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Introduction

Placer mining—the excavation of both ancient and existing stream beds to retrieve
minerals deposited in sand and gravel by water—poses a serious risk to watersheds
across British Columbia. It can gut invaluable riparian areas, and permanently damage
streams, devastate fish populations, and threaten human health. It can also interfere with
hunting, fishing and gathering practices, and infringe Indigenous rights. The amount of
placer mining activity in BC has increased dramatically in recent years, with approved
machine-excavation operations almost tripling since 2005

While activity is increasing, regulation of placer mining in BC remains inadequate.* For
example, in sharp contrast to the Yukon, placer mines in BC do not undergo environmental
assessments before they are approved: Further, once operations are underway, government
seldom inspects placer mine operations to ensure existing rules are enforced. Rule-breaking
is common, and placer-mined areas often go un-reclaimed, leaving long-term scars on the
landscape.*

Across the province, government is not enforcing adequate 'setback’ requirements to keep
placer operations out of sensitive streams, lakes, and wetlands. In the Atlin area, government
has explicitly sacrificed streams to enable placer mining by suspending pollution rules and
allowing miners to discharge waste directly into these natural water bodies.5

BC's current regulatory approach to placer mining jeopardizes Indigenous lands, valuable
public assets and unique ecosystems—the regime is in urgent need of an overhaul. Critical
areas for reform include:

« effective environmental protection for streams, fish, and human health;

* respect for Indigenous rights and adherence to United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) principles;

+ assessment of proposed placer mining operations;
+ effective monitoring, reporting and enforcement of regulatory compliance; and

* improved mine reclamation policies and security requirements.

Riparian habitats and 'setback’ rules

British Columbia currently has lax standards when it comes to keeping placer mines out
of sensitive water bodies and riparian areas. Riparian areas—the banks of streams and
water bodies—are "nature's most biologically productive terrestrial systems." Such areas
provide important habitat for almost two thirds of Canada's rare and endangered species,
as well as iconic species like salmon?’ Riparian vegetation also slows the flow of sediment
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into streams and provides a buffer zone for streams and rivers by trapping pathogens and
pollutants.® Healthy, fish-bearing streams cannot exist without a healthy riparian zone?

Placer mining can release massive amounts of sediment into streams, which harms fish by
clogging gills, reducing the ability of predator fish to locate prey, and reducing the survival
of eggs and fry in stream beds.” When examining the depletion of sockeye salmon in the
Fraser River, the Cohen Commission found that:

...placer mining has a potentially severe impact on sockeye salmon because many
alluvial deposits are closely associated with existing streams, and because water
is often used to separate placer minerals from the gravel matrix.”

Even low levels of suspended sediment can have similar consequences for salmon and
other fish species.” Notably, a study conducted in the Yukon found unmined streams
"support a standing stock of fish 4o times that of placer-mined streams."s

Placer mining, by its very nature, takes place in and around riparian areas where water
and gravity bring minerals (like gold) to streambeds. The placer mining excavation
process, poorly designed roads that increase sediment in waterways, and the use of toxic
substances like mercury in the mining process can be devastating to these ecologically
significant areas.# Unfortunately, as confirmed in a 2010 audit of 23 placer mines in the
Cariboo, the location of placer mines is "strongly correlated with areas of high value
habitat including critical habitat for fish, wildlife habitat areas, ungulate winter ranges,
old growth forests and riparian areas."s Of the 10,734 hectares of critical fish habitat
identified in the audit area, 63% of this habitat was subject to placer mining tenures

The use of riparian setback requirements to protect important ecological values is a
well-established environmental practice.” For example, the default setback of urban
development from streams is 30 metres, and the setback for forestry activities is
commonly 20—-50 metres® At the same time, placer mines are only subject to a 10-metre
setback policy that has been under-enforced and routinely ignored.? The 2010 Cariboo
placer mining audit found that more than half of the audited mines were operating within
the 10-metre placer riparian reserve setback—while 43% of the mines were conducting
in-stream works without authorization.®

Establishing stricter regulations and adequate enforcement—even simply increasing and
enforcing riparian setbacks to keep placer operations further away from streams—could
significantly reduce the risks and impacts of placer mining on BC's riparian areas and
everything that depends on them.

