
Asarco plan to expand near Ray Mine halted 

PHOENIX — A federal appeals court 
has halted efforts by Tucson-based 
Asarco LLC to obtain nearly 11,000 
acres of federal land near the company’s 
Ray Mine to expand its copper mining 
operations.

In a divided ruling Monday, the majority 
said the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
did not conduct a “meaningful analysis” 
of the potential environmental impacts 
of putting that property, about 50 miles 
north of Tucson near Kearny, into private 
hands for mining.

Judge William Fletcher specifi cally said 
the BLM violated federal law “by failing 
to take a ‘hard look’ at the environmental 
consequences of the land exchange.”

In fact, Fletcher said, the agency found 
only advantages in permitting the swap, 
with no disadvantages at all.

But the judge said that was based on 
an incorrect assumption that, trade or 
not, Asarco would be able to mine it in 
exactly the same way.

“This assumption is unreasonable,” 
Fletcher wrote.

It is true that companies are entitled to 
mine on federal lands. But the judge 
pointed out that the rules are different 
from those that apply when a fi rm owns 
the land outright.

Specifically, Fletcher said, Asarco 
could not conduct new mining on 
federal land without first submitting 
“detailed information” to the BLM on 
the operation, management, monitoring 
and environmental impacts. And the 
operation could not be expanded unless 
the BLM fi rst gave its approval, after 

By Howard Fischer considering the environmental impact.

“By contrast, if the selected lands are 
conveyed . . . Asarco will be able to 
conduct its mining operations without 
being constrained in any way” by the 
federal law.

A company spokesman did  not 
immediately return repeated phone 
calls.

Taylor McKinnon, public lands campaign 
director for the Center for Biological 
Diversity, said the ruling is a signifi cant 
victory because it preserves important 
habitat for endangered and threatened 
species that now exist on the site.

According to court records, Asarco’s 
Ray Mine is the second-largest copper 
producer in the state and the third-biggest 
in the nation.

Company officials first proposed 
acquiring the additional federal lands 
in 1994. The plan, amended since then, 
would give the government about 7,300 
acres of private lands.

Fletcher said the lands the company wants 
include “important plant and wildlife 
habitat,” including a reintroduction 
habitat for desert bighorn sheep, more 
than 6,800 acres of endangered desert 
tortoise habitat and potential habitat for 
threatened or endangered birds.

But the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, asked to evaluate the swap, 
said more study was needed to see 
how expanded mining would affect 
the area and whether there are safer 
alternatives.

“We have strong objections to the 
opposed project because we believe there 
is potential for signifi cant environmental 
degradation that could be corrected by 

project modifi cation or other feasible 
alternatives,” the letter stated.

When the BLM decided to approve the 
swap, several environmental groups 
fi led suit. But their case was thrown 
out of federal court, resulting in 
this appeal.

DID YOU KNOW

Asarco LLC, with headquarters at 5285 
E. Williams Circle, is Southern Arizona’s 
16th-largest employer, with 2,575 full-
time-equivalent workers at the end of 
2008, according to the Star 200 survey 
of the region’s major employers.

Besides the Ray Mine, Asarco operates 
the Mission Mine near Sahuarita, the 
Silver Bell Mine near Marana and a 
smelter at Hayden.

Asarco is under bankruptcy protection 
and is the subject of a bidding war 
between former parent Grupo Mexico, 
based in Mexico City, and India-based 
Sterlite Industries Ltd.
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At Asarco’s Ray Mine, ore trucks travel up 
and down the pit where a huge shovel digs 
mineral-laden rock for the trucks to haul. A 
federal appeals court ruled against Asarco’s 
plan expand its operations on 11,000 nearby 
acres. Ray Mine is the third-largest U.S. cop-
per producer.
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