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SUBJECT: 	 Mercury i n  t h e  Kuskokwim. River System 

Based on a  reconnaissance  f i e l d  survey of t h e  Kuskokwim River System and 
a 

a  more d e t a i l e d  s tudy  a t  t h e  Red Devi l  Mine l o c a t e d  on t h e  Kuskokwim 
Kiver we f e e l  the-mercury-mining a c t i v i t i e s  i n  t h e  S t a t e  of Alaska a r e  
having a n e g l i g i b l e  e f f e c t  on t h e  r e c e i v i n g  watercourses .  A c t i v i t i e s  a t  
t h e  Red Devi l  Mine, t h e  l a r g e s t  mercury o p e r a t i o n  i n  t h e  s t a t e ,  have 
ceased u n t i l  t h e  economic p i c t u r e  f o r  mercury improves. Other mercury 
mines loca ted  i n  the  region a r e  smal l  o p e r a t i o n s  wi th  no m i l l i n g  of 
o r e  a t  t h e  s i te .  bl.i le these  o p e r a t i o n s  have not  been inspected  i t  i s  
expected t h a t  mercury p o l l u t i o n  from t h e s e  mines would be  n e g l i g i b l e .  . 
Analyses of samples c o l l e c t e d  i n  May a t  t h e  Red Devi l  Mine showed ve ry  
high,  l e v e l s  of a r s e n i c  t o  be  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  e f f l u e n t  from the  m i l l ,  i n  
groundwater taken from t h e  mine s h a f t  and i n  a  s t ream dra in ing  an 
ad jacen t  open-pit mine. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  background a r s e n i c V a l u e s  i n  t h e  
Kuskolcwim River a t  Red Devi l  were from t h r e e  t o  almost s i x  times g r e a t e r  
than t h e  d r ink ing  water  s t andards  f o r  a r s e n i c .  With t h e  high background 
l e v e l s  of a r s e n i c  i n  t h e  Kuskokwim River t h e r e  was no d e t e c t a b l e  in-  
c r e a s e  i n  a r s e n i c  concen t ra t ions  from t h e  mining opera t ions .  

The Community Heal th  Se rv ice  of t h e  Alaska Department of Health 6 
Soc ia l  Se rv ices  h a s  been conducting and coord ina t ing  s t u d i e s  t o  de te r -  
mine t h e  mercury l e v e l s  i n  foods u t i l i z e d  by n a t i v e s  in t h e  Kuskokvim 
River System and a l s o  t o  determine mercury l e v e l s  in the n a t i v e s  t f m -  
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s e l v e s .  While t h e s e  s t u d i e s  a r e  no t  y e t  complete, i t  is o u r  f e e l i n g  
t h a t  i f  t h e r e  i s  a high l e v e l  of mercury i n  t h e  d i e t s  of  n a t i v e s  
l i v i n g  i n  t h e  KuskoLwim River System i t  is most l i k e l y  t o  b e  caused from 
n a t u r a l  sources  of mercury e n t e r i n g  i n t o  t h e i r  food chain .  The Alaska 
Opera t ions  Off ice  i s  working c l o s e l y  wi th  t h e  Alaska Department of Heal th  
& S o c i a l  Services  which has  j u s t  completed a sampling program i n  t h e  
Kuskokwim region. Water samples w e r e  c o l l e c t e d  f o r  mercury and a r s e n i c  
a n a l y s e s  by EPA. 

m i l e  Alaska Mines h Minera ls  should be  requ i red  t o  p rov ide  adequate 
t rea tment  f o r  wastes from t h e  Red Dev i l  11ine p r i o r  t/o resumption of 
mining opera t ions ,  we f e e l  mining i s  n o t  r e s u l t i n g  i n  any p u b l i c  
h e a l t h  problems i n  t h e  Kuskokwim River  System. EPA is involved w i t h  
t h e  s t a t e ' s  program t o  t h e  e x t e n t  of analyzing water  samples f o r  
mercury and a r s e n i c ,  and we f e e l  a more e x t e n s i v e  f i e l d  survey by 
EPA i s  no t  necessary.  
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