
 
 

 

 

Final Holden Mine cleanup plan issued 

by K.C. Mehaffey 

 Jan. 31, 2012, 9:04 a.m. 
One of three tailings piles is clearly visible from Holden 
Village. Clean-up plans include moving Railroad Creek away 
from the piles, and stabilizing them and planting vegetation to 
prevent toxic runoff from going into the creek, which runs 
between the village and the old Holden Mine. 

WENATCHEE — The U.S. Forest Service issued a final decision 

Friday outlining what steps a mining company must take to 

clean up the Holden Mine, one of Washington state’s largest 

Superfund sites. 

 

The agency’s record of decision — also developed and signed 

by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the 

Washington State Department of Ecology — includes a few minor changes to the proposed plan 

released to the public in June 2010. 

But it still requires Intalco, the company now responsible for the old mine, to build a second barrier 

wall to contain tailings piles, said Norm Day, Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest geologist and 

Holden Mine project manager. 

“They had quite a few comments made to the proposed plan, and would have liked to see a different 

remedy selected,” Day said. He said the company’s main issue is a second barrier wall that it 

believes is not necessary. The plan gives the company five years between phases to prove to the 

agencies that just one wall will do. 

He said now that the record of decision has been issued, “We now have to get the company to agree 

to actually implement the remedy.” 

A spokesman for Intalco did not return a call on Monday, but previously said Intalco is only 

connected to the clean-up project as a successor company liable for the mine. He referred calls to 

Intalco’s parent company, Rio Tinto, which also did not return calls on Monday. 

Day said the decision is “essentially the same thing we announced to the public,” in June 2010. 
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The Holden Mine was operated by Howe Sound Mining Co., which mined copper, zinc, gold and 

silver there from 1938 to 1957. It left behind some 300,000 cubic yards of waste rock and 8.5 

million tons of mine tailings on 90 acres. 

The clean-up will include cutting a channel into bedrock to relocate about a half mile of Railroad 

Creek, and stabilizing and covering three piles of tailings and two piles of waste rock. 

The plan calls for removing parts of the mill building that will likely be identified as dangerous 

waste, but it would likely be a small amount — less than a pickup truck load, he said. 

The waste would be contained and moved off site to a registered landfill that accommodates 

toxic wastes. 

Water from the mine will be collected from the mine, and from a barrier wall, and treated before it’s 

released into Railroad Creek. 

Major work for the project is expected to occur in 2013 and 2014, but some infrastructure such as 

road-building was already underway last summer. 

“If we can get everything reviewed and approved this year, we may actually be able to get the 

realignment of Railroad Creek accomplished” this summer, Day said. 

Clean-up costs were estimated at about $107 million, but may have gone up since the 2010 

estimate, Day said. 

Day said it’s not common for a clean-up site this large to have a company ready and willing to do the 

clean-up work. 

“We’re just really pleased we’ve reached this point,” Day said. “I think we’re going to be really 

happy when we see this cleaned up.” 

 

K.C. Mehaffey: 997-2512 

Reach K.C. Mehaffey at 509-997-2512 or mehaffey@wenatcheeworld.com. Read her blog An Apple a 

Day or follow her on Twitter at @KCMehaffeyWW. 
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