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Executive Summary 

This document reports the results of the Pit Lake Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA) 

for the proposed future ACMA pike lake. The ACMA pit lake is proposed as part of the 

Donlin Gold Project (Donlin Project) near Bethel Alaska.  Donlin Gold LLC (Donlin) is 

proposing to develop open pits associated with proposed mining for the Donlin 

Project. Subsequent to mine closure, the remaining open pit is expected to fill with 

water, creating a pit lake. An ERA was completed to determine the potential for 

chemical risk to wildlife from the proposed future pit lake.   

Since the pit lake does not yet exist, this ERA relies upon a combination of water 

quality predictions, the general literature, and studies of pit lakes elsewhere to predict 

exposure and effects of pit lake constituents to wildlife receptors. The ERA followed 

US Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA), Alaska Department of Environmental 

Conservation (ADEC), and applicable Bureau of Land Management (BLM) guidance 

regarding risk assessment approach and methods. 

The basic steps in an ERA include problem formulation, analysis, and risk 

characterization. The analysis phase of the ERA can be broken into two components: 

exposure assessment and effects assessment. The sections below summarize each of 

these steps and describe the results of the assessment. 

Problem Formulation 

Biological development in the future pit lake will depend on physical pit characteristics, 

water chemistry, nutrient availability, and the environment in which the lake is situated. 

During the period of infilling (year 2 to approximately 52 years after cessation of 

dewatering), rapidly rising water levels, pit wall erosion and sloughing, and the 

high, steep walls surrounding the water will limit access to the pit lake by wildlife. 

Exposure to the pit lake environment during this pit filling stage of development is 

expected to be limited to just the pit water itself. Once the pit lake has reached 

maturity (year 53 and beyond), the pit lake level will stabilize, and littoral and riparian 

areas along the edge of the pit lake could develop. This “mature” pit lake environment 

can attract a larger variety of wildlife for longer durations of time.  

In the problem formulation step of an ERA, assessment endpoints (AEs), 

measurement endpoints (MEs), and an analysis plan is confirmed which provides the 

basic structure for the remaining steps of the ERA. AEs are designed to identify the 

ecological values that should be protected (USEPA 1997). The MEs are developed as 

a means of measuring potential ecological effects to AEs and determining whether any 
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of the COPCs pose potential risk to ecological receptors.  The general AE identified for 

this ERA is protection of wildlife survival, growth and reproduction of wildlife species 

that may utilize the pit lake as a drinking water source. The MEs selected for the draft 

BERA are therefore comparisons of modeled dietary COPC exposure of an indicator 

species to applicable and relevant effects concentrations. These measures constitute 

the analysis plan, and are used to evaluate whether the future pit lake habitat will be 

suitable for the wildlife receptors that may use the pit lake. 

Because not all individual species or wildlife trophic components of an ecological 

system are practical to evaluate quantitatively (USEPA 1998a,b), several 

representative species were chosen in association with the assessment endpoints. 

Selection of these indicator species was based on consideration of all functional 

groups, their potential for exposure by direct and indirect pathways (i.e., exposure 

through food web interactions), regulatory guidance, and other stakeholder 

considerations, including subsistence use.  Representative wildlife receptors chosen 

for quantitative evaluation in the ERA included: 

 Black bear  

 Gray wolf 

 Mink 

 Snowshoe hare 

 Tundra vole  

 American dipper  

 Dark-eyed junco 

 Mallard duck  

 Northern shrike  

Chemicals of potential concern (COPCs) were identified for pit lake water by 

comparing concentrations at the pit filling and mature pit lake stages to screening level 

benchmarks, including ADEC water quality criteria. Predicted concentrations of metals 

in surface water were obtained from Lorax (2012) and are summarized below.  The 

“base case” predictions from Lorax (2012) were assessed in the ERA as this scenario 

represents the expected water quality for the pit lake. Predicted concentrations 

compared to screening benchmarks are shown in Table 1. 

COPCs identified for the pit filling pit lake scenario included: 

 Antimony 

 Arsenic 
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 Cadmium 

 Chromium 

 Cobalt 

 Copper 

 Lead 

 Nickel 

 Selenium 

 Zinc 

COPCs identified for the mature pit lake scenario included: 

 Antimony 

 Arsenic 

 Selenium 

 

Methods 

In the exposure analysis, exposure for wildlife was calculated based on a deterministic 

dose model developed by USEPA (1993). COPC concentrations were estimated 

directly for water and sediment and indirectly for food through the use of 

bioaccumulation factors (BAFs). Literature-based values and some site-specific data 

was used to determine BAFs. 

In the effects analysis, toxicity reference values (TRVs) were derived for wildlife with 

which to compare the estimated dose. A range of TRVs was identified, corresponding 

to no adverse effect levels (NOAELs) and low adverse effect levels (LOAELs). Detailed 

review of toxicological databases identified studies from which to derive TRVs that 

were based on similar species, exposed via similar routes of exposure, and that 

measured toxicological endpoints comparable to the assessment endpoints identified 

in the ERA. 

For each receptor-COPC combination, hazard quotients (HQs) were calculated to 

estimate the likelihood of ecological risk. The HQ calculations are not measurements of 

risk; they serve as a “cautionary signal” that potential hazards are present and are 

indicators of whether further evaluation or natural resource management is needed. A 

lower-bound and an upper-bound HQ (HQNOAEL and HQLOAEL, respectively), 
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corresponding to ratios of dose to NOAEL-based TRVs and LOAEL-based TRVs, were 

calculated to characterize the potential range of effects. 

Results  

For the pit lake filling scenario, results showed that HQs were much less than 1 for all 

receptor-COPC combinations, indicating risk is unlikely to wildlife exposed to the 

proposed pit lake during the pit lake development stage. For the mature pit lake 

scenario, results showed that selenium HQNOAELs were ≤1 for all receptors, while for 

antimony and arsenic, HQNOAELS were >1, but <10, for the following receptors:  

 Arsenic HQNOAEL > 1: American dipper, mallard duck, mink and tundra vole.  

 Antimony HQNOAEL > 1: American dipper, tundra vole, wolf and black bear. 

HQLOAELs, however, were <1 for all receptors for all COPCs. These results indicate that 

risk to wildlife from exposure to COPCs associated with the ACMA pit lake is not 

confirmed. In these cases, a review of assumptions and uncertainties is conducted to 

help guide further interpretation of results. 

There were a number of conservative assumptions inherent in the risk assessment, 

including the use of whole rock concentration data from boreholes to estimate future 

sediment concentrations, over-estimates of receptor exposure durations, conservative 

assumptions regarding dietary fractions of pit lake items, and the assumption of 100% 

bioavailability of ingested sediments and food. These assumptions contributed to 

overestimates of exposure and risk in the ERA.  

A sensitivity analysis on some of the driving exposure assumptions was conducted to 

help guide interpretation of results. Adjustments in pit lake use frequencies, and 

estimated sediment concentrations, resulted in the largest reductions in HQs, reducing 

them proportionally to the percent reduction in both exposure parameter inputs. For 

this ERA, area use was assumed to be equal to 1 (meaning that receptors spend all 

their time at the pit lake and do not obtain food or water elsewhere). However, it is 

more likely that area use of the pit lake will be much less than 1, given the number of 

other water bodies in the area, some of which could be more biologically productive 

than the pit lake. Sediment concentrations will also likely be less than the 

concentrations assumed here, as erosion and deposition of unmineralized surface soil 

along the pit rim is expected. Sediment concentrations were used to estimate uptake 

into aquatic plans and invertebrates, which were then assumed to be eaten by some of 
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the wildlife receptors. Therefore, the overly conservative assumptions regarding 

sediment concentrations also resulted in over-estimates of exposure via food ingestion. 

Despite these highly conservative assumptions used for the risk characterization of the 

mature pit lake, HQNOAELs were below 1 for most receptors and just above 1 for others, 

and HQLOAELs were less than 1 for all receptor-COPC combinations. Sensitivity analysis 

shows that reductions in sediment concentrations and area uses, which are expected, 

would result in reductions in HQs below 1 for wildlife receptors. Thus, the interpretation 

of the HQ results for the mature pit lake scenario is that wildlife risk from chemical 

exposure in the ACMA pit lake water is unlikely.   
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1. Introduction  

Donlin Gold LLC (Donlin) is proposing to develop open pits associated with proposed 

mining for the Donlin Creek Gold Project (Donlin Project). Subsequent to mine closure, 

the remaining open pit is expected to fill with water, creating a pit lake. An ecological 

risk assessment (ERA) was completed to determine the potential for chemical risk to 

wildlife from the proposed future pit lake. 

Because the pit lake does not yet exist, the ERA relies upon a combination of water 

quality predictions, the general literature, and studies of pit lakes elsewhere to predict 

exposure to and effects of metal constituents for ecological receptors.  The ERA 

followed US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) guidance and relevant Alaska 

Department of Environmental Conservation (ADEC) guidance regarding risk 

assessment approach and methods.  

The basic steps in an ERA include problem formulation, analysis, and risk 

characterization. The analysis phase of the ERA can be broken into two components: 

exposure assessment and effects assessment. This report subsequently addresses 

each of these steps. 

1.1 Relevant Guidance 

This risk assessment considered relevant USEPA, ADEC and other guidance. Primary 

USEPA guidance includes:  

• Ecological Risk Assessment Guidance for Superfund (USEPA 1998a)  

• Guidelines for Ecological Risk Assessment (US EPA 1998b) 

• Region 10 Supplemental Guidance for Ecological Risk Assessment (USEPA 1997)  

 

Relevant ADEC risk assessment guidance includes: 

• Draft Risk Assessment Procedures Manual (ADEC 2011)  

• Risk Assessment Procedures Manual (ADEC 2010a) 

• Ecoscoping Guidance (ADEC 2009a) 
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• User’s Guide for Selection and Application of Default Assessment Endpoints and 
Indicator Species in Alaskan Ecoregions (ADEC 1999) 

• Policy Guidance on Developing Conceptual Site Models (ADEC 2010b) 

• Cumulative Risk Guidance (ADEC 2008a) 

Other relevant and supplementary guidance documents that were considered and 

included where appropriate include, but not necessarily limited to: 

• BLM Criteria for Risk Management for Metals at Mining Sites (Ford 2004); 

• USEPA Role of Screening-level Risk Assessments and Refining Contaminants of 

Concern in Baseline Ecological Risk Assessments (USEPA 2001),  

• USEPA Guidelines for Exposure Assessment (USEPA 1992), 

• USEPA Wildlife Exposure Factors Handbook (USEPA 1993),  

• USEPA Generic Assessment Endpoints for Ecological Risk Assessments (USEPA 

2002), 

• USEPA Framework for Inorganic Metals Risk Assessment (USEPA 2004)  

• ADEC Environmental Laboratory Data and Quality Assurance Requirements 

(ADEC 2009b) 

• ADEC Guidelines for data reporting, data reduction, and treatment of non-detect 

values (ADEC 2008b) 

1.2 Approach 

With the goal of improving the quality and consistency of its own ecological risk 

assessments and addressing the unique nature of the ecological regime in Alaska 

compared to the continental U.S., ADEC published a set of guidelines (ADEC 2011, 

2010a) to describe the process, which is largely consistent with the overall format 

presented in USEPA (1998a,b).  
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The guidelines incorporate the elements needed to assess the likelihood that adverse 

ecological effects may occur as a result of exposure to one or more stressors. As 

outlined in both USEPA and ADEC guidance, the basic steps in an ecological risk 

assessment include problem formulation, analysis (consisting of an exposure 

assessment and an effects assessment), and risk characterization. This report 

subsequently addresses each of these steps.  This risk assessment followed the 

ADEC risk assessment format as closely as possible and where appropriate. 

