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Spring Runoff Update:  

New Animas River water quality results from February through April 

now available from the Mountain Studies Institute 

Mountain Studies Institute (MSI), a nonpartisan independent research center, has been monitoring 
water quality of the Animas River before, during, and after the Gold King Mine release. MSI has 
continued to monitor the Animas River at Rotary Park during spring runoff and has water quality results 
from samples collected in February, March, and April.  

“We know there is concern that sediment deposited during the Gold King Mine release could be re-
suspended during spring runoff and negatively affect Animas River water quality” said Scott Roberts, 
MSI’s aquatic ecologist. In early April, for the first time in eight months, the reach of the Animas River 
from Tall Timbers Resort (located in the Animas River canyon) to Durango rose to the same level it was 
when the Gold King Mine release occurred, due mostly to snowmelt. “We collected water quality 
samples to coincide with this flushing event in an effort to capture conditions when sediment deposited 
along the margins of the Animas River banks could have been re-suspended.” 

The monitoring program is part of a partnership between MSI and the City of Durango to communicate 
Animas River water quality information to the public.  

“Our monitoring program aims to understand whether water quality this spring is any different than 
previous years and if metal concentrations in the river pose any threat to human health, agriculture, or 
aquatic life” said Marcie Bidwell, MSI’s director. 

Results from the spring samples are encouraging.  

Levels of metals of concern for human health (Arsenic, Lead, and Mercury) and those most harmful to 
aquatic life (Copper, Zinc, and Selenium) were found to be at levels considered safe according to the 
Colorado Department of Health and the Environment (CDPHE) water quality standards. All metals 
analyzed from spring samples were also at safe levels for agricultural use (based on CDPHE water quality 
standards). Additionally, all metals were below Environmental Protection Agency’s recreational 
screening levels, which represents the level at which no adverse health effects are expected to occur in 
humans consuming 2 liters of water per day, from the Animas, orally, for 64 days each year for a total of 
30 years. 

However, MSI has detected high levels of certain metals during spring runoff.  



In March and April, concentrations of Manganese have surpassed the CDPHE 30-day maximum 
contaminant level for domestic drinking water supply. The City of Durango does not use the Animas 
River as a source of drinking water during spring runoff, so contaminants observed in the Animas River 
this spring will not affect the drinking water supply for the City.   

On several occasions this spring, concentrations of Aluminum and Iron surpassed chronic water quality 
standards set by CDPHE to protect aquatic life from persistent, long-term exposure to metals. However, 
these contaminants are not unprecedented during spring runoff in the Animas River. Similarly high levels 
of Aluminum, Iron, and Manganese have occurred in the Animas River during spring runoff in previous 
years prior to the Gold King Mine release.    

In a partnership with the City of Durango, MSI plans to continue to monitor the water quality of the 
Animas River throughout 2016. “We want to provide information and interpret results for our 
communities. We have posted water quality monitoring results on our website, 
www.mountainstudies.org, and on the City of Durango’s website, www.durangogov.org.”  

MSI and the City are also hosting a community event on Thursday, May 26 where community members 
will get an update on the water quality of the Animas River during spring runoff. MSI will deliver a short 
presentation and provide an opportunity for community members to ask questions.  

Please keep in mind that these observations are from only one monitoring location (Rotary Park in 

Durango) on the Animas River and may not be indicative of the entire Animas River watershed. 

Visit www.mountainstudies.org to learn more about MSI’s monitoring efforts and results, as well as 
upcoming events.  Future data updates will be released through MSI’s website and press releases.  
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