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9. MINING: Feds to begin pumping water from blocked drainage tunnel in Colo. 
(02/21/2008)

Eryn Gable, special to Land Letter

As pressure from Congress and local governments mount, federal officials pledged to begin pumping water from a blocked mine-drainage 
tunnel where officials fear more than a billion gallons of trapped toxic water could cause a potentially catastrophic flood in a historic mining 
town in Colorado.

U.S. EPA will use $300,000 in existing funds to drain the Gaw shaft in Leadville, Colo.'s historic mining district as a first step in relieving 
the pressure on the Leadville mine-drainage tunnel, according to Stan Christensen, a remedial project manager with the agency. EPA will 
begin draining what is believed to be clean water from the Gaw shaft into a nearby creek that runs into the Arkansas River in the next 7-10 
days.

Although the Gaw shaft is not believed to be directly connected to the backup in the mine tunnel, the hope is that pumping water from the 
shaft will lower the water table and reduce pressure in the blocked tunnel.

EPA has also agreed to a plan to widen an existing shaft behind the blockage and pump water directly from the tunnel at a cost of $1.5 
million. That process is expected to begin in the next four to eight weeks, and EPA officials are still trying to get funds for the work from the 
agency's Washington, D.C., headquarters.

The Leadville Colorado Mine Drainage Tunnel is a part of the California Gulch Superfund site, and EPA has authority over the contamination 
under the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act.

Officials from the Bureau of Reclamation have agreed to treat the water at an existing treatment plant at the mouth of the tunnel and 
promised to conduct a new risk assessment, which is expected to be completed by the end of June. Reclamation will only be able to treat 
the water trapped behind the blockage if it is of the same chemical makeup as the water that is already being treated at the facility.

"No one knows what the true risk is to the Leadville mine-drainage tunnel," said Reclamation spokesman Peter Soeth.

But Soeth said the agency's surveys and monitoring of the tunnel indicate there hasn't been any change in the tunnel yet. "That data 
indicates to us that there's no immediate threat to the tunnel," he said, noting that the agency would be able to give residents at least 24 
hours advance warning before a catastrophic flood occurs.

In dire straits

The federal agencies' actions mark a turning point in seven years of local efforts to avoid a flood and environmental damages from 
contaminated water trapped inside the tunnel.

Lake County Commissioners declared an emergency last week because of fears that this winter's record snowpack could put more pressure 
on the tunnel during the spring runoff, flooding the town of Leadville, located about 85 miles southwest of Denver, and migrating into the 
Arkansas River.

The emergency declaration sparked concern among local residents as well as political pressure from the state's congressional delegation, 
resulting in new commitments from EPA and Reclamation to drain the pool of metals-laden water.

The partially collapsed Leadville Mine Drainage Tunnel drains contaminated water from abandoned mines that date back to the 1800s. 
Tests in November showed high levels of zinc and cadmium in the water.

Federal and state agencies have been working on a plan to drain the tunnel since at least 2003, but a bureaucratic dispute over ownership 
prevented the plan from moving forward. Reclamation had offered to give Colorado the tunnel, a $20 million treatment plant that removes 
heavy metals and other contaminants from the old mines, and $30 million -- enough for 40 years of operating expenses -- but the state had 
balked at the offer.

"The federal agencies have been stalling for so long that this now reached epidemic levels," said Lake County Commissioner Carl 
Schaeffer.

"Unless we take action now, things will only get worse," he added.

Sen. Wayne Allard (R-Colo.) and state Sen. Tom Wiens (R) have scheduled a meeting of federal agencies today at the state capitol in 
Denver in an attempt to "stop bureaucratic squabbles" and find solutions to the problem.

The tunnel, built from 1943 through 1952, was meant to drain the historic mining district east of Leadville where miners had long hunted for 
gold, silver and other minerals.

Reclamation claimed ownership of the tunnel in 1959 and began treating the contaminated water draining from the tunnel in 1992.

Gable is an independent energy and environmental writer in Woodland Park, Colo.
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