2. Problem Formulation 

The problem formulation stage of the ERA integrates information about site 

characteristics, exposure opportunities, and chemical and biological information to 

generate a set of assessment endpoints (explicit statements of an environmental value 

that is to be protected), an ecological conceptual model, and an analysis plan. 

Designed to establish the framework to evaluate hypotheses about what ecological 

effects can occur from the environmental conditions at the site, the problem formulation 

process is the foundation of the ecological risk assessment.  

The proposed project is conceptual in nature, as mining has not begun in the area. 

Thus, an understanding of the general configuration and chemical elements of the 

future pit lake is based on descriptions and analyses provided in several supporting 

documents, which are identified below as elements of the future pit lake are described. 

Following a conceptual description of the future ACMA pit lake, expected habitats are 

described and chemicals of potential concern (COPCs) are identified. This information 

was used to formulate a set of assessment endpoints and an ecological conceptual 

model. A set of measurement endpoints (the analysis plan) is then described in order 

to characterize ecological risk. 

2.1 General Site Description 

The proposed Donlin Project is located approximately 277 air miles west of Anchorage, 

and 145 miles northeast of Bethel, Alaska (Figure 2-1).  Open pit mining is proposed to 

occur over a 20 year period at the site using a conventional truck-and-shovel operation. 

The proposed facilities study area (FSA) associated with the mine lies within the 

interior forested lowlands and uplands ecoregions, characterized by rolling lowlands, 

dissected plateaus and rounded low to high hills (Griffin 2010, Markon 1995). The 

proposed site will result in the development of 2 pits that would eventually converge as 

mining progresses. Upon cessation of dewatering activities, a pit lake is expected to 
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form in the ultimate pit.  The pit lake will fill to the overflow elevation of 110 meters over 

a period of approximately 53 years, at which point it will require a controlled discharge 

to the receiving environment.  

2.2 Climate 

The continental climate of interior southwestern Alaska is relatively dry, with 

precipitation averaging ~20 inches per year, with the majority of precipitation falling in 

July, August and September. Meteorological stations were installed by Donlin within 

the FSA in 2003, and temperature data collected between 2003 and 2008 show an 

average mean annual temperature of about 28.9°F (hourly maximums and minimums 

were 80.6 and -36.6°F, respectively).  Predominant wind direction at the FSA is to the 

southeast, as measured from these meteorological stations. 

2.3 Environmental Setting 

2.3.1 Vegetation Communities 

The proposed mine is located within the interior ecoregion, characterized as having 

vegetation communities that include needleleaf, broadleaf and mixed forests, with 

variable vegetation communities including white spruce and black spruce forests, 

tamarack in the bottom areas, broadleaf forests of balsam poplar and quaking aspen 

on floodplains, and a variety of willow scrub communities.  Wildlife known to be 

associated with the interior forested lowlands and uplands sub-ecoregions include 

moose, brown bear, caribou, beaver, arctic fox, Alaska hare, ptarmigan, raven, and 

golden eagle. 

A vegetation survey in areas surrounding the FSA was completed in 2006 (MSES 

2006). Six vegetation types, corresponding to Alaska Vegetation Classification system 

Viereck Level 1 types (Viereck et al. 1992), were identified; these were further 

classified into 29 communities (Viereck Level 3 or 4), all of which are common and 

widespread throughout the region. Table 2-1 summarizes the vegetation types and 

communities identified.  

2.3.2 Wildlife 

The kinds of wildlife that are, or could be, present at the site and/or were considered for 

evaluation in the ecological risk assessment were derived from several sources: 
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• Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation (ADEC) 

• US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 

• Alaska Division of Fish and Game (ADF&G)  

• Site-specific survey data  

• Tribal subsistence surveys 

These sources of information were researched to obtain lists of wildlife that could 

potentially be present in the vicinity of the proposed pit lake. Below are descriptions of 

various groups of species: 

2.3.2.1 Threatened, endangered and candidate species 

The USFWS provides lists of federally listed threatened and endangered (T&E) 

species for Alaska. Table 2-2 summarizes these species and their potential presence 

in the region. Many of the T&E species listed are marine mammals. Of the T&E 

species listed in Table 2-2, ten species are listed as endangered and 5 species are 

listed as threatened within Alaska. None of the listed populations are known to occur 

within the FSA.  

Kittlitz‘s murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris) is the only candidate species in the 

state of Alaska. There is no confirmed identification of a Kittlitz‘s murrelet within the 

project in its entirety. During a wildlife observation study in 2007, a single unidentified 

murrelet was sighted in the far distance resting on the water of the Kuskokwim River 

near Tuntutuliak. This was the only murrelet sighting during the observation period 

(RWJ 2008). 

2.3.2.2 Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy Species 

The ADF&G prepared a Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy (CWCS) in a 

planning effort to secure funding directed at conserving the diversity of Alaska’s wildlife 

resources, focusing on those species with the greatest conservation need (ADF&G 

2006).  Objectives of the document’s development include the need to further 

responsible development and address other needs of a growing human population. In 

preparation of this document, the department prepared a list of CWCS nominee 

species, i.e., Alaska’s species of greatest conservation need. The appendix of this 
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plan, which contains a comprehensive list of candidate species, is included in 

Appendix A. 

The candidate list of CWCS species replaces the previous program that included a list 

of species of special concern (SSC). SSC species are defined by the state of Alaska 

as any species or subspecies of wildlife or population of mammal or bird native to 

Alaska that has entered a long-term decline in abundance or is vulnerable to a 

significant decline due to low numbers, restricted distribution, dependence on limited 

habitat resources, or sensitivity to environmental disturbance.  

2.3.2.3 PSFC Species 

The U.S. Geological Survey Boreal Partners in Flight (an Alaska working group of over 

100 state, federal and private organizations) designated some wildlife as Priority 

Species for Conservation (PSFC). This designation is for species with downward 

trending populations in the major biogeographic regions in Alaska. There are eight 

species listed as PSFC within southwestern Alaska (Table 2-3), of which four were 

detected within the area surrounding the entire proposed project (not including the 

proposed pipeline). These include the Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus minimus), 

Varied Thrush, Rusty Blackbird, and Gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus). 

2.3.2.4 Wildlife Data from Parks and Refuges 

The nearest refuge to the FSA is the Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge, below 

Aniak, through which the Kuskokwim River flows. The Yukon Delta National Wildlife 

Refuge supports breeding populations many waterfowl, shorebird and raptor species. 

The USFWS manages Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge species lists. The species 

presented in these lists is shown in Appendix B. Few species observed in the Yukon 

Delta National Wildlife Refuge would be expected to occur in the FSA because the 

habitats in the FSA area are markedly different than the Refuge area. The FSA lies in a 

different ecoregion than the Refuge. 

2.3.2.5 Other Published Studies 

A list of potential bird species in the area was put together from distribution maps 

provided by Armstrong (1995) and Sibley (2003). This list is provided in Table 2-4. 
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2.3.2.6 ADF&G Game Species Monitoring Programs 

ADF&G monitors many of the highly valued game populations in the state.  Many of 

the game populations monitored by ADF&G could potentially be in the area at or 

adjacent to the FSA. The following descriptions below summarize the information 

provided by ADF&G on the populations and dynamics of game species potentially in 

the area: 

Black Bears. Of the large mammals in the area, black bears appear to be the most 

abundant. Bag limits on black bear are liberal in the area in part to decrease black bear 

predation on moose calves and thereby assist moose population growth (ADF&G 

2004). 

Caribou. Caribou tend to be infrequent migrants through the FSA. The proposed 

project is located between what the ADF&G considers to be the home range of two 

distinct large caribou herds: 1) The Western Arctic Caribou Herd, located to the north 

of the FSA; and 2) The Mulchatna Caribou Herd, located to the south and west of the 

FSA. There is also a Beaver Mountain Caribou herd, which is a small herd located 

north and east of the FSA (ADF&G 2008a).  The FSA area does appear to support 

lichen species and habitats that could be utilized by caribou. 

Moose. In the boreal forests of interior Alaska, moose densities typically remain well 

below levels that their habitat can support (ADF&G 2008b). Moose occur in relatively 

low densities throughout the area in which the proposed FSA is situated (Post 2004). 

ADF&G considers moose abundance in the region to be in a Low Density Dynamic 

Equilibrium, meaning the number of moose fluctuates, but remains well below the 

density that the habitat can support (ADF&G 2008b). 

Wolves. Wolf populations are considered to be increasing or stable within the game 

management units in the region (ADF&G 2003). Since 2004, programs have been in 

place to deliberately reduce the wolf populations in GMU 19A (in the vicinity of the 

proposed mine) to encourage moose population recovery (ADF&G 2004). 

Wolverines.  Wolverines are presently expected to be more numerous in the 

southwestern portion of the project in its entirety, where prey species are more 

abundant.  Wolverines are known to travel up to 40 miles a day looking for food 

(ADF&G 1994b). Because of the very large home ranges that these animals exhibit, it 

is likely that wolverines utilize habitats in and around the proposed FSA area.  
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2.3.2.7 Subsistence surveys 

Published data from the ADF&G Subsistence Division, including the recent technical 

paper on subsistence harvests in 8 communities in the central Kuskokwim River 

drainage (Brown et al. 2012), provided information on subsistence use in the area. 

Data are generally compiled for each community, including both Native and non-Native 

harvesters. These data were used to generally summarize past subsistence activities, 

identify harvest areas and note recent harvest levels for certain key species. A 

summary of the species of animals and plants obtained through these reports is shown 

in Table 2-5. 

2.3.2.8 Site Survey Data 

Wildlife surveys have been conducted around the site since 2004. The following 

summarizes wildlife survey activity that included surveys within the proposed FSA: 

Type of Survey    Year Performed  Scope of the Survey 

Avian Survey - Initial 2005 Initial baseline study to determine what avian 
species are in the vicinity of the FSA 

Avian Survey - Baseline 2007-2010 Habitat-based point-count surveys and raptor 
nest surveys throughout the FSA area, along 
the Kuskokwim River, at a reference area 5 
miles beyond the FSA footprint and in the 
proposed wind farm site to identify potential 
conflicts that a wind farm may have on wildlife 
and wildlife habitat 

Wildlife Survey - Initial 2006 Initial baseline study to identify habitat types and 

wildlife-habitat linkages 

Spring Wildlife Study - 
Furbearer 

2006-2010 Furbearer tracking survey throughout the FSA 
and along the Kuskokwim River Corridor 

Spring Wildlife Study - Owl 2004, 2007 and 2008 Nocturnal owl survey 

Wildlife Survey - Water 
Transportation Corridor 

2006-2008 Wildlife observations along the Kuskokwim 
River 

Fall Moose Survey 2007, 2008, 2010 Aerial moose population survey throughout 
the FSA and along the Kuskokwim River 
Corridor 

Spring Moose Survey 2007-2009 Aerial moose population survey throughout 
the FSA and Kuskokwim River Corridor 
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A summary of birds observed within study boundaries, which includes areas within and 

near the FSA and along the Kuskokwim River, is shown in Table 2-6; mammals 

observed within survey boundaries are shown in Table 2-7.  

