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Representatives of the New Mexico Environment Department Air Quality 
Bureau on Thursday met with Phelps Dodge Mining Co. and then with the 
Gila Resources Information Project and Chino AOC Community Workgroup 
concerning next week’s planned demolition of the Hurley smokestacks.  

Marissa Stone, an NMED spokeswoman, said the department is 
“facilitating communication” between Phelps Dodge, GRIP and local 
residents, to help arrive at “the best technical solutions for the smelter 
demolition.” 

“Specifically, we talked to PD about providing comprehensive 
information to GRIP and citizens,” Stone said.  

Earlier this week, GRIP filed a petition in 6th Judicial District Court 
seeking a temporary injunction to halt the demolition of the stacks, which 
are scheduled to be razed Friday, May 25. In its petition, GRIP alleged a 
lack of communication on the part of Phelps Dodge in disclosing the 
company’s plans to protect residents’ health and safety during the 
demolition project. Sally Smith, GRIP president, reiterated those concerns 
following Thursday’s meeting.  

“Adequate time must be taken and planning conducted to ensure that 
public health and safety of the Hurley community can be fully addressed,” 
Smith said. 

The Daily Press has learned District Judge Gary Jeffreys has been 
assigned to the case. A spokeswoman for Jeffreys said he has been out of 
town all week, and will not return until Monday. No hearing on the case has 
yet been scheduled. 

According to Stone, Phelps Dodge did release some details on the 
demolition during Thursday’s meeting. 

“A result of the meeting was PD agreed they would not demolish the 
stacks if the winds are less than 1 mile an hour,” Stone said, “and they 
agreed winds should also be coming from the west in order to begin the 
demolition.” 

Phelps Dodge spokesman Richard Peterson on Friday said that was 
originally part of the plan, and that meteorological conditions have always 
been a factor in the scheduled demolition. 

Stone said that Ron Curry, Environment Department secretary, is pushing 
for increased communication among the parties involved.  

“Secretary Curry wants citizens to be informed,” Stone said, “and wants 
the demolition to be done in the safest manner possible.” 



Earlier this week, Peterson told the Daily Press that residents’ safety is 
“non-negotiable.” 

“Public health and safety are top priorities,” he said, “and therefore will 
not be compromised.” 

Allyson Siwik, GRIP executive director, said concerns raised in the 
petition remain unresolved despite the meeting. 

“We still haven’t seen anything in writing, we’ve just heard some things 
sort of secondhand from the Environment Department,” she said. “But the 
full, comprehensive plan is not available for people to view, and that’s a 
concern. There are still some significant issues left to look at.”  

According to a GRIP press release, the organization has identified safety 
concerns due to the “possibility of falling debris, seismic shock causing 
cosmetic damage to wooden structures, and potentially worse damage to 
brick and masonry structures.” In addition, the release cites concerns for 
“potentially high short-term concentrations of airborne particulate matter, 
dispersion of possible hazardous metals, and potential contamination of soils 
and indoor air with dust and metals from the demolition event.” 

According to Peterson, Controlled Demolition Inc. — a company he said 
has a proven track record for safety — would conduct the demolition of the 
smokestacks. He also said the demolition of such structures is typically a 
“minor project.” 

“These are very tall structures, and they certainly look large and 
imposing,” Peterson said, “but they’re thin, and I would argue there is less 
material in them than in the former Hillcrest Hospital.” 

Peterson also told the Daily Press that the Hurley Police Department has 
primary responsibility for public safety during the event. 

Bobby Ruiz, Hurley police chief, said the department will not issue a 
mandatory evacuation order for the demolition, but said he is advising some 
residents to leave their homes just in case.  

“That’s for the homes that we feel might be in potential hazard (area) if 
things don’t go the way they are scheduled to go,” he said. “Those are the 
people on the south side of the stacks. We’re talking to those citizens, and 
we’re notifying the people on north side of the stacks what to expect that 
day.” 

According to Ruiz, the department is bracing for an expected 10,000 
spectators. 

“We’re basing that estimation on the number of people who watched (the 
demolition) at San Manuel,” Ruiz said.  



Stone said that Phelps Dodge, at the request of the Air Quality Bureau, 
will now place two samplers to check for any asbestos fibers in the air 
during the demolition.  

“We reviewed PD’s sampler locations, and reviewed what their approach 
would be, and discussed necessary improvements to the approach,” she said. 
“We looked at the sites they selected and believe their approach is good.” 

According to Stone, the AQB will establish its own monitors at two 
Phelps Dodge sampling sites, “to provide independent verification, and 
objective information.” 

“We will also monitor air on the roof of Hurley Elementary and on the 
roof of two other sites,” Stone said. 

Smith welcomed that news. 
“I’m very relieved that the Air Quality Bureau is going to be testing 

different monitors than Phelps Dodge,” she said, “and duplicating some of 
the same air quality measures PD will use. 

“That gives us a greater confidence in the air quality testing.” 
Phelps Dodge will hold a public meeting Tuesday, May 22, to discuss the 

demolition project with residents. The demolition itself is scheduled to begin 
at 10 a.m. the following Friday.  

Avelino Maestas may be reached at amaestas@cybermesa.com. 


