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by Allyson Siwik, Executive Director

 At the conclusion of a 10-year planning process 
geared toward developing water from New Mexico’s 
last wild river, no one was surprised when on Nov. 24 
the nine-member Interstate Stream Commission voted 
unanimously to notify the U.S. Secretary of the Interior 
that New Mexico will move forward with planning for a 
Gila River diversion project under the Arizona Water Set-
tlements Act.  What was surprising was that there weren’t 
more questions asked and concerns raised by the Com-
mission, given the overwhelming evidence that a diver-
sion project is infeasible and una!ordable, that it faces 
substantial public opposition, and that serious charges 
are pending of Open Meetings Act violations undertaken 
in order to keep from the public critical information and 
plans related to the project.
 Conservationists from across the state are call-
ing on Governor Susana Martínez to intervene and thus 
save New Mexico taxpayers and water users from this 
"scally irresponsible and ecologically harmful proposal. 
They point out that, alternatively, non-diversion projects 
can be implemented with AWSA funding to meet south-
western New Mexico’s long-term water needs at less 
than a tenth of the cost of a diversion project. 
 In 2004, Congress passed the Arizona Water 
Settlements Act (AWSA) that authorized diversion of the 
Gila River if New Mexico agreed to buy water from Arizo-
na to replace what our state takes out of the river. About 

SEE FREEPORT ON P. 2

 Two October accidents at the Chino Mine’s primary leach stock-
pile—the Lampbright, near Bayard—sent six workers to the hospital and 
prompted an investigation by New Mexico’s State Mine Inspector and 
federal Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA). The incidents 
were the latest in a recent series of troublesome safety-related events in-
volving mine owner Freeport-McMoRan (FMI).
 On the morning of Oct. 3, according to an internal report, one 
FMI employee and three Hamilton Construction contract workers were 
treated at Silver City’s Gila Regional Medical Center and later released af-
ter some of them felt ill (headache, nausea, vomiting) after inhaling toxic 
gas fumes associated with a pipeline carrying sulfuric acid. All other work-
ers on the stockpile were evacuated later that morning as an FMI investi-
gation began. (Hamilton has standing contracts at the Chino and Tyrone 
mines for various earthworks and reclamation projects.)
 Four days later, two Hamilton employees working on the same 
stockpile complained of feeling ill and were taken to GRMC for observa-
tion and subsequently released. The leach pile was again shut down.
 The stockpile has been closed since the second incident and 

PROTESTERS RALLY AGAINST PROPOSED GILA RIVER DIVERSION PROJECT. 
(CAMILLA FEIBELMAN PHOTO)

by Richard Mahler, Newsletter Editor

 During arguably the biggest and most 
exciting line-up in the event’s decade-long his-
tory, “Celebrating America’s First Wilderness 
River” served as the o#cial theme of this year’s 
Gila River Festival from September 18-21. By co-
incidence, 2014 marks the 50th anniversary of 
passage of the federal Wilderness Act, the 90th 
anniversary of the establishment of the Gila Wil-
derness, and the 30th anniversary of the found-
ing of the festival’s sponsor, the Gila Conserva-
tion Coalition.
 Among other distinguished partici-
pants, the festival welcomed back landscape 
photographer Michael Berman and nature writ-
er and conservationist Dave Foreman, whose 
impassioned talk was delivered on Sept. 18 at 

AUTHOR AND WILDERNESS ACTIVIST 
DAVE FOREMAN GAVE THE KEYNOTE 
ADDRESS, THE CALL OF THE 
WILDERNESS, AT THE 2014 GILA 
RIVER FESTIVAL. (COURTESY PHOTO)

