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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This Preliminary Assessment Screen (PAS) concerns the Blue Ledge Mine Site found within the 
Rogue River National Forest (National Forest) and addresses whether the criteria found in 43 
C.F.R. § 11.23(e) have been met.  Before proceeding with a natural resource damage assessment 
under regulations guiding trustees, the Forest Service must conduct a PAS and determine if the 
criteria are met.   
 
This PAS documents that all criteria to proceed with a natural resource damage assessment have 
been met.  It documents that the Forest Service has a reasonable probability of making a 
successful natural resource damage claim for injuries to National Forest resources resulting from 
releases of hazardous substances from the Blue Ledge Mine.  
 
The data and analysis presented in this PAS demonstrates that all the criteria for a natural 
resource damage assessment under waste the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation and Liability Act (CERCLA) have been met.  In particular:  
  

1) A release of hazardous substances from the Blue Ledge Mine Site has occurred; 
2) Natural resources under the trusteeship of the Forest Service and/or other natural resource 

trustees have been affected; e.g., water resources and biologic resources (fish), or are 
likely to have been affected by releases from the Blue Ledge Mine Site; 

3) The quantity and concentration of released hazardous substance is sufficient to cause 
injury to natural resources; 

4) Data sufficient to pursue an assessment are readily available or likely to be obtained at a 
reasonable cost; and response actions, if any, carried out or planned do not or will not 
sufficiently remedy the injury to natural resources without further action. 

 
The Blue Ledge Mine is located on privately owned land within the National Forest, three miles 
south of the Oregon-California border.  The mine is situated near the headwaters of Joe Creek, a 
tributary stream within the Upper Applegate Watershed.  The mine is one of the largest mining 
operations ever undertaken in the southwestern Oregon area.  Over two miles of underground 
excavations were developed to mine massive sulfide deposits rich in copper, zinc, gold and 
silver.  Large-scale mining ceased in the 1930s and left at approximately 60,000 tons of exposed 
sulfide-rich waste rock.  The remaining waste piles and workings at the Blue Ledge Mine Site 
have released and continue to release hazardous substances listed under CERLCA. 
 
Water samples taken in 2000 and 2001 by the Forest Service document releases of hazardous 
substances from the Blue Ledge Mine in levels injurious to human health and aquatic resources.  
Various analytes were detected in these samples at concentrations that exceed federal and state 
primary and secondary drinking water standards.  Exceedances of primary drinking water 
standards were detected for cadmium, copper and acidity while additional exceedances of 
secondary drinking water standards were detected for copper, iron and zinc.  There have also 
been numerous exceedances of aquatic life criteria (ALCs), which are measures of the maximum 
concentrations to which aquatic organisms can be exposed without deleterious effects, in Joe 
Creek and Elliott Creek.  The concentrations detected in these samples are often many times that 
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of the standard.   
 
A review of the literature shows that the contaminants released from the Blue Ledge Mine are 
toxic to aquatic resources, such as fish and macroinvertebrates.  Metal concentrations detected in 
Joe and Elliott Creeks are much higher than those found to result in adverse effects and high 
mortality rates in rainbow trout and other fish.  Survey data have confirmed that there are no fish 
in Joe Creek.  In addition, survey data reveals that the amphibian and macroinvertebrate 
populations in Joe Creek have been adversely impacted due to AMD releases from the Blue 
Ledge Mine.  Groundwater resources are likely to be impacted. 
 
The Forest Service has preliminarily identified the areas in and around 1) Joe Creek, 2) Elliott 
Creek downstream of Joe Creek, 3) the Middle Fork of the Applegate River downstream of 
Elliott Creek, and 4) the Applegate Reservoir as areas where exposures to hazardous substances 
released from the Blue Ledge Mine can occur.  The Forest Service reached this conclusion for 
the following reasons.  First, it is likely that waste fines from the Blue Ledge Mine are 
transported via Joe Creek to Elliott Creek and to the Applegate Reservoir.  Second, analyses of 
water samples taken in April 2001 in Elliott Creek upstream and downstream of the confluence 
with Joe Creek document that dissolved metals from the mine have been transported to Elliott 
Creek.  Third, to the extent bioaccumulation of hazardous substances has occurred, natural 
resources that live in areas removed from these water-bodies could be affected. 
 
Because hazardous substances have been released in all years since the mine’s development and 
operation, potentially responsible parties (PRPs), absent a defense or exclusion from liability, 
include the current owners and operators of the site as well as all prior owners and operators.  
The Blue Ledge Mine has had at least 14 owners/lessees/operators throughout its existence.  
These PRPs include major corporations, such as the American Smelting and Refining Company 
(ASARCO).  None of the damages at the site is excluded from liability under CERCLA or the 
Clean Water Act (CWA).  All of the possible exclusions have been analyzed and found not to be 
applicable at the Blue Ledge Mine Site. 
 
Pursuant to Section 107(f) of CERCLA, as amended, 42 U.S.C.§ 9607(f) and other applicable 
federal, state, and tribal laws, designated federal, state, and tribal officials may act on behalf of 
the public as trustees for natural resources under their management authority to recover damages 
for injuries to such resources resulting from releases of hazardous substances.  Designated 
natural resource trustees may pursue claims under CERCLA against parties liable under Section 
107 of CERCLA, 42 U.S.C. § 9607.  The Department of Agriculture, through the U.S. Forest 
Service, has been designated as a federal trustee for natural resources located on, over, and under 
national forest lands with authority to pursue natural resource damage claims under CERCLA.     
 
 
 
 
 
 




