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Fort Belknap Indian Community  

Voices Opposition to Zortman -

Landusky Settlement  
Tribe to file opposition demanding additional accountability  
Contacts:  Perry Wheeler, Earthjustice, pwheeler@earthjustice.org  |  May 26, 2026  

 Breanne Main, Fort Belknap Indian Community, breanne.main@ftbelknap.org 

https://earthjustice.org/press/2026/fort -belknap-indian-community-voices-opposition-to-zortman-

landusky-settlement  

Malta, MT ñ The Fort Belknap Indian 

Community today voiced strong opposi-

tion to a consent decree submitted to 

the court by the Montana Department 

of Environmental Quality to settle its 

enforcement action against two miners 

who illegally mined within the Zortman-

Landusky Reclamation Area. The settle-

ment agreement filed on Friday would 

fine Luke Ployhar, Owen Voigt, and their 

respective companies $200,000 to be 

paid over five years and does not re-

quire them to admit any liability or 

wrongdoing. Fort Belknap, who will soon 

file official opposition to the consent 

decree, argues that the agreement does 

not hold the miners accountable and 

that it is premature as the full extent of 

environmental harm associated with 

the disturbances and ongoing contami-

nation issues has not yet been fully 

evaluated. 

 

(Continued on page 2) 

Tribal members from the Fort Belknap Indian Community monitor mine pollution in South Big Horn Creek near 
the Zortman-Landusky mine complex in Montana. (Assiniboine and Gros Ventre Tribes / CC BY 2.0) 

https://www.facebook.com/ftbelknap.environmental/
mailto:pwheeler@earthjustice.org
mailto:breanne.main@ftbelknap.org
https://earthjustice.org/press/2026/fort-belknap-indian-community-voices-opposition-to-zortman-landusky-settlement
https://earthjustice.org/press/2026/fort-belknap-indian-community-voices-opposition-to-zortman-landusky-settlement
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Fort Belknap Indian Community Voices Opposition to Zortman -Landusky Settlement  

EPA Region 8 ð Regional Tribal Operations Committee (RTOC) 

News from the RTOC Executive Committee  
By Jason Walker <jwalker@nwbshoshone.com>  |  March 27, 2026 

The Region 8 Tribal Operations Committee (RTOC) 

held their annual RTOC meeting at the Region 8 re-

gional office in Denver, CO March 17-19, 2026. The 

first day started with the Denver singers drum group 

welcoming the group to the event. Bart Powaukee 

Northern Ute gave the blessing and welcomed every-

one to the RTOC. Jason S. Walker, RTOC/NWBSN 

Chairman provided opening remarks and welcoming 

to the meeting. Cyrus Western, Regional Administra-

tor, provided opening remarks and the commitment 

of working with the Tribal Nations. (Pictured LtoR: Cy-

rus Western, US EPA R8 Regional Administrator, Ja-

son S. Walker, Chairman RTOC/NWBSN, Cleveland 

Murray, Councilman, UNO, Julius Murray, Council-

man, UNO. 

(Continued on page 3) 

òThe Fort Belknap Indian Community opposes the 

proposed settlement because we do not believe it 

adequately addresses the seriousness and long-term 

impacts of the environmental issues associated with 

the Zortman-Landusky site,ó said President Randall 

Werk Sr. of the Fort Belknap Indian Community. òThis 

area lies within our ancestral homelands, and we 

have a responsibility to protect our lands, waters, cul-

tural resources, and future generations. Significant 

environmental concerns remain unresolved, water 

treatment continues indefinitely, and important ques-

tions regarding the full scope of environmental dam-

ages have not yet been fully evaluated. We believe 

additional accountability, environmental review, and 

meaningful tribal involvement are necessary before 

this matter is resolved.ó 

 

Fort Belknap Indian Community intervened in the en-

forcement action in 2023, arguing that the illegal 

mining activity in the region exacerbated environmen-

tal harm to reservation water sources and in areas of 

profound cultural significance. The Gros Ventre and 

Assiniboine Tribes have faced an extreme environ-

mental justice burden from the mines for decades. 

