
Front 40 is a grassroots 
organization that was 
formed in 2003 in 

response to the threat of a 
metallic sulfide mine on the 
banks of the Menominee 
River in Lake Township of 
Menominee County, Michi-

gan. Our mission is to ensure that metallic 
sulfide mining operations are not allowed to 
adversely impact our rivers, lakes, groundwa-
ter and lands. We do this by creating public 
awareness of mining exploration, informing 
citizens and elected officials of the reality of 
community economic issues typically in-
volved with mining operations and utilizing 
our collective grassroots voice to have environ-
mentally responsible legisla-
tion implemented.

The potential mine site we 
have been monitoring is lo-
cated west of Stephenson, 
Michigan. By the time area 
citizens were aware of what 
had been transpiring, the mining interests 
had already claimed access to over 50,000 
acres of mineral rights to both private and 
state-owned property in Menominee County, 
Michigan and about that same amount across 
the Menominee River in Marinette County, 

Wisconsin. The mining effort is known as the 
Back Forty Project and consists of an explora-
tion company, Aquila Resources, and Hudbay 
Minerals, the company that would do the ac-
tual mining, both are Canadian firms.

Many promises have been made to the citi-
zens in the area by the companies, including 
assurance that there would be no pollution, 
though the mine site is located right along 
the banks of the river near the Shakey Lakes 
Savanna and a few miles north of a chain of 
lakes on which is situated a popular coun-
ty park. Indian burial grounds and garden 
plots are also located in the area along with 
year-round homes, cottages and outdoor 
recreation property.

Suddenly, on July 3, 2012, Hudbay an-
nounced that it was pulling out as the min-
ing company and severing agreements with 
Aquila Resources. Where the project stands 
at this point is unclear. Aquila Resources has 
announced that it is exploring the possibil-

ity of developing this type of mine in Mara-
thon County, Wisconsin.

Front 40 has no paid staff—all our people are 
volunteers. What we have accomplished has 
been done entirely by volunteers with the help 
of donations and grants from organizations 
such as Freshwater Future to whom we are 
very grateful. Without help from such groups, 
the general public and concerned citizens, we 
would not be able to continue this effort.

Do we consider the exit of Hudbay a success 
for our group? Temporarily, yes, but time will 
tell as Aquila will likely seek some other min-
ing interest to pick up where Hudbay left off. 
We view our main success as informing the 
public, which was largely unaware of what 

was transpiring when we be-
gan nearly 10 years ago. In 
the meantime, we continue 
to monitor the mine, visit 
public officials, attend pub-
lic meetings and conduct 
programs which inform and 

educate our community on the issue of pollu-
tion from mining operations. We are also cur-
rently reaching out to our neighbors on the 
Wisconsin side of the Menominee River to 
engage other communities in the watershed.

Marla Tuinstra
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S U C C e S S 	 S t o R y 	 —
Judge	Rules	Flambeau	Mining	
Company	Violated	Clean	Water	Act

S U C C e S S 	 S t o R y 	 — 	 Volunteer	Led	Front	40
Works	Hard,	Sees	Progress	 By Marla Tuinstra

A federal court ruled 
on July 25, 2012 
that the Flambeau 

Mining Company violat-
ed the Clean Water Act on 
multiple occasions by al-
lowing pollution from its 
Flambeau Mine site, near 

Ladysmith, WI, to enter the Flambeau River 
and a nearby tributary. 

The lawsuit resulting in the ruling was filed 
early last year by the Wisconsin Resources Pro-
tection Council, the Center for Biological Di-
versity and Laura Gauger against the Flambeau 
Mining Company, a subsidiary of Rio Tinto 
and formerly of Kennecott Minerals Compa-
ny. The complaint charged that the mine site, 
which closed in 1997, discharges stormwater 
runoff containing toxic levels of metals from a 
detention basin known as the biofilter. 