2.4 Habitats Expected in the Pit Lake 

Biological development in the future pit lake, including the potential for littoral zone 

development, will depend on the pit lake’s physical characteristics, its water chemistry 

and nutrient availability, and the environment in which it is situated. The pit itself is 

deep and surrounded by steep, high walls. During the period of infilling, water levels 

are expected to rise rapidly, which will prohibit development of substantial biological 

activity. The surface water level will also be low relative to the surrounding, steep pit 

walls. For these reasons, the habitat during this pit filling stage of development is 

expected to be limited to just the lake water.  Once the pit lake has reached hydraulic 

equilibrium (~year 53), small littoral and riparian areas may begin to develop based on 

the pit geometry and expected surface water levels relative to the rim of the pits. Thus, 

the expected habitat of the mature pit lake will include the lake itself and potentially 

some development of riparian and littoral zones. 

Exposure to the pit lake environment during the pit lake filling stage is expected to be 

limited largely to flying individuals that can access the water at the bottom of the pit. 

Thus, the pit lake at this stage could provide a drinking source for birds, and resting 

substrate for waterfowl. The mature pit lake environment will allow for greater access 

and resource use by wildlife, and therefore can provide a drinking source to birds and 

mammals, resting substrate for waterfowl, and foraging and nesting habitats and a 

food source for wildlife in the form of aquatic species.  

2.5 Ecological Conceptual Site Models 

An ecological conceptual model describes the relationship between the primary media 

of interest and ecological components of an environment. Such models were 

developed for the pit filling (Figure 2-2) and mature pit lake (Figure 2-3) scenarios 

based on the life history characteristics of ecological receptors; environmental fate, 

transport, and toxicological properties of stressors; and ecological conditions of the pit 

lake. Based on the conceptual models, the major groups of ecological receptors 

expected at the mature pit lake include waterfowl, omnivorous and insectivorous birds 

and mammals, predatory birds and mammals, and large game species. Ecological 
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receptors expected at the pit lake during pit filling include waterfowl and other migratory 

bird species.  

Fish were not included in this ecological risk assessment because persistent fish 

populations are not proposed to be added, nor expected to be present in the pit lake 

given the proposed barrier (i.e., a water treatment facility) to fish migration from the 

Crooked Creek drainage to the pit lake. Access barriers to prevent human access are 

also planned around the pit rim. The mine’s current closure plan does not incorporate 

human recreation as a post-mine pit lake land use, nor does it include a plan to stock 

the pit lake with fish. 

2.6 Assessment Endpoints 

Assessment endpoints are explicit statements of an environmental value that is to be 

protected (USEPA 1998a). For this ERA, the endpoints were developed following 

consideration of the structure and function of the future pit lakes ecosystem, 

susceptibility to COPCs, policy goals, ADEC guidance (ADEC 1999), and other 

societal values, including consideration of threatened and endangered species. 

The primary assessment endpoint identified for this ERA is protection against the 

potential for significant adverse effects on wildlife species abundance and diversity due 

to chemical concentrations in the proposed future pit lake. Following this primary 

assessment endpoint, specific assessment endpoints include: 

 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on abundance and 

diversity of waterfowl due to chemical concentrations in the future pit lake. 

 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on abundance and 

diversity of herbivorous birds and mammals due to chemical concentrations in 

the future pit lake. 

 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on abundance and 

diversity of omnivorous birds and mammals due to chemical concentrations in 

the future pit lake. 

 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on abundance and 

diversity of insectivorous birds and mammals due to chemical concentrations 

in the future pit lake. 

 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on individual 

threatened, endangered or special status species due to chemical 

concentrations in the future pit lake. 
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 protection against the potential for significant adverse effects on abundance and 

diversity on predatory birds and mammals due to chemical concentrations in 

the future pit lake. 

 

2.7 Measurement Endpoints and Analysis Plan 

The analysis plan includes identifying a set of measurement endpoints with which to 

characterize ecological risk. Measurement endpoints are defined as measurable 

environmental characteristics that are related to the valued characteristics that are to 

be protected (USEPA 1992). However, the USEPA (1998a) replaced the term 

“measurement endpoints,” which addressed the response of an assessment endpoint 

to a stressor, with more inclusive “measures,” and identified three categories of 

measures: effect, exposure, and ecosystem characteristics. They are defined as: 

Measures of ecosystem and receptor characteristics – measures of ecosystem 

attributes (e.g., amount of cover, abundance of prey) that influence the behavior and 

location of entities selected as assessment endpoints, the distribution of a stressor, 

and life history characteristics for the assessment endpoints or their surrogates that 

may affect exposure or response to the stressor (e.g., nesting behavior, food selection, 

area use, etc.). 

These measures describe the components of the problem formulation stage, including 

the expected future habitat of the pit lake and the ecology of selected receptors. The 

measures of ecosystem and receptor characteristics are then extrapolated to estimates 

of exposure and dose. 

Measures of exposure – measures of stressor existence and movement in the 

environment and their contact or concurrence with the assessment endpoint. The 

measure of exposure used to characterize risk in this ERA is the estimation of COPC 

dose to each type of receptor identified in the problem formulation stage. The total daily 

rate of COPC dose for each wildlife receptor-COPC combination was estimated using 

the exposure model derived from the USEPA (1993).  

Measures of effect – measurable changes in an attribute of an assessment endpoint in 

response to a stressor to which it is exposed (also referred to as “measurement 

endpoints”). Measures of effect measure a response of an environmental receptor to a 

stressor (e.g., reproductive success in response to ingestion of a chemical). The 

measures of effect used to characterize wildlife risk in the ERA included calculation of 
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toxicity reference values, derived from literature studies that measured effects from 

exposure of similar species to chemicals.  

These measures constitute the analysis plan, and are used to evaluate whether the 

future pit lake habitat will be suitable for the ecological receptors that may use the lake. 

2.8 Receptor Identification 

Specific species receptors (“receptors of interest”, or ROI) were identified for both the 

pit filling and mature pit lake environments because in ecological risk assessments, the 

quantitative evaluation of wildlife exposure and risk requires that specific numerical 

information about the organism under consideration be measured, such as food and 

water intake rates and body weights.  

Because not all individual species or wildlife trophic components of an ecological 

system are practical to evaluate quantitatively (USEPA 1998a,b), several 

representative species were chosen in association with the assessment endpoints. 

Selection of these indicator species was based on consideration of all functional 

groups, their potential for exposure by direct and indirect pathways (i.e., exposure 

through food web interactions), regulatory guidance, and other stakeholder 

considerations, including subsistence use.  

The species identified to be potentially present in the area of the FSA were considered 

for receptor selection. In addition, ADEC published specific guidance on the selection 

of ROIs. The guidance can be found in the following publications: 

• Draft Risk Assessment Procedures Manual (ADEC 2011)  

• Risk Assessment Procedures Manual (ADEC 2010a). 

• User’s Guide for Selection and Application of Default Assessment Endpoints and 
Indicator Species in Alaskan Ecoregions (ADEC 1999). 

Additionally, Shannon and Wilson (1999) identified groups of cultural value, functional 

and sensitive species potentially present in the Interior ecoregion (Tables 2-8 and 2-9).  

Some key ADEC-specific considerations in the selection of ROIs are as follows: 

1. ADEC recommends that, where applicable, threatened and endangered species 
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are be used as assessment endpoints, but not as measures. An indicator 

species from the same trophic level should be selected as a surrogate to 

assess ecological risk to the endangered species. 

2. ADEC provided lists of default ROIs to consider using in ecological risk 

assessments, based on the ecoregion(s) in which the site is situated. 

3. Assessment endpoints should be identified before selecting ROIs.  

Final selection of ROIs for the pit lake ERA is shown in Table 2-10. This table 

summarizes the representative nature of each species according to different 

considerations for the project as a whole. In sum, the ROIs include:  

 Black bear  

 Gray wolf 

 Mink 

 Snowshoe hare 

 Tundra vole  

 American dipper  

 Dark-eyed junco 

 Mallard duck  

 Northern shrike  

All species shown above were assessed for the mature pit lake scenario. The species 

selected to assess for the pit filling stage of development include the avian species 

listed. It is assumed that access the pit during filling is restricted such that only flying 

species are likely to be attracted to such a water body and be able to access it.  

Summaries of each ROI ecology are provided in Tables 2-11 through 2-19.  

2.9 Identification of COPCs 

The primary media of potential concern in the future pit lake is surface water. COPCs 

were therefore identified for surface water, and exposure of ecological receptors to 

these COPCs was evaluated. Predicted concentrations of constituents in surface water 

from Lorax (2012) were used to obtain surface water concentrations for the pit lake. 

COPCs were identified for the pit filling stage of development and the mature pit lake 

stage. 
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2.9.1 General COPC Identification Procedure 

Although some criteria have been developed by ADEC and USEPA to determine 

potential risks to livestock, a comprehensive set of screening-level ecological 

benchmarks have not yet been developed to relate potential exposure of all types of 

higher-trophic-level organisms (mammals, birds) to surface water concentrations.  

Thus, chemicals were compared to livestock criteria and alternative screening 

benchmarks such as ambient water quality criteria (AWQCs). The AWQCs are 

conservative estimates of surface water concentrations that will not cause adverse 

effects on even the most sensitive aquatic species that could be found in surface 

waters throughout the United States. They are necessarily conservative to account for 

the variability in pH, water hardness, other geochemical differences that control toxicity, 

and the diversity of aquatic species present in surface waters in the U.S.  

Concentrations below AWQCs are generally thought to be protective of all ecological 

organisms, regardless of trophic level, and therefore are considered a conservative 

screening benchmark with which to identify constituents needing further evaluation in 

this risk assessment.  Maximum surface water concentrations predicted for each 

scenario were compared to screening benchmarks. Constituent concentrations that 

exceeded screening benchmarks were carried through into the risk assessment.  

The COPC screening process was conducted in the following steps described below. 

All benchmarks described below, and the pit lakes water quality results, are 

summarized in Table 2-20.  Where chemistry predictions concluded that 

concentrations would be less than detection limits, one-half the detection limit was 

compared to the benchmark. 

Step 1. Nutritive chemicals were compared to livestock criteria in 18 AAC 70 or, if 

criteria were not available from this source, then nutritive chemicals were compared to 

livestock maximum contaminant concentrations in NRC (2005). None of the nutritive 

chemical concentrations are predicted to occur above normal nutritional levels, and 

where therefore not evaluated further.  

Step 2. Non-nutritive chemicals were compared to ADEC water quality criteria (18 AAC 

70) for livestock. Chemicals above these criteria were retained for the risk assessment. 

Step 3. Non-nutritive chemicals were compared to ADEC aquatic life chronic criteria for 

freshwater organisms. Chemicals above these criteria were retained for the risk 

assessment, following considerations as outlined in Step 5. 
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Step 4. If no criteria were available from sources in the above steps, then alternative 

available ecological screening-level benchmarks were developed. Sources of 

screening benchmarks were consulted in the following order: 1) USEPA chronic criteria 

for freshwater aquatic life, 2) secondary chronic values or alternative benchmarks in 

Suter and Tsao (1996), 3) ADEC criteria for irrigation water, 4) other applicable 

benchmark values published in the literature.  

Step 5. Other benchmark considerations were considered in the screening process. 

2.9.2 COPC Screening for Pit Filling Stage  

Lorax (2012) provided time trends for each constituent modeled. The modeled 

constituents showed a decreasing trend in concentrations as the pit fills. Although 

exposure of wildlife to the pit lake during development (years 1-52) will be lower given 

the limited access and habitat development during this time, a screening and 

assessment was conducted for this pit lake stage to address the higher constituent 

concentrations during this time period.  

