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Public Participation 
Because state and federal laws recognize the challenge of determining the extent of water quality 
impairments from nonpoint sources, DEQ is directed to assemble and evaluate all existing and readily 
available water quality data and information to compliment the data collected under our monitoring 
program for ambient water quality. To comply with this requirement, we request information about 
water quality from other groups who might have information that could be useful for updating water 
quality assessments. These collaborators include: known local watershed groups; federal, state, and 
local agencies; state university programs; private groups; and individuals who have an interest in water 
quality issues. 
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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

In December 2014, we reached out with a “call for data” via e-mail and letters to local watershed 
groups; federal, state, and local agencies; state university programs; private groups; and individuals with 
interest in Montana’s water quality requesting data and/or information they might have that could be 
useful for updating our water quality assessments noted in this report. Further, the call for data was 
posted on DEQ’s website. DEQ received one direct response to this call for data consisting of 2010-2012 
monitoring data from the Silver Bow Streamside Tailings Operable Unit. 

State and federal laws also require us to consult with the public when developing methods for assessing 
water quality and setting priorities for TMDL planning. Additionally, state law requires a 60-day public 
comment period for our draft 303(d) list. 

To initiate the 60-day comment period, which ran from March 14 through May 13, 2016, we placed 
public notices in major Montana newspapers, giving formal notice of the comment period. The 
comment period is also made public via press releases issued to Montana’s media outlets; posts on our 
website; and emails to members of the Integrated Report listserv. 

The public was able to submit comments on the draft IR via a Public Comment Submittal Application on 
our CWAIC website at http://www.cwaic.mt.gov or send comments to the standard mailing address: 

Department of Environmental Quality 
2016 Integrated Report Comments 
WQPB, IMTS 
PO Box 200901 
Helena, MT 59620-0901 

COMMENTS AND RESPONSES 
We received three comments on our 2016 report. 

Comment 1. Request for rewording of a portion of the groundwater section from one of our partner 
agencies. 

DEQ Response: We acknowledged the request and amended some of the wording. Some requested text 
was not used as we have changed the format of the report in an attempt to be more accessible for a 
broader audience. To this end we eliminated much of the technical jargon and legal text included in 
previous reports, opting instead to reference these items in the endnotes. Finally, given the focus of our 
report on water quality we did not include references to the Montana Pesticide Act as that act is not 
specifically focused on water quality. 

Comment 2 - Part A. Request for explanation of relationship between impairment decisions and fish 
consumption advisories 

DEQ Response: When considering toxic chemicals, DEQ primarily uses numeric water quality criteria to 
assess water column concentrations as a basis for determining a waterbody’s use support (or 
impairment) status. Water quality with concentrations below the state’s water column criteria (for 
mercury) does not always mean that fish tissue mercury concentrations will be at levels advisable for 

http://www.cwaic.mt.gov/
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consumption. Waterbody-specific factors sometimes cause pollutants, including mercury, to accumulate 
in fish tissue at levels higher than predicted by the methodology used to determine the numeric human 
health criteria in the water column. Examples of such factors include water temperature, nutrient levels, 
food web structure, concentration of dissolved organic carbon, oxygen levels within sediments, and the 
type of bacteria present and accumulations of pollutants in the sediment. 

Elemental mercury that becomes methylated (carbon and hydrogen added to elemental mercury via 
bacterial process) readily moves up the food chain and bioaccumulates easily even though water column 
concentrations may be very low. Mercury methylation rates in reservoirs are usually high due to 
sediments with low oxygen levels where methylating bacteria thrive. Methylated mercury adheres to 
anything that is carbon based, especially living tissue. The mercury moves up the food chain to top 
predators and is predominately not in the water. Hence, a waterbody can be meeting numeric water 
quality criteria, but still accumulating in fish tissue. This usually is not toxic to the fish, but can harm 
humans. At the same time, mercury at these levels does not pose a threat to drinking water use because 
water-column concentrations are very low. 

