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As gold soars to an incredible $1,180 an ounce, the Gold Rush country of Trinity County has become
increasingly attractive to speculators.

This week, Texas oil company American Energy Production, Inc. announced it was buying another 200 acres of
placer gold claims in Trinity County, along Canyon Creek and in Helena. It already owns 200 acres in a joint
venture with Dorado Gold LLC, including a 40-acre claim that it says has produced significant yields of the
precious metal. Some 60 acres of the new claims is along the Trinity River in Helena.

The energy company's subsidiary Oil America Group expects the areas to be productive.

”With access to water and our existing equipment we can transition into producing this adjoining gold claim
faster and more efficiently,” Oil America Group President Joe Christopher said in a statement, “and keep the
entire area environmentally friendly.”

The company is adding to its acreage out of concern about competition and the potential for finding large gold
deposits in the Canyon Creek area. It cites reports about economic distress and a report of India purchasing $6.5
billion in gold this week in response to the weak U.S. dollar. Gold could rise to $1,500 to $2,000 an ounce, the
company said.

Placer gold mining involves excavating material from alluvial deposits near streams, then running the material
through a series of steps, including washing it with water, to recover gold. Trinity County has a long history of
gold mining, which severely damaged salmon and steelhead streams in the area. Today, placer gold miners have
to use settling ponds and other means to prevent siltation of streams, though Trinity County conservationists are
concerned that increased mining activity carries significant risk.

”I think it's going to be more of an issue in Trinity County over the next couple of years if the price of gold
continues to go up,” said Joseph Bower, a conservationist who has been monitoring public land in the county.

He said that while mining methods have improved, government agencies like the U.S. Forest Service and the
U.S. Bureau of Land Management cannot deny a proposal to mine claims due to the 1872 Mining Act, but can
only require measures to limit environmental effects.

In August, a state bill passed to ban suction dredging -- in which gravel is sucked directly from streams for
processing -- after the Karuk Tribe lobbied to have the practice reevaluated. About 3,500 permits for that type
of dredging are issued each year in California.

With Trinity County's proven record of gold production, and the price of gold soaring, there appears to be more
interest in starting or expanding operations. As that's happened, concerns have been raised about the potential
for damaging the area's streams and salmon.

Byron Leydecker with Friends of the Trinity River said that the 1872 Mining Act is outdated and needs to be
reformed to ensure adequate protection of important resources. He said the current proposal, on the Trinity
River in Helena, and on the river's tributary Canyon Creek, could affect the river's salmon and steelhead that are
the subject of major restoration efforts.

”My own opinion is that it really is an outrage,” Leydecker said.


