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Description
The Salt Chuck Mine is an abandoned historic 
gold, silver, copper and palladium mine on the 
southeast side of Prince of Wales Island. The site 
is 4½ miles from Thorne Bay, and is accessible by 
a half-mile trail from the road or by water.

The mine and mill operated from 1905 to 1941, 
processing more than 326,000 tons of ore. The 
mine openings are about a half mile uphill from 
the mill area, which is on the northern shore of 
Salt Chuck Bay near the mouth of Lake Ellen 
Creek. The remnants of at least 25 of the mill’s 
structures are on the site, as well as two large die-
sel tanks and four banks of diesel engines.

An extensive tailings deposit of an estimated 
100,000 cubic yards is located mostly in the in-
tertidal zone south of the mill, on state-owned 
tidelands. Additional tailings are located in the 
upland area, which is managed by the U.S. Forest 
Service. The tailings deposits on the whole site – 
in the intertidal zone and the upland area – cover 
23 acres.

The contaminated upland area covers about 45 
acres and includes various source areas: a large 

Salt Chuck Mine

Kasaan

The Salt Chuck Mine is on Prince of Wales 
Island in the Tongass National Forest and at 
the northern end of Kasaan Bay (map, top). 

The mill area is near the mouth of Lake Ellen 
Creek on the northern shore of Salt Chuck 
Bay, a smaller bay off Kasaan Bay. Thorne 

Bay (pop. 471) and Kasaan (pop. 49) are 
nearby communities.

 (Map by and courtesy of the Sobay
Company of Olympia, Wash.)

     
The mill area is shown in May 2009 (right). 

The mine openings are about a half mile up-
hill from the mill area. The contaminants from 

the Salt Chuck Mine include polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs), copper, lead, mercury, se-
lenium, vanadium, nickel, arsenic, petroleum 

and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons.
 (DEC photo) 
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pit connected to the main adit (a nearly horizontal pas-
sage from the surface to a mine), two shafts, a tunnel 
and 13 waste rock dumps. 

As with other abandoned historic mines, the sources 
of contamination at the mill area are a result of stan-
dard practices from an era before environmental regu-
lations, when mines operated without today’s permits 
and reclamation requirements.

The Alaska Department of Natural Resource’s Prince 
of Wales Area Plan identifi es the area around the site 
as “intensive public recreation use.” The Forest Ser-
vice has public-use cabins and a campground in the 
area, and Salt Chuck Bay is used for subsistence clam-
ming and crabbing. Lake Ellen Creek supports fi ve 
species of anadromous fi sh.

The U.S. Bureau of Land Management fi rst investi-
gated the Salt Chuck Mine’s mill from 1995 to 1998. 
Those investigations led to a more in-depth one con-
ducted by the Forest Service from 2002 to 2007. The 
Forest Service’s Engineering Evaluation/Cost Analy-
sis, which it fi nalized in 2010, summarized the previ-
ous sampling results.

In 2007, the DEC, Alaska Department of Health and 
Social Services (DHSS) and U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA) reviewed the Forest Service’s 
draft Engineering Evaluation/Cost Analysis. All three 

reviewing agencies agreed that the site needed ad-
ditional site characterization, that all the ways people 
and the environment might be exposed to contamina-
tion needed to be evaluated, and that there needed to 
be an assessment of those exposure risks. The three 
agencies agreed that the additional work would pro-
vide the basis for cleanup levels and it would suffi -
ciently protect multiple uses of the land in the future.

In the spring of 2009, DEC conducted an informal 
sounding of public opinion about resolving lingering 
contamination issues and the delayed cleanup progress 
by giving the site Superfund status through placement 
on the EPA’s National Priorities List. In July 2009, 
DEC’s Commissioner Larry Hartig sent a letter on 
behalf of Gov. Sarah Palin to the EPA saying the state 
did not object to the site being placed on the National 
Priorities List. The EPA held a public comment period 
on the proposed listing.