Maximum constituent concentrations during the pit lake development stage were 

screened to identify COPCs following methods described in the previous section. 

Comparison of surface water concentrations to screening benchmarks is shown in 

Table 2-20. The following constituents were retained as COPCs for a pit filling stage 

assessment: 

 Antimony 

 Arsenic 

 Cadmium 

 Chromium 

 Cobalt 

 Copper 

 Lead 

 Nickel 

 Selenium 

 Zinc 
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2.9.3 COPC Screening for Mature Pit Lake Environment 

In the mature pit lake scenario, maximum chemical concentrations predicted for years 

52 through 99 were chosen to evaluate ecological risk.  The following constituents 

were retained as COPCs for a mature pit lake assessment: 

 Antimony 

 Arsenic 

 Selenium 

3. Exposure Assessment 

3.1 Exposure Model 

Ingestion is assumed to be the primary exposure pathway for wildlife. Ecological risk 

from exposure to surface water COPCs is the primary assessment goal of the ERA. 

However, the COPCs identified in the problem formulation section also naturally occur 

in the sediments associated with the pit lake environment. In addition, bioaccumulation 

or bioconcentration of the COPCs in plants and insects can occur in the mature pit lake 

scenario, creating a secondary exposure to wildlife from ingestion of prey.  

The exposure pathways considered for the ROIs included ingestion of pit lake water, 

and for the mature pit lakes scenario, ingestion of food and incidental ingestion of 

sediment (while consuming food). Maximum concentrations of COPCs predicted in 

surface water for the pit lake (pit filling and mature scenario) were used to calculate 

dose for wildlife. For the mature pit lake scenario, ingestion of sediment was assumed 

for birds or mammals whose prey items include sediment-dwelling aquatic 

invertebrates or aquatic plants. Total daily rate of COPC ingestion for each receptor-

COPC combination was estimated using the following exposure model, derived from 

the USEPA (1993).  

 

(1) 

 

 

Where: 
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Dose = estimated daily dose of COPC from ingestion (mg/kg BW/day) 

SUF = site use factor (unitless) 

IRfood = amount of food ingested per day (kg wet/day) 

Cfood = EPC of COPC in food items (mg/kg wet weight) 

IRsoil = amount of sediment incidentally ingested (kg wet/day) 

Csoil = EPC of COPC in soil or sediment (mg/kg wet weight) 

IRwater = amount of water ingested per day (L /day) 

Cwater = EPC of COPC in water (mg/L) 

BW = body weight (kg wet) 

Most input parameters were obtained directly from empirical data presented in the 

literature. Remaining parameters were calculated as described in the sections below. A 

summary of ingestion rates and other exposure profile information for each species are 

presented in Tables 2-12 through 2-19. 

3.1.1.1 Ingestion Rates 

Where empirical food ingestion rates were available in the literature, these were 

preferred over methods to estimate ingestion rates. Where literature data was not 

available, free-living metabolic rate models developed by Nagy (1987) and used by the 

USEPA (1993) to estimate food ingestion rates was utilized for the remaining wildlife 

receptors. The model is: 

(2) 

 

Where: 

NIRtotal  = Total normalized ingestion rate (g/g/day) 

NFMR  = Free-living metabolic rate normalized to body weight (kcal/g/day) 

MEavg = Metabolizable energy of the kth food type (kcal/g wet weight) 

 



c:\users\pjhunter\desktop\donlin files\donlin pit lake era text jan 2013.doc 18 

Donlin Gold LLC 

Pit Lake ERA  

This model is most appropriate for calculating the food intake rates of species since 

intake rates vary depending on metabolic rates and composition of the diet (USEPA 

1993). Most ROIs consume a variety of prey items, and each type of prey item has a 

specific metabolizable energy. Thus, in order for the predator (or receptor) to meet its 

daily energy needs, food intake rates will vary depending on the kinds of prey items 

consumed.  

The average metabolizable energy (MEavg) of prey items is determined by: 

(3) 

 

Where: 

Pk = proportion of the total number of prey (fraction) 

and 

(4) 

 

Where: 

GEk = Gross energy content of the kth food type (kcal/g wet weight) 

AEk = Assimilation efficiency for the species in the kth food type (unitless) 

 

The free-living metabolic rate normalized to body weight is determined by: 

 

(5) 
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Where: 

FMR = Free-living metabolic rate (kcal/day) 

BW = body weight (g) 

 

Equations to estimate FMR were obtained from Nagy (1987). Information about the 

gross energy, water compositions and assimilation efficiencies was obtained in USEPA 

(1993).  

Water intake rates are also dependent on metabolism and were determined for birds 

and some mammals using equations developed by Calder and Braun (1983) and 

USEPA (1993), where: 

(6) 

 (for birds) 

and 

(7) 

 (for mammals) 

Where: 

IRwater = Ingestion rate of water (L/day)  

BW = Body weight of the species (kg). 

 

Sediment ingestion rates were calculated for all species using the equation: 

(8) 

 

Where: 
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IRsoil  = Ingestion rate of sediment (kg dry weight/day) 

IRfood  = Ingestion rate of food (wet kg/day) 

CF  = Wet weight to dry weight conversion factor 

SI = Fraction of sediment in diet. 

The fraction of sediment in species’ diets was obtained from literature where available. 

For cliff swallows, the fraction of sediment consumed is not precisely known. During 

breeding season, cliff swallows build nests out of local grass and mud. Sediment 

ingestion was calculated by assuming an ingestion rate of 2% of their daily diet during 

nest building period (Beyer et al. 1994), which covers up to 3 weeks, or 11% of their 

six-month exposure duration. 

3.1.2 Exposure Point Concentrations 

3.1.2.1 Water 

The procedure used to predict pit lake chemistry for the future ACMA pit lake has been 

described elsewhere (Lorax 2011). The maximum concentration of COPCs in the pit 

lake between year 2 and year 52 was used for the pit filling stage surface water EPC, 

and the maximum concentration of all at the mature pit lake stage (100-year prediction) 

was used as the mature pit lake surface water EPC. Water EPCs are shown in Table 

3-1. 

3.1.2.2 Sediment  

Ingestion of sediment by wildlife in a mature pit lake environment could potentially 

occur in the shallow littoral or riparian zones of the pit lake. Sediment EPCs along the 

pit rims were estimated from representative whole rock samples (SRK 2007). Sediment 

EPCs are shown in Table 3-2. 

The use of bulk sediment chemistry to estimate wildlife exposure from incidental 

sediment ingestion will overpredict risk to ecological receptors, because the 

concentrations represent only the unweathered whole rock data fraction, which will 

have the largest sediment metal mass.  Sediment that accumulates along the pit rim 

will be a mixture of the pit shell rock types as well as surrounding alluvial soil 

(containing lower concentrations of metals), that is transported by wind or water 

erosion into the shallow littoral zone of the pit lake.  Additionally, the bioavailable 

fraction of metals from the bulk sediment matrix is expected to be limited by the rate of 

kinetic dissolution of the ingested particles, which is a function of animal physiology 
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(e.g., stomach pH, residence time), particle size of the sediment, and sediment 

mineralogy. Studies have found that solubility of some metals from soils, mine wastes, 

and sediments was site-specific but generally accounted for <50% of the total metal 

mass (e.g., USEPA 2007a, Davis et al. 1996, etc). 

3.1.2.3 Food 

Because the pit lake does not yet exist, concentrations of COPCs in food (prey items) 

for the mature pit lake scenario have to be estimated using a set of bioaccumulation 

factors (BAFs). BAFs describe the relationship between COPCs environment and 

uptake into the prey items considered. The use of BAFs to estimate concentrations of 

metals in food items is highly conservative because this method assumes that all 

metals accumulated in invertebrates or plants are 100% bioavailable to the predator. In 

fact, once absorbed into the organism, many heavy metals are typically sequestered 

into nonbioavailable forms such high-molecular-weight ligands, inert granules, or 

chelatins. These nonbioavailable forms are nontoxic both to the aquatic organism 

(Fisher and Hook 2002, Chen and Folt 2000), and its predators (Lakso and Peoples 

1975, Selby et al. 1985, Suedel et al. 1994, Dietz et al. 2000). 

The kinds of food items associated with the mature future ACMA pit lake could include 

aquatic plants and invertebrates. BAFs were obtained from studies that measured 

plant and invertebrate bioaccumulation from other lentic or lotic environments, 

including other pit lakes.  BAFs for aquatic plants and invertebrates were developed 

based on the presumed relationship between sediments and the aquatic biota. Since 

the types of plants and invertebrates expected in the future pit lake would be sediment-

rooted or sediment-dwelling species, it is appropriate to derive BAFs from sediment-to-

tissue relationships. Aquatic BAFs used in the ERA are presented in Table 3-3. 

BAFs were used to estimate wildlife dose from food consumption using the following 

equation:  

 

(9) 

 

Where: 
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IRfood-k = ingestion rate of the kth food item 

Cmedia = concentration in the exposure media (sediment or soil) 

BAFk = bioaccumulation factor for the kth food item 

 

4. Effects Analysis 

Toxicity reference values (TRVs) are estimates of exposure levels below which 

unacceptable adverse effects are not expected to occur. TRVs were derived for each 

individual receptor and chemical combination, and are used as ecotoxicity screening 

values against which receptor-specific exposure estimates are compared. 

TRVs used in this ERA were derived from studies best suited to each receptor and the 

assessment endpoints relevant to this study. This included screening the toxicity 

databases for studies that assessed chronic exposure of physiologically similar species 

and measured endpoints consistent with the objectives and goals of this ERA, which 

are to protect reproduction, growth and development in wildlife.  

To derive TRVs based on phylogenically similar species, exposed via similar routes of 

exposure (i.e., through the diet), which measured toxicological endpoints comparable 

to the assessment endpoints, several steps were taken: 

Step 1. Assemble toxicological databases. Literature databases were assembled that 

contained all available chronic and subchronic studies on birds and mammals. Since it 

is not appropriate to derive TRVs for birds from studies on mammals, and vice versa, 

separate databases for birds and mammals were assembled. Acute studies were 

excluded from the database since these studies do not assess long-term effects on 

animals and therefore do not accurately represent potential adverse risks associated 

with growth, reproduction, and development of species. TRV information was obtained 

by review of several sources, including: 

 USEPA EcoSSLs, 

 Sample et al. 1996,  

 Eisler 2000,  

 EPA IRIS,  and EcoTox databases, and  

 the general literature. 

Step 2. Select appropriate studies from the databases. The availability of toxicity 

studies varies widely by COPC and by species. For some COPCs, such as selenium 
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and zinc, as many as 10 or more toxicity studies have been published. Selection of 

appropriate studies from these databases necessarily involves a detailed assessment 

of the differences between one study and the next, with an objective selection process 

required to make decisions. 

Selection of appropriate studies was based primarily on five principal decision factors: 

 biological effects, 

 technical quality of study, 

 method of administration, 

 duration of study / identification of a toxicological endpoint, and 

 biological parameters. 

Biological effects describe the effects that were measured in each study. They can 

be broadly classified into effects on reproduction, growth, development, or mortality. 

