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Azurite Mine and Mill Site 
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act 

(CERCLA) 
Clean-Up Project 

--- 
Community Relations Plan 

 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
The Azurite Mine Site is located approximately 18 miles west-northwest of Mazama in Mill 
Creek drainage, Whatcom County, Washington.  An Abbreviated Preliminary Assessment 
(APA) and Site Inspection (SI) were completed by the USDA Forest Service (Forest Service) for 
the Site in 2004 and 2005, respectively.  The SI recommended further investigation, human 
health and ecological risk assessments, and an evaluation of cleanup alternatives for the site.  
  
ASARCO LLC (Asarco) and the Forest Service have prepared an Engineering Evaluation/Cost 
Analysis (EE/CA) for completing a non-time-critical removal action related to metal 
contamination at the Azurite Mine Site.  This work is pursuant to a voluntary agreement or 
Administrative Order on Consent (AOC) between Asarco and the Forest Service. 
 
Site cleanup will be performed by the Forest Service under the “Comprehensive Environmental 
Response, Compensation, and Liability Act” (CERCLA) of 1980 cleanup authorities [42 USC 
9604(a) and 7 CFR 2.60(m)] and Federal Executive Order 12580. The purpose of the EE/CA is 
to evaluate and determine risks to human health and the environment, and to select an alternative 
to minimize or eliminate the risks associated with the release of a hazardous substance into the 
environment or impact on public health and welfare as outlined in 40 CFR 300.415(b)(2)(i)-
(viii). The EE/CA will be prepared in accordance with the provisions of “National Oil and 
Hazardous Substances Pollution Contingency Plan,” 40 CFR 300.415(b)(4)(i). 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Site Location 
The Azurite Mine is located near the Cascade Range summit in the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie 
National Forest, Whatcom County, Washington 18.5 miles west-northwest of Mazama, 
Washington.  This portion of the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie is managed by the Okanogan–
Wenatchee National Forest.  Most of the site components are on the banks of Mill Creek, a 
tributary to Canyon Creek and the Ross Lake reservoir in the Skagit River watershed.  U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) Quadrangle Map, Azurite Peak, WASH. (1969), published in the 
Washington Atlas (1995), shows the site is located in the north half of Section 18, Township 37 
North, Range 17 East of the Willamette Principle Meridian at an elevation of between 4400 to 
7700 feet above mean sea level.  Travel to the site by means of motorized vehicles is restricted 
and requires a permit from the Forest Service. 
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The site is accessed by traveling from Mazama, Washington, along FR5400 (Forest Service 
Road) to Harts Pass.  From Harts Pass, travel by all-terrain vehicle (ATV) on FR 5400-700, and 
then on an unimproved, narrow access road to the Site (See Maps, Appendix A). 
 
The mine lies in a remote U-shaped glacial valley on the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest.  
The mine openings and ore deposits occur on the west bank of Mill Creek.  The mill site and 
tailings lie directly east of the mine dump on the opposite bank of the creek. 
 
Site History 
Operators of the Azurite Mine included: private individuals (1915-1918), Azurite Copper 
Company (1918), Azurite Gold Company (1918-1934), and Asarco (1934-1942). Gold and 
minor amounts of silver were produced at the mine from 1918 until 1939, mostly by Asarco. 
Combined production receipts totaled $972,000 in gold and silver from 72,700 tons of ore. Ore 
was extracted from the underground workings, primarily the Wenatchee and Tinson tunnels, and 
milled on site. The mill tailings were deposited in the tailings pile adjacent to the mill 
foundation.  Stream surface water within the site contains elevated levels of metals (particularly 
arsenic). Metals may be mobilized to Mill Creek from the adjacent waste rock piles and 
previously dispersed tailings and/or waste rock in the stream bed and bank. The waste rock piles 
are currently subject to soil erosion by gravity and run-off to Mill Creek. 
 
