
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Wisconsin’s Flambeau Mine has come and gone. Yet, it continues to be cited in various discussions, both pro and con, 
over the development of new mines in the Lake Superior region. 
 
The following information (including resources cited on the back of this page) may be of use to those who are involved 
in those debates. 
 
Background:  The Flambeau Mine was a copper/gold/silver mine developed in a massive sulfide deposit near Ladysmith, 
Wisconsin in the 1990s. Owned and operated by Rio Tinto of London and its Kennecott subsidiary (dba Flambeau Mining 
Company), the mine was quite small by today’s standards.  
 
The Flambeau open pit, at the end of mining, was 32 acres in size at the surface, and the deepest trench reached a depth 
of 220 feet.  All of the ore extracted during the 4-year life of the mine (1993-1997) was shipped by train to Canada for 
processing, so there are no tailings on site.  The mine’s footprint was about 180 acres in size, including 8.5 acres of 
wetlands directly impacted by the project.  
 
At the end of mining (1997-1998), the open pit was backfilled with waste rock from the operation plus sludge from an on-
site wastewater treatment plant that had operated during the mining years (the plant was decommissioned in 1998, per 
the terms of the reclamation plan approved by the State of Wisconsin). Lime was blended into what was characterized as 
the mine’s “high sulfur waste-rock” in efforts to minimize the development of acid mine drainage. The backfill was capped 
with a layer of saprolite to serve as a “seal,” then covered with till and topsoil and seeded with prairie grass. 
 
Legal Proceedings:  In 2007, after a contested case hearing, the company received a partial “Certificate of Completion” 
(COC) from the State of Wisconsin for reclamation of the Flambeau site.   Due to ongoing problems with a retention basin 
that receives contaminated runoff from a portion of the site where the ore crusher, rail spur and high-sulfur waste-rock 
stockpile were located during the mining years, complete certification of the site has eluded the company to this day.  
 
A second factor in denial of a complete COC in 2007 involved the contamination of a small tributary of the Flambeau River 
(known as Stream C) with copper and zinc from the mine operation, a problem that remains unresolved. The tributary 
was recommended for inclusion on the EPA’s official list of “impaired waters” in late 2011 by the Wisconsin Department 
of Natural Resources (DNR), and the EPA subsequently agreed. Stream C was also the subject of a Clean Water Act lawsuit 
against Rio Tinto that played out in federal court over a 3-year period (2011-2014). 
 
To clarify, the partial COC awarded to Rio Tinto in 2007 for mine reclamation was in recognition of two things:  (1) the 
company’s completion of backfill operations according to reclamation plans previously approved by the Wisconsin DNR; 
and (2) successful revegetation of the surface of the pit area. Due to a pre-hearing ruling from the State of Wisconsin 
Division of Hearings and Appeals, the following factors related to groundwater and surface water contamination at the 
Flambeau site were eliminated from consideration at the hearing (i.e., information regarding these factors was deemed 
inadmissible and therefore did not factor into the final decision):  
 

(a) Groundwater contamination within the mine’s backfilled pit that significantly exceeded levels 
predicted by the company;  

(b) Documented exceedances of Flambeau Mine Permit standards for groundwater pollution at the 
mine’s legally-established intervention boundary, less than 200 feet from the Flambeau River ; and  

(c) Data related to potential impacts of the mine on macroinvertebrates, sediment, crayfish, and 
walleye in the Flambeau River 

_____________________________________________ 
 

*Biographical information attached. 
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https://flambeaumineexposed.files.wordpress.com/2015/05/comments_laura-gauger_northmet-sdeis_mar-10-2014_final_as-sent_livelinksaddedmay2015.pdf
https://flambeaumineexposed.files.wordpress.com/2015/12/000_linked_flambeau-mine-v-polymet_plus-appendices_final_links-added-dec-17-2015.pdf
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/legal-actions/2007-contested-case-hearing/
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/clean-water-act-case-2012-2/infiltration-basins/malfunction/
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/clean-water-act-case-2012-2/impaired-waters/
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/legal-actions/clean-water-act-case-2012-3/
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/clean-water-act-case-2012-2/


 
 
Where to Find Environmental Monitoring Data:  Over the years, Rio Tinto has collected the various types of 
environmental monitoring data alluded to above and submitted reports to the State of Wisconsin for review. Some of the 
studies are on-going and are slated to continue for several more decades (e.g., groundwater testing) and some have 
already ended (e.g., mandatory walleye testing). 
 
For those interested in accessing original environmental monitoring reports and related information, there are at least 
four potential ways to do so: 
 

1.   Contact the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (Freedom Of Information Act): 
Philip Fauble, P.G. 

Mining and Beneficial Use Coordinator 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 

Madison, WI 53707 
Phone: (608) 267-3538 

Philip.Fauble@wisconsin.gov 
 
Unfortunately, though, some of the department’s Flambeau files are no longer readily retrievable by staff. 
 

2. Visit the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources’ online GEMS database (Groundwater and Environmental 
Monitoring System): 
 

http://dnr.wi.gov/wastemgmt/gotw/webpages/UserAgreement.aspx  
 

This database includes both groundwater data from the Flambeau site and limited surface water data for the 
Flambeau River. Unfortunately, however, not ALL of Rio Tinto’s monitoring data has been posted to the 
department’s website. 
 

3. Visit the University of Wisconsin Digital Collection (Ecology and Natural Resources Section), available online: 
http://uwdc.library.wisc.edu/collections/EcoNatRes  

 
This collection contains many of the early process documents for the Flambeau Mine (1975-1990). 

 
4. Reports retrieved from all of the above sources plus many additional documents not included in those 

collections (e.g., legal briefs from court proceedings) have been organized and made available on a single 
website managed by Laura Gauger: 
 

Flambeau Mine Exposed 
https://flambeaumineexposed.wordpress.com/  

 
The website is devoted to providing historic and current information about the Flambeau Mine (environmental 
monitoring reports, process documents, technical reports, court documents, news articles, correspondence, 
photos, narrative) and is updated as new environmental monitoring reports and other documents regarding 
pollution problems at the mine site become available.   
 

A copy of the website’s home page and table of contents is attached. 
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