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EPA studies samples this weekend 

by Aleesha Towns 

Students and faculty from the University of Colorado at Boulder 
will spend this weekend waist-deep in Coal and Elk creeks, collect- 
ing samples that will help determine the best sites to study water 
quality in the future. 

The study, which was pursued by the Coal Creek Watershed 
Coalition, is being headed by University of Colorado professor Joe 
Ryan. The university donated approximately $16,000 .to the project 
while the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency agreed to test the 
samples gathered by Ryan's five-person team. 

The Coal Creek Watershed Coalition was founded last year with 
the goal of restoring the water in Coal Creek to support aquatic life. 
Currently water in Coal Creek is safe to drink; however, elevated lev- 
els of zinc prevent aquatic life from flourishing in the water body, 
which runs through town. 

Ryan says the survey will help provide the watershed coalition 
with a base of information on the creek's health. 

Plus, the information will be gathered from a source that doesnl-t 
have any jurisdiction over Coal Creek. "The study will help the 
watershed coalition and the community can have an extra level of 
confidence knowing that this is coming from a source that isn't 
biased," Ryan says. 

To conduct the testing, Ryan says, his team will take samples 
from up to 100 sites along a six-mile stretch of Coal Creek. The results 
will be used to map where the metals are coming from and will pro- 
vide the Coal Creek Watershed Coalition with essential inforniation 
for planning clean-up initiatives. 

In addition, the team will introduce a lithium sodium cornpound 
into thc water that will allolv them to determine where undergrouncl 
tributaries enter the stream and \\,hat ~metals-if any-those 1iiddc.n 
\.\,atel bodies are ccirrying. 

"We use lithium chloride as the tracer tor two reasons,'' Ryan 
explains. "Onc,, i t  is <.as!. to deicct bec ,~~~s t% natural concentrations of 
I i t i i i~~~n are so 1 ~ 1 \ \ :  so \tic c'in cc7sily Inc~isuse the l i th i~~m that we add, 
, ~nd  t~\:o, i t  i.s licil.mless to thc '~cluatic oi.ganisms and liirmans a t  the 
co~~cen t r~ i~ io r i  vve use and \ \ , i  th the amo~ints of s o d i ~ ~ m  present in 
~ h c  stse'lrn ~\.~iter." 

l- 'l~e ~~nivc,rsit! tcam \ \ , i l l  also test watcl.s in Elk Creek, \\,hich 
flo\v.s i r o n  th<> abandoricd Standarci 'vlint.. Elk Creek flrnvs tlirougli 
the nii1;r. bite and iili)~is tho s~ l r f~c t -  impounclnii~nt Jcpositing l~ca\z>- 
metals into ,Coal C:~.t>ck, \vliich ILIIIS through Crested Butte until i t  
meets the Slate T<i\,c:r. 

As a resl~lt, t h ~ ~  is '1 potential threat to do\wnstream ~vater rrsers 
from the Stand'~rd.Mine, which was called the most environmental- 
ly degraded mine site in the entire Ruby Mining District by a report 
from the Colorado Geological Survey. 
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The mine is on 10 acres in the Ruby Mining District of the Gunnison 
National Forest, approximately 30 miles north of Gunnison and 10 miles 
west of the Tonin of Crested .Butte. Depending on  thc sen,wn, the Stan- 
dard Mine relenses 100 to 200 gallons per minute on one to 10 gallons per 
minute ot ground~v~lter Isom the abandoned mine site into Elk Creek. 

Coal Creek Lyatershed Coalition board lncmber Steve Glnzcr says 
the testing will be very \~aluable to the local coalition. "It will help us nar- 
row our ~OCLIS  to see w1;ere metals are conling from," lie says. "We don't 
know what it's going to tell us but it's likcljr to raise questions that will 
warrant further i~~vestigations." 

The next meeting of the Coal Creek Watershed Coalition is sched- 
uled for Monday, September 12 at 1:30 p.m; at the Crested Butte Town 
Hall. 