Effects on reproduction include eggshell thinning, low birth weights, reduced litter 

sizes, and decreased hatchability. Reproductive effects are considered one of the most 

sensitive measurement endpoints for a species, and therefore a key response in 

assessing long-term chronic impacts on animals. Reproductive effects are also part of 

the assessment endpoints identified in this ERA and are therefore considered a crucial 

measurement endpoint for studies selected for derivation of TRVs. Growth effects 

include weight loss or gain, and physiological impairment. Growth effects were 

considered acceptable but less desirable, because the relationship between growth 

and population-level effects is uncertain. For example, weight gain is typical during 

early life stages and is usually considered a positive measure of health, but it has been 

shown (NRC 2005) that calves exposed to low doses of arsenic gain more weight than 

unexposed groups. 

Developmental effects include decreased food consumption and other individual 

responses such as histopathological changes and behavioral effects. However, 

developmental effects are not obviously linked to other assessment endpoints. 

Therefore, they were considered as a relevant factor in the selection of studies to 

derive TRVs but unless multiple developmental effects were evaluated in the study, the 

study was weighted less so than other studies on growth or reproduction. 

Mortality is not a preferred endpoint for study selection because its effects are final and 

it is usually the cumulative result of other, sublethal, effects detected at lower 

exposures. However, for some COPCs, effects on mortality rates were the only 
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category of studies available and were therefore considered in deriving appropriate 

TRVs. 

Technical quality of study includes assessment of critical parameters such as 

whether a chemical is isolated or in combination with other chemicals, and whether a 

normal nutritional level was maintained during the exposure period. It is important in 

this ERA to derive TRVs from studies involving exposure to isolated chemicals 

because many effects of one chemical can be masked by the addition of another 

chemical. Further, while it is recognized that exposure to a combination of COPCs may 

sometimes reflect conditions in the wild, the long term additive effects of multiple 

COPCs are not known. It is the approach of this ERA to screen individual COPCs for 

further consideration by applying safety factors (i.e., uncertainty factors) and other 

conservative assumptions to the risk characterization process.  

Normal nutritional levels are a second critical parameter for each study selected 

because malnourishment can interfere with chemical assimilation and metabolic 

functions, and can result in exacerbated or subdued effects from exposure (Newman 

1998). Finally, the number of test organisms is an important consideration in the 

selection of studies because individual effects of chemicals can vary; statistically 

significant numbers of test individuals are important in order to assess population-level 

effects of COPCs on receptors. 

Method of administration describes the route of exposure. Because wildlife 

populations are assumed to be exposed to chemicals in the environment primarily 

through diet, studies that administered chemicals orally in the diet were considered 

more desirable than administration by capsule or gavage. Direct injection of chemicals 

or drenching was not considered acceptable because the route of exposure is 

significantly different. 

Duration of study and identification of a toxicological endpoint identifies the 

exposure time of the test group to the COPC, and whether a no adverse effect level 

(NOAEL) or low adverse effect level (LOAEL) was identified. Chronic exposure for 

mammals is defined as more than one year, and/or over a critical life stage, and 

greater than 10 weeks for birds (Sample et al. 1996). Acute studies were not 

considered appropriate for TRV derivation. 

Biological parameters are receptor-specific and consider the similarity in phylogeny 

between the test organism and the wildlife receptor. Although it was considered most 

desirable to match the test species to the wildlife receptor, toxicological studies are 
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typically limited to a few species. If the test organism had the same phylogenic 

characteristics of the wildlife receptor, this aspect of the study was preferred over a 

study for which the test organism had only a similar diet or physical traits as the wildlife 

receptor. Distinctions between bird species used in test studies were less variable, 

although some studies were selected based on phylogenic distinctions. 

An example of the categories and point system for cadmium in birds is shown in Table 

4-1. Each study listed under the same COPC category was assigned points for each 

receptor. Some attributes of categories were weighted based on the relevance of these 

parameters to assessment endpoints, and the sensitivity of the parameter to 

toxicological effects. For example, reproductive and/or developmental study endpoints 

were weighted above other kinds of endpoints because these study endpoints 

coincided with the ecological assessment endpoints, and are sensitive indicators of 

toxicological effects. Appropriate studies were selected for each COPC-species 

combination based on the total number of points. 

Step 3. Derive NOAELs and LOAELs. Once appropriate studies were selected, study 

NOAELs and LOAELs were derived. NOAELs and LOAELs are expressed as mg 

constituent/kg body weight per day (mg/kg-bw day). If not available in the study, 

ingestion rates were calculated using empirically based ingestion models as described 

in the exposure assessment section above. Other missing information needed to 

calculate NOAELs and LOAELs, such as body weights, was obtained either from 

standard EPA information on laboratory animals or from a paired study published 

separately. Following USEPA methodology (USEPA 1995), if a NOAEL was not 

identified in the study, the LOAEL was divided by a factor of 10 to derive the NOAEL. If 

a LOAEL was not identified in the study, the NOAEL was multiplied by a factor of 10 to 

derive the LOAEL. Both NOAELs and LOAELs were derived to represent the upper 

and lower bounds of potential COPC risks to receptors. 

Step 4. Apply uncertainty factors. Once study NOAELs and LOAELs were calculated, 

uncertainty factors were applied to extrapolate the study NOAELs and LOAELs to 

TRVNOAELs and TRVLOAELs. Application of uncertainty factors helps to ensure that the 

TRVs are appropriate for the exposure conditions and specific receptors being 

evaluated for the ERA. However, extrapolations must have a clear relationship to the 

field effect of concern (Chapman et al. 1998). Uncertainty factors applied to study 

NOAELs and LOAELs used the UF application matrix shown in ADEC (2010a, 2011). 

Uncertainty factors (UFs) are multiplicative. The total uncertainty factor is used in the 

denominator of the following equation, to adjust the study NOAEL or LOAEL to a TRV: 
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(10) 

 

Wildlife TRVs derived for the ERA are shown in Table 4-2.  

5. Risk Characterization 

Risk characterization is the process of integrating exposure and effects data and 

evaluating any uncertainties. In this section, exposure concentrations described in 

Section 3 and chemical effects data described in Section 4 are compared to determine 

the potential for ecological risk.  

5.1 Risk Characterization Methods 

For each receptor-COPC combination, upper and lower bound hazard quotients (HQs) 

were calculated to estimate the likelihood of ecological risk. The HQ calculations are 

not measures of risk; they serve as a “cautionary signal” that potential hazards are 

present and are indicators of whether further evaluation or natural resource 

management is needed. An HQ is the ratio of the exposure concentration to the effects 

concentration. A lower-bound and an upper-bound HQ were calculated to characterize 

the potential range of effects. HQs are calculated as: 

(11) 

	

 

(12) 

	

 

Where: 
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HQlower = lower-bound hazard quotient 

HQupper = upper-bound hazard quotient 

TRVNOAEL = TRV derived from the measured NOAEL (mg/kg-bw day) 

TRVLOAEL = TRV derived from the measured LOAEL (mg/kg-bw day) 

Lower and upper bound TRVs were derived for each individual receptor and chemical 

combination. The lower bound TRV (TRVNOAEL) represents the value below which 

ecologically significant effects are not expected to occur. The upper bound TRV 

(TRVLOAEL) represents the value above which ecologically significant effects are 

expected to occur. Therefore, an HQlower<1 indicates that risks are not likely; whereas, 

an HQupper >1 indicates that risks are likely. If a receptor-COPC combination results in 

an HQlower >1 but an HQupper <1, risks to the receptor from exposure to predicted COPC 

concentrations are uncertain. In such cases, an uncertainty analysis is performed to 

help guide risk management decisions. 

5.2 Wildlife Risk Characterization Results – Pit Filling Stage 

The results of the pit filling stage HQ calculations for each COPC and wildlife receptor 

are summarized in Table 5-1. 

For the pit filling stage, HQs were much less than 1 for all receptor-COPC 

combinations, indicating risk is unlikely to wildlife exposed to the proposed pit lake 

during the pit lake development stage. 

5.3 Wildlife Risk Characterization Results – Mature Pit Lake Stage 

The results of the mature pit lake stage HQ calculations for each COPC and wildlife 

receptor are summarized in Table 5-2. 

For the mature pit lake scenario, results showed that selenium HQNOAELs were ≤1 for all 

receptors, while for antimony and arsenic, HQNOAELS were >1, but <10, for the following 

receptors:  

 Arsenic HQNOAEL > 1: American dipper, mallard duck, mink and tundra vole.  

 Antimony HQNOAEL > 1: American dipper, tundra vole, wolf and black bear. 
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These results indicate that risk to wildlife from exposure to COPCs associated with the 

ACMA pit lake is not confirmed. In these cases, a review of assumptions and 

uncertainties is conducted to help guide further interpretation of results. 

There were a number of conservative assumptions inherent in the risk assessment, 

including the use of whole rock concentration data from boreholes to estimate future 

sediment concentrations, over-estimates of receptor exposure durations, conservative 

assumptions regarding dietary fractions of pit lake items, and the assumption of 100% 

bioavailability of ingested sediments and food. These assumptions contributed to 

overestimates of exposure and risk in the ERA.  

A sensitivity analysis on some of the driving exposure assumptions was conducted to 

help guide interpretation of results. Adjustments in pit lake use frequencies, and 

estimated sediment concentrations, resulted in the largest reductions in HQs, reducing 

them proportionally to the percent reduction in both exposure parameter inputs. For 

this ERA, area use was assumed to be equal to 1 (meaning that receptors spend all 

their time at the pit lake and do not obtain food or water elsewhere). However, it is 

more likely that area use of the pit lake will be much less than 1, given the number of 

other water bodies in the area, some of which could be more biologically productive 

than the pit lake. Sediment concentrations will also likely be less than the 

concentrations assumed here, as erosion and deposition of unmineralized surface soil 

along the pit rim is expected. Sediment concentrations were used to estimate uptake 

into aquatic plans and invertebrates, which were then assumed to be eaten by some of 

the wildlife receptors. Therefore, the overly conservative assumptions regarding 

sediment concentrations also resulted in over-estimates of exposure via food ingestion. 

Despite these highly conservative assumptions used for the risk characterization of the 

mature pit lake, HQNOAELs were below 1 for most receptors and just above 1 for others, 

and HQLOAELs were less than 1 for all receptor-COPC combinations. Sensitivity analysis 

shows that reductions in sediment concentrations and area uses, which are expected, 

would result in reductions in HQs below 1 for wildlife receptors. Thus, the interpretation 

of the HQ results for the mature pit lake scenario is that wildlife risk from chemical 

exposure in the ACMA pit lake water is unlikely.    
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5.4 Uncertainty Analysis 

This section summarizes the uncertainties associated with each step of the ERA. 

Quantitative estimates of the potential for adverse effects from exposure to COPCs 

inherently contain artifacts of uncertainty due to chemical, environmental, and 

biological variability. The uncertainty analysis summarizes assumptions made for each 

element of the assessment and evaluates their validity, strengths, and weaknesses. 

Uncertainties about the assumptions, methods, and parameters used in the problem 

formulation, analysis, and risk characterization stages were also addressed throughout 

this document. 

5.4.1 Site Ecology 

The effects of physical or environmental conditions on wildlife or aquatic community 

components were not examined in depth in this ERA.  Both factors can affect the kind 

of species present and the duration of exposure to the pit lake. For wildlife receptors, 

recent, site-specific biological and subsistence survey data collected was used to 

identify the kinds of species that are currently present in the area and from these 

considerations as well as risk guidance, a list of ROIs was derived. However, the post-

mining landscape, regional or global factors such as global warming could affect the 

overall site ecology, leading to differences in species distributions or presence in the 

area than what was assumed in the risk assessment.   

