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Did the Mine Help Rusk
County’s Economy?

K

ennecott Blues

“This land’s depressed,” said Kennecott,
“It needs a shot in the arm.
We’ll dig a bit in the Town of Grant,
With no environmental harm.”
An active mine’s an asset, cause
It brings so many jobs
For all the unemployed, rural
Backward country slobs.
The multiplier job effect
Is certain to apply.
They didn’t mention, I don’t guess
That our taxes, too, would fly.
Until our farmers thought their
Taxes would punctuate the sky.
The acid tailings would be caught
And held forever by a dike
Except for a few gallons
That seeped both day and night.
Eleven farms were dismantled
And residents, too,
Also an old gravel pit
Was added to the stew.
Twenty-seven hundred acres
now in Kennecott’s trust,
Where it is held securely
For the days of “boom and bust.”
Kennecott has helped our state
To make new mining laws.
Her influence on the Legislature
Is enough to give one pause.
– Roscoe Churchill

I wrote “Kennecott Blues” sometime in the 1970s,
not too long after the mining company had picked up
its leases in the Town of Grant and submitted its first
proposal to build the Flambeau Mine. Just like I said
in the poem, the mining company came to town acting like it would be the savior of all the “unemployed,
rural, backward country slobs” living in Rusk County
by bringing us “so many jobs.” Fortunately, the Rusk
County Board had enough sense in 1976 to deny
Kennecott a permit to mine.
The same kinds of stories about how the mine was
going to pull us out of our economic slump were
spread by Larry Mercando in the late 1980s and early
1990s, as Kennecott tried once more to convince the
local people to let the company set up shop. All the
talk of jobs was fueled by the fact that only one of
Wisconsin’s 72 counties (Menominee) had a worse
unemployment rate than Rusk County’s in 1990, and
only two (Menominee and Forest) had lower average
per capita incomes. There’s no doubt we were at the
bottom of the heap, and people were hungry for good
economic news.
Mercando was only too happy to oblige. The
Flambeau News often spoke of how the mine would
boost the local economy, and the May 31, 1990 issue
went so far as to say the mine “could be the key to
Rusk County’s economic development future” (Figure
119-1). Mercando was quoted in the article as saying
the people of Rusk County were going to have “the
luxury of having up to $4.7 million to spend on finding and developing answers to the problems they
face.” And then he quickly added, “Rusk County has
that opportunity because of the mine.”
Actually, Kennecott didn’t give a hoot if Rusk
County was among the poorest counties in the state
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Figure 119-1. When a mining company tries to make
inroads in a community, it
will undoubtedly try to convince the local people that
the proposed mine will bring
economic prosperity to the
region. Unfortunately, Rusk
County’s experience reaffirmed that those who really
benefit from mining are the
shareholders of the company
(Flambeau News, May 31,
1990).

and likely to stay that way. The numbers show that
the few jobs created by the Flambeau Mine and the
measly amount of taxes paid by Kennecott had little,
if any effect on improving our economy. All the mining company was interested in doing was making a
profit for its shareholders.
I could understand why Mercando wanted the
local people to believe the Flambeau Mine was going
to chase away Rusk County’s economic blues. It was
his job to foist the mine on us. But I really took
offense when Tom Evans, a geologist who to this day

works for the Wisconsin Geological and Natural
History Survey in Madison, gave the public the same
line of malarkey. In March of 1991 an article entitled
“Mines to boost economy” appeared on the front page
of the Eau Claire Leader-Telegram (Figure 119-2). The
gist of the story was that mining in northern Wisconsin “would provide the nearby communities with an
economic wallop.” And the “expert” who was interviewed for the article was none other than Tom
Evans. As far as I know, Evans has no background in
economics. Yet, for whatever reason he decided to
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shoot from the hip and clearly did his part to further
the myth that mines bring economic prosperity to
impoverished rural communities.
Even Bill Tans of the DNR, with whom I usually disagreed on mining matters, contradicted what Evans
said when he was quoted in the same article as saying, “[In Rusk County] you’re adding 40 jobs to the
local residents plus you’re adding the revenues and
increased economic stimulus from, let’s say, 60 jobs in
the area. Sixty jobs, and I’m not trying to belittle this
at all, but it’s not going to be more than a blip in the
local economic situation for the Ladysmith area.” And
Tans was right.
Before giving you the actual numbers that prove
Rusk County’s economy was not revived by the
Flambeau Mine, I would like to show you how
Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce (WMC)
weighed in on the issue in the early 1990s. You may
recall, WMC was and continues to be the largest probusiness lobbying group in the State of Wisconsin and
started to push hard for mining as soon as the first ore
deposits were discovered in northern Wisconsin. So it
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was no surprise that in October of 1991, shortly after
the construction of the Flambeau Mine had been
halted due to the presence of endangered species at
the mine site, WMC tried to turn public opinion
against our successful efforts to stop Kennecott by promoting the mine as an economic godsend. To that end,
the organization issued a report entitled “The
Potential Economic Impact of Mining in Wisconsin,”
authored by Dr. Richard Green, a University of
Wisconsin School of Business professor. Considering
that Green had been paid by WMC to write the report,
we fully expected he would conclude that “the potential employment impact of the proposed Flambeau
mine in Rusk County could be enormous.” And he did.
You can read for yourself in an article that appeared on
the front page of the Ladysmith News (Figure 119-3).
Green also stated in his report that “every million
dollars in ore extracted each year would push up
property values by roughly $50,000 due to an
increased demand for real estate from the increased
wealth brought into [counties that have mines]” and
that mines would “provide between one and five

Figure 119-2. It was bad enough that Kennecott’s Larry Mercando had misled the public about the economic impact of mining on local
economies. But it was inexcusable for Tom Evans of the Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Survey, who was not even an economist by
trade, to use his influence to further the myth that mines bring economic prosperity to impoverished rural areas. See CD 119-1 to read the complete article (Eau Claire Leader-Telegram, March 25, 1991; republished with permission).
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of highlights from [Dr. Green’s]
study,” including the following
(Figure 119-4):
When the mine is up and
operating, the average number of unemployed people in
the County each year could
be reduced by as much as
15% to 20%. In other
words, about 100 of our
neighbors, friends and fellow Rusk County residents
would be back to work. And
you know, all the families of
those workers will benefit,
too.

Wow! That was quite an enticement to get everyone on
board to support the mine. But
Figure 119-3. The title of this article really should have been “WMC study says mining would benefit community.” You see, the professor who conducted the study was paid to do so by Wisconsin
it didn’t fool me for one
Manufacturers and Commerce. See CD 119-2 to read the complete article (Ladysmith News, October
minute. In my opinion, all that
31, 1991; republished with permission).
Mercando was trying to do
was mislead the local people
million dollars a year in revenue to their local units of so that Kennecott could make off with our gold, copper and silver. It was as simple as that.
government through [taxes and fees].”
After reading what Larry Mercando, Richard
WMC President Jim Haney of course wholeheartedly agreed with Green’s conclusions. He was quoted Green, Linda Lybert, Jim Haney and Tom Evans said
in the Ladysmith News article as saying that the pro- about the promise of economic prosperity that the
fessor’s work confirmed the organization’s belief that Flambeau Mine gave to Rusk County, you might be
“responsible mining means significant jobs and wondering what really happened to all of us “rural,
opportunities for our people, and that this industry backward, country slobs” after the mine came to
can provide exactly the sort of economic boost some town. Perhaps I can sum it up best by saying this: If
of our counties need to insure the future for their chil- Professor Green were asked today to look at what
dren.” The story also devoted a few lines to what happened to Rusk County’s economy during the minLinda Lybert, the pro-mining head of the Ladysmith ing years and grade his 1991 report, I believe he
Area Chamber of Commerce, had to say. She went would have no choice but to give himself an “F.” Here,
along with Haney and Green’s conclusions and added, then is the rest of the story.
As I sit here writing at the kitchen table in August
“We are already seeing the economic benefits associof 2005, the Flambeau Mine has been closed for
ated with the proposed Flambeau Mine.”
The whole article was enough to make you sick— almost eight years and Kennecott is gone, except for a
except for the final sentence in which my friend Rep. small office the company maintains at the mine site to
Harvey Stower (D-Amery) was quoted as saying that this day. I can safely say that there is no sign of a
Professor Green’s study “ignored the downside of min- booming economy anywhere. We will never know,
ing, the potential harm it can do to tourism and the nor will the State of Wisconsin, how rich the ore was
exemptions mining companies can use to reduce taxes.” or how much gold was actually taken from the Town
That one little sentence contained more truth than the of Grant. Kennecott alone has the records.
You would think that a mine which took out an estiother 116 lines of the newspaper article combined.
As you might expect, Larry Mercando grabbed onto mated $750 million worth of ore from the ground
WMC’s study and used it to further the myth that the would have really shaken up the local economy. But
Flambeau Mine was going to have an “enormous” that didn’t happen in Rusk County. While the mine was
positive impact on our economy. In fact, he even put in operation, there was no real improvement in any of
an advertisement in the January 30, 1992 issue of the the important economic indicators, including unemLadysmith News in which he shared with us “a couple ployment rate, average per capita income, number of
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I

Rusk County’s per capita adjusted
gross income remained among the
lowest in the state;

I

The relative percentage of Rusk
County’s total population living below
the poverty level stayed about the
same, and the relative percentage of
children in Rusk County living below
the poverty level actually went up;
and

I

Rusk County’s population did not
grow significantly in size.

While all the rich gold and copper ore
was being dug up and shipped to Canada
to enrich the mining company’s shareholders, the local economy stayed where
it had been all along—at the bottom of
the heap. It was a real crime, especially
considering the magnitude of precious
resources we gave away in such a short
period of time.

JOBS
For five janitor jobs that might last five
years, we are risking the clean water of
northern Wisconsin.

– Bob Olsgard, September 1994
Let’s first talk about jobs. When a multinational mining corporation wants to
move into an area, it will do a very thorough study of the local economy.
Invariably the company will claim that
the area in which it has located a mineral
deposit is very depressed and that a mine
will provide lots of good-paying jobs to
the local people and plenty of tax relief.
That is certainly what we heard in the
Town of Grant when Kennecott appeared
on the scene. And since the whole idea of
mining was new to us, many people did
Figure 119-4. Wisconsin Manufacturers and Commerce, Professor Richard Green
not know any better than to believe the
and Larry Mercando teamed up to further the myth that mining brings prosperity to
mining company’s empty promises.
local communities (Ladysmith News, January 31, 1992).
Despite all the hype, however, Kennecott did not hire a lot of local people to
people living below the poverty level or population work at the Flambeau Mine. According to Ron Vick, the
growth. For example, before, during and after the company’s human resources manager, only 48 “locals”
mining years:
out of a total number of 60 people were employed by
I Rusk County’s annual unemployment rate reKennecott between May of 1993 and December of
mained among the highest and at times was the 1996, during the peak years of ore production (CD
highest of any county in the State of Wisconsin;
117-16). And the talk around town was that the real

886

The Buzzards Have Landed

number of “locals” working at the mine was even
less—perhaps only 30. You see, the Local Agreement
had defined the term “local resident” rather broadly.
Specifically, here is what the contract said regarding
hiring practices:
After the start of ore shipments, an average of 75%
of the mine workers shall be persons who have
resided in or within 10 miles of Rusk County for a
period of at least one year prior to hiring, whether
hired directly by Kennecott or by any contractor
hired by Kennecott. [emphasis added]

the likely impact that an early closing would have on
the community (Figure 119-5). We hoped that such a
committee, comprised of both government officials
and citizens, would serve to protect the county’s best
interests, regardless of what Kennecott tried to do.
I was no longer on the Rusk County Board in 1994,
so I needed the help of at least one or two supervisors
to sponsor the resolution and take it to the board for
a vote. Fortunately, my friends Gene DuSell, Harold
Flater and Ray Kramer saw the value in what we were
trying to do and agreed to take the resolution to the
July 1994 county board meeting.
As is often the case with resolutions and bills that
are debated by governmental bodies, our proposal
was modified quite a bit by the county supervisors