This is the case in Tiber Reservoir where DEQ’s mercury sampling results from water analysis are below 
laboratory detection limits. It is difficult to set water quality standards or write TMDLs for water 
conditions that are lower than laboratory detection limits. Therefore, Montana depends on the fish 
consumption advisory webpage that is discussed and referenced on page 49 of this Water Quality 
Integrated Report to advise citizens about fish consumption issues if they exist when ambient water-
column concentrations of pollutants do not indicate an exceedance of water standards for chemicals 
that easily bioaccumulate. Montana DEQ coordinates with MT FWP and MT DPHHS to provide updates 
to Montana’s fish consumption advisory tables. 

Comment 2 - Part B. Question as to why the Marias River below Tiber Dam no longer has mercury 
listed as a cause of use impairment, especially given this water will be used as a large municipal water 
source. 

DEQ Response: The main pathway that humans are affected by mercury pertains to bioaccumulation 
problem in fish that people eat. Mercury bioaccumulation problems of fish that live in streams do not 
occur as readily as they do in lakes and reservoirs because water is constantly mixing and exposed to air 
as the water flows downstream. Therefore methylating bacteria that live on the stream bottom are 
exposed to more oxygen and thus use oxygen for metabolic processes and do not produce methylation 
byproducts such as methylmercury. Elemental mercury does not bioaccumulate very easily but 
methylmercury does. 

Montana DEQ assessed water column metals conditions on two segments of the Marias River during 
2006 and determined mercury in the water column and sediments was not limiting a use. The data 
collected during 2005 were below human health and aquatic life standards. Additional water monitoring 
was conducted near Loma during 2012 and 2013 and all mercury results continued to stay below 
standards. No fish tissue data are available for the Marias River because the risk of bioaccumulation is 
low and reservoirs and large lakes are prioritized for fish tissue sampling by MT FWP where mercury 
methylation is more likely to occur. The original mercury listing during 2002 for the lowest segment of 
the Marias River was an error that could not be traced back to standards exceedances. Therefore, it was 
removed as a cause of impairment. 
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Comment 3 - Part A. The attainment record for the East Fork Armells Creek assessment unit, 
headwaters to Colstrip (MT42K002_170), is inaccurate. Specifically that the “Alteration in stream-
side or littoral vegetative covers” cause listing attributed to Surface Mining is incorrect. 

DEQ Response: DEQ agrees that several of the justifications for mining as being a potential source of 
habitat alteration in the assessment record were not substantiated and therefore they have been 
removed from the assessment record. Therefore, DEQ modified the list of potential sources for this 
waterbody. DEQ plans to collect more habitat data during 2017 to further update the assessment record 
for the 2018 IR.  

Comment 3 - Part B. Data used in support of a statement in the assessment record [for East Fork 
Armells Creek - MT42K002_170] pertaining to salts (TDS) in groundwater is old and inaccurate. 

DEQ Response: This segment is not currently listed as impaired by salinity conditions. The DEQ WQ 
assessment program does not assess groundwater conditions directly, although we may use the 
information for identifying potential sources if salinity listings occur. DEQ agrees that the information 
cited in the current assessment record is older and needs to be taken in context with newer information. 
The summary of the groundwater salinity data review for this waterbody was edited for the final 2016 
IR. The WQ assessment program will reassess the segment during the 2018 IR. The 2018 IR assessment 
will review existing data, and if needed, subsequent data collection may occur during 2017. The 
information provided by the commenter will be considered during future assessment activities of this 
segment along with other readily available data sources. 

Comment 3 - Part C. The reach upstream of Highway 39 and adjacent to the mine is ephemeral. The 
DEQ-IEMB concludes in its Written Findings – Attachment 1 pp 9-31 and 9-32 the following: “As 
discussed above, the potential changes to water quality in EFAC alluvium are small in comparison to 
the observed variability and are unlikely to impact livestock or wildlife drinking water use, or the 
listed uses for Class II or Class III groundwater, . . .”  [DEQ-IEMB WF, Attachment 1, pp 9-31 and 9-
32] 

DEQ Response: Comment noted. 

Comment 3 - Part D. Attributing the Total Nitrogen cause listing to Coal Mining on the lower 
segment of East Fork Armells Creek [MT42K002_110] is unlikely based on my review of the data 
used in the 2006 assessment of this stream. 

