Nevada Lithium Mine Kicks Off a New Era of Western Extraction
by Maya L. Kapoor
Feb. 18, 2021 – In the Great Basin Desert of northern Nevada and southern Oregon, Thacker Pass cuts a wide swath of sagebrush and bunch grasses between narrow ribbons of mountain ranges.  The region is a caldera — a collapsed volcano — that formed an ancient lakebed.  For millennia, Indigenous peoples used the verdant valley as a pathway between their winter and summer homes.  Today, the Fort McDermitt Paiute Shoshone Tribe’s reservation is located nearby, along with the small agricultural community of Orovada, clusters of buildings surrounded by circular green fields of alfalfa.
The ancient lakebed clays are rich in lithium.  In January, the Bureau of Land Management approved the Thacker Pass lithium mine, an almost 2-square-mile open-pit mine that will dig up the nation’s largest-known lithium supply.  The mine will be run by Lithium Nevada, a subsidiary of Canadian-owned Lithium Americas.  But its approval was rushed through during the coronavirus pandemic, and tribal members, ranchers and environmentalists have concerns about the mine’s potential long-term consequences.
Until now, lithium typically has been extracted from saline areas, such as Chile’s Atacama Desert, through an evaporative process.  A relatively new technique using sulfuric acid to extract it from clay means the West is facing a new mining boom — and Nevada may soon be a global lithium-mining hotspot.
Lithium, the lightest metal, shines silvery when stored in protective oils.  (Otherwise, it’s extremely flammable.)  That lightness makes lithium ion batteries essential to everything from cellphones to tablets to Teslas.  Lithium ion batteries also store energy for much longer than other batteries, so they can be important parts of solar and wind energy systems.  
Electrovoltaic, or EV, vehicles are a growing part of efforts to combat climate change.  For example, General Motors announced in January that it planned to stop making combustion-engine cars by 2035.
But as anyone with an aging cellphone knows, lithium ion batteries degrade over time.  What’s more, companies seldom recycle the batteries to reuse the rare metals inside them; it’s more cost-effective simply to mine for more.
In the Western U.S., companies are rushing to develop lithium mines, partly because of new extraction methods, but also because the federal government is fast-tracking lithium mining.  In 2018, the Interior Department listed lithium as a critical mineral, speeding up the mine permitting process.  Last year, the Trump administration weakened and sped up the environmental review process for projects on federal lands, favoring mine approvals.  Even as the Biden administration clamps down on extractive industries, such as by pausing oil and gas leases on public lands and offshore waters, lithium mining exploration continues apace, as part of the nation’s plan to wean itself from petroleum-powered cars.
*** [see original URL for more]
Lithium Nevada will work approximately 18,000 acres of BLM land about 26 miles from the Fort McDermitt Paiute Shoshone Reservation, in a sea of sagebrush on the Nevada-Oregon border hemmed to the north by the Montana Mountains.  The region is the traditional homeland of several related Indigenous nations, including the Shoshone-Paiute Tribes of the Duck Valley Reservation, the Shoshone-Bannock Tribes of the Fort Hall Reservation, the Fort McDermitt Paiute Shoshone Tribe and the Burns Paiute Tribe.
Workers will build the mine 24 hours a day for the 1st 2 years.  Starting in the 2nd year, actual mining operations — such as digging the open-pit mine, pumping the ore to a processing facility, processing the lithium in industrial scrubbers, hauling waste rock to a stockpile, and trucking in materials to make sulfuric acid — will occur 24 hours a day for 4 decades.  In a region where the average 2019 salary was about $21,000, Lithium Nevada says the mine’s average salary will be nearly quadruple that.  The company predicts it will bring approximately 1,000 construction jobs to the region for 2 years of construction, and employ an operational staff of about 300 until the mine closes.  The mine has been approved to run for about 40 years — longer, if the company finds more lithium.
***
This rushed approval process has frustrated local rancher Edward Bartell.  Bartell’s family — 5th- or 6th-generation ranchers — has run cattle in Thacker Pass for a dozen years. His family’s cattle graze private property, where sturdy Great Basin wild rye sways across acres of land.  Bartell believes that the project’s fast approval means that the BLM relied on the mining company for all the science, and he worries about the mine’s long-term effects on the region’s air and water quality.
Bartell has not found direct communications with the company reassuring.  For example, in an email sent in November 2019, Alexi Zawadzki, president of Lithium America’s North American operations, told him, “You’ll be pleased to know our operation will use very little water — approximately 2,500 acre-feet of well water per year.” However, when Bartell read the BLM’s final environmental impact statement, he learned that that estimate was for just the 1st 4 years of operation.  After that, the mine will use twice as much water.   
Bartell fears that the water table will drop dramatically.  “It is a big devaluation of land value, if you have productive grassland, like you’re seeing out here, and suddenly it turns into barren dustbowl,” Bartell said.  He has asked Lithium Nevada to compensate his business, but to no avail.  In February, Bartell sued the BLM for rushing the environmental review.
He also worries about the approximately 5,800 tons of sulfuric acid the mine will eventually produce on-site each day.  To make sulfuric acid, Lithium Nevada will ship the necessary chemicals in via rail to Winnemucca.  From there, trucks will rumble down quiet roads, making up to 200 trips day and night between the town and mine facility — carrying hazardous materials to the mine’s on-site processing center, and mine products back to the railroad.
“What they’re going to have is more of an industrial facility here than just a mine.  It’s going to have a chemical complex as well,” said John Hadder, director of the nonprofit Great Basin Resource Watch.  “So there’s a lot of concerns about emissions, air quality, leaks, spills, all that kind of stuff.”
***
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