Charles H. Ballard, Hazzard Ballard, and Dick McLean located the Azurite deposit in 1916 and 
formed the Azurite Copper Co. largely on the basis of abundant chalcopyrite at the discovery 
site. As a result of further development, it became apparent that gold was the main commodity, 
prompting a name change to Azurite Gold Co. in 1925. Less than 1,200 tons of ore were shipped 
until 1934 when Asarco, formerly American Smelting and Refining Company, leased the 
property. In 1936, Asarco constructed a 100-ton per-day mill with gravity concentration, cyanide 
leach vats, and 700-foot-long aerial tramway to the main haulage adit, theWenatchee tunnel 
(CES, 2005). Production ceased in February 1939. Asarco terminated the lease in 1940, but 
Azurite Gold Co. continued underground exploration work until 1941 when the War Production 
Board issued order L-208 shutting down “non-essential industries.” In 1942, Azurite Gold Co. 
dismantled all mine and milling equipment. The mill building was destroyed by fire in 1949. 
 
None of the original group of 42 claims was patented. Azurite Gold Co. maintained corporate 
registration with the Secretary of State until the corporation was dissolved in September 1990. 
As of 2002, Gray Investments dba Double Dragon Exploration held five unpatented claims on 
active status in Sec. 30. Washington Division of Geology and Earth Resources (WDGER) 
personnel visited the site on August 18, 2001.  Gold values occur in a series of four sulfide 
bearing veins that crop out on the steep eastern flanks of Majestic Mountain. Only the Azurite 
vein was mined. It ranged from 3 inches to 7 feet in width.  
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Site Description 
The site consists of five “tunnel” openings (adits), two waste rock piles, a tailings pile, and the 
remains of the former mill building foundation.  An abandoned office building is located down 
slope of the former mill foundation. 
 
The only remaining standing structure on the property is the office building, a corrugated-steel-
clad wooden building on the east bank of Mill Creek opposite the Wenatchee Adit.  All traces of 
the mill are gone except the concrete footings, a stripped-down diesel engine, burned timbers, 
and scrap iron.  An empty 10,000-gallon diesel storage tank, headworks, and buckets from the 
aerial tramway and miscellaneous pneumatic drill parts lay near the Wenatchee Adit portal. 
 
Dumps from openings driven prior to the AS&R lease are of minimal size and quantity.  The 
waste rock dump adjacent to the Wenatchee Adit haulage level covers 1.94 acres and is heavily 
iron stained.  The volume is estimated to be about 5,000 cubic yards.  High water during spring 
runoff has eroded the dump high wall leaving an undercut face 30 feet high.  Soil samples taken 
below the oxidized horizon exhibited widely varying values for arsenic, copper, and lead, all of 
which exceeded state soil criteria. 
 
Human health and ecological risk assessments indicate that tailings, waste rock, and 
contaminated soil are the primary sources of unacceptable risks at the site.  The most significant 
risks are to aquatic resources, including threatened bull trout, due to continuing releases and the 
threat of catastrophic releases of hazardous substances, from the waste rock pile located partially 
in Mill Creek, and from the tailings pile located nearby.  Terrestrial ecological biota are also at 
risk from metal toxicity.  The availability of hazardous substances, particularly arsenic, poses an 
unacceptable human health risk to recreational users. 
 
A U.S. Bureau of Mines sponsored study of the tailings by Harding-Lawson Associates (1980) 
found an average of 0.071 ounces per ton of gold in samples from five drill hole locations.  
Based on their estimate of 41,000 tons of tailings, the dump contains approximately 3,000 
ounces of unrecovered gold. A grab sample taken by WDGER from the tailings contained 43 
milligrams per kilogram of gold (1.25 ounces per ton), determined by the inductively coupled 
plasma method. 
 
SURROUNDING COMMUNITIES 
 
While the Azurite Site is located in Whatcom County, primary access to the area, historical 
economic development, and public connections therewith have been via the Methow Valley in 
Okanogan County. 
 
Washington State’s Methow Valley is connected to western Washington via State Route 20.  As 
of the 2006 census, the county population was about 40,000.  Mazama (population 230) is a 
small village in the Methow Valley located approximately 13 miles northwest of Winthrop.  The 
population of Winthrop was recorded as 349 during the 2006 Census.  The main employment 
for residents of Winthrop listed as retail trade (38%); arts, entertainment, recreation, 
accommodation and food services (34%); and educational, health and social services (22%).   
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The largest town in the Methow Valley is Twisp with a population of about 1,000 people.  Twisp 
is situated about 11 miles south of Winthrop along State Route 20.  Twisp and Winthrop are the 
nearest full service communities to the site.  The Methow Valley is accessible from the east and 
west during the summer, but State Route 20 closes from late November through April restricting 
any travel from the west. 
 
COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 
 
History of Community Involvement and Project Awareness 
Prior to development of this Community Relations Plan, there has been little contact with local 
governmental agencies concerning the Azurite Mine Site.  This plan identifies actions to involve 
local officials and alert the general public, including specific user groups, of the potential 
hazardous conditions known to exist at the site and planned clean-up actions. 
 
The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest completed an Abbreviated Preliminary Assessment 
(APA) in June 2004.  The APA was performed by the Forest Service in accordance with the EPA 
“Guidance for Performing Preliminary Assessments Under CERCLA,” EPA “Improving Site 
Assessment: Abbreviated Preliminary Assessments” of 1999, the “Comprehensive 
Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act” (CERCLA) of 1980, the “Superfund 
Amendments and Reauthorization Act” (SARA) of 1986, and the “National Contingency Plan” 
as outlined in 40 CFR Parts 300.410(c)(1)(i-v).  The purpose of the assessment was to determine 
whether or not there was potential for release of contaminants to the environment and/or to 
humans.  A copy of the APA was posted to Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest website at 
www.fs.fed.us/r6/oka/projects/azurite-mine/azurite-mine.shtml. 
 
The Forest Service retained Cascade Earth Sciences (CES) to perform a site inspection at the 
mine.  The inspection was performed in accordance with the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) publication, “Guidance for Performing Site Inspections under CERCLA” (EPA, 
1992).  The purpose of the site inspection is to determine the potential threat to human health 
and/or the environment from issues identified during the APA.  The work was performed under 
an existing five-year Forest Service Contract (#10181-1-D007) and in accordance with the Task 
Order #53-05G1-3-0310. 
 
The primary objectives of the site inspections were to: 
 
1) Assess the immediate or potential threat that mining wastes pose to human health and/or the 

environment. 
 

2) Collect sufficient information to support a decision regarding the need for further action.   
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The information was collected in general accordance with CERCLA protocols and 
documentation requirements for assessments involving hazardous substances.  Specifically, as 
outlined in the EPA CERCLA guidance document (EPA, 1992), “the sampling locations are 
strategically planned to identify the substances present, determine if hazardous substances are 
being released to the environment, and determine whether or not hazardous substances have 
impacted specific targets.”  The site investigation field activities included sampling and 
analyzing soil, waste rock, plant tissue, surface water, and sediment samples from the site and 
vicinity.  
 
A copy of the SI report was posted to Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest website at 
http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/oka/projects/geology.shtml. 
 
Key Community Concerns 
The general public is not cognizant of the fact that this historic mining site may contribute to a 
potential public health hazard (See Interview Responses, Appendix B).  The bulk of the mining 
activity occurred before most of the current population was born, and there are no known reports 
of people having suffered adverse health conditions tied to the Site. 
 
As the Community Relations Plan is implemented, the public will become informed of site 
contamination and efforts to do clean-up.  As a result, there may be individuals and organizations 
that will become more interested and involved as they learn more about the situation.  As 
cleanup efforts are implemented at the site, additional concerns may surface as a result of the 
impact those actions may have on the environment. 
 
The popularity of abandoned mine sites for recreational exploration is common in the area.  
Many people enjoy exploring these sites and reflecting on the way the pioneers of this area lived.  
Others have found opportunity to camp and picnic at some of these sites because they offer open, 
relatively flat areas away from crowded recreation facilities.  Some mine sites are very popular 
riding areas for Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) enthusiasts.  As cleanup activities occur the site 
may experience increased interest from curious local residents. 
 