For aquatic components, it was assumed that conditions would be suitable for aquatic 

invertebrate and plant proliferation, and that the productivity and abundance of this 

prey base would be suitable to support populations of wildlife that might inhabit the pit 

lake area.  Fish were not included in this ecological risk assessment because 

persistent fish populations are not proposed to be added, nor expected to be present in 

the pit lake given the proposed barriers to fish entry into the pit lake.  

It was also assumed that riparian and littoral habitats could develop in the pit lake, with 

implications both for site use by wildlife receptors. However, observations of analog pit 

lakes and the general literature indicate that riparian and littoral zones in pit lakes are 

often ephemeral and/or minimal. Therefore, the assumptions about exposure to littoral 

zone ecology may be overestimated. 
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5.4.2 Exposure Assessment 

Intake rates of COPCs by wildlife receptors were derived from the literature or through 

empirically derived intake rate models, because site-specific data cannot be measured 

for yet-unrealized future conditions.  Exposure durations were assumed to be year-

round, although the durations of many receptors will likely be limited based on winter 

weather conditions, literature-reported migration or hibernation patterns or anecdotal 

observations of wildlife in the region. Even within a season, wildlife may forage at 

different water bodies in the area, utilizing the pit lake for only a fraction of the time. 

These conservative assumptions regarding receptor ingestion of pit lake dietary 

fractions was assumed in the dose calculations, leading to overpredicted exposures for 

these receptors, particularly for the mature pit lake scenario.  Because many of the 

exposure assumptions were conservative, a sensitivity analysis was performed for 

some of the driving exposure assumptions, including sediment concentrations and 

area use. Results are shown in Figures 5-1 through 5-6. At reduced exposure rate 

assumptions, HQs were proportionally lower.  

Some of the receptors evaluated in this ERA also receive a portion of dietary 

requirements through ingestion of terrestrial-based food items. “Background” 

exposures, including incidental soil ingestion and ingestion of terrestrial-based prey 

were not considered in the risk calculations shown above. This exclusion was based 

on the premise that exposure of receptors to the COPCs in this area will be minimal, 

given the unimpacted nature of the surrounding environment and the post-mining 

reclamation plans which should include covering mineralized components. However, to 

address the possible uncertainty regarding the incremental risk of pit lake exposure in 

addition to “background,” ingestion of terrestrial-based items was incorporated in an 

alternative risk computation scenario. Soil concentrations used for the evaluation are 

shown in Table 5-3.  Terrestrial-based BAFs are shown in Table 5-4. 

For the mature pit lake, incorporation of terrestrial-based items into the dietary 

exposure calculations resulted in increased HQNOAELs for some receptors, but HQLOAELs 

remained <1 (Table 5-5). 

For the pit lake filling stage, calculation of only the “background”-based risks resulted in 

HQs much greater than 1 for many constituents, with the implication being that pre-

mining conditions already cause adverse impacts to wildlife (Table 5-6).  However, 

these calculations should be interpreted as an artifact of simplistic, soil-based 

bioaccumulation models largely derived from USEPA that were developed for highly 

contaminated systems.  Highly contaminated systems will have different bioavailability 
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and bioaccumulation properties than what would be expected in an uncontaminated 

area. Further, the bioaccumulation factors used regionally-derived soil data, which may 

over or underpredict site soil concentrations. For the purposes of evaluating 

incremental risk, however, the addition of pit lake water ingestion to receptors during 

the pit filling stage indicates that the incremental risk of chemical exposure from the pit 

lake is negligible (Figures 5-7 through 5-19), resulting in no increased risk to these 

receptors from the pit lake during this stage of development. 

Other uncertainties associated with the exposure assessment include the following:  

Bioavailability of COPCs was assumed to be 100% for all media considered. In nature, 

bioavailability of COPCs in water is heavily influenced by geochemical and 

environmental constraints including pH, redox conditions, water hardness, and organic 

matter content. Sediment bioavailability is constrained by the dominant chemical 

form(s) of the COPC and by the exposure route to the receptor. These bioavailability 

considerations were not incorporated into the ERA. Since bioavailability of COPCs in 

prey items affects the effective dose to the predator, the assumption that COPCs are 

completely bioavailable to the receptor can result in significant overestimation of risks. 

Biota accumulation was determined by review of literature which conducted laboratory 

exposure of representative species to water or sediment for a designated period of 

time. Bioaccumulation factors were thus obtained and applied to this risk assessment 

to estimate concentrations in the prey base. BAFs can be strongly site-specific; hence, 

BAFs obtained from literature can either over or underestimate these media 

concentrations. Bioaccumulation data was obtained from studies conducted in analog 

pit lakes and in other lentic environments, representing a range of environmental 

conditions and potential bioaccumulation patterns. 

5.4.3 Effects Concentrations 

A source of uncertainty in this kind of risk assessment is the use of TRVs. Toxicological 

data are, in many cases, absent for each representative species, and extrapolation 

from the available toxicity data to the receptor of interest is needed. Further, the 

conditions in which COPCs are introduced to the test species do not represent 

chemical forms that would likely be encountered in the pit lake. Because of 

toxicokinetic and physiological differences between species, and between laboratory 

studies extrapolated to site receptors, effects concentration estimates introduces a 

source of uncertainty to the risk estimates. 
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Considerable care was taken to derive effects concentrations from studies most 

appropriate to the receptors under consideration, the duration and routes of exposure 

these receptors might experience, and measurable effects that are consistent with 

assessment endpoints in the ERA. Additional uncertainty factors were applied to 

studies where these criteria were not met. There is little consensus on the appropriate 

use and magnitude of uncertainty factors in the derivation of TRVs, hence even the 

uncertainty factors are a source of uncertainty themselves. The use of uncertainty 

factors are inherently conservative and therefore are more likely to overestimate rather 

than underestimate risk. 

5.4.4 Risk Characterization 

The risk characterization process should combine as many lines of evidence as 

possible to provide a weight of evidence estimation of the risks to ecological receptors 

from exposure to COPCs. In this ERA, single point estimates were used to screen 

COPCs for further evaluation. This primary evaluation method was formulated in the 

context of other lines of evidence, including uncertainties involved with the derivation of 

exposure estimates and effect levels. 

6. Summary and Conclusions 

Ecological risk from exposure of wildlife to the future ACMA pit lake chemical 

environment was evaluated in this ERA. Wildlife species, including waterfowl, 

insectivorous, herbivorous, omnivorous and carnivorous birds and mammals could 

make use of the future pit lake. The assessment endpoints identified during problem 

formulation included the protection of growth, development, reproduction, and survival 

of these populations against adverse impacts due to chemical concentrations in the 

surface water of the pit lake. 

Exposure of receptors to COPCs was considered for both a pit filling and a mature pit 

lake stage, and ingestion was considered the primary exposure pathway for wildlife. 

COPC concentrations were estimated for water based on the geochemical pit lake 

model (Lorax 2012), and through available site data (SRK 2007) thought to represent 

potential future sediment sources. Concentrations of COPCs were estimated indirectly 

for food through the use of BAFs.  

In the effects analysis, TRVs were derived for wildlife with which to compare the 

estimated dose of each of these receptor types. Upper and lower bound TRVs were 

derived for each receptor-COPC combination using NOAELs, representing lower-
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Donlin Gold LLC 

Pit Lake ERA  

 
Appendix B – Yukon Delta 

National Wildlife 

Refuge species lists 



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes
bird ACCENTORS Siberian Accentor  A
bird BLACKBIRDS Rusty Blackbird S*
bird BLACKBIRDS Brown-headed Cowbird  A
bird CHICKADEES AND TITMICE Black-capped Chickadee P*
bird CHICKADEES AND TITMICE Boreal Chickadee P*
bird CHICKADEES AND TITMICE Gray-headed Chickadee  A
bird CORMORANTS Double-crested Cormorant C*
bird CORMORANTS Red-faced Cormorant S*
bird CORMORANTS Pelagic Cormorant S*
bird CRANES Sandhill Crane S*
bird CREEPERS Brown Creeper  A
bird CUCKOOS Common Cuckoo  A
bird DIPPERS American Dipper P* 
bird FALCONS American Kestrel C
bird FALCONS Merlin S*
bird FALCONS Gyrfalcon P*
bird FALCONS Peregrine Falcon S*
bird FINCHES Brambling  A
bird FINCHES Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch S*
bird FINCHES Pine Grosbeak P*
bird FINCHES Common Rosefinch  A
bird FINCHES Purple Finch  A
bird FINCHES White-winged Crossbill P*
bird FINCHES Common Redpoll P*
bird FINCHES Hoary Redpoll P*
bird FINCHES Pine Siskin  A
bird FINCHES Eurasian Bullfinch  A
bird FLYCATCHERS Olive-sided Flycatcher S*
bird FLYCATCHERS Alder Flycatcher S*
bird FLYCATCHERS Willow Flycatcher  A
bird FLYCATCHERS Say's Phoebe S*
bird FLYCATCHERS Eastern Kingbird  A
bird FULMARS, SHEARWATERS Northern Fulmar  A
bird FULMARS, SHEARWATERS Mottled Petrel  A
bird FULMARS, SHEARWATERS Sooty Shearwater  A
bird FULMARS, SHEARWATERS Short-tailed Shearwater  M
bird FULMARS, SHEARWATERS Fork-tailed Storm-Petrel  M
bird GALLINACEOUS BIRDS Ruffed Grouse P*
bird GALLINACEOUS BIRDS Spruce Grouse P*
bird GALLINACEOUS BIRDS Willow Ptarmigan P*
bird GALLINACEOUS BIRDS Rock Ptarmigan P*
bird GALLINACEOUS BIRDS White-tailed Ptarmigan P*
bird GREBES Horned Grebe S*
bird GREBES Red-necked Grebe S*

bird
HOOPOES AND 
KINGFISHERS Hoopoe  A

bird
HOOPOES AND 
KINGFISHERS Belted Kingfisher S*

bird HUMMINGBIRDS Rufous Hummingbird  A

Appendix B. Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge species lists



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Pomarine Jaeger M* 

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Parasitic Jaeger S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Long-tailed Jaeger S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Black-headed Gull  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Bonaparte;s Gull S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Black-tailed Gull  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Mew Gull S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Herring Gull  S

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Slaty-backed Gull C*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Glaucous-winged Gull S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Glaucous Gull S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Sabine's Gull S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Black-legged Kittiwake S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Red-legged Kittiwake  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Ross' Gull  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Ivory Gull  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Caspian Tern C*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Common Tern  A

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Arctic Tern S*

bird
JAEGERS, GULLS AND 

TERNS Aleutian Tern S*
bird JAYS, MAGPIES AND CROWS Gray Jay P*
bird JAYS, MAGPIES AND CROWS Steller’s Jay  A
bird JAYS, MAGPIES AND CROWS Black-billed Magpie P*
bird JAYS, MAGPIES AND CROWS Common Raven P*
bird KINGLETS Golden-crowned Kinglet  C
bird KINGLETS Ruby-crowned Kinglet S*
bird LARKS Horned Lark S*
bird LOONS Red-throated Loon S*
bird LOONS Arctic Loon  A
bird LOONS Pacific Loon S*
bird LOONS Common Loon S*
bird LOONS Yellow-billed Loon  M
bird Mimids Northern Mockingbird  A



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Common Murre S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Thick-billed Murre S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Black Guillemot  A

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Pigeon Guillemot S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Marbled Murrelet  A

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Ancient Murrelet  A

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Parakeet Auklet S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Least Auklet  A