1. RECOMMENDATION: Enact a clear minimum riparian setback
requirement of at least 30 metres for any placer mining activities.
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Indigenous rights and placer mining

Placer mining in BC has historically affected Indigenous peoples disproportionately. The
1868 Cariboo gold rush spurred rapid immigration into First Nations' territories in the
Interior. This influx of miners sparked a smallpox epidemic that killed at least half the
Indigenous population and led to significant Indigenous-settler clashes.”

BC's placer mining laws in 2018 still reflect a 19th-century colonial approach to Indigenous
rights and lands. In many parts of the province, there is still a lack of recognition of the
jurisdiction and authority of Indigenous governments, even as placer mining activities
affect the ability to pursue traditional activities and to proactively steward lands and
resources. Placer mines routinely prevent Indigenous peoples' access to important sites
and can degrade ecosystems that are culturally significant and central to community
health.?? In some parts of the province, streams can host hundreds of active mine sites,
each of which is required by law to control public access.?s The resulting blocked access
can interfere with fishing, hunting, gathering, cultural practices and other constitutionally

protected rights.>

Despite these impacts, the current government's consultation process often involves a
30-day notice-and-response period in which First Nations are asked to respond to placer
mining proposals in their territory. This is far from a meaningful process aimed at securing
the free, prior and informed consent of those Nations (see "Indigenous Governance and
Mining").>s

2. RECOMMENDATION: Ensure placer mining development proceeds only
if it has the free, prior and informed consent of affected First Nations.
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Assessment of impacts

Placer mining is essentially exempt from environmental assessment in BC. New placer
mines only trigger an assessment if they will have a production capacity of at least
500,000 tonnes of pay-dirt a year—a threshold so high that it has excluded every
single placer mine in the province.?¢ By comparison, proposed mineral mines trigger an
environmental assessment at 75,000 tonnes, and coal mines at 250,000 tonnes.?”” Even
the laws regulating large-scale placer mining (with excavation machinery) are insufficient
to ensure that impacts are assessed as required to ensure that significant environmental
damage is averted.’®

The absence of BC environmental assessments of placer mining contrasts sharply with the
Yukon, where 572 placer projects were assessed between 2008 and 2017 Yukon decision
makers must also consider the cumulative effects of placer mines in combination with other
projects when assessing proposed placer projects.® If BC wants to protect its watersheds,
it must begin to properly assess the individual and cumulative impacts of hundreds of
placer mining operations in sensitive watersheds across BC.

3. RECOMMENDATION: Require environmental assessments for proposed
placer mining operations, including the assessment of cumulative
impacts of multiple placer mines within the same watershed.
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Enforcement

The 2016 Auditor General's report found BC has a "limited compliance and enforcement
program" for mining and a focus on permitting rather than monitoring, compliance or
enforcement (see "Monitoring and Enforcement”)3" In the placer mining context specifically,
inspection rates are very low. On average over the past decade, the number of annual
inspections was equal to only one quarter of the total number of placer mines.3* Actual
annual inspection rates are likely even lower than one in four, because inspectors inspect
'problem' mines several times a year, inspect some mine sites twice in a single day, and
include inspections of abandoned and non-operational placer mines in their figures.:

The non-compliance rates for placer mining operations are troubling. The 2010 audit of

23 active Cariboo placer mines found that that almost three quarters of them were out

of compliance with their Notice of Work permit requirements.34 More than half of the
audited placer mines were operating too close to the stream bank, and 26% were operating
in areas identified as critical fish habitat. Forty-three percent of mines audited had
unauthorized in-stream works, and 35% were illegally discharging wastewater into natural
water bodies. 3

4. RECOMMENDATION: Require effective monitoring, inspection,
enforcement, and reporting for placer mining, including:

* government tracking of mercury and other placer-related
contaminants in BC's placer-mined watersheds;
* annual inspections of all operating placer mines, and biennial
inspections of closed mines until reclamation is complete and
independently verified;
* increased penalties to deter illegal practices, including escalating
penalties for repeat offenders;*
* the collection and annual publication of relevant placer mining
statistics, such as number and location of mines permitted,
production volumes, reclamation and closure costs, the number of
inspections and inspection results, and enforcement actions taken.
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Reclamation security

Although mining permit conditions generally require placer miners to carry out reclamation
activities, the 2010 Cariboo audit identified only one placer mine that was actually
performing the reclamation work required by its permit—all other audited operations
were effectively out of compliance with their permits.3” Further, data from the past decade
suggests that a significant number of ‘closed' placer mines in the province lack a clear
record of reclamation, while many others have not posted adequate security to cover their
estimated clean up costs.3® The provincial government and BC taxpayers will ultimately
bear either the financial burden of reclaiming these sites or the cumulative environmental
costs of leaving them un-reclaimed.