On March 2, 2010, the EPA announced it had added 
the Salt Chuck Mine site to its National Priorities List. 
The listing makes the site eligible to receive federal 
funds for long-term cleanup while the EPA seeks to 
recover costs from the responsible parties. Community 
involvement and tribal participation are also an impor-
tant part of EPA’s Superfund cleanup process. Back-
ground information on the Salt Chuck Mine site and 
other documentation are available on EPA’s website 
(http://www.epa.gov/superfund/sites/npl/nar1812.htm).

The mill at the Salt Chuck Mine 
is shown in a photo taken in 

the mid-1970s (right).
 (Photo by Patricia Roppel, 
 courtesy of the U.S. Forest 

Service)
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The U.S. Forest Service 
built a short road to pro-
vide access to the site this 
summer, removed building 
debris, drums and tanks, 
excavated roughly 5,400 
cubic yards of petroleum-
contaminated soil and 
metals-contaminated 
tailings – 8,400 tons of 
contaminated material, 
which fi lled 300 contain-
ers averaging 28 tons per 
load. The material will go 
to a permitted landfi ll out 
of state. The agency set 
aside the historical mining 
equipment during the exca-
vation, then grouped it in 
one area, as shown in the 
photos taken in October 
(left and bottom).
(Photos courtesy of the
U.S. Forest Service) 
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Public Health and
Environmental Concerns
The Engineering Evaluation/Cost 
Analysis outlined several areas of 
contamination both in the uplands 
and the intertidal area. The levels 
found were high enough for DEC 
and DHSS scientists to believe that 
there is a risk to human health. The 
site characterization, however, did 
not provide enough data to be sure 
whether food gathering or other 
activities should be offi cially re-
stricted.

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) 
are present in the tailings around 
the mill and are suspected to be 
from former electrical equipment. 

Copper, lead and mercury were found in 
the soils around the former assay shop, 
and lead from batteries was found in the 
soils around the electric locomotive. Petro-
leum-contaminated soil is present near the 
above-ground storage tanks, drum caches 
and in the sludge on the fl oor of the mill.

The sludge has also migrated to the tail-
ings and intertidal area. Several piles of 
tailings exist in the uplands area near the 
mill and next to the unnamed stream that 
fl ows through the site. Elevated levels of 
copper were found in all the tailings, and 
mercury, selenium and PCBs in tailings in 
various locations.

In the intertidal area, the main contami-
nants of concern in the extensive area of 
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The site’s historical mining equipment is now 
collected in one area, as shown in this Octo-
ber photo (top).
(Photo courtesy of the U.S. Forest Service)

One of the main adits to the mine is shown in 
this May 2009 photo (left); the adit looked sim-
ilar this summer. An adit is a nearly horizontal 
passage from the surface to a mine.
(DEC photo)



Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation – Spill Prevention and Response Division – Contaminated Sites Program
November 2011

0
10

0
20

0
40

0

S
C

A
LE

 IN
 F

E
ET

FI
LE

:  
  9

78
5 

R
EP

O
R

T 
(D

R
A

FT
).D

W
G

D
R

A
W

N
:

D
AT

E:

JO
B 

N
O

:

U
SD

A
 F

O
R

ES
T 

SE
R

VI
C

E 
- A

LA
SK

A
 R

EG
IO

N
EN

G
IN

EE
R

IN
G

 E
VA

LU
A

TI
O

N
/C

O
ST

 A
N

A
LY

SI
S

TO
N

G
A

SS
 N

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

FO
R

ES
T,

 A
LA

SK
A

26
21

97
85

A
R

N

M
A

R
C

H
 2

00
7

FI
G

U
R

E 
2-

2

SA
M

PL
E 

LO
C

A
TI

O
N

 M
A

P 
-

U
PL

A
N

D
 A

R
EA

S 
O

F 
SI

TE

LE
G

EN
D

SO
IL

 S
AM

PL
E 

(1
99

5,
19

97
)

SO
IL

 O
R

 T
AI

LI
N

G
S 

SA
M

PL
E 

(2
00

2)

W
AT

ER
 S

AM
PL

E 
(1

99
5,

19
97

)

W
AT

ER
 S

AM
PL

E 
(2

00
2)