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Crested Auklet S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Horned Puffin S*

bird
MURRES, GUILLEMOTS AND 

PUFFINS Tufted Puffin S*
bird NUTHATCHERS Red-breasted Nuthatch  C

bird OLD WORLD WARBLERS
Middendorff's Grasshopper 

Warbler  A
bird OLD WORLD WARBLERS Arctic Warbler S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Osprey S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Bald Eagle S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Northern Harrier S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Sharp-shinned Hawk  A

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Northern Goshawk P*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Swainson¹s Hawk  A

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Red-tailed Hawk S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Rough-legged Hawk S*

bird
OSPREY, EAGLES AND 

HAWKS Golden Eagle P*
bird OWLS Great Horned Owl P*
bird OWLS Snowy Owl P*
bird OWLS Northern Hawk Owl P*
bird OWLS Great Gray Owl P*
bird OWLS Short-eared Owl S*
bird OWLS Boreal Owl P*
bird SHOREBIRDS Black-bellied Plover S*
bird SHOREBIRDS American Golden-Plover S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Pacific Golden-Plover S*



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes
bird SHOREBIRDS Mongolian Plover  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Semipalmated Plover S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Killdeer  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Common Greenshank  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Greater Yellowlegs S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Lesser Yellowlegs S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Solitary Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Wandering Tattler S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Gray-tailed Tattler  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Common Sandpiper  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Spotted Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Terek Sandpiper  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Eskimo Curlew M(X)
bird SHOREBIRDS Whimbrel S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Bristle-thighed Curlew S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Hudsonian Godwit S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Bar-tailed Godwit S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Marbled Godwit  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Ruddy Turnstone S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Black Turnstone S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Surfbird S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Red Knot  M
bird SHOREBIRDS Sanderling  M
bird SHOREBIRDS Semipalmated Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Western Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Red-necked Stint  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Least Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Baird's Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Pectoral Sandpiper S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Sharp-tailed Sandpiper  M
bird SHOREBIRDS Rock Sandpiper  C
bird SHOREBIRDS Dunlin S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Curlew Sandpiper  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Buff-breasted Sandpiper  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Ruff  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Short-billed Dowitcher S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Long-billed Dowitcher S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Wilson’s Snipe S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Wilson's Phalarope  A
bird SHOREBIRDS Red-necked Phalarope S*
bird SHOREBIRDS Red Phalarope S*
bird SHRIKES Northern Shrike P*
bird SPARROWS American Tree Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Savannah Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Fox Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Lincoln's Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Harris' Sparrow  A
bird SPARROWS White-crowned Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Golden-crowned Sparrow S*
bird SPARROWS Dark-eyed Junco S*
bird SPARROWS Lapland Longspur S*
bird SPARROWS Rustic Bunting  A
bird SPARROWS Snow Bunting P*



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes
bird SPARROWS McKay's Bunting  W
bird STARLINGS European Starling  A
bird SWALLOWS Tree Swallow S*
bird SWALLOWS Violet-green Swallow S*
bird SWALLOWS Bank Swallow S*
bird SWALLOWS Cliff Swallow S*
bird SWALLOWS Barn Swallow C*
bird THRUSHES Bluethroat C*
bird THRUSHES Red-flanked Bluetail  A
bird THRUSHES Northern Wheatear S*
bird THRUSHES Mountain Bluebird  A
bird THRUSHES Gray-cheeked Thrush S*
bird THRUSHES Swainson's Thrush S*
bird THRUSHES Hermit Thrush S*
bird THRUSHES Eye-browed Thrush  A
bird THRUSHES American Robin S*
bird THRUSHES Varied Thrush S*
bird WAGTAILS AND PIPITS Yellow Wagtail S*
bird WAGTAILS AND PIPITS White Wagtail C*
bird WAGTAILS AND PIPITS Red-throated Pipit  C
bird WAGTAILS AND PIPITS American Pipit S*
bird WATERFOWL Greater White-fronted Goose S*
bird WATERFOWL Emperor Goose S*
bird WATERFOWL Snow Goose  M
bird WATERFOWL Brant S*
bird WATERFOWL Canada Goose S*
bird WATERFOWL Trumpeter Swan S*
bird WATERFOWL Tundra Swan S*
bird WATERFOWL Gadwall C*
bird WATERFOWL Eurasian Wigeon  C
bird WATERFOWL American Wigeon S*
bird WATERFOWL Mallard S*
bird WATERFOWL Blue-winged Teal A  A
bird WATERFOWL Northern Shoveler S*
bird WATERFOWL Northern Pintail S*
bird WATERFOWL Garganey  A
bird WATERFOWL Green-winged Teal S*
bird WATERFOWL Canvasback S*
bird WATERFOWL Redhead S*
bird WATERFOWL Ring-necked Duck  A
bird WATERFOWL Greater Scaup S*
bird WATERFOWL Lesser Scaup  S
bird WATERFOWL Steller's Eider S*
bird WATERFOWL Spectacled Eider S*
bird WATERFOWL Common Eider S*
bird WATERFOWL King Eider M*
bird WATERFOWL Harlequin Duck S*
bird WATERFOWL Surf Scoter  S
bird WATERFOWL White-winged Scoter  S
bird WATERFOWL Black Scoter S*
bird WATERFOWL Long-tailed Duck S*
bird WATERFOWL Bufflehead\ S*
bird WATERFOWL Common Goldeneye S*



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes
bird WATERFOWL Barrow's Goldeneye  A
bird WATERFOWL Common Merganser S*
bird WATERFOWL Red-breasted Merganser S*
bird WAXWINGS Bohemian Waxwing S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Orange-crowned Warbler S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Yellow Warbler S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Magnolia Warbler  A
bird WOOD WARBLERS Yellow-rumped Warbler S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Palm Warbler  A
bird WOOD WARBLERS Blackpoll Warbler S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Northern Waterthrush S*
bird WOOD WARBLERS Wilson's Warbler S*
bird WOODPECKERS Red-breasted Sapsucker  A
bird WOODPECKERS Downy Woodpecker P*
bird WOODPECKERS Hairy Woodpecker P?
bird WOODPECKERS Three-toed Woodpecker P*
bird WOODPECKERS Northern Flicker  A
bird WRENS Winter Wren  A

mammal Bovids (goats and sheep) Muskox Tundra north of the 
mountains

mammal Candis (foxes and wolves) Coyote Rare in open areas.

mammal Candis (foxes and wolves) Gray Wolf All plant communities 
throughout the Refuge.

mammal Candis (foxes and wolves) Arctic Fox Tundra north of the 
mountains. 

mammal Candis (foxes and wolves) Red Fox All plant communities 
throughout the Refuge

mammal Cervids (deer) Moose Willow thickets and wet 
areas.

mammal Cervids (deer) Caribou All plant communities 
throughout the Refuge.

mammal Cetaceans (whales) Beluga Whale Coastal waters

mammal Cetaceans (whales) Minke Whale Coastal waters

mammal Cetaceans (whales) Gray Whale Rare in coastal waters.

mammal Cetaceans (whales) Bowhead Whale Coastal waters

mammal Cetaceans (whales) Killer Whale Coastal waters

mammal Chiroptera (bats) Little Brown Bat

Along watercourses and 
in open forests at dusk 

and night. In caves, 
hollow trees, or buildings 

mammal Fields (cats) Lynx Forests throughout the 
Refuge.

mammal Insectivores (shrews) Masked (Common ) Shrew Moist tundra, bogs, and 
forests. 

mammal Insectivores (shrews) Tundra Shrew Wet or dry tundra. 

mammal Insectivores (shrews) Dusky Shrew Wet meadows and moist, 
shaded areas.



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes

mammal Lagomorphs (hares and rabbits) Collared Pika

Rock piles and talus 
slopes, usually at higher 

elevations. This species is 
believed to occur on the 
refuge in the Kuskokwim 

Mountains. 

mammal Lagomorphs (hares and rabbits) Snowshoe Hare Forests, shrub thickets, 
and brushy areas.

mammal Lagomorphs (hares and rabbits) Tundra Hare Brushy tundra areas

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Marten Spruce forests.

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Short-tailed Weasel Open forests and tundra.

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Least Weasel Open, wet areas. 

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Mink Near wet areas south of 
the mountains

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Wolverine Forests and tundra.

mammal Mustelids (weasels) Canadian (River) Otter Rivers and lakes mainly 
south of the mountains. 

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Walrus Rare along the coast

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Spotted Seal Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Harbor Seal Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Ringed Seal Ice along the coast

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Bearded Seal Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Ribbon Seal Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Northern Fur Seal Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 
walrus) Steller's Sea Lion Coastal waters and on 

drifting ice

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Hoary Marmot Rocky, mountainous 

areas.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Arctic Ground Squirrel Dry, sandy, and rocky 

areas

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Red Squirrel Spruce forests

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Muskrat Ponds and marshes.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Beaver Streams with woody 

vegetation. 

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Meadow Vole

Grassy meadows and 
open forests.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Tundra Vole Tundra, grassy, or moist 

sedge areas.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Northern Red-backed Vole Moist soils in both tundra 

and forest areas.



Group Subgroup Common Name Habitat Notes

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Brown Lemming Wet tundra areas.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Northern Bog Lemming 

Wet tundra and 
sphagnum bogs, also in 

moist meadows.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Collared Lemming Sedge tundra

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Meadow Jumping Mouse Moist meadows and open 

forests.

mammal Rodents (squirrels, mice, 
porcupines, etc.) Porcupine Forests, shrub thickets, 

and tundra

mammal Ursids (bears) Black Bear Forests throughout the 
Refuge. 

mammal Ursids (bears) Brown Bear Open areas throughout 
the Refuge

mammal Ursids (bears) Polar Bear 
Along the coast and on 

ocean ice.

Notes

C - casual (species that have been reported 5 or more times, but are not expected on an a
A - accidental (species which have been reported fewer than 5 times on the refuge).
X - extinct (no longer occurs on the refuge)
* Known to have bred in the past and/or currently br

Lists were accessed on website on December 20, 2010. Lists were last updated by USFW
http://yukondelta.fws.gov/wildlife.htm
P - permanent resident
S - summer resident
W - winter resident
M - migrant (species that occur on the refuge only as migrants en route to other destinatio
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Memorandum Environmental 
Resources 
Management  

555 17th  Street 
Suite 1700 
Denver, Colorado 80202 
(303) 741-5050
(303) 773-2624 (fax)
www.erm.com

A member of the Environmental 
Resources Management Group 

To: Nick Enos 

From: Penny Hunter 

Date: August 31, 2015 

Subject: Addendum to Ecological Risk Assessment  for the 
Proposed Donlin Pit Lake, for the Revised Water 
Management Advanced Water Treatment 

Donlin Gold LLC (Donlin Gold) has proposed the development of an 
open pit, hardrock gold mine (Project) located 277 miles (mi) (446 
kilometers [km]) west of Anchorage, 145 mi (233 km) northeast of Bethel, 
and 10 mi (16 km) north of the village of Crooked Creek. The mine closure 
plan for the open pit includes the formation of a pit lake. In 2013, 
ARCADIS conducted an Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA) for the 
proposed pit lake (ARCADIS 2013; henceforth referred to as the “2013 
ERA”). The 2013 ERA relied upon predicted surface water quality for the 
proposed pit lake (Lorax 2012). In 2015, Donlin Gold evaluated a water 
management scenario for the treatment and discharge of excess water. 
This scenario is referred as Advanced Water Treatment (AWT).  As a 
consequence of the AWT, the surface water quality predictions were 
revised (Lorax 2015). The updated surface water quality predictions for 
year 99 shows that two additional constituents, aluminum and copper, are 
predicted to occur in concentrations above ecological water quality 
criteria. These constituents were not addressed in the 2013 ERA. Other 
constituent concentration changes were small enough that the updated 
values would not affect the conclusions of the 2013 ERA for these 
constituents, which showed no risk to wildlife. The purpose of this 
memorandum is to provide an addendum to the 2013 ERA with an 
analysis of the potential risk to wildlife from exposure to aluminum and 
copper constituents in the proposed pit lake at year 99.  