By legally requiring placer miners to post adequate reclamation security, the province can
incentivize placer miners to promptly complete site restoration and protect the public

from the cleanup costs associated with abandoned mines.? While the Ministry of Energy,
Mines and Petroleum Resources (MEM) generally requires placer miners to post reclamation
security, the specific dollar amount that is set for each project is left to the discretion of
the Chief Inspector of Mines and inspector-delegates. There is no mandatory minimum

or legislated requirement that the dollar amount must reflect the project's specific
environmental and financial risks.“ Further, under the Mines Act, the Chief Inspector of
Mines can choose whether a placer miner is required to post reclamation security before
beginning mining activities.* Despite the extensive ecological damage that can be left
behind by placer mining activities, reclamation security is not yet a mandatory requirement
under BC law.#*

5. RECOMMENDATION: Remove the Chief Inspector's discretion over
security requirements and require that all placer mines post full
security that is based on defensible and independently verified
calculations.

Mercury and other toxic chemicals

The World Health Organization lists mercury as one of the world's 10 most harmful
chemicals, causing significant fetal harm and serious human health problems, especially
in young children.4 Toxic mercury from historical placer mining is a real concern. Near the
gold rush hub of Barkerville, Jack of Clubs Lake has a long-standing mercury advisory
("WARNING: Lake trout over 45 cm may contain elevated mercury levels. Limit your
consumption”) that may be due in part to historic placer mining pollution.44 The only BC
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study of mercury levels in a historical placer mining area revealed levels up to 200 times
higher than expected at some sites on the Lillooet River near Port Douglas.*5

Although mercury is not legal to use today, modern placer mining can mobilize highly toxic
mercury from historical placer mining operations back into streams. Gold rush-era placer
miners used mercury to increase gold particle recovery in their sluice boxes, introducing
large amounts of the toxic substance into BC waterways in the process.“ Approximately
2090 kg of mercury flows out of the Fraser River each year, a portion of which is likely
attributable to historic placer mining.+

Placer mining also poses a risk to drinking water when disturbed sediment releases other
contaminants into waterways. Although modern placer mining regulations normally require
miners to "divert process water into a settling pond and allow the water to seep into the
ground," since 1988 Atlin-area placer miners have been granted a special legal exemption
that allows them to dump wastewater directly into creeks. This has compounded gold
rush-era impacts in the area.#® Downstream tests have found "levels of aluminum, arsenic,
barium, cadmium, chromium, copper, iron, lead, manganese, vanadium, and nickel that
exceed drinking water guidelines.”? A 2013 Ministry of Environment study found that
aluminum levels in one creek exceeded drinking water guidelines by a factor of 624, while
samples taken farther away revealed aluminum levels seven times the recommended

maximum.5°

6. RECOMMENDATION: Repeal section 3(c)(i) of the Placer Mining
Waste Control Regulation to give the Atlin region the same minimum
protections from placer mining that the rest of the province enjoys.5

7. RECOMMENDATION: Require assessment of the sedimentation and
toxic chemical profile of BC watersheds where placer mining has
occurred and designate areas where levels are below provincial health
standards ‘off-limits' to placer mining until a remediation plan is in
place.

Placer jade impacts—an emerging concern

BC's growing placer jade mining industry raises additional issues.5? Operating in the
Cassiar and Tournigan River regions of northern BC, placer jade miners use heavy
machinery to extract massive boulders (weighing up to 30 tons) from streambeds
and riparian areas.’3 The scale of placer jade extraction and potential consequent
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environmental disruption raises unique concerns. Any reform of BC's regulatory approach
to placer mining must include rules to properly control impacts of the emerging placer jade
mining industry.

8. RECOMMENDATION: Develop strong rules to control the specific
impacts of jade mining, including large boulder removal from
streambeds and riparian areas.
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