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Nevada's proposed regulations to control mercury emissions from the state's gold mines fall short of what is needed and should be rewritten, environmentalists insisted Thursday.

Officials with the Nevada Division of Environmental Protection countered that new rules crafted in cooperation with the mining industry build on past success in reducing mercury emissions and represent an important step in improving those efforts.

The Environmental Protection division on Thursday held the first public workshop to explore details of new mercury emissions rules and to garner input on the proposal, which is set to be considered by the state Environmental Commission in late January or early February.

A group of 23 different environmental groups and other critics simultaneously attacked the proposed rules as weak and insufficient to protect the public from the highly toxic substance.

"We've got to do better," said Glenn Miller, an environmental scientist at University of Nevada, Reno and a director of the conservationist Great Basin Mine Watch.

"A strong mercury program would assess our level of risk as well as control emissions rigorously," Miller said. "This proposed program falls short in both areas."

Miller and other critics said the regulations are insufficient because they would allow mines to continue discharging mercury at existing levels and the costs to a wealthy industry would be given too much emphasis.

They urged officials to require air monitoring for mercury outside mine sites, more carefully track mercury throughout the processing cycle and establish a program to test fish and waterfowl for the substance.

"These rules should not be implemented until they are redrafted," said Elyssa Rosen, policy adviser for Great Basin Mine Watch. Others writing the state to urge changes included representatives of groups in Utah, Idaho and Montana, where critics worry they could be hurt by mercury drifting downwind from Nevada mines.

"This is not just affecting Nevada. The problem doesn't stop at the border," Rosen said.

Mercury is released from gold mining operations during roasting and other refining operations used to extract gold from ore. It rises into the air and can travel vast distances before settling into the air and water.

In its most toxic form, mercury can be readily absorbed by living tissues and move up the food chain from fish to humans. Mercury affects the central nervous system and in some cases can irreversibly damage the brain, with children and developing fetuses most at risk. Mercury has been linked to autism.

The new regulations are mandatory and would apply to all precious metal mines in Nevada. They are designed to build on a voluntary program at Nevada's four largest gold mining operations that officials say resulted in a more than 80 percent reduction in mercury emissions from levels discharged in 2001.

"We believe it to be the first of its kind in the world," Jennifer Carr, Nevada Division of Environmental Protection air quality planning chief, said of the regulatory program now under consideration.

Mike Elges, the division's chief of air pollution control, said the proposal is just "one step in the right direction" for mercury regulations expected to evolve over the years.

"I guess I'm asking you to be patient," Elges said to critics. "We are not stopping here."

John Mudge, director of environmental affairs for Newmont Mining Corp., characterized the industry's efforts to control mercury emissions as "going good."

"We're making it more stringent" and applying regulations to all mines, Mudge said.

Mudge said he would be willing to consider suggestions such as requiring mines to report on how much mercury extracted during gold refining is sold as a by-product.

But he questioned the need to monitor the air outside of mines for mercury.

"I just don't see the monitoring outside as any issue," Mudge said. "The concentrations are so low."

Others insisted the risks are too great not to have as strong a mercury control program as possible.

Darlene Luster, a registered nurse from Reno, said she's concerned over how low-level, cumulative doses of mercury might contribute to autism in children in Nevada and elsewhere.

"I see the life sentence children bear from neurological damage," Luster said. "I really think our responsibility is to our children."