FI
LT

E
R

E
D

, U
N

FI
LT

ER
ED

W
AT

ER
 F

IE
LD

 S
C

R
EE

N
IN

G
 L

O
C

AT
IO

N
 (1

99
5,

 2
00

2)

TA
IL

IN
G

S

W
A

S
TE

 R
O

C
K

M
IX

TU
R

E
 O

F 
W

A
ST

E
 R

O
C

K
 A

N
D

 T
AI

LI
N

G
S

M
EA

N
 H

IG
H

 T
ID

E

S
TR

U
C

TU
R

E
S

S
H

A
FT

TU
N

N
E

L

A
D

IT

W
A

04

(F
) (

U
)

C
1

C
1

C
12

D
5

D
2

D
4

SO
10

C
4

C
1C

2C
3

SO
02

C
25

C
5

D
14

D
15

C
6

SO
05

C
7

C
8

C
9

C
10C

11

C
16

C
17

D
9

D
10

D
7

D
8

D
6

C
20

C
15

C
22

C
19

C
21

C
18

C
24

C
23

W
4

W
5

D
11

D
12

W
2

W
1

W
FS

2
W

FS
3

D
3

D
1

EL
E

C
TR

IC
 L

O
C

O
M

O
TI

VE

ROAD

BO
IL

ER

W
A

01
/W

FS
1 

(U
)

W
A

03
/W

FS
5 

(U
)

W
A

08
 (F

)

UNNAMED STREAM

SA
LT

C
H

U
C

K
B

A
Y

TO
 L

A
KE

EL
LE

N
 C

R
E

EK
AT

 L
O

W
 T

ID
E

MEAN HIGH TIDE

BA
R

G
E

S
U

P
E

R
IN

TE
N

D
E

N
T'

S
 H

O
U

SE
G

EN
ER

AL
 O

FF
IC

E
O

U
TH

O
U

S
E

/S
TO

R
AG

E 
SH

ED
A

S
S

A
Y

 S
H

O
P

U
N

K
N

O
W

N
W

O
R

K
E

R
 C

A
B

IN
S/

M
ES

SH
AL

L
O

U
TH

O
U

S
E

C
A

B
IN

W
IN

C
H

 S
TA

TI
O

N
U

N
K

N
O

W
N

C
A

B
IN

M
A

C
H

IN
E 

S
H

O
P

/B
LA

C
KS

M
IT

H
W

O
R

K
E

R
 C

A
B

IN
S/

M
ES

SH
AL

L
U

N
K

N
O

W
N

R
O

C
K

 T
R

A
N

S
FE

R
 P

LA
TF

O
R

M
D

R
IL

L 
P

AD
M

IL
L

C
1

C
2

C
3

C
4

C
5-

C
6

C
7-

C
9

C
10

C
11

C
12

C
13

C
14

C
15

C
16

-C
19

C
20

-C
22

C
23

C
24

C
25

W
FS

3 W
3

D
13

D
13

S
TR

U
C

TU
R

E
 L

IS
TI

N
G

W
A

02
/W

FS
4 

(U
)

W
A

06
/0

7 
(F

)

SO
04

G
LO

R
Y 

H
O

LE
E

LE
V

A
TI

O
N

 3
00

'

LA
R

G
E 

AS
T'

S

FU
E

L 
D

R
U

M
C

A
C

H
ES

M
IL

L

SO
U

R
C

E:
 U

SB
LM

 (1
99

8)
, U

R
S 

(2
00

3,
 2

00
6)

SO
10

W
4 W
3

W
1

TO POWER LAKE

W
FS

6

SC
SW

-4
T/

D
 (U

,F
)

W
FS

-7

SC
SW

-3
T/

D
 (U

,F
)