 
TACTICS 
 
The community relations program for Azurite Mine is intended to allow Forest users and 
adjacent communities the opportunity learn about and give feedback to the cleanup effort, 
without unduly alarming people about present potential hazards.  To be effective, the community 
relations program must present the project in the light of “a real need to take action” for the 
benefit of the environment and Forest users, recognizing the impacts it might impose on certain 
recreational and historic values. 
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The community relations program provides the following approaches: 
 
1. Enlist the support and participation of local officials in coordinating community relations 

activities.  Appropriate officials to involve in the community relations program include the 
Whatcom and Okanogan County Commissioners and County Health District officials and 
Mayors and City Councils of Twisp and Winthrop.  To enlist the support of these officials, an 
orientation meeting(s) will be requested by the Forest Service with the county governments 
and health district.  Regular updates of community reaction and progress with the project will 
follow. (See Interview Responses, Appendix B) 

 
2. Contact Federal and State Elected Officials.  Send letters to provide information and offer to 

meet with representatives at both the Federal and State levels, as needed.  The letters need to 
reach these officials at the same time County and Local officials are notified.  This will be 
done prior to providing information to the general public. (See Contact Letters/Responses, 
Appendix C). 

 
3. Contact the Sauk-Suiattle and Upper Skagit Tribal Councils and the Swinomish Tribal 

Community  Send a letter to provide information and offer to meet with representatives as 
needed.  This letter needs to reach the Tribe at the same time County and Local officials are 
notified.  This will also be done prior to providing information to the general public. (See 
Contact Letters/Responses, Appendix C) 

 
4. Advise the general public of the project.  News releases will present factual information 

about the existing conditions at Azurite Mine and the timeframe in which cleanup actions 
will occur.  These releases will be designed to inform the public and identify ways in which 
the public can provide input to the project (See News Releases/Updates, Appendix D).  News 
updates will be forwarded to entities requesting updates via email (See Email Notification 
List, Appendix F). 

 
5. Contact Special Interest Organizations.  Send letters outlining the project to organized groups 

that have shown interest in Forest Service actions or requested they be informed of new 
projects or proposals.  Provide them with the opportunity to comment on the project or 
otherwise become engaged. (See Contact Letters/Responses, Appendix C). 

 
6. Public Comments.  Public comments will be collected and analyzed throughout the project.  

The comments and agency responses will be recorded in the administrative record.  
 
7. Official Notices.  The official paper of record will be identified and all legal notices will be 

posted in a timely fashion (See Legal Notices, Appendix F).  
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8.  Information Repositories.  Fact sheets, technical summaries, site reports (including the 

Community Relations Plan), and other key documents for this CERCLA project will be 
placed in the information repositories.  

 
Paper copies of the key documents will be located at the Methow Valley Ranger District Office; 
the Forest Supervisor’s office in Wenatchee; the Okanogan Valley Office; the Methow Valley 
Ranger District; and the public libraries in Twisp and Concrete libraries.  These sites will also 
serve as collections sites and boxes will be provided for the public to provide written comments 
on the project. 
   
The complete Administrative Record File for the project is available on forest website at 
www.fs.fed.us/r6/oka/projects/azurite-mine/azurite-mine.shtml. 
 
Monitoring Public Response.  Through the course of the project, the determination for additional 
contact, either by the Forest Service or by other local officials, will be made.  The Forest Service 
will not be overly aggressive in trying to generate interest in this project, but will provide the 
public the opportunity to get involved and respond according to their level of interest. 
 
Providing Updates.  The project will be monitored, and officials will be provided with regular 
updates and progress reports.  Keep the lines of communication open to all who desire to be 
informed of the project and specifically with County officials.  (Ongoing) 
 
ACTION PLAN 

 
Task & Who 

Develops or Sets Up 
Contacts Who Is Responsible 

for Delivery 
When 

Letters to Federal,  
State, County, and 
Local Elected 
Officials – Project 
Manager with 
assistance from PA 

Use Contact List 
 

Don Phillips 
Minerals 
Administrator 

July 2008 

Letters to Tribal 
Contacts – Project 
Manager with 
assistance from 
Shannon & Powys 
Gadd 

Sauk-Suiattle and 
Upper Skagit Tribal 
Councils and the 
Swinomish Tribal 
Community 

Don Phillips 
Minerals 
Administrator 
 

August 2008 
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Tasks & Who 

Develops or Sets Up 
Contact Who Is Responsible 

for Delivery 
When 

Interview Meetings 
with County Officials 
(set up by District 
Rangers) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Letters to Notify 
Special Interests; Use 
District Mailing List – 
 
Don Phillips with 
assistance from 
Shannon. 

