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3.0 Site Background 

The Durango UMTRA Project site lies outside the city limits, about 0.25 mile from the central 
business district of Durango (Figure 3–1). The mill was constructed in 1941 to produce 
vanadium; uranium production began in 1943. Ore was delivered to the mill from various mines 
in the Uravan mineral belt. An overview of the site’s physical setting and climate, a history of 
the former milling operation, a summary of surface remediation, land use and water use is 
presented in the following sections. 
 
3.1 Physical Setting and Climate 
 
The former Durango processing site consists of two separate areas: the mill tailings area, which 
included two tailings piles and the mill infrastructure, and the raffinate ponds area, about 
1,500 feet (ft) south of the mill tailings area. The two site areas are connected by an impassable 
service road cut along the base of Smelter Mountain.  
 
The mill tailings area encompasses approximately 40 acres. It is on a bedrock-supported river 
terrace between Smelter Mountain to the west, the Animas River to the east and south, and 
Lightner Creek to the north (Figure 3–2). A lead smelter near the south end of the mill tailings 
area operated from 1880 to 1930. Slag from the smelter operation was deposited at the southeast 
corner of the area along the edge of the Animas River. 
 
A gauging station maintained by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) is approximately 4,500 ft 
upstream from the confluence of the Animas River and Lightner Creek. The annual mean flow 
from 1970 to 2000 was 847 cubic feet per second (cfs), and the record 7-day low flow was 
100 cfs in December 1971 (DOE 1995a). 
 
Lightner Creek flows along the northern edge of the mill tailings area. Historically, the average 
flow is 22.6 cfs; minimum daily flows are 1.0 cfs or less (USGS 1993). 
 
The raffinate ponds area occupies approximately 20 acres on another river terrace approximately 
1,500 ft south of the mill tailings area along the west bank of the Animas River (Figure 3–3). A 
narrow terrace above the Animas River connects the two areas. A small intermittent creek (South 
Creek) forms the southern boundary of the raffinate ponds area. Raffinates from the processing 
of uranium and vanadium were discharged into a series of ponds on the terraced slope of the 
raffinate ponds area. The topography of the mill tailings area was modified during removal of the 
tailings and contaminated soils. The property slopes steeply down from Smelter Mountain but 
becomes relatively level near Lightner Creek and the Animas River. 
 
The Animas River flows south along the eastern edge of the northern half of the raffinate ponds 
area downstream of the mill tailings area. No tributaries enter the Animas River between the two 
sites, but the outfall from the Durango municipal wastewater treatment plant is at the north end 
of the raffinate ponds area on the other side of the Animas River. This plant discharges 
approximately 2 million gallons per day (DOE 1995b). 
 
South Creek, along the southern edge of the raffinate ponds area, is at the lower end of the arroyo 
along the north side of the Bodo Canyon disposal site. This creek is dry except during heavy 
rainfall events, wet periods, and when treated water is released from the toe drain collection pond 
at the disposal cell. South Creek joins the Animas River approximately 1,000 ft east of the 
raffinate ponds area.  
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Figure 3–3. Raffinate Ponds Area 
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Figure 3–4. Former Durango Processing Site 1941 
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Figure 3–5. Former Durango Processing Site, Circa 1949 
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