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Background       
 
The Monarch Mill Site is located on both private 
and National Forest System (NFS) land along 
the Middle Fork of the Boise River near Atlanta, 
Idaho.  The site originally supported a stamp mill 
constructed in 1869 and through a succession of 
ownerships and lessees, was later converted to 
a ball mill until production at the mine was finally 
halted in the mid-1950’s.  The large volume of 
mill tailings present at the site were generated 
from historic mining operations in the Atlanta gold district.  Throughout the mill’s history, 
a significant portion of these tailings were discharged from the mill into or directly 
adjacent to the Middle Fork of the Boise River and its tributaries.  Some of the tailings 
were subsequently transported and deposited behind the Kirby reservoir.  Arsenic 
concentrations in the tailings were as high as 10,900 mg/kg; mercury concentrations, 
29,500 mg/kg.   
 
Partners 

In that the land lies both on private and NFS land, 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the 
U.S.D.A. Forest Service (FS) each contributed 
$365,000 towards the restoration of the Monarch 
Mill Site.  The EPA took lead on the oversight of the 
cleanup through the use of their contractors, and 
staff on the Forest offered technical support 
including historical and biological studies as well as 
expertise in fisheries restoration.  Both agencies 
worked together under an Agreement. 
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Trout Unlimited joined as a partner with the addition of a local-based position to 
coordinate and assist in this project, as well as other restoration projects on streams 
impacted by historic mining in Idaho’s Boise River watershed. Volunteer members of 
Trout Unlimited participated in fisheries enhancement and tailings stabilization projects 
by planting vegetation along the river. 

Purpose 
 
In 1990, the Kirby Reservoir dam failed, releasing substantial sediment down the Middle 
Fork of the Boise River.  A state of emergency was declared by the governor in 
September of 1990, and subsequent sampling of the sediment found high levels of 
arsenic and mercury.  A new dam was erected in 1991.  In 1993, the Boise National 
Forest began a series of surface and subsurface studies at the Monarch Mill Site, 
upstream from the reservoir, and found that the erosion of tailings from this site was 
contributing heavy metals to the reservoir.  Deposition also exposed the riparian fisheries 
and macroinvertebrate communities to heavy metal contamination.  In early 2006, the 
Forest Service, Environmental Protection Agency, and Trout Unlimited (a conservation 
organization) met and agreed to contribute towards the restoration of this Site and the 
adjacent Middle Fork of the Boise River to enhance the fisheries habitat.   
 
Approach 
 
The tailings removal portion of the project began during the Summer of 2006 and was 
completed by EPA contractors in October of 2006.  The design was coordinated between the 
three partners. The restoration project removed tailings within the flood plain and placed them 
in a repository located at a higher elevation; reshaped the site for runoff control; and re-
vegetated the area to control erosion and stabilize the remaining tailings.  Once the removal 
process was complete, Trout Unlimited, EPA, and the FS enlisted volunteers to conduct 
watershed rehabilitation work along and within the river, primarily on NFS land. 
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Water Quality/Fish Habitat Benefits 
 
• Removing the tailings from the riparian area halted further migration of toxic metals, 

primarily arsenic and mercury, downstream.  It also prevents further loading of 
sediment behind the Kirby Reservoir dam. 

 
• Restoring natural watershed and floodplain function and processes will result in a 

long-term trend toward habitat recovery.  
 
• Restoring historic channel morphology, geometry, and riparian vegetation will result in 

high-quality and diverse instream habitat for migratory bull trout, and other resident 
fish species. 

 
• And, improved migratory and hiding cover habitat conditions are expected to increase 

the number of bull trout in the restored reaches and improve the health and survival 
rates of fry and juveniles. 

 
 