Okanogan County 
Commissioners 
 
Whatcom County 
Health District  
 
National Park Service 
North Cascades NP 
 
 
District Reviews 
Mailing List and 
Makes Determination; 
Emphasize this is not 
a NEPA Project. 

John Newcom 
Methow Valley DR 
 
Rod Lentz, OSC 
 
 
Rod Lentz, OSC 
 
 
 
Don Phillips 
Project Manager 

August 2008 

Website – Shannon 
works with John & 
Don. 

Okanogan-Wenatchee 
Internet Website. 

Rod Lentz, works 
with Kristy & Dan to 
get info posted. 

 

News Release – 
Shannon O’Brien 
works with John & 
Don. 

See attached media 
list. 

Shannon O’Brien  

Official Notices in 
Paper of Record – 
Rod Lentz 

Paper(s) of record; 
consult Jan Flatten. 

Rod Lentz 
On-Scene Coord.  

 

Information 
Repositories - Rod 

Okanogan-Wenatchee 
Supervisor’s Office; 
Methow Valley RD; 
Okanogan Valley 
Office; Mt. Baker RD; 
libraries in Twisp & 
Sedro Woolley. 

Rod Lentz  

Monitoring of Public 
Response - All 

Ongoing Process All  
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AND PUBLIC RESPONSE 

Additional information about this project can be obtained from the following Forest Service 
sources.  Public response to the project is welcomed.  

  
o Arlo Vander Woude 

Methow Valley Ranger District 
24 West Chewuch Road 
Winthrop, WA 98862 
Phone 509-996-4083 
Email:  avanderwoude@fs.fed.us 
 

o Rod Lentz, On-Scene Coordinator (Technical Contact) 
Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest 
1240 South Second Ave. 
Okanogan, WA  98840 
Phone 509-826-3274 
Email:  rlentz@fs.fed.us 

mailto:avanderwoude@fs.fed.us
mailto:afcproject@fs.fed.us












































































































       December 31, 2008 
 

Sierra Club  
Cascade Chapter 
PO Box 1124 
Duvall, WA, 98019 
 
 
Rebecca Lockett Heath,  
Forest Supervisor  
Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest,  
215 Melody Lane  
Wenatchee, WA  98801.   
 comments-pacificnorthwest-okanogan-methowvalley@fs.fed.us 
 
Re: Azurite Mine Cleanup 
 
Ms. Heath: 
 
I would like to commend the Forest Service for their addressing of the clean up of the 
Azurite mine complex on the Okanogan National Forest. Of the 5 alternatives the Sierra 
Club accepts that alternative 2B should be the preferred alternative. However, we have 
several concerns which need to be addressed. Our primary concern is the project will 
impact an inventoried roadless area, and impact its wilderness qualities.  The mining and 
clean up activity in this area, along with the long access road, may affect the Forest 
Service’s review or recommendation of the mining area and road corridor for potential 
inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System. The Sierra Club and others 
have long advocated that this area be designated wilderness.  In order to mitigate the 
impact on  this potential Wilderness, the following measures should be included in the 
final clean up proposal: 
 
1. Due to the toxic nature of metals in the soils and streams, and to insure “minimization 
of direct contact,” access to the site should be limited. Mitigation should include gating 
the road (5400-700) at a place and with a method that eliminates access by ATV and/or 
ORV. Access could be allowed for monitoring and maintenance at the site allowing road 
use only by permit. Foot access would still be allowed but the road should be posted “no 
usage from motorized vehicles including snowmobiles”.  
 
2. The length of the road, the time frame (up to 30 years for future monitoring and 
maintenance), the aesthetic scar of the road, potential invasion of exotic species, and the 
intrusion the road makes into a potential wilderness area dictates significant mitigation. 
We believe that an amount of money equal to that spent rebuilding this road, together 
with the estimated 30 year maintenance money for keeping the road in operational status 
should be allocated to the decommissioning of other roads in the vicinity. Furthermore, 
after monitoring and maintenance is concluded, this road should be decommissioned or 
reconstructed as a trail. The cost of decommissioning other roads and the reconstruction 
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or decommissioning of Road 5400-700 should be added to the estimated cost of the 
whole project. Accordingly, the forest plan and final EIS should address these concerns. 
 