by Richard Mahler, Newsletter Editor
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the company is under an MSHA “K Order,” established by the agency to “protect 
the safety of any person in the mine when a mine condition exists as a result of 
an accident that treatens the safety of miners.” According to a senior FMI manag-
er, employees have accessed the site “a few times under supplied air with MSHA 
personnel.” The incidents remain under investigation by the MSHA and State Mine 
Inspector, with a potential violation and "ne looming. A report in the Silver City 
Sun-News quoted an FMI spokesman as labeling the Oct. 7 accident “an isolated 
event.” In a Dec. 1 memo to the MSHA, FMI attributed the Lampbright exposures to 
“a number of factors” and outlined actions undertaken by the company—including 
pipeline and valve changes as well as air monitoring improvements—that “would 
eliminate recurrence” when implemented” and “will result in redundant protection” 
for workers in areas where toxic gases may be a health and safety hazard. 
 Earlier this fall, a Sept. 23 inspection by the MSHA resulted in 38 citations 
for “hazardous conditions” at the Chino mine, owned and operated by FMI since 
2007. According to an MSHA news release, inspectors from the U.S. Department of 
Labor reported “unguarded belt conveyors that exposed miners to potential injury 
from entanglement; failure to provide handrails down a $ight of steps; exposing 
miners to slip, trip and fall hazards; and failure to barricade a tunnel to prevent in-
jury from ground failure while miners were working and cutting in the area directly 
above the tunnel.” Potential shock, explosion, and "re hazards were also noted.
 In a Grant County Beat report, FMI spokesman Eric Kinneberg was quoted 
as saying all issues identi"ed by the MSHA inspection team “have been addressed,” 
adding that “safety is integral to all of Freeport-McMoRan’s operations.” During the 
"rst 10 months of this year, however, the MSHA issued 125 citations to FMI involv-
ing Chino, levying more than $62,000 in "nes. In 2013, the mine was cited 137 
times by the agency and "ned nearly $33,000.
 Last summer, three spills totaling 280,000 gallons of copper concentrate 
solutions occurred at Chino’s Ivanhoe Concentrator due to spill management prob-
lems, equipment failure, operator error, and breached berms. Maintenance and re-
pair issues were identi"ed by the state’s Environment Department that may impact 
groundwater quality. Chino is implementing corrective action to "x these issues in 
order to prevent future spills, and must report back to the NMED by Dec. 19.
 In Miami, AZ, on Nov. 12, FMI temporarily shut down its sole U.S. copper 
smelter after a "re broke out when molten copper breached a processing vessel 
in the facility and $owed onto the ground. No injuries occurred and the material 
was contained, according to Reuters. FMI is investigating the cause of the accident, 
which caused explosions heard throughout the area.
 Across the Paci"c, unionized workers at FMI’s huge Indonesian copper 
mine held a one-month strike that ended Dec. 6 in protest of adverse working 
conditions, local management, and low wages at the Grasberg complex in Papua, 
which employs about 24,000 workers and provides one-"fth of the "rm’s global 
revenue. According to Reuters, hundreds of protestors blocked access to the pit for 
two days in October after the deaths of four workers in a Sept. 27 mine accident.
 For a company that prioritizes safety, some wonder why FMI is experienc-
ing so many accidents and worker-related safety violations here and elsewhere. Is 
this a company-wide problem? Do FMI’s procedures need updating? Is there lax 
enforcement of its safety program? What’s going on? So far, little information has 
been publicly released by the international mining enterprise. 
 Meanwhile, in an historic mid-September election, members of United 
Steelworkers Union Local 9424-3 in Bayard voted 236 to 83 in favor of decertifying 
that union for representation of Chino mineworkers employed by Freeport-McMo-
Ran. The decerti"cation vote was scheduled after more than 30 percent of mem-
bers of the bargaining unit asked through a petition for an election presenting the 
option to decertify, in accordance with National Labor Relations Board guidelines. 
The union had represented 360 Chino Mine employees, including all production 
and maintenance workers. As a result Grant County, home of 1950s union-busting 
activities dramatized in the 1954 movie, Salt of the Earth, now has no union repre-
sentation at any of its mines. The "lm, made locally and quickly blacklisted, was 
based on Mine-Mill Local 890’s Empire Zinc mine strike of 1951. Unions since that 
time have helped workers advocate for and enforce safety measures at local mines, 
among other bene"ts. 
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$100-million (in 2004 dollars) is available through the AWSA. 
Some $66-million of this non-reimbursable funding can be 
used to meet local water needs in southwestern New Mexico 
without diverting the Gila River.
 In early 2014, former ISC Director Norm Gaume be-
came involved in the Gila issue and brought to light important 
information and analyses that show that a diversion project 
is expensive. He concluded that the project would run over 
$1-billion (for construction, exchange, operation, mainte-
nance, and replacement costs), be una!ordable, and yield little 
to no water. Representing a consensus among 50 scientists 
from a range of disciplines, the Gila River Flow Needs Assess-
ment released in August concluded that a Gila River diversion 

