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Mining Activity

• Operated from 1854 to 1972
• One of the largest producers of mercury
• Mercury sulfide (Cinnabar)
• Oxidation of sulfides produces acid mine 

drainage

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The New Idria Mine is located in a heavily mineralized area of San Benito County occupying an estimated two square miles of property.  The first recorded production at the mine was in 1854.  Mercury sulfide was the predominant ore mineral mined.  The mine was one of the largest producers of mercury until its closure in 1972.
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Location
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Watershed
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Watershed Characteristics
• Located in the rain shadow of the Coast 

Ranges
• Low precipitation, high evaporation
• Ephemeral streams
• Very little drainage
• Drainage from mine leaves the watershed 

only during infrequent high-flow events 
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Mining Wastes

• Stockpiled waste rock
• Smelted ore tailings
• Acid mine drainage

Presenter
Presentation Notes
On-site wastes consist of stockpiled gangue materials and smelted ore tailings.  Previously generated wastes remain with no known remediation having occurred.  The presence of metallic sulfides in the waste rock and overburden give rise to the development of acid mine drainage; iron sulfides are oxidized, resulting in the release of sulfuric acid, ferrous iron, and metals to solution. 



21 October 2009 7

Smelted 
Tailings

Tailings

Acid
 Mine Drainage

San Carlos Creek

Settling Pond

0                          200

Feet

N



21 October 2009 8

Mine Portal

San Carlos Creek

Tailings Pile
Settlement Pond



21 October 2009 9

Acid Mine Drainage
• Mine drainage pH 3.5 to 5.5 as it leaves 

the portal
• Drainage flows through tailings pile and 

into San Carlos Creek (pH ~ 9)
• Sudden increase in pH causes decreased 

solubility and precipitates metals, creek 
becomes discolored

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Drainage from the mine (pH~3.5 to 5.5) issues from a portal and forms a tributary, which drains through the tailings pile into San Carlos Creek approximately 2,000 feet downstream from the portal.  When the acidic mine water mixes with the water in San Carlos Creek (pH~9), the sudden shift in pH precipitates dissolved metals, and the water in this mixing zone changes to an orange/brown color in a span of about ten meters. The discoloration of the creek water by mine effluent is observable for at least four miles downstream of the New Idria Mine.  The discoloration has been attributed to the precipitation of iron flocculent (amorphous iron hydroxides).  Historical and recent site investigations indicate on-going degradation of a 5-mile segment of San Carlos Creek by mercury, likely due to the acid mine drainage.  Other pollutants detected in surface water and source effluent that exceed numeric water quality goals include nickel, zinc, iron, and sulfide.
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Mine Portal

Discharge From Portal
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San Carlos Creek 
Upstream of mine discharge
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San Carlos Creek
Downstream from mine discharge
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San Carlos Creek

• San Carlos Creek discolored for about four 
miles, degraded for about five miles

• Drainage from the mine vicinity is 
ephemeral 

• Drains from San Carlos Creek to Silver 
Creek to Panoche Creek to San Joaquin 
River, but only during infrequent, high-flow 
events
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Beneficial Uses

• Tulare Lake Basin Plan, Westside Stream
• Agricultural Supply, Wildlife and 

Ephemeral aquatic life
• Not Designated for Domestic or Municipal 

Supply

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although the Tulare Lake Basin Plan designates multiple beneficial uses of surface water in Westside Streams, including San Carlos Creek, the predominant, and currently identifiable beneficial uses of creek surface water are limited to agricultural supply (livestock watering), along with perhaps wildlife and ephemeral aquatic life uses (e.g., frogs, seasonal use by aquatic insects). Westside Streams are not designated in the Basin Plan for municipal or domestic use.
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Regulatory History

• WDRs Resolution No. 70-205
– New Idria Mining and Chemical Co.
– Mine closed in 1972
– Order rescinded in 2007

• ACL issued in 1992 to Futures Foundation
– Nonpayment of annual fees
– Owner of surface rights, therefore not liable
– ACL rescinded

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Waste Discharge Requirements Resolution No. 70-205 were adopted 26 June 1970, when the mine and mill were owned and operated by New Idria Mining and Chemical Company.  The mine was closed in April 1972 due to declining mercury prices.  Resolution No. 70-205 was rescinded earlier this year because the New Idria Mining and Chemical Company no longer exists and a new discharger had not requested a discharger name change or a new order.  The discharge of acid mine drainage to San Carlos Creek is not regulated by a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permit.


Regional Water Board efforts at enforcement have been sporadic since the 1970’s.  Complaint investigations have occurred, and periodic efforts have been made to identify responsible parties and have corrective action measures implemented.  Regulatory enforcement at the New Idria Mine has reportedly languished due to prioritization issues, limited budgetary resources, and unsuccessful attempts to identify responsible parties. 


In 1992, Regional Water Board staff issued an administrative civil liability (ACL) complaint against the Future’s Foundation for non-payment of annual fees.  Futures Foundation maintained it is not liable for the acid mine drainage since it does not own the mineral rights to the property.  The ACL was subsequently withdrawn by Regional Water Board staff, as stated in a letter dated 24 September 1992, because it had been issued to Future’s Foundation “in error”. 
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Regulatory History

• USEPA conducted a Preliminary 
Assessment and Site Investigation in 1997
– Persuant to placement on the Hazard 

Ranking System
– Releases of mercury, nickel, zinc, iron, and 

sulfides to San Carlos Creek

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 1996, Coastal Advocates, an environmental advocacy group, petitioned USEPA to conduct a preliminary site evaluation pursuant to CERCLA.  USEPA holds an interest in the New Idria Mine due to its on-going involvement in the Coordinated Resource Management Planning (CRMP) effort in the Panoche/Silver Creek area.  USEPA decided to study the mine site to determine where it fell on the agency’s Hazard Ranking System (HRS).  The HRS helps determine federal cleanup status.  Data collected during the USEPA Preliminary Assessment and Site Investigation during 1997 indicated releases of mercury, nickel, zinc, iron, and sulfides to San Carlos Creek and Silver Creek.  Runoff from the mine portal was identified as a contaminant source. 
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Summary

• Acid mine drainage from the abandoned New 
Idria Mine has degraded water quality in a five- 
mile segment of San Carlos Creek

• The impacted segment of San Carlos Creek is 
listed as a 303(d) impaired water body due to 
mercury, but unlikely to be a significant source of 
mercury downstream

• Impacts to beneficial uses in the creek appear to 
be limited in comparison to other impaired water 
bodies in the Region

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Acid mine drainage from the abandoned New Idria Mine, has degraded water quality in a 5-mile segment of San Carlos Creek in San Benito County.  The impacted segment of San Carlos Creek is listed as a 303(d) impaired water body due to mercury.   San Carlos Creek is identified for TMDL development, but is ranked as low priority because of the water body’s peripheral nature, extent of its beneficial uses, degree of impairment, and other factors. Current demonstrable impacts to beneficial uses in the creek appear to be limited in comparison to other impaired water bodies in the Central Valley Region.  In addition, cleanup and abatement of the discharge from the mine, under the authority of the California Water Code, has not proceeded due to prioritization issues, limited budgetary resources, and, until recently, the lack of an identifiable responsible party. 



Questions?
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