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Suction Dredging - The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the State of Idaho issue suction 
dredging permits with attachments indicating rivers and streams where dredges are permitted 
(http://yosemite.epa.gov/r10/water.nsf/npdes+permits/idsuction-gp  and 
http://www.idwr.idaho.gov/RulesStatutesForms/StreamChannel/StreamChannelForms.htm). 

The EPA requires the permit because Section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act (CWA) prohibits most point 
source discharges of pollutants to waters of the U.S. unless they are authorized by a National Pollutant 
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit.  The EPA has defined suction dredging a point source 
discharge. 

In order for the Forest Service to approve a Plan of Operation for any placer mining activity (such as 
suction dredging or sluicing), it must demonstrate compliance with the regulations of other agencies such 
as the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality, the Environmental Protection Agency, the National 
Marine Fisheries Service, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.   

Additionally, most streams and rivers on the Forest provide critical habitat and are occupied by one or 
more threatened and endangered fish species. Therefore, the in-stream work window for placer activities 
such as suction dredging is very narrow (as little as two weeks or less per summer).    

The Central Idaho Wilderness Act of 1980 withdrew the Frank Church – River of No Return Wilderness 
area from mineral location and prohibits all forms of placer mining in the Middle Fork Salmon River and its 
tributaries in their entirety.  Tributaries to the Middle Fork Salmon where placer mining is prohibited 
include Loon Creek, Marsh Creek, Elk Creek, Bear Valley Creek, and Rapid River.         
Sluice box or trommel operations excavate materials near a stream and use the water from the stream to 
rinse the materials in the sluice box, leaving the gold.  Although the State of Idaho (IDAPA 37.03.07, Rule 
64) does not require stream alteration permits for non-motorized operations that will not disturb more 
than 1/3 of the stream width, or have fewer than five members in a party, operators should still check 
with the Idaho Department of Water Resources to ascertain that their proposed operations do not require 
a permit.   

Additionally, 36 CFR 228 governs mineral activities on National Forest System lands, and states that “a 
notice of intent to operate is required from any person proposing to conduct operations which might cause 
significant disturbance of surface resources.(36 CFR 228.4(a))”  Surface resources include fish, wildlife, 
soils, air, cultural/archaeological resources, vegetation, recreation, visual resources, and water quality.   

Sluice box or trommel operations that involve operation in or near stream banks will normally require a 
Plan of Operations.  The standard Forest advice is that an operator should submit their plan for USFS 
review as early as possible during the operating season prior to their desired start up. 

In general, if you are going to propose a sluice, trommel or other placer operation then you need to have a 
pre-approved water right that you can demonstrate to the Forest Service.  For operations of limited water 
quantity and duration (one year or less), it is generally possible to obtain a temporary water right through 
the Idaho Department of Water resources.   

Panning - The Forest does not have a designated recreational gold panning area.  Incidental recreational 
panning does occur but it is an activity that the Forest Service does not formally authorize.  Generally, the 
Forest Service does not regulate short-term panning where no surface disturbance is involved.   Digging 
anywhere for material to pan is considered surface disturbance for which Forest Service notification is 
required. 

http://yosemite.epa.gov/r10/water.nsf/npdes+permits/idsuction-gp
http://www.idwr.idaho.gov/RulesStatutesForms/StreamChannel/StreamChannelForms.htm


If you have questions about whether your proposed mining activities require a Notice of Intent or Plan of 
Operation, please contact one of the following program specialists for further information: 

North Fork, Salmon-Cobalt, or Leadore  
Ranger Districts 

Challis-Yankee Fork, Middle Fork, or Lost River 
Ranger Districts 

Julie Hopkins, 208-756-5279 Piper Goessel, 208-879-4158 
Glenwood Brittain, 208-756-5169 Amanda Kriwox, 208-879-4153 

 