The above clause meant that anyone who moved here
in 1991 or 1992 to help with construction of the mine
site qualified as a resident by the time blasting started
in 1993! So it’s possible that a
number of the “locals” hired by
the mining company were actually long-term Kennecott employees who had relocated to
Rusk County early enough to
establish residency.
At any rate, no matter if the
mining company hired 30 local
people or 48, it amounted to less
than 0.7% of Rusk County’s total
workforce of 7,120 people,
hardly an impressive number.
And don’t forget! The mine
closed one year early, putting
most of those people out of work
much earlier than expected.
By the summer of 1994, not
only were we questioning how
many true “locals” had been
hired by the mining company, but
we were worried about the
potential impact of the mine’s
early closing (which had not yet
been approved by the DNR).
Enough was enough! So Evelyn
and I put together a resolution in
July of 1994 that called on the
Rusk County Board to establish a
local mining impact committee
pursuant to Wis. Stat. 144.838
[renumbered to Wis. Stat. 293.33
in 1995] to deal with any issues
that might arise with respect to
Figure 119-5. Roscoe and Evelyn Churchill drafted a resolution for consideration by the Rusk
the Flambeau Mine, such as
County Board that called for the establishment of a local mining impact committee pursuant to
determining compliance with the
Wis. Stat. 144.838. The Churchills believed such a committee was necessary to monitor
hiring practices specified in the
Kennecott’s hiring practices and protect the public’s best interest (July 1994).
Local Agreement or investigating
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during the course of discussion. In particular, the
wording of the resolution was changed to restrict the
proposed committee’s duties to investigating only the
“contract and hiring practices” of the mining company (Figure 119-6). But that was better than nothing, and we were pleased that not only Supervisors
DuSell, Flater and Kramer were willing to co-sponsor
the amended resolution, but even Len Jablonski and
Stan Kromrey, who normally voted against me on
mining issues.
Unfortunately, however, before the county supervisors had a chance to vote on the resolution, Rusk
County’s corporate counsel, Attorney Steve Anderson, stepped forward to recommend that the board
postpone action until Attorney William Thiel could be
consulted on the matter. As you know, Thiel had represented Rusk County on various mining matters over
the years, and Anderson, who always seemed a little
scared of rattling the mining company’s cage, thought
Thiel should be consulted once more. The upshot was
that a motion was made by Stan Kromrey, seconded
by Eldon Skogen and passed by the supervisors to
table the resolution for one month so that Anderson
could talk to Thiel.
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Anderson proceeded to contact Thiel a few days
after the county board meeting, and of course Thiel,
who never stood up to the mining company, recommended that the board vote down the resolution. He
stated in a letter to Anderson, “In my opinion, establishment of [a] citizens committee under the auspices
of the county board would duplicate the purview of
authority of the local mining impact committee,
established under Paragraph 16 of the Local
Agreement” (CD 119-3).
Hmmm. The “local mining impact committee” to
which Thiel referred was a three-member committee
that at the time consisted of Rusk County Board
Chairman Bernice Dukerschein, Town of Grant
Chairman Bob Plantz and Ladysmith Mayor Ron
Moore. And as we had pointed out in our original resolution, that cozy little committee was “funded by the
mining company, thus possibly affecting committee
decisions” (Figure 119-5). Surely it made more sense
to rely upon a committee of local officials and citizens
established pursuant to the Wisconsin Statutes, especially when the law specified that the committee’s
expenses could be paid out of the state’s Mining
Investment and Local Impact Fund.
But no! Thiel wanted no part of
it. And to help make the case
against the need for the committee
we had proposed, Thiel suggested
in his letter to Anderson that the
county board direct the existing
three-member committee to: (1)
procure information regarding
Kennecott’s hiring practices at the
mine site; (2) investigate our complaint that the mining company
was not in compliance with the
terms of the Local Agreement; and
(3) issue a report to the county,
town and city regarding the
matter.
And that’s what happened.
Dukerschein, Plantz and Moore
quickly met to discuss Kennecott’s
hiring practices, and they put
together a report in time for the
August 1994 meeting of the Rusk
County Board (CD 119-4). Unfortunately, however, the three local
officials did a shoddy job, and
here’s what I mean: Kennecott proFigure 119-6. The Rusk County Board considered a resolution at its July 19, 1994 meeting to
vided the committee with only a
form a local mining impact committee to investigate hiring practices at the Flambeau Mine.
Unfortunately, the resolution never came to a vote (Ladysmith News, July 28, 1994).
single monthly roster of the mine’s
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employees (those employed as of July 1994) to establish the company’s hiring practices. In reality, however,
by July of 1994 the mine had already been shipping ore
for fifteen months, so the committee should have
insisted on seeing fifteen rosters, not just the most
recent one. And to make matters worse, all the committee apparently did with the July roster was go over
the names and establish where each employee currently lived. So of course they all lived relatively close to
the mine. What a farce! Another thing that bothered
me was that Dukerschein, Plantz and Moore failed to
determine how many of the employees were unionized,
which certainly would have given the county board a
feel for whether or not the miners were earning a
decent wage or being treated fairly. The committee’s
little report was meaningless.
But there’s more. Kennecott’s Ron Vick wrote a
memo reviewed by the county board as well, in
which he discussed the mining company’s hiring
practices. He started out by saying, “Our main priority is to hire qualified persons from the local area for
any position that becomes available, including temporary jobs filled by college students.” But then he
went on to talk about the criteria that Kennecott used
for determining whether or not an applicant was
“local,” and here is what he said: “Drivers licenses
and social security numbers help to verify residency—all local social security numbers begin with
39” (CD 119-5). Wow! You know as well as I, my dear
readers, that a person can get a new driver’s license
within days of establishing residency in a town.
What’s more, many people who were born nowhere
near Rusk County have social security numbers that
begin with 39 (like my friend Laura Furtman, who
was born in a small town north of Milwaukee).
Another problem with Vick’s memo was that just like
the report issued by Dukerschein, Plantz and Moore,
no mention was made of the number of employees
who were unionized.
Before moving on, I’d like to give you a little more
information about the union status of the workers at
the Flambeau Mine. As far as I know, none of the
people hired directly by Kennecott to work in the pit
were members of a union. But there was a separate
group of workers brought in by Ames Construction of
Burnsville, Minnesota (just south of Minneapolis),
the general contractor secured by Kennecott to help
build the mine. And we were told that at least some
of those workers were indeed part of the operators’
union.
Harold Jenness, the Ames official who was assigned to oversee the Flambeau project, outlined the

firm’s hiring practices in a memo dated July 25, 1994
(CD 119-6). He talked about how Ames’ preference
was to hire qualified union members who lived in the
local area, if possible. But then he went on to say that
if necessary, the firm would hire non-union operators
from inside or outside a ten-mile radius of Rusk
County to get the job done. At least he made it clear
that any such non-union workers who were hired by
Ames would be required to join the operators’ union
after a 30 day probation period.
It was good to know that the Ames employees were
protected by a union. Unfortunately, however, we
were never told the number of employees provided by
Ames (unionized) versus the number of workers hired
directly by Kennecott (non-unionized) or the number
of employees who were hired by Ames for thirty days
and then released before the union’s wage and benefit package kicked in. And, getting back to the issue of
the number of “locals” who worked at the Flambeau
Mine, the memo from Jenness did not provide us with
any hard numbers regarding the proportion of workers who truly were local residents.
When we saw the letters written by Jenness and
Vick and read the report issued by Dukerschein,
Plantz and Moore, we were convinced more than ever
that the county should establish an independent mining impact committee to check into the hiring practices of the Flambeau Mine. It was the only way we
figured we could really find out if Kennecott had hired
enough local people to meet the requirements of the
Local Agreement and whether or not the workers
were being paid according to union scale. But our
hopes were dashed at the August 1994 meeting of the
Rusk County Board. Despite all the questionable
information supplied to the county supervisors by
Kennecott, Ames and the little committee headed by
Dukerschein, a motion was made by Supervisor Alan
Rathsack and seconded by Eldon Skogen to table our
resolution for a new mining impact committee indefinitely, and the motion carried (CD 119-7).
As a result of the board’s decision, we were never
able to get our hands on any verifiable data regarding
the number of local people employed at the Flambeau
Mine or the number of workers who belonged to a
union. That is why Figure 119-7, which Laura and I
put together for your perusal, contains so many question marks. If indeed Kennecott had nothing to hide,
why did the company buck us on providing the information we requested?
Regardless of whether the employees at the mine
site were unionized or non-unionized, from Ladysmith or Minneapolis, I would now like to turn your
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Total Number of People
Employed
Approximate
Time Period

Major Activity

Mid-May 1992–
Mid-May 1993

Construction and
Preparation for
mining

Mid-May 1993–
December 1996

Ore production

January 1997–
December 1997

Final production
and shipping;
Backfilling the pit

According to
Kennecott1

150

60

23
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Number of Local People employed

Number of Union Workers

According
to Verifiable
Data2

According to
Kennecott3,4

According to
Kennecott5

According
to Verifiable
Data2

?

120 (<1.8% of
county’s total
workforce)

?

?

?

?

48 (<0.7% of
county’s total
workforce)

?

?

?

?

18 (<0.3% of
county’s total
workforce)

?

?

?

According to
Verifiable Data2

1

Figures were provided by Ron Vick, the mine’s human resources manager, in an interiew that appeared in the Eau Claire Leader-Telegram on January 12, 1997 (CD 117-16).

2

The Rusk County Board, under the leadership of Chairman Bernice Dukerschein, refused to appoint a citizens’ committee to investigate the contract and hiring practices of
the mining company. As a result, the only figures available to the public were the unverified totals provided by Kennecott itself.

3

Kennecott claimed that about 80% of the work force at the Flambeau Mine consisted of “local” people (CD 117-16). However, a number of the “locals” who were hired by
the mining company may have been long-term Kennecott employees who had moved to Rusk County early enough to establish residency.

4

According to the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, Rusk County’s total workforce was 6,825 in 1992, 7,104 in 1993, 7,100 in 1994, 7,175 in 1995, 7,101
in 1996 and 7,159 in 1997 (www.dwd.state.wi.us/lmi).

5

Kennecott provided no information to the public regarding the number of unionized workers at the mine.

Figure 119-7. Number of people employed at the Flambeau Mine (1992–1997).

attention to the total number of employees who were
hired by Kennecott and discuss the impact that the
mine had on Rusk County’s unemployment rate.
For starters let me say this: If Mercando had been
right and “100 of our neighbors, friends and fellow
Rusk County residents” had been able to get miningrelated jobs, that still would have amounted to just
1.4% of the county’s total workforce, and after four
years most of those jobs still would have ceased to
exist. In fact, Kennecott itself admitted that by 1997,
the final year of mining, the number of workers at the
mine site had diminished to just 23 (Figure 119-7).
The only time period during which Kennecott
employed a fairly large number of people was at the
very beginning of the project, from mid-May of 1992
until mid-May of 1993. That’s when perhaps up to 150
people were hired by the mining company to clear
brush from the mine site and construct the on-site laboratory and office building. But that little flurry of
activity lasted only about a year, and it was not
enough to have an impact on the health of the local
economy (the county’s annual unemployment rate
actually increased from 10.2% in 1992 to 11.0% in
1993). What’s more, clearing brush so that Kennecott
could more easily rob us of our gold was not what I
would call a good job. But here’s the real corker:

While the mine was going strong, Rusk County had
the highest or near-highest unemployment rate of any
county in the State of Wisconsin!
Take a look at Table 119-1 and Graph 119-1 on the
following page and you will see what I mean. Out of
all 72 counties in the state, Rusk County ranked 72nd
in its unemployment rate during 1993 and 1994, 70th
in 1996 and 71st in 1995 and 1997. All of Rusk
County’s neighbors, including Taylor, Sawyer, Barron,
Price and Chippewa Counties, had lower unemployment rates during the same time period, and they didn’t have a mine! Even Forest County had a lower
annual unemployment rate than Rusk’s, despite the
fact that the Crandon mine had not been built (CD
119-8).
When looking closely at Rusk County’s unemployment statistics, some might argue that Rusk County
had an annual unemployment rate of 11% in 1993
and 7.9% in 1997, and so that proves the mine helped
our unemployment rate go down. But don’t let that
fool you. Annual unemployment rates dropped all
over the state during that same time period. For example, Barron County’s unemployment rate dropped
from 7.0% to 4.8% between 1993 and 1997, Taylor
County’s went from 7.6% to 5.3% and Forest County’s
decreased from 7.4% to 6.3%. Besides that, even
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The Non-Effect of the Flambeau Mine on Rusk County’s Annual Unemployment Rate
County1
Rusk

Chippewa

Taylor

State of
Wisconsin

Barron

Year2

Rate3

County
Rank4

Rate3

County
Rank4

Rate3

County
Rank4

Rate3

County
Rank4

Rate3

1990

8.2%

71

5.8%

48

6.7%

62

6.2%

54

4.4%

1991

10.6%

70

6.2%

33

8.6%

65

6.8%

43

5.5%

1992

10.2%

71

6.4%

39

7.7%

56

6.7%

44

5.2%

1993

11.0%

72

6.5%

49

7.6%

61

7.0%

52

4.7%

1994

9.8%

72

6.1%

42

7.6%

64

6.4%

49

4.7%

1995

7.6%

71

4.6%

39

6.4%

62

4.8%

45

3.7%

1996

7.0%

70

4.4%

38

4.9%

50

4.5%

43

3.5%

1997

7.9%

71

4.2%

32

5.3%

53

4.8%

42

3.7%

1998

6.0%

63

3.8%

30

5.0%

54

4.3%

43

3.4%

1999

4.6%

59

3.7%

38

3.9%

44

3.9%

44

3.0%

2000

6.8%

68

4.4%

42

4.5%

45

4.8%

53

3.5%

1

See CD 119-8 for a table including data from three additional Wisconsin counties—Forest, Price and Sawyer.