3. We also want insurance that the mineral rights from both the Azurite and Gold Hill 
prospects (same ore body) be withdrawn so that mining does not occur in the future. The 
Forest Service should be taking all measures to prevent this type of toxic waste dump and 
associated roads and facilities in the future. 
 
Thank you for addressing this issue and we look forward to our concerns being 
addressed. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
Mike Town 
Sierra Club Cascade Chapter Board Member 
Mtown01@msn.com 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rebecca Lockett Heath        January 2, 
2009 
Forest Supervisor  
Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest,  
215 Melody Lane  
Wenatchee, WA  98801.   
comments-pacificnorthwest-okanogan-methowvalley@fs.fed.us 
 
Re: Azurite Mine Cleanup 
 
Dear Supervisor Heath: 
 

The North Cascades Conservation Council (NCCC) is pleased that the US Forest Service 
has proposed a cleanup at the Azurite mine.  Future land and water contamination from 
the Azurite mine tailings are unacceptable.  The Azurite mine sits in the headwaters of 
the Skagit River and impacts many important resources throughout the region, from local 
fish and wildlife habitat to the overall health of Puget Sound. 
 

The challenges posed by mine cleanup are significant.  NCCC concurs that alternative 2B 
should be the preferred alternative.  However, we have several major concerns that 
should be addressed before moving forward. 
 

NCCC has long sought to designate the Azurite mine area as wilderness.  Reconstruction 
of Road 5400-700 will have a major impact on future wilderness status.  We believe that 
steps need to be taken to assure that the road will be decommissioned in a timely manner.  
We also believe that substantial mitigation for the impact of Azurite mine cleanup is 
warranted, especially as it pertains to road reconstruction and maintenance.  Specifically: 
 

• The US Forest Service needs to set aside adequate money at the beginning of the 
project to assure that funds will be available for effective road maintenance during its 
use and decommissioning when the road is no longer needed for monitoring the Azurite 
mine. 

 

• The proposed road reconstruction makes a major infrastructure investment in a 
potential wilderness area, thus requiring significant mitigation. An amount of money 
equal to that needed to reconstruct the road, together with the estimated 30 year cost of 
maintaining the road should be allocated to the decommissioning of other roads in the 
vicinity.    

 

• Serious consideration should be given to shortening the length of time for monitoring 
the mine via road.  Monitoring of the mine can continue for three decades or more, but 



the road is likely needed only for the first decade after the cleanup project reaches 
substantial completion.  Beyond the first decade, monitoring can be done via helicopter, 
horseback, and other less expensive means than maintaining a very long road in 
difficult terrain. 

 

• Due to the toxic nature of metals in the tailings, adjacent soils, and local waters, and to 
insure “minimization of direct contact,” access to the site should be extremely limited.  
Mitigation should include gating Road 5400-700 at a place and with a method that 
eliminates all access by unauthorized ATVs and/or ORVs.  Vehicular access should be 
allowed only for monitoring at the site.  Road use should be by permit only.  The road 
should be clearly posted “no usage by motorized vehicles, including snowmobiles.”  

 

• After road access for monitoring the mine is no longer needed, Road 5400-700 should 
be decommissioned and reconstructed as a trail.  The cost of the road to trail 
reconstruction should be added to the estimated cost of the whole project.  Accordingly, 
the forest plan and final EIS should address these issues. 

 

• Mineral rights from both the Azurite and Gold Hill prospects (same ore body) should 
be fully withdrawn so that mining does not occur in the area in the future.  The US 
Forest Service should be taking all measures possible to prevent this type of toxic waste 
dump and associated roads and facilities in the future. 

 

Thank you for working on this important cleanup project and for the opportunity to 
comment on making the project most cost-effective for taxpayers and habitat alike. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Marc Bardsley 
President, North Cascades Conservation Council 
P.O. Box 95980 
University Station 
Seattle, WA. 98145-2980 
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