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Summary

The Reserve Mining Company discharged taconite tailings directly into Lake Superior for 25 years, creating a massive tailings delta and polluting
the waters of the lake. When the EPA took Reserve to court in 1973, the town of Silver Bay was divided between a struggle for economic well-
being and public health.

In 1955, the Reserve Mining Company began operating in Silver Bay, Minnesota. The processing plant for
Reserve’s taconite mine was situated right off the shore of Lake Superior, but in the 25 years that the company
was operating, the distance between the processing plant and water’s edge slowly grew. A vast delta had been
created by the accumulation of the fine waste-rock that Reserve was discharging into Lake Superior. Their
processing plant crushed taconite rocks to allow for the extraction of iron they contained, but two-thirds of the
taconite were discharged in the form of tailings. By 1980, the delta had grown to such a degree that the processing
plant was over one-third of a mile from the edge of Lake Superior.
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The slowly expanding tailings delta in Silver Bay, MN.
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When the plant first began operating, few questioned the discharging of materials into Lake Superior. Silver Bay
was a mining town and the majority of its citizens relied on Reserve as their primary source of income. But by the
late 1960s, residents and local sportfishing groups were detecting changes in the water. Their efforts to get the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency involved got the attention of the Environmental Protection Agency, who
intervened and took Reserve to court in 1973.

This trial put the community of Silver Bay at odds. Reserve’s operations were tied to the livelihood of many in
the community, but at the same time, the polluted water of Lake Superior posed an invisible threat to the lives of
everyone. Results from federally-funded scientific studies revealed the damage the tailings discharge had caused:
fish populations were harmed by the increase in water turbidity, while the presence of fibrous
minerals—described in research findings as “asbestos-like” and thought to be carcinogenic—were detected by
EPA chemists. Soon, the town’s struggle for economic well-being was squaring off with the town’s struggle for
public health.
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Reserve’s trial lasted over a year, with appeals from Reserve keeping the case open until 1980 when they
developed holding ponds for the tailings. The EPA and concerned citizens won out in a landmark case, which
established regulations on industrial pollution. Reserve continued to operate for a few years before shutting their
doors. Another company—NorthShore Mining—picked up where they left off, and they continue to utilize
holding ponds to prevent tailings from entering the lake. 

Taconite tailings from Reserve Mining Company are discharged via a chute into Lake Superior.
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Reserve’s pollution cannot be undone; the tailings dispersed in Lake Superior are irremovable. Decades after
Reserve’s trial, the delta remains—but it is different now. Plants have begun to grow, slowly turning the delta to
soil. Local youth plant pine trees, turning this once unnatural space into a landscape that is part of the
community. Embedded in the layers of the delta is the history of Silver Bay’s mining conflict: the struggle of a
torn community, the legal battle, and the invisible health hazards that came with Reserve’s pollution. The long-
term impact of the taconite tailings is still debated, but the presence of the delta is not. It is here to stay, a
landmark of Silver Bay’s history.
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