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Tell the stories of the past to this
generation to protect the earth for
the next generations to come. And
don’t forget to laugh too, eh?

– Walt Bresette, 1998
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you gag. John Terrill of the Ladysmith News, however,
went along with the mining company’s propaganda
and ran a front-page article in the July 2, 1987 issue
of the paper entitled “Mine would have less impact”
(CD 52-1).

I can still see Ed May all gushy with his teeth show-
ing as he talked about Kennecott’s new and improved
plans for the mine. But whenever we asked him a
question about the mining company’s liability or how
it would dispose of all the toxic waste, all we got was
a vague response. A comparison of the 1976 and 1987
mining proposals is included in Table 52-1.

The main difference between the two proposals had
to do with how the ore would be processed and the
open pit reclaimed. The 1976 proposal called for crush-
ing and processing the ore at a location just south of
the pit. This would have been noisy, dusty and pro-
duced many tons of toxic sludge destined to be stored
in a large tailings pond about a mile from the mine site.
There the pile of tailings would have remained forever,
with its toxic ingredients slowly but surely leaching
into the groundwater. In terms of the open pit, the plan
was to flood it at the end of mining, which would have
left us with a lake of questionable value. 

The 1987 proposal, on the other hand, called for all
the ore to be crushed and then shipped out of Wisconsin
for processing. This meant that no tailings would be
generated and hence no tailings pond needed. But the
mining company could not deny the fact that there still
would be up to 124 tons of toxic sludge produced per
day by a water treatment plant located at the mine site.
The company planned to push this sludge, full of heavy
metals and acid, into the unlined pit at the end of min-
ing, along with all the sulfide waste rock. Once the pit
was filled in, the plan was to cover the whole mess with

On June 24, 1987, Kennecott held a meeting in
Ladysmith to tell the local people about its new plans
to mine in the Town of Grant. Up until that time we
had been hearing a lot of rumors, so it was about time
we heard from the horse’s mouth what was being pro-
posed. Kennecott brought in Ed May to help with the
presentation, even though he was no longer the proj-
ect manager for the company. Since we were familiar
with his smiling face, I suppose Kennecott figured we
would trust him. 

But I didn’t view Ed May as someone to be trusted.
He had been in and out of Rusk County several times
over the years, sort of like a predator, and to me it
looked like he was moving in for the kill.

The meeting was held in the Ladysmith High
School auditorium, and a huge crowd was on hand. In
particular I remember seeing Bob Plantz sitting there
next to Leonard Gleason. When I saw those two old
white-heads who had been on opposite sides of the
battle now acting like friends, I knew for certain that
Bob was a gone goose. It just sort of made me feel
sad. It’s always been easier for me to handle someone
whose ideas are absolutely opposed to mine and is
consistent about it, than someone who has been on
my side and suddenly makes a shift. It’s painful to
lose faith in someone you once trusted. 

After everyone was settled in the auditorium, Ed
May got up and introduced Larry Mercando to us as
the new project manager for the mine. And then the
two of them proceeded to tell us about Kennecott’s
scaled-down mining proposal. They stressed that this
was a simpler project than what Kennecott had pro-
posed in 1976 and would be environmentally safe.
Mercando even compared the proposed mine to being
no more than a big gravel pit. It was enough to make

Kennecott’s New Mining 
Proposal (June 1987)

C H A P T E R  5 2

http://wp.me/a2Qyvo-Rm


256 The Buzzards Have Landed

topsoil and seed it down with prairie grass to hide what
was going on beneath the surface. 

The new plan decidedly was an improvement over
the first proposal, but still was nothing to brag about.
For example, Ed May and Larry Mercando didn’t
really talk about how the waste rock and sludge in the
backfilled pit would emit acid mine drainage and con-
taminate our groundwater supply and the Flambeau
River. When I argued this point with Mercando at a
later meeting, all he said was, “Churchill, you’re the
one who wanted us to fill in the pit, and we’ve done
what you wanted,” as if that was supposed to make
me shut up. 