2

The Flambeau Mine was in production from 1993 to 1997.

3

Unemployment rates were obtained from the web page of the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development (www.dwd.state.wi.us/lmi), January 2002.

4

County rank indicates the number of counties in the state with equal or lower unemployment rates. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin, a rank of 72
means the county had the highest unemployment rate in the state.

Table 119-1. Annual unemployment rates and corresponding rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and three of its
neighboring counties (1990–2000), with special emphasis on the mining years in Rusk County (1993–1997).
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the highest unemployment rate in the state.

Graph 119-1. Annual unemployment rate rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and three of its neighboring counties
(1990–2000).
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though Rusk County’s annual unemployment rate
was 7.9% during the last year of mining, it was still
the second-to-the-worst unemployment rate in the
state! So to look at that isolated 7.9% figure and conclude that the mine helped to improve the county’s
job situation makes no sense at all.
Another problem with selectively looking at unemployment percentages is that the numbers can bounce
around a lot during the course of a year, in part due to
the fact that certain jobs are seasonal. For example,
Rusk County’s unemployment rate was 6.0% in
December of 2000 and 10.4% a month later, in
January of 2001—due to seasonal layoffs that typically occur at that time of the year. So to attribute a
change in unemployment rate to any single factor is a
difficult thing to do. Anyone who throws out monthly
unemployment statistics and draws conclusions from
them without putting the numbers into perspective
might very well be trying to mislead you.
Instead, it’s important to look at a county’s annual
unemployment rate and compare that figure to what
was going on in other counties at the same time. That’s
why Laura and I put together Table 119-1 and Graph
119-1 the way we did. So to really appreciate the fact
that the Flambeau Mine had little or no effect on Rusk
County’s unemployment rate, take another look at
the data we presented, keeping the following things
in mind: (1) annual (not monthly) unemployment
rates are reported for the various counties of interest;
(2) annual unemployment rankings are reported for
the counties; (3) since there are 72 counties in the
State of Wisconsin, a ranking of 72 means that the
county had the highest unemployment rate of any
county in the state; and (4) since the Flambeau Mine
was in operation between 1993 and 1997, that’s
when any impact the mine had on the county’s unemployment rate should have occurred.
I cannot emphasize enough that Rusk County’s
unemployment ranking relative to every other county
in Wisconsin did not change during the mining years.
All you see on the graph is a flat line. In other words,
Rusk County’s dubious honor of being the county with
the worst or next-to-worst unemployment rate in the
state did not change while the mine was in operation.
That surely wasn’t what Mercando, Evans, Green,
Haney or Lybert had suggested would happen.
Remember, Professor Green had told us that “using
conservative estimates,” the mine could reduce the
average number of people unemployed in Rusk County
“by at least 15 percent” (Figure 119-3).
I have also included a collage of headlines from
various news articles about Rusk County’s unemploy-
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ment rate that appeared in the Ladysmith News
before, during and after the mining years. No matter
if the story was written in 1992 (before the mine
started production), 1993 (shortly after the mine
started to ship ore), 1994, 1995 or 1996 (while the
mine was operating full force), 1997 (several months
before the mine closed), or 2000-2001 (several years
after the mine closed), the gist of it was the same:
Rusk County’s unemployment rate was among the
worst if not the worst in the state (Figure 119-6).
The reason I included news articles from 2000 and
2001 in the collage is because those who favor mining
like to tell us “backward, rural country slobs” that
having a mine in the community will spur economic
development not only while the mine is up and running, but into the future as well. For example, in
September of 1997 Alan Christianson wrote an article
that appeared in several different newspapers serving
communities likely to be affected by the proposed
Crandon mine. And in that article he stated that anyone coming to Rusk County would find “living proof
that mining can lift a community, not just while the
mine is open but for many years after” (CD 119-9).
Hmmm. Later on I will tell you more about Alan’s
article and show you a rebuttal that I wrote. But for
now, suffice it to say that Christianson would have
been more accurate if he had said, “Rusk County is
living proof that mining can lift a company’s shareholders, not just while the mine is open but for many
years after.” You already saw how Kennecott’s parent
corporation, Rio Tinto Zinc, posted record earnings in
1994, the year after Kennecott started mining in Rusk
County—and that 53% of the company’s $1 billion in
net profits that year had come from copper and gold
(Figures 101-14 and 117-12). So it seems the people
of the Town of Grant did their part to help Britain’s
queen have enough income so she didn’t have to
skimp for many years to come!
Needless to say, Christianson’s prediction that the
mine would lift the community for “many years” after
the mine closed did not come true. As of 2002, the
county’s annual unemployment rate was still the
highest of all its neighbors and still higher than that
of Forest County. It’s difficult to imagine how anyone
could conclude that the mine had any long-term beneficial effect on the job situation in Rusk County. In
fact, an article appeared in the April 12, 2001 issue of
the Ladysmith News entitled “Employment is Topic of
Breakfast Meeting,” and it started out by saying this:
“Rusk County employers recently had the opportunity
to voice concerns and provide input on how to
improve local employment, education and training
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Figure 119-6. No
matter if Rusk
County’s unemployment rate was
4.6% in July of
1992, 13.9% in
March of 1995 or
10.4% in January
of 2001, the rate
was always among
the worst if not the
worst in the State
of Wisconsin. See
CD 119-10 to read
the complete articles (Ladysmith
News, September
10, 1992, December 10, 1992,
August 5, 1993,
January 13, 1994,
November 10,
1994, May 4,
1995, April 3,
1997, May 4,
2000 and March
15, 2001; republished with
permission).

programs.” Nothing has changed. Employers in the
area still struggle to strengthen the business community, just like they did before Kennecott came to town
and left with our gold.
It’s true that there was a little flurry of increased
employment in the county in 1998 and 1999, shortly
after the mine closed. But unemployment rates
dropped all over the state during that two-year time
period, to the extent that the overall unemployment
rate for the State of Wisconsin was only 2.4% in April
of 1998, a record low (CD 119-11). And a little more
than a year later, in August of 1999, a number of

counties in northwestern Wisconsin, including Rusk,
Bayfield, Burnett, Douglas, Taylor and Washburn, all
set record lows for their unemployment rates (CD
119-12). It had nothing to do with the mine.
In particular, one of the reasons the unemployment
rate went down in Rusk County in the late 1990s was
because of an expansion of Weather Shield (a local
sash and door enterprise) and CityForest (a local
paper mill). Both of those industries were here and
successful long before anyone even thought of constructing a mine, and both companies expanded
significantly after the mine closed. Governor Tommy
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Thompson even made note of the Weather Shield
expansion in his State of the State address in January
of 1997 when he announced that the Ladysmith plant
would soon be creating 200 new jobs that would provide “significant employment opportunities for the
community’s 4,000 residents” (CD 119-13). Ronald
Moore, the Mayor of Ladysmith during the mining
years, also confirmed the large-scale nature of local
expansion projects in a letter he wrote to the editor of
the Ladysmith News in November of 2001. Here is
what he said (CD 119-14):
Weather Shield’s expansion into the former Conwed
plant, along with the addition linking it to the North
Plant, added about 300,000 square feet of space; the
largest manufacturing project ever. The $60 million
plus price tag on CityForest’s paper mill modernization eclipsed any previous capital investment. …
These projects succeeded primarily due to the industries themselves. [emphasis added]

So that’s where a significant number of the new jobs
in Rusk County came from after the mine closed, my
dear readers. And when I asked Alan Christianson
about it, he confirmed what I had believed all along—
that neither Weather Shield nor CityForest had
received any of the tax revenues generated by the
Flambeau Mine or any grant money from the state’s
Mining Investment and Local Impact Fund Board to
help with their expansion and modernization projects. So none of the new jobs created by Weather
Shield or CityForest had anything to do with spin-off
benefits from the Flambeau Mine.
In summary, about all the mine did for the job situation in Rusk County was give our local people perhaps 30 jobs that lasted four years or less. Period. Bob
Olsgard was right.

Per Capita Income
Kennecott adds tens of millions of dollars to the
economies of their communities each year. Not only
do Kennecott’s companies pay good wages, but they
buy products and services from local businesses and
they contribute tens of thousands of dollars each year
to projects that benefit local charities. Looking at this,
I’d say Kennecott people are pretty good people!
– Flambeau Mining Company
March 1992 (CD 119-15)

Besides unemployment data, another important factor to examine when looking at the health of a local
economy is the annual per capita income. From the
get-go, Larry Mercando told us the mine would create
lots of good-paying jobs, so there were those in the
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community who assumed that a large number of Rusk
County workers would be able to take advantage of
the situation and make great strides in their annual
incomes. But that’s not what happened, as you can
see by looking at Table 119-2 and Graph 119-2 on the
following page. The problem was that the mine did
not employ a significant number of local people and
the pay scale was not all it was cracked up to be.
As reported in the Eau Claire Leader-Telegram,
union scale wages in the Eau Claire area for miningrelated jobs were as follows, as of June 1, 1991 (CD
119-1):
I

$17.10 for miners;

I

$19.35 for carpenters;

I

$20.40 for bricklayers and cement finishers; and

I

$23.17 for heavy equipment operators.

I suppose those would have been decent hourly rates,
except that not all the workers at the mine site were
unionized, so not everyone was paid according to
union scale. In particular, I got a phone call one day
out of the clear blue from a heavy machinery operator
who had been hired by Kennecott to work in the pit.
When I picked up the phone, he introduced himself
and said, “You don’t know me, but you know my parents and I know where you stand on the mine—so I
want you to know what’s going on over there.” And
then he told me about how rough he was being
treated by the mining company. His supervisors actually timed him with a stopwatch while he was operating his rig and kept yelling, “Hurry up! Hurry up!”
I don’t know why this young miner felt compelled
to tell me his story, but he did, and you can bet that I
listened with great interest. He went on to say that
working for Kennecott was just awful and that he was
making less than $14.00 per hour, as compared to
construction jobs where he had made over $18.00.
Before he got off the phone he said, “I won’t be there
very long.” And sure enough he wasn’t. The mining
company worked him so hard and paid him so little
that he quit.
I’m sure that at least a few of Kennecott’s employees like Larry Mercando, Greg Fauquier, Tom Myatt
and Jeff Earnshaw were making good money. And I
imagine the same was true for the other outsiders the
mining company brought in for the important jobs
like chief chemist, human relations manager, technical supervisor and chief water treatment operator.
But it wasn’t enough to bump up the true indicator of
how the average person in Rusk County was doing
financially. No, the county’s annual per capita
income, relative to the other counties in the state,
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The Non-Effect of the Flambeau Mine on Rusk County’s Annual Per Capita Income
County1
Rusk

Chippewa

Year2

Per Capita
Income3

County
Rank4

1990

$7,161

1991

$7,542

1992
1993

Taylor

Barron

State of Wisconsin

Per Capita
Income3

County
Rank4

Per Capita
Income3

County
Rank4

Per Capita
Income3

County
Rank4

70

$9,186

40

$8,934

47

$9,167

41

$12,686

70

$10,002

37

$9,246

48

$9,698

41

$13,043

$7,849

69

$10,240

38

$9,514

45

$9,972

42

$13,287

$8,003

71

$10,349

43

$10,367

41

$10,250

44

$13,840

1994

$8,474

71

$10,906

42

$11,350

37

$10,755

47

$14,534

1995

$8,991

71

$11,581

45

$11,841

40

$11,440

46

$15,324

1996

$9,490

70

$12,299

42

$12,297

43

$11,810

46

$16,118

1997

$10,074

70

$13,156

39

$12,993

41

$12,525

48

$17,437

1998

$11,258

70

$14,263

40

$13,893

41

$13,825

42

$18,655

1999

$11,879

70

$15,461

40

$15,248

42

$15,359

41

$20,116

2000

$12,377

70

$16,178

41

$15,409

47

$15,823

43

$20,503

Per Capita Income3

1

See CD 119-16 for a table including data from three additional Wisconsin counties—Forest, Price and Sawyer.

2

The Flambeau Mine was in production from 1993 to 1997.

3

Annual per capita adjusted gross incomes were obtained from the 1995–1996, 1997–1998, 1999–2000 and 2001–2002 volumes of the Wisconsin Blue Book. Values for
2000 were obtained from the Wisconsin Department of Revenue.

4

County rank indicates the number of counties in the state with equal or higher per capita incomes. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin, a rank of 72
means the county had the lowest per capita income in the state.

