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large surface area, ready to contaminate the ground-
water moving through the backfilled pit on its way to
the Flambeau River. Only time will tell how big of a
mess we—or the generations to follow—will have to
face.

There is no doubt that groundwater will constantly
be coming in contact with all the highly-reactive sul-
fide waste in the backfilled pit. All you have to do is
look at a few photos that were taken on the last day of
mining (Figures 116-3, 116-4 and 116-6). You will
notice a 15 to 20-foot deep lake of contaminated
groundwater at the very bottom of the pit—and if the
photos were in color, the water would be a muddy
green. During mining, water was constantly leaking
into the pit because the mine had cut into and dis-
rupted the aquifers that normally carried pure water
toward the Flambeau River. In fact, the final EIS for
the project estimated that anywhere from 125 to 300
gallons of groundwater would enter the pit per
minute for the life of the mine. 

Up until the very end of mining, Kennecott kept
pumping all that water out of the pit to keep things dry
for the miners. The water was then discharged into the
Flambeau River, but only after first being stored in a
surge pond and routed through the mine’s wastewater
treatment plant (Figures 116-7 and 116-8). I cannot
emphasize enough that the once-pure groundwater

had to be treated because of how it had become con-
taminated with acid and heavy metals from the
exposed sulfide minerals in the mine pit. The whole
thing was an example of classic acid mine drainage,
no doubt about it. Throughout the years of mining,
there was always dirty green water in the bottom of
the pit.

We knew that merely filling in the mine pit with
waste rock wasn’t going to change the fact that water
would still be moving through the backfilled pit
toward the Flambeau River. The only difference was
that now the water would be moving through a pile of
hazardous waste and would no longer be getting
pumped to a water treatment plant to take out the
acid and heavy metals. And as pure water moved into
the backfilled pit, contaminated water would be mov-
ing out—either into the Flambeau River, up into the
man-made wetlands or out the sides of the pit. As far
as I know, at the very end of mining the mining com-
pany didn’t even bother to pump the pit dry before
starting to shove the Type II waste rock into it. It
wouldn’t have mattered, because more water would
have quickly leaked in to replace it. 

The whole process of backfilling the Flambeau
Mine pit took a little less than a year. And I might 
add that a lot of stuff got shoved into the pit besides
just the sulfide waste rock and sludge. The original 

Figure 116-6. At the very
end of mining, at least fif-
teen feet of contaminated
water was allowed to accu-
mulate in the bottom of the
mine pit. Kennecott appar-
ently was not concerned
about pumping and treating
the water to remove toxic
substances because every-
thing was soon going to be
pushed back into the pit
anyway (News photo,
Ladysmith News, March 13,
1997; republished with per-
mission). 


