia Chapter of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 

 

Jake Schwaller, chairman. Montana Chapter of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 

 
Melissa Hendrickson, North Idaho co-chair. Idaho Chapter of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 