will negatively impact the hydrology and ecology of the river.
 Over the past year, public opposition to the project 
was demonstrated by the large numbers of anti-diversion 
public commenters at ISC meetings this fall (contrasted with 
very few supporter attendees), along with the numerous let-
ters to the editor and editorials, rallies, and thousands of peti-
tion signatures, e-mail messages and letters to the ISC and the 
governor against the diversion. According to a poll conducted 
last year, 85% of New Mexicans surveyed, regardless of political 
party, are unwilling to pay for a diversion project and instead 
support non-diversion alternatives to meet our water needs.
 Despite the facts and the opposition, only Commis-
sioner Blane Sanchez voted against the ISC sta! recommen-
dation to move forward with the diversion project, explaining 
that he was concerned about how the high cost of the project 
was going to be "nanced and that he hadn’t heard from any lo-
cal o#cials or legislators about their willingness and ability to 
pay for the project. Topper Thorpe, ISC commissioner from Gila, 
abstained from the vote given his con$ict of interest, since he 
stands to personally gain from a diversion project that would 
supply water to irrigators in the Cli!-Gila Valley.
 Although the ISC did allocate less than 10% of avail-
able AWSA funding to some of the non-diversion alternatives, 
moving forward with diversion means that AWSA funding that 
could be used to fully fund these cost-e!ective water supply 
alternatives will instead be frittered away in coming years by 
paying for engineers and consultants who will continue de-
veloping designs and plans for a diversion. At the end of the 
day when a diversion project has been defeated, southwestern 
New Mexico will have no federal funding for critically needed 
local community water projects.
 Compounding the disappointment over the ISC’s de-
cision are the signi"cant questions raised about the legitimacy 
of the AWSA planning process, given charges of Open Meet-
ings Act (OMA) violations by the ISC as well as by the local Gila-
San Francisco Water Commission.
 Former ISC Director Gaume this fall brought a lawsuit 
against the ISC, alleging numerous OMA violations by the ISC 
related to AWSA decisions made outside of public meetings. 

CONTINUED FROM ISC ON P. 1

 There is still time to urge Gov. Susana Martínez 
to say “NO” to a billion-dollar Gila River diversion boon-
doggle. She can intervene now and save New Mexico 
taxpayers and water users from a project that is infea-
sible, hugely expensive, and would harm the Gila River.
 Gov. Martínez can tell the Secretary of the 
Interior  that our state will instead use its available 
federal funding to implement non-diversion projects in 
order to meet southwestern New Mexico’s water needs 
immediately, e!ectively, and at a fraction of the cost of a 
diversion.

Please call Gov. Martínez TODAY at (505) 476-2200

That case goes to trial in early April.
 The Gila Conservation Co-
alition recently submitted a com-
plaint to the New Mexico Attorney 
General to investigate three Open 
Meetings Act violations committed 
by the local Gila-San Francisco Wa-
ter Commission related to "nancing 
a Gila River diversion project, AWSA 
project prioritization, and interven-
tion in Gaume’s OMA lawsuit. The 
GSFWC took action on all three 
of these issues outside of a public 
meeting. The Attorney General’s of-
"ce is now investigating.
 Additionally, the public has had to resort to Inspec-
tion of Public Records Act requests to "nd out what state and 
local o#cials are doing on important AWSA issues. In the case 
of the GSFWC, backroom business activities have included ex-
pense-paid trips to Denver to meet with the GK Baum invest-
ment banking "rm in order to discuss how to "nance a Gila di-
version. The diversion "nancing plan was presented to the ISC 
before it had even been discussed at a public meeting of the 
GSFWC. This lack of transparency undermines public trust in 
government and has reinforced the widespread belief that the 
ISC’s planning process has been a sham all along.

What’s Next?

 The ISC decision was the "rst in a number of AWSA 
planning process milestones. The next signi"cant decision 
point is execution of a New Mexico Unit Agreement, which 
must occur within one year of the governor notifying the Sec-
retary of Interior that our state will build a diversion project. If 
that agreement is signed, the NEPA process will commence. A 
Record of Decision must be obtained by 2019.
 The diversion project has signi"cant regulatory hur-
dles to overcome during the NEPA process, in addition to enor-
mous technical and "nancing challenges. As we move into a 
new phase under the AWSA, GRIP and its partners in the Gila 
Conservation Coalition and elsewhere will draw on sound sci-
ence and technical information as we continue our "ght. As ap-
propriate, we’ll use all legal means necessary to ensure that a 
diversion project is never built on the Gila River. 