DEQ Response: The last time this segment was evaluated was during the 2006 IR cycle. The nutrient 
assessment methods have been updated since that time. The new methods call for higher data quality 
and quantity, and specifically include total nitrogen, total phosphorus, and the response parameters of 
dissolved oxygen and periphyton metrics. The State must demonstrate a good cause to delist (40 CFR 
130.7(b)(6)(iv)). Currently, Montana does not have good cause to change the nutrient listing because 
our data quality objectives are not met. DEQ plans to collect nutrient-related data along with other toxic 
parameters to reassess beneficial uses of this waterbody for the 2018 IR. DEQ will update potential 
sources of any pollutants that appear on the 2018 IR using current water quality assessment methods. 

Comment 3 - Part E. The reaches of East Fork Armells Creek near the Rosebud Mine are ephemeral, 
meaning there is little to no groundwater contribution to streamflow. The mines surface water 
management retains most stormwater runoff in detention ponds, which are permitted and managed 
under a MPDES permit. Recent in-pond measurements of Total Nitrogen are 1.06 mg/L, which is 
similar to values reported in the stream below Colstrip. As such, nitrogen contributions to the stream 
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from surface water detention ponds in the mine area are unlikely. Alternatively, one possible source 
of nitrogen from a coal mine is from residual blasting agent (ANFO) that fails to react during 
blasting. Due to chemical characteristics, nitrate would be the most likely nitrogen form to be found 
at elevate levels in the surface water from this source, however do to the lack of a nitrate signature in 
mine waters at the Rosebud Mine, the mine is not a significant source of Total Nitrogen to East Fork 
Armells Creek. A detonating chemistry reaction is provided to DEQ indicating that blasting activities 
are not a likely source of nitrates.  

DEQ Response: The assessment record for MT42K002_110 indicates that mining is a potential (emphasis 
added) source for nutrients. If, after a current assessment is completed for the 2018 IR, the stream is 
determined to exceed nutrient criteria, a TMDL will need to be developed. It will be during the source 
assessment stage of the TMDL that the department estimates quantitative nutrient source 
contributions. The information provided, regarding water management and detonating chemistry 
reaction may be considered during the assessment update along with other readily available data. If a 
TMDL is developed, the potential sources identified in the IR are updated. 

Comment 3 - Part F. The data summary provided in MDEQ Record is incomplete, and does not 
contain sufficient data with which to draw conclusions regarding aquatic life impairment. 

DEQ Response: The last time this segment was evaluated was during the 2006 IR cycle. DEQ’s 
assessment methods have been updated since that time. New methods call for higher data quality and 
quantity. The State must demonstrate a good cause to delist pollutants (40 CFR 130.7(b)(6)(iv)). Under 
the current scenario Montana does not have good cause to change any listings at this time because our 
data quality objectives are not met. The Department appreciates the additional citations and data. Our 
initial review indicates that even with the inclusion of this information we will still have gaps that are 
required to complete our current assessment methods. During the 2017 field season we will fill data 
gaps (i.e. sediment metals, water column metals, common ions, electrical conductance, discharge, e. 
Coli, habitat assessments, dissolved oxygen, periphyton metrics, etc.). After this effort, all available data 
will be considered during the assessment process for the 2018 IR. 

Comment 3 - Part G. The aquatic community composition of EFAC is expected to be variable, 
consistent with the natural habitat conditions in EFAC, which is a naturally ephemeral, low-gradient 
stream. For this reason, any type of monitoring program which relies on a benthic macroinvertebrate 
community index to determine level of impairment will have an increased likelihood of concluding 
there are anthropogenic sources of impacts to the community when in fact the community 
composition and shifts reflect natural processes. 

DEQ Response: DEQ WQ assessment program agrees that macroinvertebrate communities are highly 
adapted to naturally adverse environmental conditions in the Northwestern Great Plains, especially in 
ephemeral and intermittent streams. Given the high natural variability of stressors to the 
macroinvertebrate communities in the ecoregion and lack of response in macroinvertebrate community 
metrics to human induced change, there is little value utilizing macroinvertebrate communities to 
measure stream health in this region. This is why water quality assessment methods currently do not 
use macroinvertebrate metrics in the Northwestern Great Plains ecoregion. Other indicators of health 
and stress are used to assess aquatic life. 
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Glossary 
303(d) list A compilation of impaired and threatened waterbodies in need of water 

quality restoration. Specifically, TMDLs are prepared by DEQ and 
submitted to EPA for approval per the requirements of section 303(d) of 
the federal Clean Water Act of 1972. 