SC
ST

-1
SC

U
T-

1

S
E

E
 F

IG
U

R
E

 2
-3

SO
01

SC
U

T-
4/

5

SO
03SC

U
T-

6

SC
SS

-3

SC
U

T-
3

M
IL

L 
TA

IL
IN

G
S

 S
PI

T

3-
4

SA
LT

 C
H

U
C

K
 M

IN
E

SC
U

T-
6

SC
SW

-4
T/

D

LAKE ELLEN CREEK

U
N

N
AM

ED
S

TR
E

A
M

G:\PROJECTS\26219785 SALT CHUCK MINE\9785 REPORT (DRAFT).DWG; Revised 3/15/2007 2:59:39 PM

- 5 -

Th
e 

la
yo

ut
 o

f t
he

 S
al

t C
hu

ck
 M

in
e 

is
 s

ho
w

n 
on

 th
is

 M
ar

ch
 2

00
7 

m
ap

. (
M

ap
 c

ou
rte

sy
 o

f t
he

 U
.S

. F
or

es
t S

er
vi

ce
)



Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation – Spill Prevention and Response Division – Contaminated Sites Program
November 2011

tailings are copper, arsenic and vanadium (a metal). 
Samples were collected of tailings, sediment below 
and downgradient of the tailings, and biota, including 
several species of clams and mussels. PCBs are pres-
ent in the tailings closest to the mill and tend to be less 
prevalent farther into the bay. The sediments below 
the tailings and out in Salt Chuck Bay also showed 
elevated levels of copper and vanadium as well as 
arsenic and isolated hotspots of mercury, PCBs and 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons.

In general, the contaminant levels decreased as the 
sample locations extended into Salt Chuck Bay. The 
surface water of the bay showed levels of arsenic, 
copper, mercury, nickel and selenium signifi cantly 
higher than samples collected from uncontaminated 
background locations.

Butter clams, little neck clams, softshell clams and 
blue mussels were collected and the tissue was ana-
lyzed for metals and PCBs. No PCBs were found, 
but arsenic, copper, mercury, selenium and vanadium 
were found in all the samples. Arsenic and vanadium 
were found in several samples at levels that exceed the 
human health risk-based screening level for ingestion. 
Copper was found at levels that exceed the ecological 

risk-based screening level. It was noted that no bi-
valves were present in the most contaminated tailings 
that are closest to the mill.

Current Status
In late August, the EPA held a public meeting in 
Kasaan, which is southeast of the site.

The EPA also conducted limited sediment sampling 
in the intertidal area of the site, and the results should 
be available this winter. Those results, and the results 
of previous sampling events, will be evaluated so that 
a comprehensive Remedial Investigation work plan 
can be developed and implemented in the summer of 
2012.

Last summer, the Forest Service used funding from 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, along 
with additional funding, to conduct a non-time criti-
cal removal action on the uplands. It was the selected 
alternative from its 2010 Engineering Evaluation/Cost 
Analysis.

The Forest Service built a short road to provide access 
to the site, removed building debris, drums and tanks, 
excavated roughly 5,400 cubic yards of petroleum-
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The line of brown rocks 
and all the sediment on 
the nearby beach (right) 

are metals-contaminated 
tailings. The beach is 
near the mill area, on 

Salt Chuck Bay, and the 
photo was taken in May 

2009. The main contami-
nants of concern in the 

intertidal area are copper, 
arsenic and vanadium.

(DEC photo)
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contaminated soil and metals-contaminated tailings, 
and will dispose of the excavated material in a permit-
ted landfi ll out of state in the near term.

Although the Forest Service’s removal action was 
substantial, additional contamination remains in the 
uplands on Forest Service-managed lands. It is antici-
pated that this contamination will be addressed under 
the EPA Superfund action. A report documenting the 
removal action will be available this winter.

Contacts
For more information about this site, contact:

Alaska Department of Environmental
Conservation
Anne Marie Palmieri, Project Manager
AnneMarie.Palmieri@alaska.gov
(907) 766-3184

Jennifer Roberts, Section Manager
Jennifer.Roberts@alaska.gov
(907) 269-7553

U.S. Forest Service
Michael Wilcox, Alaska On-Scene Coordinator
MRWilcox@fs.fed.us
(907) 586-9379

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
Jacques Gusmano, Remedial Project Manager
Gusmano.Jacques@epamail.epa.gov
(907) 271-1271

For more information about hazardous substances that 
are listed in this fact sheet and the effects of exposure 
to those substances on human health:

Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry
(ATSDR is within the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services.)
ATSDR ToxFAQs
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxfaq.html
(888) 42-ATSDR or (888) 422-8737
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