DEQ originally requested $512,767 in fines and per-

manent injunctive relief, and to prohibit Ployhar, 

Voigt, and their companies from future mining until 

the disturbances are reclaimed and the penalties are 

paid. The Tribes argue that the proposed settlement 

fails to adequately account for the seriousness of the 

violations, the ongoing environmental concerns asso-

ciated with the Zortman-Landusky site, and the long-

term impacts borne by the Fort Belknap Indian Com-

munity. 

 

In 2022, DEQ required Ployhar to complete an envi-

ronmental impact statement (EIS) on the impacts of 

mining the already-damaged Zortman site, but later 

discovered that Ployhar and Voigt had already 

charged forward without the requisite authorization. 

 

òWe oppose this consent decree as it fails to hold the 

miners accountable for a blatant environmental injus-

tice,ó said Emma Shahabi, associate attorney with 

Earthjusticeõs Northern Rockies Office. òMining pollu-

tion has devastated the Fort Belknap Indian Commu-

nityõs natural resources and drinking water for dec-

ades and the minersõ actions have only exacerbated 

that harm. The DEQ must ensure appropriate penal-

ties and remediation for the harm done or the cost of 

this irresponsible mining will once again fall on the 

Tribes and Montana taxpayers.ó 

 

The Zortman mine is part of the broader Zortman-

Landusky mining complex in the Little Rocky Moun-

tains. The site has left a legacy of persistent toxic pol-

lution, disproportionately impacting tribal membersõ 

land and water for decades. The Little Rocky Moun-

tains were once entirely within the boundaries of the 

Fort Belknap Indian Reservation, but when gold was 

discovered in the 1880s, the federal government 

pressured the Tribes to cede the gold-bearing areas 

to the United States. The Zortman and Landusky 

mine sites are currently surrounded on three sides by 

the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation. 

 

Earthjustice, Indian Law Resource Center, and Matt 

Law Office serve as counsel for the Fort Belknap Indi-

an Community in the litigation. 

(Continued from page 1) 
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2026 Don Aragon Award for Scott Clow 
 

For more than 30 years, Scott Clow has been a tire-

less advocate for environmental protection, environ-

mental justice, sustainable energy development and 

tribal sovereignty. Scott studied environmental sci-

ence and chemistry at Lafayette College before join-

ing Ute Mountain Ute Tribeõs Environmental Programs 

Department as a water technician in 1996. Scott was 

promoted to Environmental Director in 2008 and cur-

rently leads the Tribe's transition to clean energy, 

overseeing projects like the 1 MW Towaoc Communi-

ty Solar Project with community electrical bill offsets, 

the White Mesa Solar Homes Initiative and two Com-

mercial Solar Power Farms which involve outside 

partners. In addition to being a longstanding contribu-

tor to the Region 8 RTOC, Scott currently serves as 

the Vice-Chair of the National Tribal Caucus, formerly 

served as an Air Lead on the National Tribal Air Asso-

ciation, and was a member of the former National 

Environmental Justice Advisory Council. Scott has 

been actively involved in long-standing efforts against 

environmental hazards such as the White Mesa ura-

nium mill, where he monitors impacts on tribal water 

and community health and supports community ac-

tion efforts. Scottõs passionate and sincere dedica-

tion to his environmental and Tribal sovereignty work 

is an inspiration and model to his EPA and Tribal col-

leagues. (Pictured: Cyrus Western, Scott Clow, UMU 

and Jason S. Walker, NWBSN) 

(Continued from page 2) 

EPA Launches PFAS Out Initiative to Help  

Proactively Address PFAS in Drinking Water  
Contact Information: EPA Press Office (press@epa.gov)  |  April 14, 2026 

https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-launches-pfas-out-initiative-help-proactively-address-pfas-drinking-water  

WASHINGTON ñ Today, U.S. Environmental Protec-

tion Agency (EPA) Assistant Administrator for Water 

Jess Kramer launched a new initiative called PFAS 

OUTreachñor PFAS OUT. This new effort proactively 

works with communities and water systems to reduce 

exposure to PFOA and PFOS in drinking water, years 

ahead of compliance with federal regulatory require-

ments. The initiative is central to EPA's commitment 

to protecting Americans from PFAS contamination 

and advancing President Trumpõs Make America 

Healthy Again agenda. 

 

òProtecting Americans from exposure to PFAS in 

drinking water is a priority for EPA. Thatõs why Iõm 

thrilled to launch the PFAS OUT initiative to help wa-

ter systems accelerate actions to reduce exposure to 

PFOA and PFOS,ó said EPA Assistant Administrator for 

Water Jess Kramer. òThese contaminants are well 

studied, their health impacts are well understood. 

