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I Dear Mr. Svejnoha: 

The Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation @EC) has reviewed our file for the 
Red Top Mercury Retort site near Aleknagik, Alaska. A summary of important information 
about the site and DEC determinations on it follows. 

SITE BACKGROUND 

The Red Top Mercury Retort site is located on the north bank of the Wood River 
approximately 18 miles north of Dillingham and 2 miles east-southeast of Aleknagik in Section 
29, Township 1 OS, Range 5SW of the Seward Meridian. The area of contamination 
encompasses approximately 118~  acre of a 5-acre mill-site parcel managed by the United States 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Access to the site is possible by boat fiom Dillingham or 
Aleknagik, or by an unmaintained dirt road from Aleknagik. 

Cinnabar rich in mercury was discovered on Marsh Mountain in 1941. Exploration of six 
contiguous unpatented mining claims and minor development work occurred fiom 1943 - 
1952. In 1952, the three partners of the Red Top Mining Co. contracted with the Defense 
Mineral Exploration Administration and received a grant to continue exploration activities; 
additional grants were obtained in subsequent years. In 1955, Moneta-Porcupine Mines, Ltd. 
partnered with the Red Top Mining Co. and later joined by the DeCourcy Mountain Mining 
Co. Mercury concentrations in the cinnabar were estimated to be as high as 28 percent in some 
high-grade veins, however the Defense Mineral Exploration Administration decided not to fund 
any additional exploration as the mercury concentrations did not increase with depth. A 1959 
visit to the mine documented it to be inactive. According to one partner in the mine, total 
production by 1959 was 60 flasks (1 flask = 72 pounds), with rich ore stockpiled which was . . _ - -. 
capable of producing another 60 flasks. The stockpiled ore was shipped to Anchorage for 
retorting. In the 1960s, the claims were leased to another operator who high-graded ore out of 
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the tailings at the mine site. There was no reported production fiom these activities and it is 
likely that the mill-site was not used. 

Cinnabar ore was excavated at an elevation of 1050' fiom the mines on Marsh Mountain where 
it was crushed by a ball mill and transported down the mountain to the retort facility at the mill- 
site approximately 30 feet fiom the Wood River. The ore was heated in a steel cylinder retort 
chamber measuring 8.5 feet long and 2 feet in diameter. The chamber was housed in a small 
wooden structure measuring about 12 feet wide by 16 feet long. Mercury was volatilized out of 
the heated ore, flowed through condensing tubes, and gathered into flasks for storage before 
being shipped out. Wood and bunker C fuel were used to fuel the retorting process. It is likely 
that this retort facility was only used fkom 1952-1955. 

In 1985, BLM issued abandoned and void decisions for the mining claims and the mill-site for 
failure to file assessment work for 1979-1 98 1 and 1984. These decisions were appealed by 
Clarence Wren, a former partner in the mining company, but the decision on the mining claims 
was upheld and the decision on the mill-site was reversed; the mill-site reversal was upheld by 
the U.S. gth Circuit Court of Appeals. The surrounding land was conveyed to the Aleknagik 
Natives, Ltd. The mill-site parcel was later surveyed; it is believed that this was excluded from 
the conveyance however this has not been confirmed by the BLM real estate section. Also 
unknown are the BLM's future plans for any conveyance. 

SITE HISTORY 

On October 1, 1992, soil, sediment, and surface water samples were collected at the mill-site by 
residents of Aleknagik and Greenpeace. On October 1 5 ~ ,  Greenpeace provided sample result 
data to DEC showing mercury concentrations from three (3) soil samples of 18.6 milligrams 
per kilogram (mag) ,  26.7 m a g ,  and 5 1,400 mglkg, one (1) Wood River sediment sample of 
8.4 mgfkg, and four (4) Wood River water samples of non-detect with a detection limit of 0.001 
mg/L. Chain-of-custody shows that a request for petroleum hydrocarbon analysis was made, 
however those results are not found in our files, only analytical results for mercury are present. 

