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Sept. 3, 2008 

 

 

Warren D. McCullough 

Environmental Management Bureau 

Montana DEQ 

PO Box 200901,  

Helena, MT 59620-0901 

 

Re:  Rock Creek Evaluation Adit EA 

 

Thank you for accepting these comments on the EA concerning the proposed Rock Creek 

Evaluation Adit.  These comments are submitted on behalf of Earthworks, a national 

conservation organization working to protect communities and the environment against the 

adverse impacts of mining.  

 

In general, the EA is insufficient and fails to provide proper analysis of the potential impacts 

associated with the proposed activities.  Technical analysis (See Myers attachment) of the data in 

the EA indicates that the groundwater discharge will reach the Clark Fork River and should be 

treated as a surface water discharge, requiring an MPDES permit. The EA relies on insufficient 

data to determine that there is no effect on domestic wells.  Analysis of the volume of adit 

discharge is probably grossly underestimated.   Furthermore, there is insufficient analysis of the 

dewatering impacts to the Wilderness Area. Additionally: 

 

Waste Rock and Ore 

The Environmental Assessment calculates that the Rock Creek mine would generate 178,000 

tons of waste rock and ore - 90,000 tons of waste rock and 88,000 tons of ore.  The overall 

volume remained static from the original calculations in the 2001 FEIS, yet the proportions of 

waste rock and ore expected in the evaluation adit were modified from that original estimate. 

What specific “final design changes” would be responsible for these volume modifications?  

Also, the Rock Creek evaluation adit revised application from Revett (Appendix D, section 1, 

page 7, revised March 2008) claims that the evaluation adit would generate 95,000 tons of waste 

rock while the EA calculates 90,000 tons would be produced, and only 55,000 tons of ore while 

the EA quotes 88,000 tons. Why the discrepancy in volumes of material expected between the 

EA and Revett’s revised application?  

 

In the 2001 EIS, it states that if full-scale mining is pursued, yet the ore from the evaluation adit 

proved uneconomical to process, (2001 FEIS, section 2, page 138) then Revett would be required 

to develop a disposal plan for the ore. The 2008 EA makes no reference to Revett addressing the 

proper disposal of the 88,000 tons of ore if it proves uneconomical to process.  Revett’s revised 
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exploration adit plan also fails to mention a disposal option. Has the decision to process the ore 

been made? 

 

The EA also states that the ore generated by the evaluation adit would be backfilled into the adit 

if full-scale mining were not pursued.  What about the waste rock that would be produced? The 

EA does not address the management of the waste rock and ore that, as some studies suggest, has 

the potential to be acid generating (EPA comments 3/10/01, 10/10/01).   The 2003-ROD clearly 

states (Attachment 2, page 5 of 29) that AG, PAG, and ML waste rock and ore would need to be 

backfilled. The 2003-ROD also states that only ½ of the waste rock and ore would fit back into 

the adit. The EA claims that if mining were not pursued then ore would be backfilled without 

mention of the long-term management of the AG, PAG, and ML waste rock and ore that would 

be stored outside of the adit because of space considerations. What does the EA propose to do 

with the ore and the AG, PAG, and ML waste rock that would not be stored in the adit? The 

2003-ROD mentions several possible options for the handling of this hazardous waste rock. A 

decision on the materials long-term management should be finalized prior to authorization of the 

evaluation adit. This would allow a proper analysis of the potential perpetual impacts from 

storage of the AG, PAG, and ML waste rock.     

 

Lastly, the 52% increase in volume of waste rock that would be end-dumped near the portal 

should not be trivialized. The 31,000 tons of additional waste rock that would be deposited 

adjacent to the wilderness is unacceptable. The scarring on the landscape from 90,000 tons of 

waste rock from the mine should not be considered. Other options for the waste rock should be 

explored. 

 

Evaluation Adit Inflow and Dewatering:  

The predicted inflow into the evaluation adit is 112 to 168 gpm. The accuracy of predicted 

inflow to the adit area is highly suspect because of the limited information available on the 

hydrogeology of the ore body, permeability rates, and the fractured nature of the bedrock 

(Hydrometrics, October 9, 1992).  See attached comments from Myers. 

 

A hydrology model for the Montanore mine predicts a loss of water for the Cabinet Mountains 

Wilderness (MDEQ memo 2/8/08). If Montanore is used as an analogy for Rock Creek 

(Hydrometrics 10/9/92), can we expect the impacts from Rock Creek to be similar? The EA does 

not analyze the potential impacts of dewatering to the overlying Wilderness Area. What are the 

potential impacts of dewatering?  

 

Discharge Pipe 

The 66,500’ of discharge pipe from the evaluation adit to the treatment facility is classified as 

being temporary if the decision is made to mine the ore body. The decision to mine the ore body 

would still require the discharge pipe to operate until the main adits intersect the evaluation adit. 

This span of time would increase the risk of age related wear on the pipe and increase the risk of 

accident or vandalism to the line, thus increasing the likelihood of failure and subsequent 

rupture. The discharge pipe would cross Rock Creek twice.  What analysis was done to evaluate 

the potential impacts to Rock Creek of a leak or rupture? And what analysis was done to evaluate 

potential mitigation measures? 
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The 2001 FEIS states (FEIS Section 2, Page 98) that the evaluation adit discharge pipe would be 

removed after the evaluation adit and the main adit intersect. With the pipe now being buried 

with the utilities, can it still be classified as temporary?  The pipe should still be removed when 

the evaluation adit discharge is plumbed through the twin adits.  

 

If the decision is made to not mine the ore body then the treatment of the evaluation adit 

wastewater could become perpetual. The 66,500’ of discharge pipe should be fitted with leak 

detectors. The same attention to detail should be afforded this discharge pipe that was granted the 

discharge line for the full mine. (2001 FEIS Section 2, Page 134) 

 

Storage Pond 

The lined storage pond at the adit site is proposed to grow from a capacity to hold 30,000 gallons 

to 600,000 gallons. The pond would be used to store hauled water, but also to collect run-off 

(mine drainage 2001 FEIS Vol. 2, Part 1, Page 5 of 36) from the site of the evaluation adit. The 

storage water for the evaluation adit would contain residues of nitrogen from the blasting 

compounds, plus metals.  The EA does not address the potential risk of overflow from a 

significant storm event.   

 

The EA also acknowledges that there is an ephemeral creek adjacent to the artificial pond. The 

impacts to the creek from an overflow event or in the occurrence of a rupture in the liner would 

be significant. It is likely that this ephemeral stream feeds the west fork of Rock Creek.  There 

should be an analysis of the impacts these events could have on that stream and its critical bull 

trout habitat.  

 

Discharge to Groundwater 

The 2001 EIS authorized, and an MPDES permit was issued for, the discharge of evaluation 

water to the Clark Fork River under outfall #001. In 2007, Revett Minerals requested and has 

since been granted preliminary approval to change the point of discharge to groundwater via 

infiltration ponds. It has been established in the 2001 MPDES permit (2001 FEIS Vol. #2, Part 1, 

page 7 of 36) and in the 2008 EA, that there is a hydraulic connection between the groundwater 

in the region of the discharge and the Clark Fork River. The 2001 MPDES permit does not 

authorize the discharge of evaluation adit water to groundwater.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Bonnie Gestring  

Earthworks 

140 South 4
th

 West, Unit 1 

Missoula, MT  

59801 

bgestring@mineralpolicy.org 