(Continued on page 4) 

NEWS FROM THE RTOC EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

mailto:press@epa.gov
https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-launches-pfas-out-initiative-help-proactively-address-pfas-drinking-water


Page 4 Volume 30, Issue 3 

EPA Launches PFAS Out Initiative to Help Proactively Address PFAS in Drinking Water  

Through PFAS OUT, EPA will help protect public health 

byñfor the very first timeñproactively engaging with 

water systems, states, and other partners to address 

drinking water contamination.ó 

 

PFAS OUT is a proactive outreach initiative to provide 

information on resources, including funding and tech-

nical assistance, to drinking water systems with PFAS 

challenges. This outreach will provide practical, inter-

active location-specific resources, including webinars 

and information, on how to access funding and tech-

nical assistance to address PFAS. 

 

EPA aims to directly engage about 3,000 drinking wa-

ter systems nationwide that have known challenges 

with PFOA and PFOS, ensuring they are aware of the 

support available to them (approximately 2% of water 

systems). All water systems will be able to access 

PFASOUT resources and can secure technical assis-

tance through EPAõs Real WaterTA. 

 

Small, rural, and disadvantaged water systems often 

have fewer resources to navigate complex contami-

nation challenges. PFAS OUT is specifically designed 

to ensure these communities are not left behind, 

helping every affected system reduce exposure now 

and position itself for full compliance with enforcea-

ble drinking water standards in the coming years. 

 

This initiative reflects EPA's commitment to coopera-

tive federalism, a core pillar of Administrator Zeldin's 

Powering the Great American Comeback Initiative, by 

working hand-in-hand with states, utilities, and local 

partners to deliver durable, science-based solutions 

that protect public health. 

(Continued from page 3) 
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Youth Wellness Task Force Promotes Earth Day 

Stewardship  
By Michaela "Kayla" Horn, Family Intervention Specialist I - Tiwahe Initiative 

In celebration of Earth Day 2026, the Tiwahe Youth 

Wellness Task Force took action to help keep their 

communities clean and beautiful. Youth members 

came together to paint large garbage cans with color-

ful designs and positive messages encouraging com-

munity members to dispose of their trash properly 

and take pride in their surroundings. 

 

After completing the project, the painted garbage 

cans were placed throughout the community in areas 

where litter is commonly seen. The project not only 

helped provide convenient places for trash disposal 

but also raised awareness about the importance of 

environmental responsibility. Through teamwork, cre-

ativity, and community involvement, the Youth Well-

ness Task Force demonstrated their commitment to 

protecting the environment and making a positive 

impact for future generations. 

 

The Tiwahe Youth Wellness Task Force is a communi-

ty-driven initiative focused on promoting the overall 

well-being of youth by encouraging healthy lifestyles, 

cultural connection, and positive personal develop-

ment. Through a variety of activities such as educa-

tional workshops, cultural events, and skill-building 

opportunities, the task force provides a safe and sup-

portive environment where youth can grow, build con-

fidence, and strengthen their sense of identity. The 

program emphasizes the importance of community 

involvement, leadership, and creating strong support 

systems for young people. 

 

The task force is supported by local advisors who 

serve as mentors and points of contact within their 

communities. Agency advisor Kayla Rising Sun (406-

353-8393), Hays/Lodgepole advisor Savana Doney 

(406-353-8386), and Dodson advisor Amber Belgard 

(406-353-8367) are available to help youth and fami-

lies get connected and involved. Individuals are en-

couraged to reach out to the advisor in their respec-

tive area to learn more about upcoming activities and 

opportunities to participate in the Tiwahe Youth Well-

ness Task Force. 
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Keystone XXL makes its debut in northeastern 

Montana  
By Shannon James  

This spring, many Montanans experienced a familiar 

and unwelcome sense of déjà vu. A new tar sands 

pipeline proposal ñ the Bridger Pipeline, often 

dubbed òKeystone 2.0ó ñ has surfaced, presenting 

the same risks, the same promises, and the same 

troubling lack of transparency that defined the fight 

over the Keystone XL pipeline.  