Table 119-2. Annual per capita adjusted gross incomes and corresponding rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and
three of its neighboring counties (1990–2000), with special emphasis on the mining years in Rusk County (1993–1997).
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the lowest per capita income in the state.

Graph 119-2. Annual “per capita adjusted gross income” rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and three of its neighboring counties (1990-2000).
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actually dropped a notch during the mining years! You
can see for yourself by looking at Table 119-2.
Keep in mind that the Flambeau Mine was in operation from 1993 to 1997, so that is when any real economic impact from the mine should have been felt.
But, lo and behold! Table 119-2 shows that throughout the life of the mine, the per capita income of the
people of Rusk County was lower than that of any
other county in the state, with the exception of
Menominee County in 1993, 1994 and 1995 and both
Menominee and Forest counties in 1996 and 1997.
Yes, Rusk County ranked either 70th or 71st out of all
72 counties in the state in terms of its per capita
income. And it didn’t matter if you looked at the statistics from before the mine was built, during the mining years or after the mine closed. Nothing changed.
Again, don’t let it fool you that Rusk County’s per
capita income increased from $8,003 in 1993 to
$10,074 in 1997. Per capita incomes increased all
over the state during the same time period. Unfortunately, however, Rusk County lagged behind the
rest. So when you look at a graph that plots the
annual per capita income ranking of Rusk County relative to the other counties in Wisconsin, all you get is
a flat line (Graph 119-2). Rusk County was and continues to be at the bottom of the heap.

Poverty Levels
[It is the belief of Wisconsin Manufacturers and
Commerce] that responsible mining means significant jobs and opportunities for our people, and that
this industry can provide exactly the sort of economic
boost some our counties need to insure the future for
their children.”
– Jim Haney, President of WMC
October 1991 (CD 119-2)

Since the Flambeau Mine had a negligible impact on
the annual unemployment rate and per capita income
of Rusk County, it’s no surprise that the relative number of people in the county living below the poverty
level did not improve during the mining years either.
In 1995, at the height of mining, 14.9 percent of Rusk
County’s total population was living in poverty, as
compared to the state average of 8.9 percent (Table
119-3). Only two other counties in the state, Menominee and Milwaukee, were worse off than us.
When you look at a graph of how Rusk County’s
poverty level changed during the 1990s relative to
the other counties in Wisconsin, all you get is a flat
line (Graph 119-3). The mine had no effect on
improving things at all. In fact, while the mine was in
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operation, Rusk County slipped two notches to
become the 70th poorest county in the State of
Wisconsin in terms of the percentage of total population living below the poverty level, and it slipped
three notches in terms of the percentage of children
living in poverty. Yes, the situation actually got worse
during the mining years.
Take a look at the tables and graphs on the following two pages, and you can see for yourself. Table
119-3 and Graph 119-3 show the grim poverty statistics for Rusk County’s total population. And the even
more disturbing information for the county’s children
is found in Table 119-4 and Graph 119-4.
I don’t know where WMC’s Jim Haney got off on
saying that mining would help the poor counties of
northern Wisconsin “insure the future for their children.” It seems the cold hard facts of what happened
in Rusk County have caught him in a lie. I cannot
emphasize enough that in 1995, when the mine was
running full force, 20.8 percent of Rusk County’s children were living in poverty, as compared to the state
average of 13.9 percent (only Menominee,
Milwaukee and Sawyer counties had higher percentages than ours). If that’s the kind of insurance that
mining companies have to offer for our children’s
future, anyone buying a policy would have to be nuts.
Not only did Jim Haney have his blinders on when
it came to the financial impact of mining on local
communities, but so did Alan Christianson. He was
interviewed for an article about the Flambeau Mine
that appeared in the June 22, 1996 issue of the Eau
Claire Leader-Telegram and actually had the gall to
state, “What’s going on here in Rusk County is a
minor economic miracle” (CD 117-12). Minor was
right. Apparently Alan had not looked at the facts.
Certainly the Flambeau Mine was not the panacea
promised by Kennecott. Numbers don’t lie. In fact, it’s
clear that the mine benefited no one but Kennecott. I
don’t know what Christianson was talking about
when he referred to Rusk County’s “economic miracle” or how people like Jim Haney or Larry Mercando
could look themselves in the mirror after painting
such a rosy picture of prosperity for the local people.
As my friend Tom Wilson stated, “The profits and the
jobs went out of the country along with the gold, copper
and silver they extracted. Especially when one matches
Ladysmith’s economic gains with comparable north central Wisconsin communities over the same period, it
becomes obvious that 20 years of myopic concentration
on one industry, metallic mining, is no substitute for
enlightened and comprehensive attention to overall economic, social and community development” (CD 118-5).
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The Non-Effect of the Flambeau Mine on the Percentage of Rusk County’s
Total Population Living in Poverty
County1
Rusk

Chippewa

Year2

Percent Living
in Poverty3

1989

16.6

69

1993

16.6

68

1995

14.9

1997

14.6

1998
1999

County Percent Living
Rank4
in Poverty3

Taylor

Barron

State of Wisconsin

County
Rank4

Percent Living
in Poverty3

County
Rank4

Percent Living
in Poverty3

County
Rank4

Percent Living in
Poverty3

10.5

32

12.7

44

11.6

38

10.7

11.3

41

11.1

36

12.6

50

10.9

70

9.7

43

9.8

45

10.4

49

8.9

68

9.6

38

10.6

47

10.6

47

9.2

13.6

68

9.4

40

9.8

46

10.7

51

8.9

11.9

68

8.5

41

9.1

47

9.5

49

8.4

1

See CD 119-18 for a table including data from three additional Wisconsin counties—Forest, Price and Sawyer.

2

The Flambeau Mine was in production from 1993 to 1997.

3

Percentages were obtained from the web page of the United States Census Bureau (www.census.gov/hhes/www/), September 2003. Information was not posted for 1990,
1991, 1992, 1994, 1996 or 2000, so that is why those particular years are not included in the table.

4

County rank indicates the number of counties in the state with equal or lower percentages of people living in poverty. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin,
a rank of 72 means the county had the highest percentage of people living in poverty in the state.

Table 119-3. Percentages of total population living below the poverty level and corresponding rankings within the State of Wisconsin for
Rusk County and three of its neighboring counties (1989-1999), with special emphasis on the mining years in Rusk County (1993-1997).
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the highest percentage of people living in poverty in the state.

Graph 119-3. Poverty rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and three of its neighboring counties with respect to
percentage of total population living in poverty (1989-1999).
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The Non-Effect of the Flambeau Mine on the Percentage of Rusk County’s
Children Living in Poverty
County1
Rusk

Chippewa

Year2

Percent Living
in Poverty3

1989

20.8

60

1993

21.4

66

1995

20.8

1997
1998
1999

County Percent Living
Rank4
in Poverty3

Barron

State of
Wisconsin

Percent Living County
in Poverty3
Rank4

Percent Living
in Poverty3

Taylor
County
Rank4

Percent Living
in Poverty3

County
Rank4

14.0

33

16.0

51

14.4

35

14.9

15.1

42

14.4

36

16.6

51

15.9

69

13.9

42

13.8

41

14.6

50

13.9

21.9

67

14.4

41

14.5

42

16.1

50

14.3

18.9

66

14.2

45

12.8

34

15.7

51

13.6

15.7

67

11.2

41

11.9

45

12.2

48

10.9

1

See CD 119-19 for a table including data from three additional Wisconsin counties—Forest, Price and Sawyer.

2

The Flambeau Mine was in production from 1993 to 1997.

3

Percentages were obtained from the web page of the United States Census Bureau (www.census.gov/hhes/www/), September 2003. Information was not posted for 1990,
1991, 1992, 1994, 1996 or 2000, so that is why those particular years are not included in the table.

4

County rank indicates the number of counties in the state with equal or lower percentages of childen living in poverty. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin, a rank of 72 means the county had the highest percentage of children living in poverty in the store.

Table 119-4. Percentages of children living below the poverty level and corresponding rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk
County and three of its neighboring counties (1989-1999), with special emphasis on the mining years in Rusk County (1993-1997).
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a ranking of 72 indicates the county with the highest percentage of children living in poverty in the state.

Graph 119-4. Poverty rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County and three of its neighboring counties with respect to
percentage of children living in poverty (1989-1999).
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Why Compare Rusk County to Taylor, Barron and Chippewa Counties?
I would like to explain why Laura and I chose to compare Rusk
County to Taylor, Barron and Chippewa counties in many of the
graphs that appear in this chapter. When trying to make heads
or tails out of the effect that the Flambeau Mine had on Rusk
County’s economy, it just seemed to make sense to compare
Rusk County’s annual unemployment rate, per capita income
and poverty level to the corresponding values reported by
counties that: (1) were located close to Rusk County; and (2)
had a relatively similar economic base. In that way, we hoped
to eliminate some of the regional factors that might otherwise
influence the economic indicators. For example, it would not
have been helpful for us to compare landlocked Rusk County in
northwestern Wisconsin to Brown County, which is located in
eastern Wisconsin and home to a Great Lakes seaport. Nor
would it have made sense to compare the farming communities of rural Rusk County to Milwaukee County with it’s densely
populated cities and industrial districts.
Taylor, Barron and Chippewa counties, on the other hand, are
all located in northwestern Wisconsin. They border Rusk
County, share a similar geography and have evolved to various degrees in terms of the diversity of their economic base
(Figure 119-7). Of the three counties, Chippewa is the least
similar to Rusk in terms of the amount of commercial activity
going on within its borders. It has better farmland, more factories, bigger commercial centers and a larger population
than Rusk County. As of the 1990 census, Chippewa County
had a population of 52,360, as compared to 15,079 for Rusk.
Nevertheless, we included information from Chippewa County
in the graphs because it shows how the economy of one of
the more highly-developed counties in the area fared during
the 1990s without the “benefit” of having a mine.
Barron County is also included in the graphs, not only
because it borders Rusk County to the west, but because:
(1) there is a lot of farming in Barron County, just like in
Rusk; and (2) both counties reach into the forestland of the
Blue Hills. I must say, however, that even though Barron
County is a closer match to Rusk than is Chippewa, there are
still very real differences between the two. Barron County
tends to have more acres of high-grade farmland than Rusk,
and its commercial center, Rice Lake, is much bigger and
more vibrant than Ladysmith. As of 1990, Rice Lake’s population was 7,998, compared to Ladysmith’s 3,938. In fact,
quite often when I need to do some serious shopping, I
end up making the 70-mile round trip to Rice Lake because
Ladysmith doesn’t have what I need.
Perhaps the best county to compare to Rusk in terms of its
geography and economic base is Taylor County. To start,
Taylor and Rusk counties are neighbors with similar types and
amounts of farmland and forestland. And Rusk County has the
Flambeau River, like Taylor County has the Black River. When
you look at a map, the two counties look alike in their shape

Figure 119-7. To highlight the lackluster effect that the Flambeau
Mine had on the economy of Rusk County, all you have to do is
compare the unemployment rates, per capita incomes and poverty
statistics of Rusk County to those of its neighbors. Every single
neighbor had and continues to have a stronger economy than Rusk
County’s, despite the fact that not one of them had a mine [Figure
adapted from map provided by Wisconsin Department of
Transportation, September 2003 (http://www.dot.wisconsin.gov/)].

and size, so it’s no surprise that their populations are about
the same as well (15,079 for Rusk vs. 18,901 for Taylor, as of
the 1990 census). In addition, each of the two counties has
one major business hub. For Rusk County it is Ladysmith, and
for Taylor County it’s Medford, which had a population of
4,350 as of 1990. In terms of employment, one of Rusk
County’s biggest employers is Weather Shield, whose parent
company happens to be located in Taylor County. As you can
see, the two counties have a lot in common.
That’s why information from Taylor County is included in the
graphs that Laura and I put together. We were looking for a
county so similar to Rusk that other variables besides the fact
that Rusk County had a mine would not skew the interpretation of the data. And Taylor County was the closest thing that
fit the bill.
In fact, a rural economist by the name of Tim Tynan saw the
commonality between Rusk and Taylor counties and wrote a
research paper in 1997 in which he determined which of the
two counties had outperformed the other in economic growth
during Rusk County’s mining years (CD 119-17). I will be giving you some of the details from that study later in the chapter.
But for now let me tell you this: Tynan concluded that the
Flambeau Mine, which had “promised the world” to the people
of Ladysmith, had a “negligible impact” on the local economy.
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and poverty statistics that Rusk County racked up
during the mining years, there was no real growth in
the county’s population either. While some of the
merchants in Ladysmith expected more people to
move into the area and spend lots of money in their
shops, it just didn’t happen. The 2000 census showed
that Rusk County’s total population increased by only
1.8% between 1990 and 2000 (Table 119-5 and
Graph 119-5). Only 6 other counties in the state
showed a more sluggish growth rate, including

It is doubtful that the people who live in Ladysmith
are residents because they enjoy living near open-pit
mines. Until mining is the reason people live in
northern Wisconsin, it will be difficult for mining
operations to add economic prosperity to the region.
– Tim Tynan, rural economist
1997 (CD 119-17)

Besides the dismal unemployment, per capita income

The Non-Effect of the Flambeau Mine on Rusk County’s Population Growth Rate
1990 Population1

County

2000 Population1

Percent Change in Population

County Rank for Growth Rate2

Rusk

15,079

15,347

1.8

66

Barron

40,750

44,963

10.3

37

Chippewa

52,360

55,195

5.4

58

Price

15,600

15,822

1.4

68

Sawyer

14,181

16,196

14.2

23

Taylor

18,901

19,680

4.1

59

8,776

10,024

14.2

23

4,891,769

5,363,675

9.6

Forest
Wisconsin
1

Data obtained from the web page of the United States Census Bureau (http://www.census.gov/), January 2002.