FORMER ISC DIRECTOR NORM 
GAUME. (GRIP PHOTO)

   According to a 2013 Public Opinion 
Strategies poll, 85 percent of New Mexi-
cans surveyed are unwilling to pay for a 
Gila River diversion project.
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CONTINUED FROM GILA RIVER FESTIVAL ON P. 1

WNMU’s Global Resource Center. (Berman’s exhibit, Gila Rising: 
Photographs of America’s First Wilderness River, and an accom-
panying talk were presented the following evening at WNMU’s 
McCray Gallery.)
 “What we look for so often in the wilderness is the 
real world; the world that isn’t laid out and taken care of for 
us,” Foreman declared, in a wide-ranging talk that outlined the 
conservation movement’s nearly century of struggle to protect 
the wildest sections of the Gila backcountry and its name-
sake river. “Wilderness teaches us humility; that we are not in 
charge.”
 Foreman directed his harshest words toward cham-
pions of the latest scheme to dam and divert water from the 
Gila River (see article on Pg. 1), noting that simiar e!orts date 
back to the early 1970s. “I cannot believe the madness of this 
billion-dollar diversion project [proposed] for no good reason 

at all...”You people are going to kill it, and that’s absolutely nec-
essary.” Such projects, he said, represent “the ultimate imposi-
tion of power on wilderness.”
 While he believes the current battle to defeat the di-
version juggernaut will ultimately succeed, Foreman feels the 
best long-term protection for the Gila and San Francisco riv-
ers would be achieved by their being named “wild and scenic” 
through the federal Wild & Scenic Rivers Act. “I would encour-
age you to try for this designation again,” he said. “It is the only 
way to get permanent protection...against such boondoggles. 
Let’s protect the Gila and San Francisco once and for all.” 
 Foreman recalled how he and his wife received death 
threats when they advocated Wild & Scenic designation for the 
rivers during a period in which they lived in Glenwood during 
the 1970s: “[Some] people thought I was the worst person in 
southwestern New Mexico...Things have gotten so much bet-
ter here since then.” So much so, Foreman confessed, that he 
is trying to convince his wife that the pair should relocate to 
Silver City when she retires two years from now.
 The activist summed up his convictions by quoting 
Aldo Leopold’s sense that “there are some people who can live 
without wild things and some who cannot. Aldo was a ‘cannot’. 
And I am a ‘cannot’.”
 Foreman’s books include Take Back Conservation, Re-
wilding North America and Confessions of an Eco-Warrior. Hear a 
one-hour KURU podcast of his keynote speech at http://gmcr.
org/earth-matters-grf-dave-foreman/
 Another festival speaker was Norm Gaume, former 
Interstate Stream Commission director and a chief critic of the 
diversion project. “The choice [to divert the Gila’s $ow] is boon-
doggle to the extreme,” he said, “or doing something practical.”  
The ISC’s recent Gila River review process, Gaume insisted, “has 
been secretive. It has been terribly $awed, technically. And 
it has been deceptive. We don’t deserve this kind of govern-

    “We are facing the last battle for 
the wild...[It will be] cataclysmic.”
       —author and wilderness activist     
 Dave Foreman 

MAIN FORK OF GILA RIVER, ABOUT TEN MILES DOWNSTREAM FROM US 180,  
DURING THE AUGUST 2014 MONSOON SEASON. (RICHARD MAHLER PHOTO)

ment.”
 Gaume and colleagues Peter Coha and Jim Brainard de-
scribed their "ndings from an analysis of the ISC’s “secret model” 
and from development of a separate decision support model to 
evaluate evaporative and seepage losses. Their results provided 
critical information to the ISC ahead of its Nov. 24 decision rec-
ommending the construction project. Listen to the KURU pod-
cast of Gaume’s talk at http://gmcr.org/earth-matters-grf-norm-
gaume. (The presentations by Coha and Brainard are included in 
the Gaume podcast.)
 Other special festival activities this year included a 
Monsoon Puppet Theater Parade, creation of a sacred water 
wheel, gala fundraising party and dance, guided bus tour, $y-
"shing class, birder outing, geology excursion, handmade guitar 
ra%e, "lm festival, wilderness anniversary brunch, and closing 
Gila River blessing ceremony. A wide variety of additional "eld 
trips, workshops, hikes, lectures, and a petroglyph site visit were 
presented as well.
 Presenters included local authors Sharman Apt Rus-
sell, “Dutch” Salmon, and Stephen Fox as well as ornithologist 
Mike Fugagli, New Mexico Wilderness Alliance Executive Director 
Mark Allison, artist Peter Bill, botanist Patrice Mutchnick, geolo-
gist Dave Menzie, Center for Biological Diversity co-founder Todd 
Schulke, environmental scientist Amber N. Rheubottom, bio-
chemist Ron Parry, educator Alex Mares, and New Mexico Wildlife 
Federation board member Jason Amaro.
 As a partner in the Gila Conservation Coalition (GCC), 
GRIP helps to organize and present the event, along with the Up-
per Gila Watershed Alliance (UGWA) and the Center for Biological 
Diversity. GRIP provides sta! time and energy to what has be-
come one of the Southwest’s premier nature festivals. For more 
information, see www.gilaconservation.org and www.facebook.
com/GilaRiverFestival. 
 The 11th annual Gila River Festival will be held Septem-
ber 17–20, 2015. Volunteers are needed to join the GRF planning 
committee for the event. Contact 538.8078, www.facebook.com/
GilaRiverFestival or info@gilaconservation.org for more informa-
tion. 