 

The Bridger Pipeline would carry crude oil from Alber-

ta, Canada, south through eastern Montana into Wyo-

ming, terminating in Guernsey. The pipelineõs pre-

ferred route would cross the US-Canada border into 

Montana in Phillips county. While the company initial-

ly refused to disclose the type of oil it plans to 

transport, it later confirmed what many suspected: 

this pipeline is designed to carry tar sands oil, one of 

the dirtiest and most environmentally destructive fuel 

sources on the planet. The company also noted it 

plans to find a partner to build a subsequent line to 

either Cushing, Oklahoma, or to the Gulf Coast. 

 

Montana stands to bear the brunt of this project. Un-

like Keystone XL, the majority of this pipeline would 

run through our state, placing our land, water, and 

communities directly in harmõs way ñ all for the bene-

fit of filling the pockets of big oil. 

 

And the risks are not abstract. Honor the Earth, an 

international organization focused on Tribal sover-

eignty and environmental justice, hosted a power 

hour in April to educate people about the proposed 

project and help prepare public comments during the 

scoping period.  

 

The pipeline could transport up to 1.13 million bar-

rels of oil per day, surpassing Keystone XLõs capacity. 

Yet critical details including the pipelineõs full route, 

end destination, and ultimate use of the oil were 

omitted from the application submitted to state and 

federal agencies. Without this information, regulators 

and the public are being asked to evaluate a project 

without understanding its full scope or consequenc-

es. 

 

Transporting tar sands oil introduces additional dan-

gers. Tar sands contain bitumen, a thick, heavy, and 

viscous form of petroleum. This raw bitumen must be 

mixed with lighter petroleum products to make it flow 

through pipelines. The consequences of a spill are 

higher because bitumen can sink in water and mix 

with sediments, making cleanup more challenging 

and more expensive.  

 

Spills are not hypothetical. Pipeline failures are inevi-

table over time. True Companies, the parent compa-

ny behind Bridger, has already been responsible for 

major incidents, including a 50,000-gallon spill into 

Montanaõs Yellowstone River in 2015 and another 

45,000-gallon spill in Wyoming in 2022. For a state 

whose economy depends heavily on agriculture, hunt-

ing, and fishing, even a single spill from the Bridger 

pipeline could have devastating and long-lasting con-

sequences for both our economy and the health of 

our waters and wildlife. 

 

The proposed route only heightens these concerns. 

The preferred alignment would cross three major riv-

ers in Montana, the Yellowstone, the Missouri, and 

the West Poplar, and intersect streams and water-

ways more than 150 times on federal lands alone. 

These are not just lines on a map; they are lifelines 

for communities, farms, and wildlife. 

 

The construction methods themselves carry risks. 

The project would rely heavily on horizontal direction-

al drilling (HDD), a technique often marketed as less 

disruptive but far from risk-free. HDD can result in 

òfrac-outs.ó Frac-outs from horizontal drilling are not 

caused by fracking, but are uncontrolled releases of 

drilling fluids that can pollute waterways, smother 

aquatic life, and migrate unpredictably underground. 

 

Beyond water risks, the pipeline threatens air quality, 

public health, and fragile ecosystems. Construction 

would bring increased emissions, heavy equipment, 

and widespread land disturbance. Sensitive habitats 

would be disrupted, and already vulnerable species ñ 

including whooping cranes, northern long-eared bats, 

pallid sturgeon, and sage grouse ñ could face further 

decline. 

 

(Continued on page 7) 



Wahey Neetine.  

 

Hello, my relatives, and welcome to another remem-

brance of honoring Mother Earth. We begin our annu-

al Earth Day activities with the schools of Harlem, 

Hays-Lodge Pole, Dodson, and the Immersion School 

on this beautiful day at Snake Butte. 

 

Sadly, we embark on this day without one of our be-

loved teachers, Cathy Bear. She recently passed 

away and has left a tre-

mendous void in both the 

teaching community and 

the Fort Belknap commu-

nity. I believe she had the 

privilege of teaching at all 

three area schools on the 

Fort Belknap Indian Reserva-

tion. Throughout the years of 

(Continued on page 8) 

Earth Day 2026ñAn Honor for Mother Earth and 

Remembrance of a Teacher  
By Kermit Snow Jr, BTRP Compliance Officer 
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Keystone XXL makes its debut in northeastern Montana  

The pipeline could also have profound impacts on 

Tribal Nations. The pipeline corridor cuts through are-

as of cultural, historical, and ongoing importance, in-

cluding unceded hunting territories. These are not 

just environmental concerns, they are issues of sov-

ereignty, heritage, and treaty rights. 