2

County rank indicates the number of counties in the state with an equal or higher percent change in population. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin, a
rank of 72 means the county had the slowest population growth rate in the state.

Table 119-5. Population growth rates and corresponding rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk County, its neighboring counties
and Forest County (1990–2000).
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Price

Rusk

Taylor

Chippewa

Barron

Sawyer

Forest

Graph 119-5. Population growth rates for Rusk County, its neighboring counties and Forest County (1990–2000).
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Milwaukee, Lafayette, Grant, Buffalo, Price and Pepin
counties. On the other hand, all of the counties in
northern Wisconsin, with the exception of Price
County, had faster growth rates than Rusk County’s.
For example, Sawyer County (bordering Rusk County
to the north) had a growth rate of 14.2 percent,
Barron County (bordering Rusk County to the west)
had a growth rate of 10.3 percent and Taylor County’s
population grew by 4.1 percent. Even Forest County’s
growth rate was almost eight times higher than Rusk
County’s, even though the Crandon mine had not
been built!
What’s even more interesting is that if you were to
look at the change in population in the Town of Grant
between 1990 and 2000, you would see that the town
actually lost 80 people, or 9.4% of its population. Yes,
the population of the town decreased from 847 to 767,
even though that’s where the mine was located! Some
of that loss was undoubtedly due to the fact that
Kennecott had bought up eleven farms in the township in order to secure the mineral rights. And even
though some of the 2,750 acres acquired by the mining company was rented back to the farming community, the eleven families who had been living on the
land eventually moved away.
The 2000 census also showed that Ladysmith, the
closest trade center to the mine, had 6 less people in
2000 than it did in 1990, a loss of 0.2% of its population. What a contrast to the City of Medford, next
door in Taylor County, which grew by 68 people during the same time period for a gain of 1.6% in total
population!
In addition, an article appeared in the Ladysmith
News in August of 2005 entitled “City lost population
since 2000.” It talked about how Ladysmith’s population as of January 1, 2005 was 3,715, which represented “a loss of 217 persons (5.52 percent) since the
2000 census when the population was 3,932” (CD
119-20). The article also mentioned that the
Wisconsin Demographic Services Center had predicted Ladysmith would lose another 6 percent of its
population over the next 20 years and that Rusk
County’s overall population would “grow by only 3.9
percent [as compared to] an estimated population
increase of 17 percent for the state.” The news article
stated, “Rusk County’s population growth has been at
best stagnant,” and it looks like that trend will continue for many years to come. So where are all the
people that Professor Green, James Haney, Larry
Mercando and Alan Christianson suggested would
move to the area because of the Flambeau Mine?
All I can say is this: Even though Rusk County was

the only county in the State of Wisconsin with a gold
mine during the 1990s, the allure apparently wasn’t
great enough to draw new people into the area to
jumpstart the local economy.

Failed Planning Strategies for
Resurrecting Rusk County’s Economy
Today, after all the fuss and struggle, Rusk County can
look back on its mine and decide if it was really the
bonanza that Kennecott promised the local people.
The county is as much or more in debt now than it
was before mining began. The major school systems
in the area are all struggling to find ways to tax the
people to pay off debts and improve services.
Ladysmith could hardly be called a thriving city. In
fact, it is deteriorating. What was once our downtown
area, full of locally owned businesses, is now full of
empty buildings and vacant lots where buildings have
been torn down. The center of town does not have a
grocery store, a drug store or a dime store anymore.
All have closed. In addition, several of our restaurants
have gone out of business, and the last car dealer in
the downtown area moved to the outskirts of the city
in 2001.
I cannot say that the Flambeau Mine brought about
the decay of the once charming little city of
Ladysmith or that it caused the county-wide problems
mentioned earlier in the chapter. But the mine certainly didn’t help the area to flourish, and to suggest
otherwise would be a lie. Maybe Ladysmith is dying
because it’s a natural phenomenon for small towns to
be declining at this time. But there is no denying that
the city is in worse shape now than it was before
Kennecott appeared on the scene. Maybe, just maybe,
the buying up and closing out of those eleven farms in
the Town of Grant by the mining company helped to
close out some of the businesses in the downtown
area. After all, each one of those farms had a family
that used to come to town to buy something, providing income to the merchants. I guess the Ladysmith
Area Chamber of Commerce hadn’t really thought
about that when it came out in support of the mine.
At any rate, Rusk County’s economy is at the bottom
of the barrel, our precious natural resources are gone,
and all we have to show for having had a mine is a
grassed-over waste dump sitting next to the
Flambeau River.
Yet, Alan Christianson had the audacity to tell the
people of Forest County in September of 1997 that our
economy was in great shape because of the Flambeau
Mine! I am talking about the article I mentioned
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earlier that he sent to several newspapers in the
Crandon area. In particular, Christianson stated that
Rusk County had received so many economic benefits
from having a mine that the success stories were “too
numerous to list.” And then he boldly stated, “How did
we do it? In a word, planning” (CD 119-9).
It’s interesting that Christianson, who to this day is
the city planner for Ladysmith, would feel so strongly
about the wisdom of his ways, especially since the
record clearly shows that his strategy for how to
invest the mining revenue from the Flambeau Mine
did little or nothing to resurrect Rusk County’s failing
economy. You’ve already seen the hard economic
data, my dear readers, but there is even more to tell
you by way of a research paper written in 1997 by
rural economist Tim Tynan. The name of the paper
was “When Mines Enter Minds: An Investigation of
Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin and the Economic
Impact of the Flambeau Mine.”
Before getting into the specifics of Tynan’s paper,
I’d like to mention that I first met the author in 1995,
when he was a student at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. He came to Ladysmith that
summer with seven other university students as part
of a three week intersession class on “The
Socioeconomic Impacts of Mining in Wisconsin.” The
course, which was offered by Dr. William Freudenburg of the university’s Department of Rural
Sociology, entailed researching the relevant literature and talking to people on both sides of the mining issue. Here is a sampling of who the students
interviewed: Tom Evans (Wisconsin Geological and
Natural History Survey), Bill Tans (Wisconsin DNR),
Tom Myatt (Kennecott), John Styczinski (RCCAG),
Jerry Goodrich and Don Moe (Crandon Mining
Company), Mary Dorch (North Central Regional
Planning Commission), Ron Smith and Tim Randall
(Mole Lake Ojibwe), Attorney Kevin Lyons (Town of
Nashville, Forest County), DuWayne Johnsrud
(Wisconsin Assembly Natural Resources Committee), Evelyn and myself.
I still remember when the students came out to the
farm to interview Evelyn and me. We could tell they
were good kids who were eager to learn the real story
of what mining meant for rural economies. They
asked all kinds of questions, and we answered them
as best we could. I might add that later on the class
issued a report of its findings to the Wisconsin
Assembly Natural Resources Committee, and a story
about the whole thing appeared in the September 15,
1995 issue of Wisconsin Outdoor News (CD 119-21).
Evelyn and I received a copy of the students’ report as
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well, and you can imagine how pleased we were to
see how the report confirmed what we had believed
all along. In particular, the students drew the following conclusion (CD 119-22):
The notion that mining will guarantee local economic
prosperity has not, to date, been borne out in the
research on rural communities. In fact, recent research
suggests that resource extraction does not cure rural
poverty, but rather is highly associated with it.

As I already mentioned, Tim Tynan was one of the
students who took Dr. Freudenburg’s intersession
class in the summer of 1995. And I think the whole
experience must have really affected him. You see,
Tynan proceeded to become an advisor to the Mining
Impact Coalition of Wisconsin, and that’s when he
wrote “When Mines Enter Minds: An Investigation of
Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin and the Economic
Impact of the Flambeau Mine.”
Tynan started out his research paper by explaining
why he had chosen to compare Ladysmith’s economy
to that of Medford in Taylor County. Here is what he
wrote (CD 119-17):
To determine if the presence of the [Flambeau Mine]
had any affect on the economy of Ladysmith, a similar town in the region can be used as an example of
what could have happened to Ladysmith if there had
never been a mine. Medford, Wisconsin was chosen
because it is the only urban center in neighboring
Taylor County and, like Ladysmith, is in the jurisdiction of the Northwest Regional Planning Commission. Before the mine entered Rusk County,
Ladysmith and Medford had almost identical populations, wage rates and resource availability. More
importantly, however, since 1989, when [Kennecott]
was aggressively seeking permits, Medford and Ladysmith have had very similar amounts of tax revenue
every year. How this revenue was spent in each city is
a good indicator of the planning priorities which
were prevalent during the permitting, construction
and operating periods of the Flambeau Mine.

Tynan proceeded to compare Alan Christianson’s
strategy for investing local tax revenues (including
mining revenues) to that of the Medford planners.
After listing the breakdown of expenditures by the
cities of Ladysmith and Medford between 1989 and
1996, here is what he concluded:
It is apparent that Ladysmith planners have seen
economic development as the number one priority
and have rated school spending and other residential
conveniences as second. Medford planners, on the
other hand, have rated school spending the highest,
followed by highway construction and pedestrian
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amenities [such as sidewalks, street lights and
storm sewers]. …
Given the enormous amounts of money
Ladysmith residents are paying (via taxes) for economic development, one would expect, if nothing
else, that a prosperous Flambeau Mine would at least
push Ladysmith out of economic disparity into economic competition with the other urban centers in
northwest Wisconsin. [emphasis added]

Tynan was right about Christianson’s priorities. When
mining tax revenues finally started to show up in the
local municipalities in the mid-1990s, Christianson
helped convince the city fathers to invest much of the
money in ventures aimed at attracting new businesses
and factories to the area. In fact, Christianson himself
stated the following in his little newspaper article (CD
119-9):
Our goal was to produce long-term jobs, and we did
that largely by investing mine tax revenue to construct or renovate buildings for sale or lease to businesses. In many cases, matching grants helped us
leverage mining dollars to pay for projects we never
could have funded on our own. Our successes are too
numerous to list here, but a few stand out.

And then Christianson went on to list a number of
business ventures that had been financed with either:
(1) mining tax revenue (“first dollar” and “county
additional” payments); (2) Local Agreement money
(paid directly by Kennecott to the local governments); or (3) grants awarded by the Mining Investment and Local Impact Fund Board. It’s interesting to
note, however, that the amount of mining tax revenue and Local Agreement money received by the
local governments was such a pittance that Christianson ended up asking both Rusk County and the
Town of Grant to pool their mining revenues with the
city’s so there might be enough money to really do
something. The county went along with it, but I don’t
know how much, if anything, the town contributed. I
remember speaking out against it at a town meeting
where I said, “Ladysmith has annexed our land,
reduced our tax base and used us as a waste dump.
And now that we have a little money, they want to
take that, too.”
A number of the projects in which Christianson
invested mining revenue did not take off—and that’s
putting it mildly. There was just a trickle of activity
here and there, and as I write my book some of the
projects are doing absolutely nothing. For example,
one of Christianson’s ideas was for the county to
invest in three new industrial buildings to be located
at Bruce, Weyerhaeuser and Glen Flora in Rusk

County. Here is what happened to each of them:
I

The industrial building at Bruce burned shortly
after being built. The county did not repair the
structure and eventually sold it to a private party.
As my book goes to print, the building is occupied
by Barry’s Builders Supply, which I believe employs
no more than 3 or 4 people;

I

The building at Weyerhaeuser was rented for a
short time by Piccard Medical Corporation, a
wheelchair manufacturer. But the business, which
was incorporated in the State of Minnesota rather
than the State of Wisconsin, was far from successful and soon closed its doors. As far as I know, the
county never found another tenant and to this day
is trying to sell the building; and

I

The building at Glen Flora was leased to a computer salvage and recycling firm by the name of 5R
Processors, a company that originated in Catawba,
Wisconsin in 1989 (that’s about 30 miles east of
Ladysmith in Price County) and later expanded to
include facilities in Tennessee, Minnesota, Georgia
and New York. I believe the Glen Flora plant,
which operates to this day, originally employed
somewhere between twenty and forty people, but
I’m told the wages are not very high.