Monitoring data from the mining company 
and the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources show that copper levels in the dis-
charge exceeded Wisconsin’s acute toxicity 
criterion of 8 micrograms per liter—set to 
protect fish and other aquatic species—some-
times by several times. 

The Flambeau is a popular river for fishing 
and canoeing and provides habitat for a wide 
variety of aquatic and wildlife species, includ-
ing bald eagles and osprey. The Flambeau 
Mine operated near the river from 1993 to 
1997. Since the close of mining operations, 
Flambeau Mining Company has faced persis-
tent groundwater and surface water quality 
problems at the site, most notably at a 32-
acre industrial park that remains operational.

The mining industry often cites the Flambeau 
Mine as a model mine that has fully com-
plied with environmental laws. The court’s 
ruling, however, confirms years of concerns 
from local citizens that for even this small, 
short-term mine, the mining company has 
been unable to stop heavy metals from reach-
ing and polluting the nearby Flambeau River.

Wisconsin’s Mining Moratorium Law prohibits 
the mining of a sulfide ore body unless mine 
proponents can point to a mine that has been 
closed for at least 10 years without polluting 
the environment. The pollution caused by the 
relatively small Flambeau Mine takes on add-
ed significance in light of new proposals for 
copper, nickel, zinc and iron mines through-
out the Great Lakes region and beyond. 

“It’s been a long road, and I very much appreci-
ate the solid support given to us by Freshwater 
Future,” said Laura Gauger. “The grant monies 
and words of encouragement from staff came 
at just the right time to help us keep moving 
forward with the lawsuit, and for that I am 
most grateful. Indeed, this project has been a 
grand coming together of citizens, tribal mem-
bers and organizations who saw the precedent-
setting nature of the case and were bound and 
determined to see it through to the end. To all 
of these individuals I say, ‘Thank you.’”

Specimens are collected from several creeks which run into the Menominee River, the “bugs” are sorted, classified and entered into computer programs. The 
university of Wisconsin-Marinette has been a great help with this program.
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Freshwater	Future	
Builds	a	Stronger	
Presence	in	Canada

Freshwater Future is proud to an-
nounce that we are now incorpo-
rated in Canada and have applied 

for charitable status. While we have been 
working bi-nationally since we started in 
1996, we made the decision to become a 
registered charity in Canada to establish 
a physical presence on the Canadian side 
of the basin. This will help us to do an 
even better job of supporting the basin-
wide and local efforts on both sides of 
the border to protect the land and water 
resources of the Great Lakes. 

To help inform the growth of our pres-
ence in Canada, we were fortunate to be 
a co-sponsor of the recent Ontario Great 
Lakes Needs Assessment with the Cana-
dian Freshwater Alliance. The results of 
this study, published in a report that you 
can find on our website, are serving as a 
great source of information on the needs 
of groups working to protect water in the 
Ontario portion of the basin. We look for-
ward to reaching out to others working in 
this region to get their feedback on the as-
sessment and determine how Freshwater 
Future can work with them to move this 
work forward.

To help us get started, Wendy Cooper has 
joined our team and over the next couple 
of months will be reaching out to groups 
to get their feedback on the results of the 
needs assessment, establish our first of-
fice in Canada, and develop short-term 
goals to guide our increased presence in 
Canada as part of our overall strategic 
plan. We look forward to keeping you up 
to date on our efforts in Canada through 
this newsletter, our website, Facebook 
and Twitter. To learn more, contact Wen-
dy at wendy@freshwaterfuture.org.

Laura Gauger

“It’s	been	a	long	road,	and	I	very	much	appreciate	the	solid	support	
given	to	us	by	Freshwater	Future.	the	grant	monies	and	words	of	
encouragement	from	staff	came	at	just	the	right	time...”	Laura Gauger
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“What	we	have	accomplished	has	been	done	entirely	
by	volunteers	with	the	help	of	donations	and	grants	
from	organizations	such	as	Freshwater	Future	to	whom	
we	are	very	grateful.”