 

And looming over all of this is the climate crisis. 

 

Expanding tar sands infrastructure is fundamentally 

incompatible with any serious effort to address cli-

mate change. This project would drive increased oil 

extraction, transportation, and combustion resulting 

in significant greenhouse gas emissions at every 

stage. Tar sands crude is especially carbon-intensive, 

requiring more energy to extract and refine than con-

ventional oil. At a time when communities across 

Montana are already experiencing the impacts of 

drought, wildfire, and shifting ecosystems, this pro-

ject moves us in exactly the wrong direction. 

 

Despite the magnitude of these risks, the project is 

being fast-tracked. In April, the Trump Administration 

approved a Presidential Permit for the pipelineõs in-

ternational crossing without  consulting Tribal Na-

tions or conducting an environmental review. Mean-

while, the Bureau of Land Management and the Mon-

tana Department of Environmental Quality are mov-

ing forward with an environmental review process 

that remains incomplete, even as key project details 

are still being developed. 

 

Agencies have indicated there may be limited oppor-

tunities for public input, including a short comment 

period on the forthcoming draft Environmental Im-

pact Statement. But meaningful public participation 

requires more than checking a procedural box ñ it 

requires early Tribal consultation, transparency, time, 

and a genuine willingness to consider the full range 

of impacts. 

 

Montanans have been down this road before. We 

know what is at stake. 

 

The Bridger Pipeline is all risk and no reward for our 

state. It asks us to endanger our rivers, our liveli-

hoods, our wildlife, and our climate so that the most 

dangerous type of oil can pass through Montana on 

its way to distant markets. We are being treated as a 

corridor, not a community. 

 

We cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the past. 

Montanans and Tribal Nations deserve a full and hon-

est accounting of this projectõs impacts, robust public 

engagement, upfront Tribal consultation, and deci-

sion-making that prioritizes the health of our land, 

cultural resources, and people over corporate profit.  

(Continued from page 6) 
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Earth Day 2026 - An Honor for Mother Earth and Remembrance of a Teacher  

our Earth Day events, you could tell she truly loved 

her students and her profession. She had a wonder-

ful smile, vibrant energy, and a determination to 

make sure her students learned. 

 

I remember when I was the Indoor Air Quality Coordi-

nator years ago and brought up my good friend, Man-

sel Nelson, from the Institute for Tribal Environmental 

Professionals (ITEP) at Northern Arizona University 

(NAU), to conduct indoor air quality training. We pro-

vided training for various Tribal departments, Hous-

ing, and all the local schools, including Harlem, Hays-

Lodge Pole, Dodson, and the Immersion School. At 

that time, I believe Cathy was teaching at Lodge Pole 

Elementary School. You 

could see how much she 

believed in educating her 

students and ensuring 

they paid attention to 

what was being taught. 

She believed in respect 

and discipline, values she worked hard to instill in her 

students. 

 

That is what made her stand out and not only made 

me like her but also gave me a tremendous amount 

of respect for her. She wanted her students to be-

come respectful, not only in the classroom and to-

ward one another, but also to prepare them for the 

next phase of their lives beyond school. 

 

So, this day is not only about honoring Mother Earth 

but also about honoring Cathy Bear and her love for 

her students and the profession of teaching. 

 

Although we only had ten stations this year, we made 

the most of them and did what we could to help our 

students learn while enjoying this beautiful, sunny 

day at Snake Butte. We offered a variety of activities 

at each station. Of course, you cannot get started 

without registration, and that was taken care of by 

our Administrative Assistant, Lonette Blackcrow, who 

also provided each student with a bag of goodies. 

 

It seemed like we had barely started setting up our 

stations when some of the school buses began arriv-

ing. That gave the students some free time to run 

around, mingle, and enjoy the beautiful morning 

while we finished our preparations. I think one of the 

best parts of this day is see-

ing the students running 

around and enjoying the out-

doorsñMother Earth's play-

ground. 

 

Once all the students had 

(Continued from page 7) 
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