Rusk County’s economy scarcely benefited from all
the money that was sunk into the three industrial
buildings at Glen Flora, Weyerhaeuser and Bruce. Yet
those were the kinds of examples that Christianson
cited when trying to make the case that mining “can
lift a community, not just while the mine is open but
for many years after.” He mentioned a few other
Rusk County businesses in his newspaper article as
well, and I have listed them on the following pages
for you to see. You will also notice that beneath each
of Christianson’s examples of economic prosperity, I
took the liberty of telling you the real story of what
happened. Here’s a summary of the high points:
Out of the eight individual businesses singled out by
Christianson as somehow benefiting from revenue
generated by the mine, at least four of them were alive
and well in Rusk County before Kennecott came to
town, including Flambeau Litho (a printer), ADF (a
manufacturer of acrylic store fixtures like eye glass displays and snack bins), Conwed (a manufacturer of
office furniture) and Weather Shield (a sash and door
manufacturer). Those companies didn’t need the mine
to stay in business or expand the size or scope of their
operations. Yet, Christianson somehow tried to credit
the mine with either saving or creating 377 jobs associated with those independent and already successful
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What Alan Christianson Said about the Financial Benefits of the
Flambeau Mine versus the Real Story of what Happened in Rusk County
Alan Christianson
“Mine taxes paid for two 12,000 square-foot industrial buildings in Glen Flora and Weyerhaeuser. The Glen Flora building
is leased to a computer salvage and recycling firm; the
Weyerhaeuser building houses Piccard Medical, which makes
supplies to aid people with physical or medical infirmities.
New jobs created totaled 40, and both firms plan to expand”
(CD 119-9).
The Real Story

The Bruce building: Christianson failed to mention in his article that a portion of the county’s mining revenue was
invested in a third industrial building outside of Bruce in Rusk
County. That particular building had a fire shortly after being
built and was sold “as is” to a private party that to this day
employs perhaps 3 or 4 people.
The Weyerhaeuser building: Piccard Medical (incorporated in
the State of Minnesota) occupied the Weyerhaeuser building
for a short time. But the company was far from successful
and quickly went out of business. As far as I know, the building at Weyerhaeuser has stood empty ever since.
The Glen Flora building: State records show that 5R
Processors, which occupies the Glen Flora industrial building
to this day, employed between 20 and 49 people in 2005. I
am told, however, that the wages are not very high.
Alan Christianson
“Mine revenues helped Ladysmith and Rusk County renovate
an old industrial site in the city, turning an eyesore into an
attractive modern building that now houses ADF [a manufacturer of acrylic products like product displays and snack bins],
Flambeau Litho [a printer]; and the Sign Shoppe [a sign-painting business]. The three firms employ 50 people. Lease revenue from the building is about $50,000 per year” (CD 119-9).
The Real Story
Two of the three businesses mentioned by Christianson (ADF
and Flambeau Litho) existed long before the Flambeau Mine
was built, and the third (the Sign Shoppe, which employs
three people) has been in the area since about 1997. The creation of these three businesses had nothing whatsoever to do
with the Flambeau Mine. In late 1997, when Christianson
wrote his article, they just happened to be located in a building
that had been renovated with mining revenue (the renovation
was known as the Fritz Avenue project). So for Christianson to
infer that the mine was somehow responsible for creating or
retaining those 50 jobs was not only misleading, but an insult
to the ingenuity of the business owners who were the real
force behind creating those jobs. What’s more, ADF moved

out of the Fritz Avenue building in 1998 and relocated to
another part of town. I don’t know if the space vacated by the
company was ever leased to anyone else, but as my book
goes to print, the only thing you can find in ADF’s old quarters
is some outdated computer equipment in storage.
I might add that the Fritz Avenue project was funded, in part,
with federal dollars that had nothing to do with the Flambeau
Mine. And in terms of the $585,900 grant awarded by the
Mining Investment and Local Impact Fund Board to the City
of Ladysmith in 1996 to facilitate the project, let me say this:
The board had no business awarding that grant. It was a
sleazy deal. As discussed in Chapter 118 of my story, Wisconsin law is clear regarding the legitimate distribution of
money from the mining impact fund. The board was supposed to keep enough money in reserve so that the local governments would be assured of receiving their “first dollar”
and “county additional” payments for each year of mining,
and only then, if any money was left, was the board to award
any grants. What’s more, the only types of grants authorized
by law were those meant to help mining communities deal
with problems caused by mining. Since the Flambeau Mine
did not have any effect on Rusk County’s unemployment rate
one way or the other, the pretense of using mining impact
money to create new jobs for displaced workers was not
valid. Not only did the Fritz Avenue project fail to qualify as a
legitimate use of mining impact money, but awarding that
money to the City of Ladysmith contributed to the fact that
not enough money was left in the mining impact fund in 1999
to distribute any “first dollar” or “county additional” payments to the three local governments for the gold shipped to
Canada in 1997.

Alan Christianson
“Mine payments to the city and county covered nearly half
the $1.3 million cost of the Ladysmith/Rusk County
Enterprise Center in the Ladysmith Industrial Park. This building provides seven manufacturing spaces from 1,400 to
10,000 square feet, specially designed to appeal to woodworking businesses. These spaces are now available for
lease” (CD 119-9).
The Real Story
I don’t know if Christianson was ever successful in renting
out those spaces, but even if he was, it certainly had no real
impact on Rusk County’s unemployment rate, per capita
income or any of the other important economic indicators.
You saw the flat-line graphs. To this day Rusk County is at
the bottom of the heap, just like it was before the “enterprise
center” was constructed.
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Christianson’s Comments vs. the Real Story (continued)

Alan Christianson
“I wish those critics [of the mining industry] would come
here and look for the poverty, unemployment and economic
depression they attribute to mining communities. What they
would find instead is living proof that mining can lift a community, not just while the mine is open but for many years
after. First and foremost, the Flambeau mine was environmentally clean throughout its four years of operation. … Now
Flambeau Mining Company is reclaiming the mine site in a
careful and responsible manner” (CD 119-9).

was responsible for creating or retaining those 130 jobs; and
(3) Weather Shield’s expansion was not financed with any
mining revenue whatsoever. So for Christianson to suggest
that Kennecott had anything to do with creating those 100 to
200 new jobs at Weather Shield, just because the company
happened to expand into a building abandoned by Conwed,
was shear nonsense and an insult to the hardworking people
of Weathershield. As Ladysmith Mayor Ron Moore stated in
2001, “Weather Shield’s expansion into the former Conwed
building, along with the addition linking it to the north plant
… succeeded primarily due to the [industry itself].” It had
nothing to do with the Flambeau Mine.

The Real Story
Like I said, if anyone wants to see the real impact of the
Flambeau Mine on Rusk County’s economy, just go back to
pages 890, 894, 896 and 897 to see how Rusk County’s
economy fared before, during and after the mining years. And
in terms of Christianson’s claim about how “responsible”
Kennecott was in its reclamation of the mine site, you might
want to turn ahead to page 1025 for just one example of how
“careful” Kennecott was to prevent groundwater pollution.

Alan Christianson
“The Discretionary Payments Program administered by the
state’s Mining Impact Board paid more than 90 percent of the
$3 million cost of a new plant for Conwed, an office furniture
manufacturer. This helped Ladysmith retain 100 jobs, and the
company has already added 30 more. The relocation of Conwed
helped provide space for window manufacturer Weather Shield
to expand —and create 100 to 200 new jobs” (CD 119-9).
The Real Story
There are three things wrong with how Christianson credited
the mine for being responsible for the expansion projects
undertaken by Conwed and Weather Shield: (1) Just like in
the case of the Fritz Avenue project, Conwed’s new plant
should have never been built with mining impact money
because the project had nothing to do with fixing miningrelated problems; (2) Since Conwed existed long before
Kennecott came to town, and since its expansion project
should have never been funded with mining impact money, it
was not legitimate for Christianson to imply that the mine

establishments. And with regard to the four new businesses that came to Rusk County after Kennecott
showed up on the scene, including Norse Building
Systems (a Minnesota-based company that builds
modular homes), the Sign Shoppe (a local graphic
design company), Piccard Medical and 5R Processors,
let me say this: The sixty or so jobs that Norse brought

Alan Christianson
“A direct gift of $500,000 from the mine, combined with
$250,000 in mine taxes from Rusk County and $350,000 in
mine taxes from the city, helped build the new Ladysmith
Library …” (CD 119-9).
The Real Story
You know all about the library, my dear readers. The only reason the mining company provided that $500,000 “gift” to the
community was to try to silence the controversy over the
estimated $1–2 million loss in wages and benefits that the
area was expected to suffer as a result of the mine’s early
closing. It was not a fair trade-off.
Alan Christianson
“The mine provided matching funds to improve our airport.
Mining revenues made up much of the financing for a new
building for Norse Building Systems, a maker of modular
homes that chose to locate in the area, bringing 60 jobs” (CD
119-9).
The Real Story
Just as in the case of the Fritz Avenue and Conwed projects,
the mining impact board had no basis for awarding grant
money to Rusk County to improve the local airport or pay for
a new manufacturing plant for Norse Building Systems. So
Christianson should not have attributed those sixty jobs to
the mine. Besides that, to this day there is talk around town
that Norse is in financial straits and may leave the area.

to Rusk County in 1997 and the three jobs created by
the Sign Shoppe were not legitimate spin-offs from
the mine, as Christianson implied. Sure, to this day
the companies are located in buildings that were renovated with grant money from the mining impact
fund. But as discussed in Chapter 118 of my story, the
grants were improperly awarded by the mining
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impact board to the City of Ladysmith, so the renovation projects had no legitimate connection to the
mine. And I might add that as my book goes to print,
there is talk around town that Norse is in financial
straits and may shut down.
On the brighter side, I suppose the forty jobs created
in the 1990s by Piccard Medical and 5R Processors
could rightfully be considered spin-offs from the mine
because the two companies moved into buildings constructed with bona fide “first dollar” and “county additional” mining tax revenues. But as I mentioned earlier,
even though 5R Processors has remained solvent over
the years, Piccard Medical is no longer in business. The
whole thing boils down to this:
Out of 480 jobs that Christianson implied were spinoffs from mining, 440 of them (92%) had no legitimate connection to the Flambeau Mine. And of the
40 remaining jobs, some no longer exist. In addition,
at least one industrial building constructed with
mining revenue has long stood vacant.

While Christianson was busy investing Rusk County’s
mining revenues in industrial buildings and telling
everyone how successful the strategy had been in resurrecting the local economy, something very different
was going on next door in Taylor County. And that
brings me back to Tim Tynan’s paper. You see, Tynan
sought to figure out whether or not Christianson’s
pro-business investment strategy had helped the
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Ladysmith economy more than Medford’s strategy of
investing maximum revenues in the public school system. In particular, Tynan made the following observation with regard to city debt (CD 119-17):
Total principle debt for Ladysmith is very different
from Medford. Over the past few years, Ladysmith
has seen a dramatic increase in debt while
Medford has had little, if any, net change. When
looking back at population trends, the increase in
debt combined with a decrease in population in
Ladysmith suggests that each remaining resident

carries a higher debt burden than residents in
Medford. [emphasis added]
Tynan included a graph in his report to show how
Ladysmith’s debt had taken off during the mining
years while Medford’s remained fairly constant
(Graph 119-6). It didn’t look like Christianson’s planning was worth beans. In fact, in 1997, at the end of
mining, Rusk County and two of its school systems
were freshly in debt for nearly $13 million—the highest debt we had ever seen. As I wrote in a rebuttal to
Christianson’s article, “The mine is closed, the ore is
gone. To whom do we turn for tax relief?” Tynan
summed it up best when he said the following:
Ladysmith may well have done better if the planners,
mayors and county board members had never met a
mining executive. They would have spent their time
attempting to improve the lives of the residents

300

Thousands of Dollars in Debt

250

Ladysmith
Medford

200

150

100

50

0
1989

1991

1992

1994

1996

Graph 119-6. Total principle debt of Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin between 1989 and 1996 [Source: “When Mines Enter Minds: An
Investigation of Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin and the Economic Impact of the Flambeau Mine,” a paper by Tim Tynan, 1997 (CD 119-17)].
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within the community, rather than spending more
time and money attempting to attract those from
outside the city.

