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Goodbye Smelter
By Sally Smith, GRIP Board President

If you've ever used the Hurley copper smelter
stacks as a landmark in Grant County, you might want to
get a compass: they're coming down. 

Dismantling of the smelter complex, which was
built in 1939, began last fall with removal of asbestos,
transformers and other toxic materials that were shipped
to approved landfills for disposal.  Most of the facility has
been demolished, but the power plant, machine shop and a
few other buildings will remain. The stacks themselves will
be laid down and dismantled on the ground in the second
half of 2007. Lead and other interior contaminants and
exterior paints will be sand or water blasted using special-
ized containment procedures while the stacks are still
upright.  

Richard Peterson, speaking for Phelps Dodge (PD),
the Phoenix-based mining giant that owns the smelter,
says new technologies and liabilities associated with the
maintenance and operation of the already-closed smelter
outweigh any future business value. The cost of security
lighting alone was cited by company officials as too high to
justify leaving the stacks in place despite complaints by
some Grant County residents that the stacks are important
historical landmarks. Even though the company says the
towers are sound, deterioration could make them a safety
hazard over time.

The facility was closed in 2002, after providing
employment at times for 300+ workers over its 63-year
tenure. Now concentrate for smelting is shipped to a PD
smelter in Miami, Arizona. PD has developed a new tech-
nology, concentrate leaching, that company officials say is
more effective for certain ores than smelting which uses
heat to extract metals or Solvent Extraction Electro-
Winning used currently at Grant County's Tyrone and
Chino Mines.  

At an Open House this winter PD told Hurley resi-
dents that special care is being taken to keep the smelter
area wet and to avoid wind-blown dust during the demoli-
tion. Baseline air quality data was taken prior to the project
initiation in the area around the smelter fence line, north
and south of the smelter and down wind, as well as at the
ball field and Hurley School. This data will be used for com-
parison to air quality measured during the removal.

Cleanup of residential properties for high copper
concentrations in Hurley under a State-mandated
Administrative Order On Consent (AOC) signed in 1994
began in the summer of 2005 and continues. The AOC
involves Remedial Investigations, Feasibility Studies and
the development, design and implementation of Remedial
Actions to mitigate historic mining waste in and around the
Chino Mine Area. As of June of this year 110 out of 300 res-
idential yards tested with copper concentrations over the
5,000 parts per million Remedial Action Criteria threshold
have had contaminated soil removed and replaced with clean
soil and gravel or sod.

Soils removed from yards and the smelter area will
be placed on existing leach piles for copper recovery.
Retesting of already remediated yards after smelter removal
is not planned according to the New Mexico Environment
Department but there will be retesting conducted during the
five-year review process of the AOC residential cleanup.

PD smelter removal contractors, Brandelburg
Industrial Services Company, spoke to the Hurley Town
Council and committed to quarterly reports on the status of
the cleanup. The New Mexico Environment Department is
currently reviewing a work plan and bonding for the stack
removal. Their staff can be contacted for related concerns
and questions at (505) 388-1934.

The Hurley smelter stacks, scheduled for dismantling by the second half of 2007. Photo: D. O’keefe

Water Main Extension continued from page 5

review ordinance and the joint review process for develop-
ments in the Extraterritorial Zone (ETZ), an area 1 - 3 miles
outside Silver City limits.  Imagine this scenario for effec-
tive long-term planning: the town's land use code, managed
in combination with the water main extension policy, can
become an effective tool for directing development where
the community wants it and away from critical areas such
as groundwater recharge zones and open space and green-
ways. 

And back to the point that water is the lifeblood for
every member of the community.  Maintaining water quali-
ty is crucial to the sustainability of our water supplies.  In
order to limit water contamination from septic tanks and to
capture return flow credit, the draft ordinance requires that
new developments also hook up to the town's sewer system
or install a community liquid waste system for develop-
ments of more than five homes. These requirements should
be effective tools for avoiding water quality problems and
minimizing the amount of septage needing to be treated and
disposed of.  But the draft ordinance isn't enough. These
requirements should also be extended to proposed develop-
ments that are to be located in the ETZ or county, but do not
request town water service.   The method for doing this is to
incorporate the above requirements into the county's subdi-
vision rules.  This requires county-wide planning, and effec-
tive interaction between Town and County government.
Too much is at stake to allow anything but effective gover-
nance when it comes to protection of our water resources.

“How a community grows affects
both water demand and the cost of
providing water to homes and busi-
nesses. Smart growth development
techniques, including compact and
infill development, can be used to
reduce the cost of water and the
amount of water needed.”

The Town of Silver City is expected to issue a notice of intent to adopt the water main extension pol-
icy at the August 8 town council meeting at 7:00 pm in the Grant County Administration Building,
1400 Highway 180 East.  It is not too late to offer public comment to your town councilors.  Feel free
to use the above recommendations when contacting your public official.  It's your future drinking
water at stake.

To download a copy of the draft water main extension ordinance, visit www.townofsilvercity.org

1 "Growing Toward More Efficient Water Use: Linking Development, Infrastructure, and Drinking Water Policies" January 2006. www.epa.gov/smart
growth.

2 "Does Sprawl Cost Us All? Isolating the Effects of Housing Patterns on Public Water and Sewer Costs." Cameron Speir, Kurt Stevenson, 2002. Journal 
of the American Planning Association 68(1): 56-70.

The town should review incentives in the draft ordi-
nance and existing water pricing policies and
enhance incentives for directing development closer
to town and encouraging compact, higher density
development.

How a community grows affects both water demand
and the cost of providing water to homes and businesses.  In
general, low density, dispersed development translates into
more water loss through leakages, increased water demand,
and a higher cost of infrastructure.  The U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) reports that drinking water sys-
tems can lose 6 - 25% of their water through leaks and
breaks depending upon condition, with longer length sys-
tems leaking more than shorter systems.  Smart growth
development techniques, including compact and infill devel-
opment, can be used to reduce the cost of water and the
amount of water needed.  An assessment by the American
Planning Association notes that the "annual cost of provid-
ing water and sewer service to a half-acre lot in a centrally
located, dense development is $238 per household, while it
is $472 for the same lot in a highly dispersed development
far from the water service center."  

Taking care of our existing infrastructure is critical
for the efficiency of the entire water distribution system and
can cut down costs and water loss.  How can the town take
on operation and maintenance of additional infrastructure
when it has trouble maintaining the existing system?
Directing development closer to town can maintain invest-
ment in the existing system, and help solve a real current
funding problem that is already resulting in deferred main-
tenance problems and substandard service.

The town should link water policies to land use plan-
ning

In order to work most effectively and allow for
orderly, planned development, the water main extension
ordinance can't be considered independently of other policies
and ordinances.  It needs to be coordinated and integrated 
with the town's land use code, the county's subdivision
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