2015 STATE LEGISLATURE CONVENES
Stay informed on key environmental and con-

servation legislation during the 60-day (Jan. 20-
Mar. 21) session in Santa Fe. We’ll keep you posted 

through e-mail updates, Facebook, and Twitter.

More info? See www.gilaresources.com

Get A GRIP                                                                                 Fall 2014                                                                                            Page 5

CHINO MINE’S LAMPBRIGHT STOCKPILE FROM THE AIR. (GRIP PHOTO)

 Freeport-McMoRan (FMI) has completed the large-
scale reclamation work at the Chino and Tyrone mines that 
was initiated more than 10 years ago under an “accelerated 
reclamation” agreement between the company, regulatory 
agencies, and GRIP. Nearly 3000 acres have been reclaimed 
at Tyrone and almost 2000 acres at Chino. This reclamation 
work kept hundreds of workers employed over the past de-
cade.Their jobs were to re-grade, cover, and reseed waste 
rock piles, stockpiles, tailings ponds, and other mine units 
that were no longer being used and caused surface and 
groundwater contamination, air quality problems, and 
threatened wildlife. The reclamation work is critical for pro-
tecting groundwater from mine contamination, preventing 
air quality problems from windblown tailings, and returning 
mine sites to a “self-sustaining ecosystem” or other post-min-
ing land use after mining has ceased. 
 This is great news and a major accomplishment that 
will protect our water and air quality over the long term. 
Holding the feet of FMI and regulatory agencies to the "re 
through consistent community oversight and legal chal-
lenges when necessary was critical to cleaning up these mine 
areas. A “thank you” to GRIP members and supporters for your 
ongoing participation and involvement essential to this suc-
cess.
 Chino has requested a "nancial assurance (FA) re-
lease of $4.393-million used for recent reclamation of 249 
acres of the Lake 1 tailings pond. After regrading the area, 
three feet of Gila Conglomerate was used as cover, then fol-
lowed by reseeding of the area to prevent in"ltration of pre-
cipitation that could contribute to groundwater contamina-
tion. Nearly four miles of stormwater conveyance was also 
installed to direct runo! away from the top surface of the 
area. Financial assurance of $152,751 will not be released as 
part of this request in order to address any reseeding or "x-
ing of stormwater conveyances that might be necessary to 
maintain the reclamation work over the long term.  
 GRIP’s appeal of the state recently implemented Cop-
per Rule is still being considered by the New Mexico Court 
of Appeals. GRIP expects a decision by the court some time 
in 2015. Meanwhile, the Copper Rule is being implemented 
locally by the New  Mexico Environment Department as it re-
vises the Closure/Closeout Plan (CCP) permits for Tyrone, the 
new pit expansion at Little Rock, and the upcoming Chino 
CCP. Please attend public meetings on these important plans 
and permits in order to show your support for protection of 
our water quality.
 Freeport-McMoRan Tyrone has applied for an expan-
sion of the Little Rock Mine adjacent to the Tyrone mine.  The 
application requests an increase in the permit boundary of 70 
acres, some of which is owned by the Bureau of Land Man-
agement and requires a federal Environmental Assessment. 
Deepening the Little Rock pit below groundwater will create 
a pit lake. FMI believes the acid generating potential of the 
surrounding material is low, based on geological analysis. 