In response to the information provided by Greenpeace, DEC staff visited the site on October 
26,1992, accompanied by a resident of Aleknagik who was present when the samples were 
collected by Greenpeace. DEC staff collected six (6) soil samples fiom depths of 6-12 inches 
below ground surface @gs) in the vicinity of the retort building which showed mercury 
concentrations of 9.2 m a g  to 38,000 m a g .  The sample with the mercury highest 
concentration was collected fiom soil beneath a leaking pipe elbow below the mercury 
condensing tube. Elemental mercury was visible and estimated to be localized in an area of 
approximately 3 feet in diameter to a depth of 1.5 feet. Approximately 30 feet directly 
downgradient of the retort building, one (1) sample was collected fkom the top of the river bank 
and one fiom an adjacent location at the base of the river bank, the mercury concentrations in 
these samples were 2.8 m a g  and 4.1 mgfkg, respectively. Four (4) sediment samples fiom the 
Wood River were collected; one of which contained mercury at a concentration of 0.77 mgkg 
and three (3) which were non-detectable at a 0.3 m a g  detection limit. 
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Also in October 1992, Greenpeace is said to have collected tissue fiom five (5) species of fish 
to be sampled for mercury. Results of these samples are not in the DEC files, and a letter from 
BLM states that Greenpeace would not release the sample results. 

On December 21, 1992, DEC issued a Notice of Violation to the BLM citing high levels of 
mercury in the soils near the retort building, areas of petroleum hydrocarbon contamination in 
the soils, and an estimated 1 150 gallons of bunker C and diesel in drums on site. DEC 
requested that site characterization and cleanup occur as well as the removal of the drums in 
order to prevent a release. 

In April 1993, BLM forwarded a site characterization plan to DEC for approval. The workplan 
was approved by DEC in May 1 993, but not implemented. 

In October 1993, DEC and BLM staff visited the site to determine an acceptable location for 
placement of the drums. Seventeen drums were noted to be present, four (4) drums were 
leaking and one (1) had been shot and the contents leaked to within three (3) feet of the river. 
Tarps were deployed and the leaking drums secured. DEC collected another soil sample h m  
beneath the retort elbow and BLM collected two (2) samples from an area believed to be 
outside of the retort facility area of impact. Results of these samples are unknown. 

BLM completed a site assessment in August 1994 which showed elevated levels of mercury 
and diesel-range organics present at the site. 

In September 1994, BLM conducted "site remediation and waste storagey' activities at the site. 
A final report was not found in the DEC files, however documentation of the 1994 sample 
results was found in the 1998 emergency response workplan. In this action, BLM ' 
decommissioned the retort building, associated retort equipment and supplies and placed the 
material into 1-cubic yard (cy) plastic totes on-site. Mercury contaminated soil was excavated 
1-3 feet bgs from below and around the retort building and was placed in plastic totes. 
Approximately 30 cy of petroleum andlor mercury contaminated soil were excavated and 
stockpiled on-site. Confirmation samples collected fi-om the limits of the retort excavation 
(-55 feet by 75 feet) contained mercury at concentrations up to 97 m&g and diesel-range 
organics up to 5800 mgkg. The totes of soil and building debris were stacked and secured 
within a fenced storage area. 

Following the excavation and storage of these materials, BLM began to research the cost and 
feasibility of various means of treatment or disposal. In March 1995, BLM received a cost 
estimate of $8600 to remove the drums of Bunker C, and in May 1995, BLM received a cost 
estimate of $1.2 million for transportation and disposal of the mercury contaminated soil and 
debris at a mercury remediation facility in Ohio. BLM continued to research the possibilities of 
different portable on-site treatment facilities. Due to the remoteness of the site location, the 
quantity of contaminated material, and the duration of the proposed treatment times, none of 
these technologies were found to be more cost-efficient than off-site disposal. 

In September 1995, BLM conducted site maintenance activities, including 1) identifying and 
storing an additional drum and associated petroleum contaminated soil; 2) installing warning 
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