Mercando made it sound like Kennecott was doing
us a big favor by filling in the pit, when in reality it
was to the mining company’s own advantage to do so.
You see, filling in the pit was a way to set things up so
that Kennecott could someday come back to remove
the deepest part of the ore body. Let me explain. 

The Flambeau Deposit was so deep that Kennecott
couldn’t possibly dig an open pit wide enough to get
out all the ore. It was a simple matter of engineering.
The company was constrained by the Flambeau River
on one side and State Highway 27 on the other. It
could dig an open pit only so deep before the walls
would start to collapse. So to get out the deepest part
of the ore deposit, the company would have to switch
to using underground shafts and tunnels. Kennecott
could hardly do something like that if there were a
lake above the ore body. 

I am including a map of the proposed mine site
that appeared in the June 17, 1990 issue of the
Wausau Daily Herald (Figure 52-1). It was based on a
drawing done by Foth and Van Dyke of Green Bay,
Wisconsin, a consulting firm hired by Kennecott to
help with the project. Also included is information
put together by Evelyn to describe the physical layout
of the mine site.

Feature

Life of the mine (excluding preproduction and
reclamation phases)

Employment during open pit phase of mining
(average)

Size of mine pit

Amount of ore removed

Ore processing

Disturbed acreage

Disposal of waste rock

Rehabilitation of the open pit, located next to
the Flambeau River

1976 Proposal

11 years (or up to 22 years, if open pit mining
is followed by underground mining)

78

55 acres at the surface
285 feet deep
1,000 feet wide
2,400 feet long

3.3 million tons

Ore will be processed immediately south of the
open pit. It will be crushed, mixed with water
and ground into a very fine slurry. The slurry
will then be fed into a series of tanks, and
chemicals will be added to make the minerals
float to the top. Toxic tailings that total 2.6 mil-
lion tons over the life of the project will be
pumped into a 156-acre waste pond located
over a mile away in a wetland area.

320 acres

The waste rock might be used to build a ski hill.

The open pit will be flooded with water from
the Flambeau River to form a  lake of question-
able value that will be over 200-feet deep. The
water is expected to become polluted with sul-
furic acid and heavy metals because of acid
mine drainage.

1987 Proposal

6 years

55

32 acres at the surface
225 feet deep
550 feet wide
2,600 feet long

1.9 million tons

Ore will be crushed and then shipped by freight
train to either Timmins, Ontario or Rouyn,
Quebec for processing. No tailings will be
produced.

181 acres

The waste rock will be pushed back into the
unlined pit.

The unlined open pit will be backfilled with
waste rock. Toxic sludge from an on-site water
treatment plant will also be pushed into the pit.
Groundwater will percolate through the whole
mess as it travels toward the Flambeau River.

Table 52-1. Comparison between Kennecott’s 1976 and 1987 proposals for the development of the Flambeau Mine [Source of statistics: Final
Environmental Impact Statements for the Flambeau Mine, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, 1976 and 1990 (CD 12-4)].
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Figure 52-1. Map of Kennecott’s proposed mine (Wausau Daily Herald, July 17, 1990; republished with permission).

The following information is based on a paper written by
Evelyn Churchill in 1990 (CD 52-2):

Overall Mine Site

The mine site will occupy a total of 181 acres where the pro-
posed open pit, waste rock stockpiles, wastewater treatment
facility, settling ponds and rail spur will be located. Nearly 40
acres of woods and 8 acres of wetlands will be destroyed and
135 acres of grassland scraped clean of topsoil, vegetation,
small animal communities and habitat. Another 11 acres of
wetlands will be indirectly affected. 

Mine Pit

The pit will be 32 acres in size, 225 feet deep, 550 feet wide,
2,600 feet long, and 140 feet from the Flambeau River (if

there are 12 blocks in a mile, that means the pit will be only
about one-third of a city block from the river bank).

