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Guest Column  by Allyson Siwik

We watched in horror and sad-
ness the images of an orange, 
heavy-metal-laden plume of mine 
wastewater fl ow down the Animas 
River from an accidental release 
at the inactive Gold King Mine in 
Colorado, impacting communities, 
farmers, wildlife, and recreation 
along the way. Our thoughts are with 
the people who have been adversely 
affected, as well as those who are 
working around the clock to clean up 
and restore the watersheds contami-
nated by the accident.

What has slowly emerged through 
the media frenzy and blame game is 
that EPA was attempting to clean up 
the inactive Gold King Mine to stop 
the ongoing release of contaminated 
water, when a plug holding back 
rising groundwater burst. The Gold 
King Mine is just one of hundreds of 
thousands of abandoned mines in our 
country, mostly in the West. 

About 15,000 abandoned mine fea-
tures can be found here in New Mex-
ico, according to the state Abandoned 
Mine Lands program. These sites are 
the legacy of the federal 1872 Min-
ing Law that to this day still allows 
hardrock mining companies free 
rein to mine anywhere on our public 
lands without paying any royalties on 
the minerals extracted and without 
any environmental requirements for 
operations and cleanup. 

Because of the lack of environ-
mental safeguards, mining compa-
nies historically walked away from 
their operations, leaving a toxic mess 
behind. These abandoned mine lands 
continue to degrade surface and 
ground water quality, affect wildlife 
and impact recreational opportuni-
ties. The Environmental Protection 
Agency estimates that 40 percent of 
the headwaters of Western water-
sheds have been polluted by mining, 
and it will take $50 billion to clean 
up these environmental liabilities. 

The federal Superfund program, 
created to clean up toxic waste sites, 

is signifi cantly underfunded and in-
suffi cient to address the magnitude of 
this problem. Across the state of New 
Mexico, cleanup of abandoned mine 
sites has been hampered by lack of 
funding. 

Here in southwest New Mexico, 
reclamation of abandoned mine sites 
is far from complete. Although some 
of the most contaminated sites have 
been cleaned up, such as the Cleve-
land Mill site, funding has been a 
critical obstacle to remediation. 

Cleanup of the San Vicente tail-
ings fl oundered for years given lack 
of funding. Monies from a natural 
resource damage claim settlement 
against Freeport-McMoRan for con-
tamination of thousands of acre-feet 
of groundwater at its mines was used 
to reclaim the San Vicente tailings 
site and implement other groundwa-
ter restoration projects. 

More local cleanup is needed. 
The Pinos Altos Mining District site 
has 800,000 cubic yards of soil with 
heavy metal concentrations above 
EPA health screening levels. The 
Gila Resources Information Project 
and community partners are working 
with state and federal regulators to 
move forward with risk assessment 
and reclamation at the site.

What can we do to clean up the 
hundreds of thousands of abandoned 
mine sites across the nation and pre-

vent future impacts to our environ-
ment from mining activities?

Clearly the 143-year-old federal 
mining law needs to be reformed. 
We need to establish mining-specifi c 
environmental safeguards, clean up 
abandoned mines through creation 
of an “abandoned mine land fund,” 
charge royalties on minerals taken 
from public lands, and require that 
companies put in place reclamation 
bonding with clear environmental 
standards to protect taxpayers from 
footing the bill for cleanup.

At the state level, we need strong 
environmental laws and enforcement 
of those laws to ensure that our water 
supplies and environment are pro-
tected from current mining operations. 

Yet, recent efforts here in New 
Mexico have focused on relaxing en-
vironmental protections, putting our 
groundwater and environment at risk. 
The Martinez administration’s prom-
ulgation of the “Copper Rule” allows 
copper mines to pollute groundwater 
at mine sites, rather than prevent con-
tamination. The Copper Rule is now 
under review by the New Mexico 
Supreme Court. 

Additionally, global mining giant 
Freeport-McMoRan attempted this 
last legislative session to weaken the 
New Mexico Mining Act, poten-
tially relieving mining companies 
from cleanup at inactive mine sites 
on “standby status,” as well as other 
rollbacks. That bill died in committee 
thanks to key legislators and com-
munity activists who were quick to 
respond to the 11th-hour attempt to 
gut this important piece of legislation.

Let the Gold King Mine accident 
be a reminder that there is much work 
to be done to ensure that all mines are 
cleaned up responsibly to protect our 
environment and public health. 

Allyson Siwik is the executive di-
rector of the Gila Resources Informa-
tion Project, a nonprofi t environmen-
tal group based in Silver City.

Animas River spill a reminder of 
need for responsible mine cleanup
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Notes from Nick    
by Nickolas Seibel

After the hue and cry over last Tuesday’s editorial, “A fu-
ture for all kids,” I’ve spent some time thinking on the subject. 

I suppose it comes down to one of the basic guiding 
principles for this newspaper, namely that we should be a 
voice for a better Silver City that has a place for people of 
all walks of life — and few things are more important for 
accomplishing that end than a good public school system.

That last word — system — is an important one. We’re 
missing the target if we focus on one school to the exclu-
sion, or even the detriment, of the others in our community.

This is where the personal experience comes in. As a 
doctor, my father did better, income-wise, than most folks 
in Grant County. Consequently, my mom didn’t have to 
work — which she had done pretty much constantly since 
she turned 18 and left her childhood home a decade before.

I’m not sure being a housewife ever suited my mother, 
and when I was old enough to go to school, she went, too. 
I attended private schools my fi rst few years, because my 
mom had heard horror stories about Silver City’s public 
schools. Parents were required to volunteer at the Mon-
tessori-inspired school I attended, and so she did.

I wasn’t a great fi t for the self-directed model of the 
school, and fi nally, reluctantly, my mother decided it was 
time to give public schools a try.

From the moment I started school at Jose Barrios Ele-
mentary, my mom was there, too — determined to ensure 
that none of the awful things she’d heard about would 
befall her kid. She went to parent advisory committee 
— later PTA — meetings, made bulletin boards, ran the 
Xerox and did whatever else they would let her do.

Books were her passion, and she was appalled at the 
condition of the school library. She paid for new shelving 
herself, and a number of books, but ultimately began to 
lobby for more book funding at the district level — and after 
a year or so, the administration capitulated to her persistent 
demands. And so the Jose Barrios library got better — but 
every other school library in the district benefi ted, too.

My mom’s next target became art and music, begin-
ning with touring performances and visiting storytellers, 
progressing to temporary artists-in-residence and fi nally 
to a full-blown art and music program district-wide. Dis-
covering that the district couldn’t fund such “frivolities,” 
she got herself appointed to state education reform com-
missions and ensured that federal and state reform grants 
could be used for arts programming — and then she 
came home and wrote those grants for the Silver Schools. 
When the grants ran out, she helped push the Legislature 
into earmarking permanent funding for elementary arts.

The crazy part, from my perspective, is that much of 
this effort didn’t even benefi t my mom’s own kids. By the 
time elementary art and music were a reality, my younger 
sister and I were long since in middle school and beyond.

But that effort was, and is, a legacy in a very real sense. 
While the program that my mother fought so hard for has 
since been dismantled, a generation of kids in Silver City 
and beyond saw the benefi ts.

So again: Let’s set our sights a little higher than just one 
school. Our children — and our community — deserve it.

Leaving a larger legacy
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