This issue and more will be addressed at a public hearing to 
be scheduled for the "rst quarter of 2015.
 Tyrone submitted its revised Closure/Closeout Plan 
application to New Mexico’s Mining and Minerals Division 
in July 2013 that outlines its plans for reclamation of the Ty-
rone mine site once mining has concluded. A public hearing 
is being considered for the "rst quarter of 2015. Freeport and 
regulatory agencies are negotiating updated closure costs 
and associated "nancial assurance, including collateral and 
third-party guarantee. The Mining Act requires the CCP and 
associated FA be updated every "ve years. Because of legal 
challenges, this is the "rst update to the CCP since it was put 
in place under the Mining Act in 2003.   
 FMI is moving forward with re-opening the Cobre 
Mine, currently scheduled for 2016. The company will begin 
construction of a haul road in the second quarter 2015 to 
transport mined ore from Cobre to Chino for processing. The 
mined ore is coming from Hanover Mountain. The haul road 
will cross Highway 152, allowing as many as 240 haul truck 
loads a day of ore to travel over a 200-foot tunnel that will 
be used for regular highway tra#c. Construction of the new 
road will result in an increase in the mine permit boundary of 
100 acres, some of which is BLM property. This has triggered a 
federal Environmental Assessment, which is expected within 
a month. Although BLM will not hold a public meeting on this 
assessment, the public has 30 days to review and comment 
on it. A revised Closure/Closeout Plan for Cobre is expected 
later this month and the mine will have to apply to come out 
of “standby status”. This is expected to occur in late winter or 
early spring of 2015.  
 Although the bulk of sulfuric acid used for leaching 
copper out of local ore stockpiles is now coming into Grant 
County mines on rail, acid is still being trucked from the rail 
terminal in Hurley to the Chino mine. The high volume of ve-
hicle tra#c during peak hours, such as school release times, 
has local o#cials in Bayard worried about the potential for ac-
cidents. FMI has committed to conducting an evaluation 
of rerouting the acid trucks to avoid main thoroughfares 
through Bayard. For Tyrone, most acid is transported by rail, 
however approximately eight trucks per day come up High-
way 90 from Lordsburg to the mine.



 Silver City has joined hundreds of other cities world-
wide in banning single-use plastic grocery bags. All retail 
establishments—except restaurants—within the town limits 
are required to discontinue use of such bags by January 8, 
2015.
 The primary driving force behind the ordinance was 
to reduce litter, thereby improving the aesthetics of our com-
munity. An additional motivation was addressing the prob-
lem of plastic bags blowing out of our local land"ll, which 
threated the renewal of its operating permit. 
 A proposal to ban plastic bags in Silver City was "rst 
conceived by the Mayor’s Climate Protection Agreement Citi-
zen’s Advisory Committee and adopted by it as one of sev-
eral goals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The Town’s 
Recycling Advisory Committee and the O#ce of Sustainabil-
ity took up the responsibility of advancing the proposal by 
presenting extensive research to Town of Silver City Councilor 
Cynthia Ann Bettison and Town Attorney Robert Scavron. The 
suggestion later was crafted into an ordinance appropriate 
for Silver City. The Town Council unanimously approved Ordi-
nance #1231 on July 8,  2014.
 The ordinance only applies to the thin, single-use 
grocery bags used at checkout counters. Plastic bags used for 
meat, produce, or bulk foods will still be allowed as will gar-
ment and dry-cleaning bags. Since many smaller retail estab-
lishments reuse the single-use bags they will be allowed to 
continue that practice while such bags are still on the market. 
 Stores are required to replace single-use plastic bags 
with paper bags that have at least 40% recycled content or 
are certi"ed as being from sustainably harvested forests. They 
can also switch to heavier duty (2.25-mil) plastic bags that 
are more likely to be re-used and less likely to blow around. 
Several local clothing stores already use such bags. Because 
paper or heavyweight plastic bags cost more, stores may im-
pose an additional fee for them. However, this is not manda-
tory, as it is in many cities.
 A number of years ago the popular question of check-