Low Sulfide Waste Rock Stockpile

This pile will contain waste rock containing less than 1 per-
cent sulfur, but Kennecott has not explained how it came up
with using 1 percent as a cut-off. The pile will cover 40 acres
and be about 60 feet above existing grades (electric light
poles are about 30 feet tall).

There will be no liner under the low sulfur waste rock stock-
pile, so leachate from the waste will seep into the groundwa-
ter. This is worrisome because the Minnesota Pollution
Control Agency has reported that waste rock material con-
taining even less than 1 percent sulfides may produce toxic
heavy metal leachate.

The Proposed Physical Layout of the Flambeau Mine (1990)
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As you can tell from Evelyn’s description, we had
numerous concerns with the physical layout of the
mine site. Plus, we were worried about negative
impacts from the mining company’s wastewater dis-
charge into the Flambeau River. There were no guar-
antees that aquatic life would be protected from harm,
especially since the combination of the various metals
and chemicals being released into the river might
cause toxic effects due to synergism. We also had con-
cerns about noise, dust, soil erosion along the river
bank and whether or not the pit wall, especially on the
end closest to the river, would be stable enough to
avoid collapse. All of these issues were addressed by
Evelyn in the paper cited above (CD 52-2). 

Needless to say, there were so many problems with
Kennecott’s new proposal that I just couldn’t get
enthused about it, and neither could a lot of other
people. The opposition was as great as ever, and a
majority of the townspeople still did not want a mine.
The Mining Blues, sung to the tune of “My Darling
Clementine,” summed up our feelings quite well. I
don’t know who wrote it, but I have included the
words so you can sing along!

CD-ROM References
CD 52-1. “Mine would have less impact,” Ladysmith News, July 2, 1987.

CD 52-2. Paper written by Evelyn Churchill to describe the physical
layout of Kennecott’s proposed mine in the Town of Grant
and potential negative impacts of the project, 1990.

Oh, our Flambeau
Charming River,
Running acids and silts galore,
With little fishes belly
upwards,
Is this your fate,
Forevermore?

Oh, Rusk County,
Comely Homeland,
Now a British Colony,
RTZ will profit greatly,
From Rusk County’s
Tragedy!

Oh, our Flambeau
Charming River,
Flowing softly through field
and slough,
Are we lost and gone together?
Precious Flambeau,
Bid Adieu!

–Anonymous

High Sulfide Waste Rock Stockpile

Much of the waste rock put in this stockpile will contain 50
percent or more sulfides, mostly pyrite. The pile will cover 
27 acres and be 70 feet above existing grades at the end of
mining. 

It is expected that the sulfides in this stockpile will generate
sulfuric acid when exposed to water and air, and the acid will
in turn leach out toxic heavy metals from the rock. There will
be a liner and collection system beneath the waste pile so the
runoff can be treated in the mine’s wastewater treatment
plant. After being purified, the water will be discharged into
the Flambeau River.

Topsoil Storage Area

The topsoil will be removed from 135 acres, stored in a pile
and vegetated. An observation platform for mine visitors will

be constructed on top of this topsoil stockpile.

Wastewater Treatment Plant

Water will have to be pumped from the open pit both day and
night to keep the pit dry enough for men and machinery. This
water will be contaminated with acids, heavy metals, oil and
chemicals. The pit water and runoff from the high sulfur
waste rock stockpile, crushed ore storage area and haul road
will all be treated in the wastewater treatment plant and then
discharged into the Flambeau River.

Up to 124 tons of toxic sludge will be produced by the waste-
water treatment plant per day. This metal and acid-enriched
sludge will be dumped on the high sulfur waste rock pile and
pushed into the unlined pit at the end of mining along with
the high and low sulfur waste rock. Of course, groundwater
will then percolate through it.

The Mining Blues

Physical Layout (continued)
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