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The Island Copper
Mine, for a quarter-century

an important part of the
Port Hardy economy, is

rapidly winding down, with
construction already under

way on a trench to flood the
giant pit with sea water #

I

reserve funds and have given eco
nomic development a top priority.

"Some value·added forestry and
fishery plants have been added to
the local scene:' she said.

Pon Hardy's population today is
5,300 - an increase of almost 300
since the 1991 census.

ConSlJUction is booming. hous
ing stans are up and the real estate
market is buoyant.

"Confidence in the commUl1i
ty's future well-being is at a high
level and there has been no evi
dence so far of a major economic
impact due to the mine's closure:'
Belaire said.

This confidence in the future is
borne out by an $ll·million reno·
vation nearing completion at Port
Hardy Secondary Scbool and eon
SlJUction of two commercial build
ings to house a drug store and a
television and electronics business.

Mayor Russ Hellberg is upbeat
about the community's future.
despite the loss of a major industry
and the district's biggest lax con·
tributor.

He sees recenuy announced
changes to the ferry system aimed
at bener serving the mid-eoast as a
"tremendous benefit" that will
boostlourism.

"We've cut municipal expenses
and taken other cost-saving mea
sures to prepare ourselves for this
day:' he said. "We have been giv
ing economic development a high
priority and it has borne dividends
as several small forestry and fish
ery related operalions have
opened."

The mo~t recent survey (1990)
showed the population was virtual·
Iy the same as surveys carried out
when mining started.

In the early 1980s the compa·
ny's local tax bill was about $3.5
million.

Last year, Island Copper paid
$1 million i11l0 Port Hardy's cof
fers.

The last load of ore was taken
from the pit in August and dewa
tering pumps were turned off.
Runoff began to accumulate at the
boltom of the cavernous pit imme·
diately.
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First phase of dIe two-stage
reclanlation project will take about
eight months. The company is also
disposing of equipment.

At it' peak in ule late 1980s. the
mine employed 900 workers.

Over the years a pit more than
2.5 kilometres long has been creat
ed.

The 650-hectare pit area is
being filled with salt water and the
adjacent beach area, now a sea of
waste rock. will be transformed as
top soil is dumped and alders
planted.

''1've ordered 480,000 trees to
be planted on the 500-hectare
beach area," Welchman said.

Welchman believes the land
should be returned to wilderness.

"Let's return it to the bears,
deer and other wildlife."

Anouler 55-hcctare site which
houses warehouses and other build
ings should be develope<! as a light
industrial site, he said. Adjacent
deepwater docking facilities make
it an ideal location for that purpose,
said Welchman.

Some of the former mine
employees have fuund work in
Alberta or at a mine in the North.
Others are staying in the area.

Welchman admits the mine clo
sUre will affect the area's economy.
liut added UIat it will not be devas·
tating because the company's
intentions have been widely known
for five years.

The municipality of Pon Hardy
has planned accordingly.

Munieipal administrator Phyllis
Belaire said councils for the past
eight years have been setting up
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News Focus: Plant
employed 900 at peak

"italstatistics:~ine
such as the arena. pool and hospi
tal.

Mine employees have served as
mayors. municipal councillors and
on hospital boards. local eommit-

I
tees and been members of service
orgaruzanons.

The plant sile covers 55
beclares. It will be reclaimed.

All areas contaminated by fuel
and other materials will have to be
rehabilitated to provincial envinan
mental standards.

The company has been monitor
ing fi~h populations in Rupert and
Holberg inlets since the mine
opened.

NEWS FOCUS· AS

women.
Spending on supplies and

services in the province topped
$1.2 billion. Total spending by
Island Copper over the 25 years
lVas almost $3 billion.

The company was an active
partner in the construction of
housing and community facilities

VITAL STATISTICS· AS

Its ore body depleted.
work begins to tum the
Earth sdeepest sUlface

depression back to nature

lAN McKAlNmMES COLOl\IST

Workers use a large shovel to begin digging
a 20-metre-wide trench that will be used to
flood the copper mine with sea water

21 kilometres to the notUl, from a
small logging and fishing
community to a vibrdl1t town of
more than 5.000 at its population
peak.

II was in 1971 that Utah
ConslJUction and Mining Company
began building the mine at Rupert
Inlet.

A quarter century later. about
125 workers remain on the site.
Their numbers,will be significantly
reduced today when more staff are
released.

More than 200 employees
worked their last shift Dec. 31.

"We'll have a skeleton crew of
about 70 left to complete site
reclamation:' Welchman said in an
interview during a tour of the huge
mine site.

Since beginning production in
1971. the Island Copper Mine
produced 1.3 billion kilograms of
copper, 31 million kg of
molybdenum, 317.000 kg of gold
and 3.36 million kg of silver.

111e mine created more than
16,250 man-years of employment
with a total payroll of $900
million. At its peak. the mine
employed more than 900 men and

After 25 years, operation's
total payroll: $900 million

I
drainage. Organic
fertilizer will be
added to feed bugs
existing in the sea
water. which will

v_ help transfoml the pit
NaniI... .0: into a living entity.

~':'--- The fertilizer will
';' be like a sourdough

)'letona I starter mix ....

composed of wood
chips and non-marketable fish from
area fish farms.

"This time ne>.1: year
productivity in the pit will not be
mea.,ured in tons per man hour. It
will be measured in grams of
carbon per cubic metre - an
expression of how hard the little
bugs are working to create a
productive lake:' Welchman said.

When created, the mine almost
overnight transformed Pon Hardy,
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"It would take 35 years to fill
the pit relying on rainfall, which
averages about 60 inches a year on
Ule north Island."

The pit will eventually become a
treaunent pond for acid rock

IAN McKAlNfTlHES COLDNlST

Plans are to sell equipment used at the copper mine

By Bill Smith
Times Colonist staff

IAN McKAlNfTlI1ES COlONIST

Island Copper Mine manager Brian Welchman looks over the huge crater left by more than two decades of digging

U'S THE lowesl place on the
globe yuu can gu by car, it has
fed the north Island', economv

for 25 yC'dl'S - and now they're'
going to fill it with sea water.

'It' is Ule giant hole guuged out
of the Earth at a nOW-dying copper
mine near Port Hardv.

Island Copper Mi·ne. owned by
Australian company Broken Hill
Proprietary Minerals. is rapidly
winding down.

With the ore body played ou~

reclanlation work is beginning.
"It's the lowest point on Earth

,----, you can drive
to:' said mine
manager Brian
Welclunan.
"It's 1,320 feet
below sea
level, more
Ulan double the
Grand Canyon.
which is 600
feet below sea

Hellberg: level and
Remains upbeat surpassmg the

Dead Sea
[1.298 feet] as the deepest surface
depression on Eanh."

More than 1.2 billion tons of
rock were dug out of the mine in
24 years.

At its peak. the mine added $28
million annually to the the
economy of northern Vancouver
Island communities.

Today. there's more than 60
metres of water in the pit. Very
soon it will sIan rising quickly.

Work began Thursday on
digging a 20-metre-wide trench a
distance of several hundred metres.
with the idea of creating a channel
to flood the giant pit with sea
waler.

"It will be a spectacular sight
watching sea watcr cascading
down the wall of the pit:'
Welchman said.

Hooding will take about three
months to complete.

mmtmi!I
It's the end of an era as copper mine winds down
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