SELF-SERVICE CHECK-OUT STATIONS IN STORES SUCH AS WALMART EASILY 
ACCOMMODATE REUSABLE SHOPPING BAGS THAT COMPLY WITH THE NEW SILVER CITY 
PLASTIC BAG ORDINANCE.  (TERRY TIMME PHOTO)

by Richard Mahler, Newsletter Editor

by Terry Timme, Planner, Town of Silver City O#ce of Sustainability

 An estimated 150 participants turned out on Satur-
day, July 19, to celebrate the 4th Annual Big Ditch Day in down-
town Silver City’s Big Ditch Park, which follows the tree-shaded 
west bank of San Vicente Creek. The event, which stretched 
along the creek from Main Street Plaza (home of the Farmers’ 
Market) to the Murray Ryan Visitors’ Center, was coordinated 

by GRIP, the Gila 
Conservation Edu-
cation Center, and 
Silver City Main-
Street.
 Big Ditch Park 
was lush and 
beautiful on this 
warm summer 
day, providing a 
perfect oppor-
tunity to explore 
the cultural con-
text, conservation 
needs, and natural 
history of down-

town Silver City’s steep-sided perennial waterway. Activities 
included an informational display by the GRIP-a#liated Silver 
City Watershed Keepers (see article on p. 7) that showed a va-
riety of human-made objects pulled as trash from the creek. 
Andrew Lindlof and Gabe Gilmore of the SCWK were on hand 
to discuss the group’s creek-related work and demonstrate its 
monitoring of the San Vicente’s water quality. A separate near-
by display describedthe area’s numerous Civilian Conservation 
Corps e!orts during the Great Depression, which included tree 
planting and check damming along the San Vicente and its 
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ON BIG DITCH DAY, THE SILVER CITY WATERSHED 
KEEPERS DISPLAYED EXAMPLES OF ODDBALL TRASH 
COLLECTED DURING  ITS PAST CLEANUPS ALONG SAN 
VICENTE CREEK. (RICHARD MAHLER PHOTO)

SEE BIG DITCH ON P. 7

out cashiers was: “Paper or plastic?” 
The best answer has always been: 
“Neither, I have my own bag.” Re-
usable plastic bags have the least 
impact on the environment, fol-
lowed by reusable cloth bags. Many 
stores sell inexpensive reusable 
bags. The Town of Silver City, PNM, 
The Volunteer Center, and local Girl 
Scouts have also been distributing 
reusable bags. The important thing 
to remember is to take such a bag 
shopping with you. It doesn’t do 
any good if it’s left in your car or 
home.
 The move to ban plastic 
shopping bags is gaining traction 
nationally. On Sept. 30, California Gov. Jerry Brown signed 
into law a statewide ban on plastic bags. California’s large 
grocery stores will stop issuing the bags next year, and 
smaller businesses such as liquor stores must comply by 
2016.
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by Richard Mahler, Newsletter Editor

 Although funding of GRIP’s OSM/VISTA program 
ended earlier this year, the environmental-quality monitor-
ing group it spearheaded continues under the leadership of 
Western New Mexico University student intern Gabe Gilm-
ore. Silver City Watershed Keepers (SCWK) has gathered criti-
cal data, implemented improvement projects, and provided 
valuable science education since its establishment by GRIP 
in 2011. This fall honors students from Aldo Leopold Charter 
Middle School joined community volunteers in water qual-
ity, channel, and $ood plain monitoring as well as other key 
projects.
 “We check San 
Vicente Creek early each 
month,” says Gilmore, a 
Silver City native pursu-
ing a B.S. degree in Biol-
ogy, Forestry, and Wildlife 
Management at WNMU, 
with a minor in Environ-
mental Sustainability. 
“One monitoring location 
is in Big Ditch Park and 
the other three are down-
stream along the San Vi-
cente Creek Trail.” Accord-
ing to Gilmore, recent 
summertime monitoring 
found the creek’s water 
quality to remain “fairly 
good,” although one test 
turned up fecal coliform 
bacteria that he specu-
lates is probably the re-
sult of dog feces and other animal wastes being washed into 
the San Vicente during big rain storms.
 Additionally, trash accumulates in the creek during 
monsoon season and Gilmore is coordinating ongoing clean-
up activities with area volunteers. “Nobody wants to see gar-
bage down there,” he says, “and this is where the community 
really helps us out.” Everything from mattresses to car parts, 
license plates to clothing, have been extracted during peri-
odic cleanups. Yet Gilmore, who recalls playing in the creek in 
his youth, points that “things were even worse” in years past.
 “I am submitting, in consultation with GRIP, a grant 
application to the Norcross Wildlife Foundation request-
ing $5000 that would help us acquire replacement parts for 
monitor equipment, other materials, and to expand our mon-
itoring to include E. coli bacteria,” Gilmore points out. More 
long-term funding options are also being pursued, with an 
eye toward possible expansion of water-quality monitoring 
to include the Gila River.
 Promoting the community’s science literacy and un-
derstanding of local watersheds is a major goal of the SCWK. 
To that end, last July 19 the group participated in the Fourth 
Annual Big Ditch Day, a celebration of San Vicente Creek (see 
story on p. 6). It also completed a storm-drain labeling project 
that alerts the public to the fact that many curbside drains 