Methods 

This ERA analysis tiered off of the 2013 ERA for the proposed pit lake. The 
approach, steps of the ERA, and many of the input parameters that are 
provided in detail in the 2013 ERA were retained for this analysis. The 
following summarizes the approach and inputs used for this ERA 
analysis: 

• All applicable guidance and ERA protocols as described in detail in
the 2013 ERA were followed in this ERA.
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• The conceptual site model described in the 2013 ERA for the
proposed mature pit lake was used for this analysis, including
assumptions about predicted habitats, bioaccumulation pathways,
and wildlife frequency of exposure.

• The assessment endpoints, measurement endpoints, and analysis
plan were retained in this ERA.

• Receptors evaluated in this ERA continued to include:

• Black bear
• Gray wolf
• Mink
• Snowshoe hare
• Tundra vole
• American dipper
• Dark-eyed junco
• Mallard duck
• Northern shrike

• All of the ecological profile characteristics of these receptors (e.g.,
body weights, ingestion rates), as shown in Tables 2-11 through
Table 2-19 of the 2013 ERA, were retained in this analysis. The
water ingestion rate for the tundra vole was corrected to 0.0042
L/day per note provided in a technical memorandum by ERM on
May 28, 2015.

• Constituents of potential concern (COPCs) evaluated in this ERA
analysis included aluminum and copper. Media concentrations and
bioaccumulation factors for these constituents are summarized in
Table 1. Sediment data collected throughout the watershed
(ARCADIS 2008) was used to represent the approximate sediment
concentrations nearest the surface of the pit lake. Bioaccumulation
factors for were determined from the same sources of data as
presented in the 2013 ERA.
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• The same dose equation used in the 2013 ERA (equation 1) was
used for this ERA analysis.

• Toxicity reference values (TRVs) were derived for aluminum and
copper following the same approach as was described in the 2013
ERA. For each receptor-COPC combination, a no adverse effect
level (NOAEL) and a low adverse effect level (LOAEL) TRV was
derived to characterize the potential range of effects. TRVs are
receptor and constituent specific. The TRVs used in this ERA are
shown in Table 2.
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• Risk characterization methods described in the 2013 ERA were
used for this ERA. For each receptor-COPC combination, upper
and lower bound hazard quotients (HQs) were calculated to
estimate the likelihood of ecological risk. The HQ calculations are
not measures of risk; they serve as a “cautionary signal” that
potential hazards are present and are indicators of whether further
evaluation or natural resource management could be needed. An
HQ is the ratio of the exposure concentration to the effects
concentration. A lower-bound and an upper-bound HQ were
calculated to characterize the potential range of effects.

Results and Discussion 

HQs for each receptor-COPC combination are provided in Table 3. All 
upper bound HQs (i.e., LOAEL-HQs) are less than 1, indicating no 
adverse effects to wildlife receptors are predicted. Two lower bound HQs 
(NOAEL-HQs) were slightly greater than 1 for the mallard duck and 
tundra vole risk characterization of aluminum, indicating some 
uncertainty exists in no effect predictions for these receptors’ exposure to 
aluminum. Upper bound HQs were less than 1 for these receptors, 
however, indicating no prediction of adverse risk to mallards or voles. The 
ERA was designed to be a conservative prediction of potential risk; as 
such, many assumptions were built into the ERA that assume greater 
exposure of wildlife receptors than are likely to be the case. The reason for 
incorporating conservative assumptions is to increase confidence that the 
risk predictions are not underpredicting risk to wildlife. Even with the 
inherently conservative predictions, upper bound HQs are all less than 1, 
and lower bound HQs were only slightly greater than 1. Thus, the 
potential risk to wildlife from exposure to aluminum and copper 
concentrations in the proposed pit lake is regarded as low.  
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Ecological Risk Assessment for the Proposed Future ACMA Pit Lake (Arcadis 2013) 

Critique and additional information by Tom Campbell, Leader-Denver Risk Assessment Team, AECOM 

The following is a critique of the ecological risk assessment (ERA) prepared by Arcadis U.S. Inc. 

(Arcadis) for Donlin Gold LLC (Arcadis 2013) that considers the methods used, more recent 

water quality estimates, and other relevant information.  

The ERA prepared by Arcadis for Donlin Gold LLC evaluated the potential for risk to terrestrial 

ecological receptors exposed to water accumulated in the open pit after mining is completed 

when water will be allowed to accumulate in the open pit.  The ERA evaluated potential risk for 

two stages: filling stage of the open pit lake (years 2-52) and after the pit is filled to capacity 

(the mature stage [year 53]).  The ERA did not evaluate potential risk to ecological receptors 

(terrestrial or aquatic) from exposure to the operational water bodies described as the tailings 

storage facility (TSF) or the two contact water dam ponds (CWDs).   

The ERA for the open pit lake followed Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation 

(ADEC 2010, 2011) and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA 1998) format for ERAs 

and included three stages:  problem formulation, analysis, and risk characterization.  The ERA 

was conservative in the assumptions used where data were not available.  

In the problem formulation phase of the ERA, chemicals of potential concern (COPCs) were 

selected by comparing modeled concentrations of surface water (Base Case) from Lorax (2012) 

against chronic water quality criteria from ADEC (2008), USEPA (2013a), or other sources.  

Although mixing of waters in the open pit lake and resulting higher concentrations is possible, it 

is unknown how frequently that may happen.  Hardness-dependent criteria from ADEC (2008) 

were based on a default hardness of 50 milligrams per liter (mg/L) as CaCO3, and criteria from 

USEPA were based on default hardness of 100 mg/L as CaCO3.  If the modeled concentration for 

either stage of the open pit lake (i.e., filling or mature stage) exceeded its criterion, it was 

identified as a COPC.  Ten metals were identified as COPCs for the filling stage of the pit, and 

three metals were identified for the mature stage. 

Based on an estimated (not default) pit lake water hardness of 65 mg/L as CaCO3 and pH (<7.0) 

and on the priority list of criteria prescribed in the ERA, the selection of COPCs was in error 

regarding aluminum and cadmium.  In the ERA, aluminum was not retained for either stage, 

and cadmium was retained for the filling stage.  However, based on the modeled concentration 

for pH, aluminum should be retained for both the filling and mature stages (0.57 and 0.31 mg/L, 

respectively) because the criterion of 0.087 mg/L applies to waters with a pH of <7.0.  

Conversely, the modeled concentrations of cadmium (0.00075 mg/L in filling stage and 0.00024 

mg/L in mature stage) do not exceed the Alaska criterion for livestock watering (0.010 mg/L), 

and therefore, should not be included as a COPC for the filling stage (or the mature stage).  



While the use of the ADEC water quality criterion for livestock watering criteria appears 

appropriate, the use of water quality criteria from ADEC (2008) or USEPA (2013a) that are 

intended to protect aquatic organisms is inconsistent with the objective of the ERA to assess 

potential risk to terrestrial biota.  As an alternative to the use of Alaska or federal chronic water 

quality criteria for screening, it may be more appropriate to use no-effect ecological screening 

levels (ESLs) from Los Alamos National Laboratories (LANL 2012) that have been calculated for 

exposure of birds and mammals exposed to metals exclusively through ingestion of water.   

Based on comparisons of projected water concentrations to the lowest no-effect water-only 

ESLs from LANL (0.56 mg/L for arsenic), only arsenic, at an estimated concentration of 1.196 

mg/L, should be retained as a COPC in the ERA for the filling stage of the open pit, while no 

metals should be retained for the mature stage.  No hazard quotients (HQs) for arsenic in the 

filling stage exceeded 1.0 as seen in Table 5-1 of Arcadis (2013), indicating no risk to birds 

exposed to arsenic in water.  This absence of risk to birds during the fill stage is confirmed by 

the non-exceedance of the lowest low-effect water-only ESL for arsenic from LANL (5.60 mg/L).  

No other metals have NOAEL- or LOAEL-based HQs greater than 1.0 for the filling stage of the 

pit lake.  

In the ERA prepared by Arcadis, an assumption was made that wildlife ingest water in the open 

pit lake 100% of the time.  This assumption resulted in an area use factor (AUF) of 1.0.  In other 

words, it was assumed that wildlife are exposed to the open pit lake every day for their entire 

life – they live their entire lifetime near the open pit and drink water only from the open pit 

lake.  This assumption of 100% exposure is overly conservative in view of several factors, 

including (among others): 

 Migratory patterns of wildlife,

 Poor habitat of very steep rock adjacent to the pit lake,

 No forage (food) along the margins of the pit lake, and

 Many other natural water bodies in the vicinity of the pit lake.

A more reasonable, yet conservative, AUF for the open pit lake may be in the range of 5 to 10% 

based on waterfowl migration information compiled by Owl Ridge Natural Resource 

Consultants (2014).  In this review of migration patterns, waterfowl would be expected in the 

area of the proposed Donlin mine fewer than 7 days in the spring and in the fall.  Other wildlife 

used in the ERA also would be subject to migration patterns and could use other sources of 

water.  An AUF of 10% would reduce all of the calculated HQs for the identified COPCs and 

wildlife receptors in Table 5-2 of Arcadis (2013) by an order of magnitude to become less than 

1.0 – indicative of no risk to wildlife.  For example, the highest HQ in Table 5-2 is 8.4 for the 

tundra vole exposed to arsenic.  This would be reduced to an HQ of 0.84 using an AUF of 10%.  

With all HQs (NOAEL- and LOAEL-based) less than 1.0, no risk from metals is expected to the 

birds and mammals assumed to be exposed to surface water in the mature stage pit lake.  



Additionally, as described above, no metals have HQs greater than 1.0 for the filling stage of the 

pit lake.  

Another conservative assumption in the ERA is bioavailability of 100% for all metals in ingested 

water, sediment, and food.  The bioavailability of metals in soil vary with soil conditions (e.g., 

pH, Eh, and organic content of the soil), and are typically less than 100 percent (USEPA 2001, 

2013b; Gustafsson et al. 2003).  Also, as described in Arcadis (2013), once absorbed by a prey 

organism many metals are sequestered into nonbioavailable forms in the prey tissues. 

In summary, the ERA prepared by Arcadis for Donlin Gold (Arcadis 2013) for the proposed 

future pit lake relied on overly conservative assumptions that are not representative of 

exposure conditions expected in the open pit lake.  In Table 5-1 of the ERA (filling stage of the 

pit lake), no HQs are greater than 1.0, and in Table 5-2 (mature stage of the pit lake), practically 

all of the HQs are less than 1.0, even with use of the conservative assumptions described 

above.  If more representative assumptions were used in the ERA, none of the HQs shown in 

Table 5-2 would be greater than 1.0 for the mature stage pit lake.  As a result, no wildlife are 

expected to be at risk from ingestion of water during the filling stage of the pit lake or from 

ingestion of surface water, sediment, and food from the mature pit lake following filling. 
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