Tynan did an excellent job of dispelling the myth that
the Flambeau Mine was an “economic miracle.” He
suggested that instead of chasing down mining projects, financially-depressed rural areas would be better
off adopting planning initiatives that focused on the
quality of residential life, using Medford as an example. Tynan’s conclusions were so striking that I have
included them below for you to see.
Getting back to Christianson’s newspaper article,
not only did Alan comment on all the good planning he
had done for the City of Ladysmith and Rusk County,
but he stated, “As Forest County residents look toward
the prospect of mining in their community, they can
expect the same benefits we have enjoyed—as long as
they plan and cooperate as we did.” What benefits?
And what did Christianson mean by the phrase, “as
long as they plan and cooperate as we did?” It almost
sounded like he was threatening the people of Forest
County that they had better go along with whatever

the mining company wanted, or else. Boy, did that get
me mad! It felt like Alan was trying to hoodwink the
people of Crandon, and that’s why I just had to write a
rebuttal for the newspapers (Figure 119-8).
Another person who was not about to stand for
Christianson’s nonsense was Richard Moore, an investigative reporter and columnist for the Lakeland Times of
Oneida County, Wisconsin. Moore saw Christianson’s
article firsthand in late September of 1997, when Alan
sent it to the Lakeland Times for publication. I imagine
Christianson wanted to spread his propaganda over
there because Exxon/Rio Algom at that time was trying
to push forward with a plan to build a 38-mile pipeline
through Oneida County for transporting wastewater
from the proposed Crandon mine to the Wisconsin River.
At any rate, the Lakeland Times published Christianson’s
article, and the very next week Richard Moore wrote a
column in which he challenged almost everything Alan
had said (Figure 119-9). In particular, Moore talked
about Christianson’s “misreading of [Ladysmith’s] economy” and cited Tim Tynan’s report to set the record
straight. Here are a few of Moore’s observations that

Conclusions Drawn by Rural Economist Tim Tynan in his 1997 Research
Report, “When Mines Enter Minds: An Investigation of Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin and the Economic Impact of the Flambeau Mine” (CD 119-17)
not even create relative prosperity in rural centers where
impacts should have been readily obvious.

There are [several] conclusions which can be drawn from
[my] investigation:
I

The Flambeau Mine had a negligible impact on the economy of Ladysmith.

I

A similar city, Medford, Wisconsin (a city without a mine)
has spent roughly the same amount of tax revenue as
Ladysmith but on different initiatives. Ladysmith has spent
much more money on economic development than
Medford, and Medford has spent much more on schools
and residential amenities.

I

Medford has outperformed Ladysmith in terms of economic prosperity over the past seven years [1989-1996].

I

The rich copper mine which once “promised the world” to
those in Ladysmith is now gone—leaving a large, empty
hole just outside the city. …

I

Planning which prioritizes residential life will enhance communities and lead to a relatively high economic outlook.
Planning which does not enhance residential life, and only
attempts to grow economically, may lose residents and
create enormous debts, while doing little to attract a
diverse industrial base.

I

Mining does not create economic prosperity. Mining does

I

Mining may even add to rural poverty as it distracts the priorities of urban planners and creates false hopes for the residents in a poor community. Ladysmith may well have done
better if the planners, mayors and county board members
had never met a mining executive. They would have spent
their time attempting to improve the lives of the residents
within the community, rather than spending more time and
money attempting to attract those from outside the city.

The above study adds to the evidence that economic prosperity in rural communities is centered around residential life
rather than industrial attractiveness. [When] communities
attract residents … businesses will soon follow (transient
residents, or those who are staying temporarily, may not
value long-term economic health). More importantly, the
businesses which stem from the residential community often
enhance, rather than detract from, the reason people live
there in the first place. It is doubtful that the people who live
in Ladysmith are residents because they enjoy living near
open-pit mines. Until mining is the reason people live in
northern Wisconsin, it will be difficult for mining operations
to add economic prosperity to the region.
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Figure 119-8. While
Alan Christianson
sang the praises of
the Flambeau Mine,
Roscoe Churchill
summed up the real
impact of the mine
on Rusk County’s
economy by stating,
“We were robbed”
(Pioneer Express,
October 6, 1997).

summed up the whole situation quite well:
While Ladysmith poured mining dollars into what
appears to be dubious economic development projects—dubious given their inability to create adequate numbers of jobs or average wages—the city
began to lag behind other communities in infrastructure and school investments. … When judging the

economic impact of mines, Ladysmith is a good place
to start—that is, to start unraveling the lie of mining
prosperity. … The sad thing is, if mining history
teaches us anything at all, it is that the mine’s longterm impact will almost certainly encompass an economic and environmental catastrophe costing
millions and millions of dollars to clean up.
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How to Counteract the Propaganda
It burned me up whenever Alan Christianson would
hold up the Flambeau Mine as an example of how
mining could bring economic prosperity to a financially-depressed area. And unfortunately, that type of
propaganda continues to be circulated to this day by
Christianson and others who apparently feel they
have something to gain by helping the multinational
mining corporations of the world exploit the people
and natural resources of northern Wisconsin,
Minnesota, the Upper Peninsula of Michigan and
beyond. So how can you, my dear readers, effectively
counteract all the lies and misinformation about the
“economic miracle” of the Flambeau Mine? I’d like to
propose four basic strategies:
I

Ask those who brag about all the new businesses
and jobs that were spurred by the Flambeau Mine

to give you specific examples of what they are talking about and disclose where they got their information. And especially if Alan Christianson was
the source, use the information provided on pages
903 and 904 of my story to set the record straight;
I

Use the graphs provided in this chapter to show
how the Flambeau Mine had a “flat line” effect on
Rusk County’s economy;

I

Create graphs of Rusk County’s financial data versus the financial data of any other county being
targeted for mining; and

I

Cite the work of economists who have not been
paid by the mining industry to issue reports, but
rather those who really know how mining affects
local communities.

It is my hope that the above suggestions will help to
silence any person who claims the Flambeau Mine had
a significant positive impact on the economy of Rusk County. We must somehow
stop the propaganda from spreading and
not allow what happened to us in the
Town of Grant to be distorted by those
who would trick other communities into
trusting the mining industry. Here then is
what you can do:
Demand Specific Examples and
Full Disclosure of Sources

Figure 119-9. Investigative reporter Richard Moore made the right call when he agreed
with economist Tim Tynan’s bleak assessment of the Flambeau Mine’s impact on the
local economy. See CD 119-23 to read the complete article (Lakeland Times, October 3,
1997; republished with permission).

I’d like to tell you about a letter to the
editor of the Pioneer Express that was
written in December of 2001 by Steve
Kircher, a mining official who at that
time was working on the Crandon mine
proposal. Kircher, who was obviously
interested in generating support for the
Crandon project, made a point of
telling the job-starved people of Forest
County about how successful the
Flambeau Mine had been in resurrecting the economy of Rusk County. He
stated, “The Flambeau mine employed
70 workers and the city was able to
take the tax revenues and mining
impact funds from that project and created 10 new industries and 487 new,
permanent jobs.”
Hmmm. I would first of all ask
Kircher to tell me where he got his
information and to be more specific. For
example, Kennecott itself had claimed
that the mine employed only 60 people
during the peak production years. So
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where did Kircher’s 70-worker total come from? I’d
also ask Kircher to answer the following questions
about the workers themselves: How many of them
were truly local people? What types of jobs were they
hired to do? What were they paid, and were they protected by a union?
Kircher’s claim that “10 new industries” had been
created with mining revenues deserved to be questioned as well. I would ask him to list those industries
by name and describe how many people they continue
to employ. For example, did Kircher include Piccard
Medical in his tally, even though that plant is now
closed and the building stands vacant? Or what about
the industrial building at Bruce that was damaged by
fire and eventually sold “as is” by the county? Was
that one of the “10 new industries” cited by Kircher?
Or how about: (1) the 200 new jobs created by
Weather Shield; (2) the 50 jobs provided by ADF,
Flambeau Litho and the Sign Shoppe; (3) the 130 jobs
at Conwed; and (4) the 60 jobs at Norse Building
Systems? Alan Christianson had tried to pass off all
440 of those jobs as legitimate off-shoots of the mine
when in reality they were not. Were they included in
Kircher’s 487-job total?
And as long as we are talking about Christianson,
is that where Kircher got his information? After all,
the slippery facts and figures that Kircher regurgitated
in his letter to the editor in 2001 sounded strangely
familiar to what Christianson had told the people of
Forest County in 1997. Those pro-mining buzzards
tend to roost on the same branch, so I wouldn’t doubt
that Christianson was the source of Kircher’s information. And if so, the public deserved to know that all
those numbers had come from what appeared to be
an unreliable and biased source.
The unemployment, per capita income, poverty
and census figures that I provided to you, on the other
hand, were obtained from the Wisconsin Department
of Workforce Development, the Wisconsin Legislative
Reference Bureau and the United States Census
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Bureau. And what those agencies had to say about the
sorry state of Rusk County’s economy was not at all
consistent with the rosy picture that Kircher (and
Christianson) had painted for the people of Forest
County. As you know, to this day Rusk County’s unemployment rate is among the highest in Wisconsin and
its per capita income among the lowest. So the real
question for people like Kircher and Christianson to
publicly answer would be this: If so many wonderful
new jobs were created as a result of the Flambeau
Mine, why didn’t Rusk County’s economic indicators
improve during and after the mining years?
Kircher’s letter also didn’t jive with a letter to the
editor written by Ronald Moore of Ladysmith that
appeared in the November 29, 2001 issue of the
Ladysmith News (CD 119-14). As you know, Moore
was the Mayor of Ladysmith when the mine was in
operation, and he was also a staunch supporter of
Kennecott. In his letter, which was written about a
week before Kircher’s, he bemoaned the sluggish local
economy and stated, “While the city hasn’t kept businesses out, the community has had difficulty keeping
businesses here. If one looks at the businesses that
have left downtown in recent years, there are quite a
number for certain.” While I normally didn’t agree
with Ronald Moore’s view of the world, that particular statement of his was right on the money. And anyone faced with confronting someone like Kircher
could bring up the fact that even the Mayor of
Ladysmith complained about the sluggish post-mining economy of Rusk County.
Hold Up Rusk County’s Flat-Line Graphs for All to See
Perhaps the best defense against the kind of propaganda put out by people like Steve Kircher and Alan
Christianson would be to hold up the graphs I showed
you earlier that prove the Flambeau Mine had no real
beneficial effect on Rusk County’s economy. And to
that end I have made all those graphs available in
electronic format on the CD-ROM that accompanies

Former Ladysmith Mayor Ron Moore Comments on the City’s Economy
(and in the process contradicts himself)
I already told you how Ron Moore, a realtor who served as
the Mayor of Ladysmith during the mining years, wrote a letter to the editor of the Ladysmith News in November of 2001
about the city’s sluggish economy (CD 119-14). But what I
did not mention was how Moore flip-flopped on the issue
over the years, sometimes bemoaning the lack of new business ventures in the area (and blaming the wrong people for

the problem), while at other times trying to make it sound like
the Flambeau Mine had perked up the local economy. It’s time
to set the record straight!
Moore mentioned in his 2001 letter to the editor that downtown Ladysmith had lost a lot of business establishments “in
recent years.” I wholeheartedly agreed with that particular
statement of his, but the problem was that Moore proceeded
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Moore (continued)
to make a number of outrageous claims regarding who was
responsible for the city’s financial woes. For starters, he
placed much of the blame on the local people themselves
rather than questioning his own decisions as mayor or the
planning strategies implemented by local officials. Moore
stated, “If you want to know who doesn’t let businesses in [to
Ladysmith], you and I need only look in the mirror. Every
time we make a purchase elsewhere which we could have
made locally, we take business away from local vendors …”
Talk about shifting the blame from those who control the
purse strings (like the mayor) to those who pay the taxes
(like you and me)! Moore would have done well to read Tim
Tynan’s report, “When Mines Enter Minds,” and tell the city
officials rather than the local citizens to “look in the mirror.”
As Tynan wrote, “Planning which does not enhance residential life, and only attempts to grow economically, may lose
residents and create enormous debts, while doing little to
attract a diverse industrial base” (CD 119-17).
Moore also couldn’t resist passing on part of the blame for
Ladysmith’s lackluster economy to those of us who opposed
the Flambeau Mine. He wrote in his letter, “As a former mayor
and present member of the local industrial development corporation (IDC) board of directors, I can tell you that the IDC
along with the City and County have spent considerable time,
effort and money over a long period of time promoting business development. … Consider that Ladysmith had one of
the most state of the art water treatment facilities in the world
sitting here at the former mine site. A facility which might
have served a water bottler such as Perrier or a number of
other possible users [like a metals plating plant – See CD
116-18]. Instead of trying to locate a job-creating business
which could use this facility where water would be cleaned up
after being used, some of your friends and neighbors insisted
that the plant be gutted, leaving only the building shell. How
many of you made an effort to stop this? The City tried.”
Moore’s anguish over the fact that neither Perrier nor a metals
plating plant had moved onto the mine site to take advantage
of the water treatment facility certainly demonstrated his lack
of concern over the quantity and quality of our drinking water
supply – and so did his support of the mine. But you know,
maybe he had a point! Perrier could have pumped out the contaminated water from the backfilled mine pit, purified it and
perhaps sent the sludge to Switzerland where the owners of
Perrier live. That way we could have avoided the whole problem of heavy metals and acid getting into the Flambeau River.
Yet another problem I had with Moore’s letter to the editor was
that his story about the condition of Ladysmith’s economy
changed 180-degrees over the course of a few years. I remember in May of 1997, when he testified at a public hearing in
Ladysmith about a mining moratorium bill being considered
by the state legislature. At that particular hearing Moore was

all in favor of mining and talked about how the Flambeau Mine
had been a “boon” to the community. As reported in The
Country Today, he said that “responsible mining should be
considered a viable means of economic development, especially where other options are limited” (CD 119-24). The whole
thing was even recorded on tape by radio station WOJB, so
there is no denying that Moore flip-flopped on his view of the
local economy over the years. It seems he was willing to
change his story depending on what he had to gain.
Moore also wrote a letter to the editor of the Forest
Republican in March of 1996 that Evelyn and I found to be
very offensive. We were visiting our son George and his wife
Linda in Virginia at the time and wouldn’t have even seen the
letter, except for the fact that my friend Tom Ward tracked us
down and mailed a copy to us. In the letter Moore invited
people to come to Ladysmith to see for themselves that the
mine had been “good for the area.” On top of that, he had the
gall to state that the majority of people in Rusk County
“would be very receptive to consideration of another mine in
the area” (CD 119-25). That really burned me up, so I just
had to sit down at George and Linda’s kitchen table to write a
rebuttal for the papers (CD 119-26). I don’t know if it was
ever printed, but here’s how I started the letter:

I have spent most of my life believing that I should not
blame on maliciousness what can justifiably be attributed to
stupidity or ignorance. However, after perusing the correspondence of Mayor Moore to the Forest Republican, I
must go against this basic tenet of my life.
I proceeded to demonstrate how Moore had tried to
hornswoggle the public with his letter and stated, “I not only
found [Moore’s] letter very misleading but actually insulting
to the good people of Rusk County who have never approved
of massive sulfide metal mining, and who still don’t, and who
have worked so hard to bring to the attention of the people of
Wisconsin and their legislators, the truth about the destructive forces of sulfide metal mining. … So, with all due respect
for the Mayor of Ladysmith, I am compelled to ask: What is
the motive behind Mayor Moore’s fabricated story in promotion of the Flambeau Mine? Isn’t it enough that this minority
business group has contrived to contract Rusk County out for
forty (40) years as a mineral resource colony to British based
RTZ, owner of Kennecott and Flambeau Mining?”
I then concluded my letter with the following invitation:

I have worked more than twenty years on the mining issue
and I challenge Mayor Moore to a public debate in Ladysmith, Crandon or anywhere to discuss the merits or lack of
merits of sulfide mining. We could discuss the environment,
Natural Resource rules, mining laws, socio-economic
impacts of mining or any phase of mining he suggests.
I never got a response from Moore.
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the book—for ease in copying (CD 119-27). If
Christianson can hold up the Flambeau Mine as an
“economic miracle,” you and I, my dear readers, can
hold it up as an “economic flat-line.”

years. And Forest County didn’t have a mine!
I

Forest County had slightly higher per capita
incomes than Rusk County during three of the five
years that mining took place in Rusk County, and
during the other two years, Forest County’s per
capita income was only slightly lower than Rusk
County’s. And Forest County didn’t have a mine!

I

Forest County experienced almost eight times the
population growth rate of Rusk County during the
1990s. And Forest County didn’t have a mine!

I

During and after Rusk County’s mining years,
Forest County had a smaller percentage of people
living below the poverty level. And Forest County
didn’t have a mine!

Create Your Own Graphs to Prove Your Point
Another strategy to counteract all the pro-mining
hogwash would be to focus on the economic situation
of any county targeted for mining and show how Rusk
County made no real economic gains over that county
while the Flambeau Mine was in operation. Take the
example of Forest County! When you look at the facts
and prepare a few graphs, it’s clear that while the
mine was in operation, Rusk County did not jump
ahead of Forest County with respect to any of the
important economic indicators, be it unemployment
rate, per capita income, population growth or the percentage of people living in poverty. So if the Crandon
mine is ever built, why should Forest County expect to
do any better? Take a look at Table 119-6 and Graphs
119-7, 8, 9 and 10 on the following pages and you
will see what I mean. In particular, please note the
following:
I

Forest County had lower unemployment rates than
Rusk County during all of Rusk County’s mining

Per Capita Adjusted
Annual Unemployment Rate1a, 2a Gross Income1b, 2b

Year

Forest
County
Rate

Forest
County
Rank

Rusk
County
Rank

Forest
County
Amount

Forest
County
Rank

Rusk
County
Rank

911

So my question is, why should Forest County have a
mine? If anyone tries to tell the people of Forest
County that the proposed Crandon mine will be the
answer to all their economic woes, just point out that
the Flambeau Mine didn’t do much for Rusk County—
and since Forest County did better than Rusk County
in terms of all the major economic indicators while
the Flambeau Mine was going full force, what is there
to gain by building a mine at the headwaters of the
Wolf River? And don’t let anyone diffuse the
Percent of Total Population
Living in Poverty1c, 2c

Percent of Children
Living in Poverty1c, 2c

Forest
County
Percent

Forest
County
Percent

Forest
County
Rank

Rusk
County
Rank

Forest Rusk
County County
Rank
Rank

1989

–

–

–

$5,745

71

69

21.8%

71

69

31.8%

71

60

1990

6.8%

63

71

$6,223

71

70

–

–

–

–

–

–

1991

9.3%

68

70

$6,902

71

70

–

–

–

–

–

–

1992

7.5%

54

71

$7,184

71

69

–

–

–

–

–

–

1993

7.4%

58

72

$8,435

69

71

17.3%

69

68

24.6%

69

66

1994

7.4%

58

72

$8,601

70

71

–

–

–

–

–

–

1995

6.7%

68

71

$9,089

70

71

13.2%

67

70

20.4%

68

69

1996

5.2%

54

70

$9,136

71

70

–

–

–

–

–

–

1997

6.3%

62

71

$9,752

71

70

13.4%

66

68

19.0%

60

67

1998

7.6%

69

63

$10,600

71

70

12.4%

64

68

17.8%

63

66

1999

5.2%

63

59

$11,244

71

70

11.0%

63

68

15.1%

64

67

2000

6.4%

64

68

$11,795

71

70

–

–

–

–

–

–

1

Data obtained from: (a) the web page of the Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development (www.dwd.state.wi.us/lmi); (b) the 1995–1996, 1997–1998, 1999–2000 and 2001–
2002 volumes of the Wisconsin Blue Book and the Wisconsin Department of Revenue; and (c) the web page of the United States Census Bureau (www.census.gov/hhes/www/).

2

County rank indicates the number of counties with: (a) equal or lower unemployment rates; (b) equal or higher per capita incomes; or (c) equal or lower percentages of
people living in poverty. Since there are 72 counties in the State of Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the (a) highest unemployment rate; (b) lowest per capita
income; or (c) the highest percentage of people living in poverty in the state.

Table 119-6. Annual unemployment rate, per capita adjusted gross income and poverty statistics with corresponding rankings within the State of
Wisconsin for Forest County, as compared to Rusk County (1989–2000), with special emphasis on the mining years in Rusk County (1993–1997).
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The Inability of the Flambeau Mine to Propel Rusk County’s Economy
Ahead of Forest County’s in Terms of Employment Opportunities and Per
Capita Income

Unemployment Ranking
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the highest unemployment rate in the state.

Graph 119-7. Annual unemployment rate rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk and Forest counties (1990–2000). Please note
that the Flambeau Mine was in operation from 1993 to 1997.

Per Capita Income Ranking
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the lowest per capita income in the state.

Graph 119-8. Annual per capita adjusted gross income rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk and Forest counties (1990–2000).
Please note that the Flambeau Mine was in operation from 1993 to 1997.

argument by saying that the Crandon mine would be
much bigger than the Flambeau Mine and therefore
more likely to resurrect the local economy. As economist Thomas Power pointed out in 1997, “With each
passing year, a smaller and smaller labor force is
needed to extract larger and larger quantities of raw
materials and process them. This has meant that the
employment opportunities provided by these industries are steadily declining.” What’s more, bigger
mines like the ones proposed for Crandon and the
Upper Peninsula of Michigan require bigger investments in infrastructure, create bigger scars on the

countryside and produce bigger problems with pollution. As far as I’m concerned, the bigger the mine, the
bigger the detriment to the community. The only
thing a mine next to the Wolf River or any other body
of water like Lake Superior is likely to do is ruin the
landscape and pollute the water in perpetuity.
In terms of the counties in Wisconsin that contain
potential mine sites, Laura and I have compiled the
same kind of economic information for them as we
have done for Forest County. For example, we have
information about Langlade, Oneida, Lincoln, Vilas,
Marathon, Clark, Eau Claire, Jackson, Sawyer, Price,
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The Inability of the Flambeau Mine to Propel Rusk County’s Economy
Ahead of Forest County’s in Terms of Moving Adults and Children off the
Poverty Rolls
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the highest percentage of people living in poverty.

Graph 119-9. Poverty rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk and Forest counties with respect to percent of total population living in poverty (1989–1999). Please note that the Flambeau Mine was in operation from 1993 to 1997.
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Since there are 72 counties in Wisconsin, a rank of 72 indicates the county with the highest percentage of children living in poverty.

Graph 119-10. Poverty rankings within the State of Wisconsin for Rusk and Forest counties with respect to percent of children living in
poverty (1989–1999). Please note that the Flambeau Mine was in operation from 1993 to 1997.

Taylor and Trempealeau counties, to name just a few.
All the facts and figures are available in my files for
my friends to use. And for those of you who may be
faced with the onslaught of mining in other pristine
areas, such as the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, we
would be happy to help you do a similar analysis.
Cite the Work of Economists who Really know how
Mining Affects Local Economies
Toward the beginning of the chapter, I told you about
a report entitled “The Potential Economic Impact of
Mining in Wisconsin” that had been written in 1991

by Professor Richard Green. You may also recall that
Green, who was hired by Wisconsin Manufacturers
and Commerce to write the report, had concluded
that “the potential employment impact of the proposed Flambeau mine in Rusk County could be enormous.” Now that you have seen what really happened
to Rusk County’s economy during the mining years,
it’s clear that Green’s prediction was way off.
We must not let mining companies or their lobbyists
get by with promoting reports that were written by
economists on the industry payroll. If you are ever
faced with such a situation, I suggest you respond by

914

The Buzzards Have Landed

Figure 119-10.
Economist
Thomas Michael
Power summed it
up best when he
described the
mining company’s promise of
prosperity as “a
flat-out lie”
(Wisconsin State
Journal, August
24, 1997).

citing the research I showed you earlier from Tim
Tynan (CD 119-17) and Dr. William Freudenburg’s
rural sociology class (CD 119-22). What’s more, a very
interesting opinion piece entitled “Mining company’s
promise of prosperity a flat-out lie” was written in 1997
by Dr. Thomas Michael Power, the chairman of the economics department at the University of Montana.
Considering that Dr. Power was not only a respected
economist, but someone who lived in the heart of mining country, I would say he was in a position to really
know how mining affects local communities. Here’s
what he said (Figure 119-10):
When natural resource industries make their “offers
that cannot be refused,” we have to keep in mind the
powerful images of Butte, Montana; Kellogg, Idaho;
Lead, South Dakota; the copper towns of Arizona;
the iron fields of Minnesota; the coal fields of

Appalachia.
This is not speculative doom-saying: it is economic reality. Rather than retreating to the environmental high ground when these economic promises
are made, we need to confront the false promises on
their own terms, with hard economic facts.

And with that, my dear readers, I will end this chapter.
What Dr. Power said embodies my purpose in compiling the data and drawing the graphs I have shown you
here. It is my hope that the “hard economic facts”
about the Flambeau Mine will serve to counteract the
myth that the mine brought economic prosperity to
Rusk County or that any metallic sulfide mine could
bring prosperity to anyone else. As Dr. Power said,
“This is not economic doom-saying: it is economic
reality.” I have always maintained that anyone who
knows the truth about the economics of mining and

Chapter 119 Did the Mine Help Rusk County’s Economy?

still invites a mining company to set up shop would
have to be a moron.
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CD 119-14. Letter to the editor by Ronald Moore, Ladysmith News,
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CD 119-15. “A Miner’s Journal,” Ladysmith News, March 26, 1992.
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