GABE GILMORE, NEW COORDINATOR OF 
SILVER CITY WATERSHED KEEPERS. (RICHARD 
MAHLER PHOTO)

funnel run-o! directly into the creek. More education about 
this e!ort, along with a storm water $ow map, is underway.
 Gilmore has expanded the SCWK’s social media pres-
ence to include a Facebook information page, Twitter message 
account, and Dropbox cloud storage account. The purpose of 
these is to expand community participation in the group and 
to provide broader access to all data collected and analyzed 
since SCWK’s inception. “We have several years of data now,” 
notes Gilmore, “and this gives us an idea of how things are go-
ing in our watershed. My goal is to make our database avail-
able to the community at large, to the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, state agencies, and other entities.”
 As the responsible regulatory agency, the New Mex-
ico Environment Department has been a major partner since 
the creation of the SCWK program, providing insight, advice, 
training, equipment, and experience to volunteers and sta! 
alike. As the agency of authority, the NMED serves a critical 
role in the program. When the SCWK identi"es possible sourc-
es of concern about the health of the Silver City watershed, 
the NMED is able to investigate and remediate quickly and as 
needed. The program is guided by a Technical Advisory Com-
mittee that includes representatives of GRIP, WNMU, Aldo Leo-
pold Charter School, and the NMED.
 If you wish to become involved or seek more in-
formation, please send a message to Gabe at gabegilmore@
hotmail.com. You may connect to SCWK’s Facebook page via 
https://www.facebook.com/SilverCityWatershedKeepers and 
its Twitter account: @SCWK1.

tributaries.
 Other activities 
included a music and dance 
event hosted by The Big 
Ditch Crickets, a workshop 
and parade by The Mon-
soon Puppets, a “conser-
vation crafts” natural-dye 
print class taught by Adri-
enne Booth of the Gila Con-
servation Education Center, 
and poetry readings by 
Bonnie Buckley Maldonado 
and Elise Stuart. Volunteers 
walked through the area 
costumed as historically 
signi"cant local characters 
Elizabeth Warren, Madame 
Brewer, Lorenzo Carrosco, 
and Sheri! Pat Garrett. Each told stories of the town’s bygone 
eras. Ditch Discovery guides for self-led walks through the 
park were provided through the Silver City Visitors’ Center and 
Farmers’ Market.
 According to a published report, vendors at the 
nearby Farmers’ Market and Saturday Art Market experienced 
a noticeable increase in tra#c during Big Ditch Day.
 See you all at the next Big Ditch Day celebration, 
coming up during the summer of 2015!

CONTINUED FROM BIG DITCH ON P. 6

GRIP PROGRAM ASSOCIATE ANDREW 
LINDLOF AT BIG DITCH DAY.  (RICHARD 
MAHLER PHOTO)
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JANUARY (DATE AND LOCATION TO BE ANNOUNCED) - 
Wrenched "lm screening, with special guests - This movie  
captures the passing of the monkey wrench from the pioneers of 
eco-activism to a new generation that will carry the late Edward 
Abbey’s legacy into the 21st century. This "ght continues to 
sustain the last bastion of the American wilderness—the spirit of 
the West. See the trailer at wrenched-themovie.com

JAN 20.-MAR. 21 - New Mexico State Legislative Session - State 
Capitol, Santa Fe. Follow events via www.gilaresources.info, 
www.facebook.com/GilaResourcesInformationProject, and Twit-
ter@GilaResources

FEB. 11 -Land, Water, and Wildlife Day - New Mexico State 
Capitol (The Roundhouse), Santa Fe.

SEPT. 17-20 -11th Annual Gila River Festival - Various lo-
cations, including the Gila River and Silver City. Info: www.
gilaconservation.org, www.facebook.com/GilaRiverFestival, or 
575.538.8078. Volunteers and sponsors needed and welcomed!

Brought to you by:
Gila/Mimbres 
Community Radio
Gila Resources 
Information Project
New Mexico 
Wilderness Alliance
Upper Gila Watershed Alliance

Every Tuesday and Thursday 
10 am & 8 pm

via webstream@www.gmcr.org

Podcasts available @ http://gmcr.org/category/earth-matters/

NOW BROADCASTING AT 89.1 FM
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