305(b) report A general overview report of state water quality conditions, which DEQ 
prepares and submits to EPA per the requirements of section 305(b) of the 
federal Clean Water Act of 1972. 

assessment A complete review of waterbody conditions relative to designated 
beneficial uses (see beneficial uses) 

beneficial uses The uses that a waterbody is capable of supporting (e.g., drinking water, 
aquatic life support, livestock watering, etc.). 

bedrock aquifer An aquifer composed of geologically older consolidated bedrock. 
best management 
practices (BMPs) 

Activities, prohibitions, maintenance procedures, or other management 
practices used to protect and improve water quality. 

degradation A change that reduces the quality of high-quality waters for a beneficial 
use. 

hydrologic unit code 
(HUC) 

A standardized mapping system devised by the US Geological Survey for 
the hydrology of the United States. 

load allocation The portion of the loading capacity attributed to (1) the existing or future 
nonpoint sources of pollution and (2) natural background sources.  

macroinvertebrates Animals that do not have backbones and are visible to the human eye 
(e.g., insects, worms, clams, and snails). 

Montana Water-Use 
Classification System 

Montana state regulations34 assigning state surface waters to one of nine 
use classes. The class to which a waterbody is assigned defines the 
beneficial uses that it should support. 

naturally-occurring The present condition of water or material and substances in the water 
that occur outside of human influence or resulting from developed land 
where all reasonable land, soil, and water conservation practices have 
been applied.35 

nonpoint source (NPS) A source of pollution that originates from diffuse runoff, seepage, 
drainage, or infiltration.36 

non-pollutant A change in the environment caused by humans that affects the 
waterbody or its biological community (e.g., a dam or habitat alterations) 

not fully supporting 
waterbody 

A waterbody or stream segment for which sufficient credible data shows it 
does not comply with applicable WQS.37 

parameter A physical, biological, or chemical property of a waterbody that can be 
measured to determine the quality of that waterbody.38 

pathogens Bacteria or other disease-causing agents that may be present in water. 
point source A discernible, confined, and discrete conveyance, such as a pipe, ditch, or 

channel from which pollutants are or may be discharged.39 
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Pg. 28 "Bassins de la pisciculture de la Calonne" by Frédéric BISSON - Own work. Licensed under CC BY 3.0 via Wikimedia 
Commons - 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bassins_de_la_pisciculture_de_la_Calonne.jpg#/media/File:Bassins_de_la_
pisciculture_de_la_Calonne.jpg 

Pg. 28 "CBM Well" by US Dept of Energy - http://energy.gov/fe/downloads/coalbed-methane. Licensed under Public Domain 
via Wikimedia Commons - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CBM_Well.png#/media/File:CBM_Well.png 

Pg. 28 "Rena oil spill cleanup" by New Zealand Defence Force from Wellington, New Zealand - NZ Defence Force assistance to 
OP Rena. Licensed under CC BY 2.0 via Wikimedia Commons - 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rena_oil_spill_cleanup.jpg#/media/File:Rena_oil_spill_cleanup.jpg 

Pg. 31 "WhitewaterCanoe". Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikipedia - 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:WhitewaterCanoe.JPG#/media/File:WhitewaterCanoe.JPG 

Pg. 38 "Watersampling" by Ashjaymohsin - Own work. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Commons - 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Watersampling.JPG#/media/File:Watersampling.JPG 

Pg. 59 "NPLD 2012 - Montana (9391730750)" by Bureau of Land Management - NPLD 2012 - Montana. Licensed under CC BY 2.0 
via Wikimedia Commons - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NPLD_2012_-
_Montana_(9391730750).jpg#/media/File:NPLD_2012_-_Montana_(9391730750).jpg 
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