Ruston, Washington

A little history:

Ruston was established by industrialist William Rust as a company town for his employees. The primary industry for decades was the ASARCO copper smelting plant on the waterfront. The smelter and its landmark smokestack have been gone for years, and a massive superfund cleanup at the former site has been underway since the early 1990'. This area has been renamed Point Ruston as construction on a large residential and commercial development has commenced which could add over 1,000 residents to the city. The ASARCO smelter was the only tide-water smelter in the United States. 

1888: The Ryan Smelter is built on Commencement Bay by Dennis Ryan at a cost of over $200,000.00

1890: The Ryan Smelter becomes the Tacoma Smelting and Refining Company under the ownership of William Rust (1850-1928).

1903: Enlarged to handle the smelting of copper.  A large amount of sulfuric acid is also produced.

1905: Rust sells the plant to the American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCO) for 5.5 Million dollars.

1912: Lead smelting ceases and ASARCO converts the plant to copper smelting.

1917: The smoke stack is built. Considered at the time an engineering gem, it was constructed of 2.5 million bricks, approximately 5,000 tons of mortar and stood 571 feet tall, making it then the largest smokestack in the world.

1920s: The Port of Tacoma leases harbor land to ASARCO for more expansion.

1937: Earthquake damages the smoke stack and its height is taken down to 562 feet.

1940: Molten slag is poured into Commencement Bay and around the plant.  This creates a 23 Acre peninsula.

Late 40’s: The plant increases production to support the needs of World War 2.

60’s and 70’s:  ASARCO continues production although it steadily decreases after the 50’s.

1983: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency declared the smelter site part of the larger Commencement Bay Nearshore/Tideflats Superfund.

1985: Smelting operations at the ASARCO plant stop.

1987: Prior to closing, the EPA estimated that the company released “arsenic (480 lbs/day), cadmium (11 lbs/day), copper (150 lbs/day), lead (14 lbs/day), and zinc (120 lbs/day)” for a “combined estimated load of 780 lbs/day to Commencement Bay.” Rainwater continued to flush pollutants into the Bay.

January, 17th 1993- Asarco Smoke stack is demolished. 

January 31, 1997: “General Notice Letters” are sent to parties on January 31, 1997 notifying them that EPA believes they are potentially responsible for some of the contamination in the waterways.below, as requested by attendees at the December 1996 public meeting. 

1999: ASARCO begins selling off its overseas assets.

1999: ASARCO sold to Mexican affiliate, Grupo Mexico.

February 10, 2000:  The Environmental Protection Agency holds a public meeting at the Tacoma Yacht Club to receive comments from the public as to their opinion of how clean up of soil and groundwater should be handled in Ruston.  The EPA also accepts written comments from January 25th- February 24th on the issue.

June 2000: EPA releases Record of Decision (ROD) after taking in public commit about what should be done with the clean up of the Ruston area.

2003:  Senator Maria Cantwell works with the Government Accountability Office to look into whether existing bankruptcy laws are sufficient to prevent companies from shirking their cleanup responsibilities. The GAO urges the EPA to to require that businesses handling hazardous substances prove they will clean up potential spills or contamination before the agency issues a permit.

May 25th, 2004: work crews began demolishing the old ASARCO Fine Ores Bins Building, the last remaining landmark of the company’s copper smelter in Ruston and thus making way for new development.  
2005: Lin Nelson and Anne Fischel begin work on the “No Borders” project in 2005 when they taught at Evergreen in a program entitled, Local Knowledge: Community, Public Health, Media Activism and the Environment.  They begin to interview and document experiences of people living and working in Ruston Washington, Hayden Arizona and El Paso Texas.

2005: Asarco files for Bankruptcy, the largest Environmental Bankruptcy in United States history.   

July, 2005: ASARCO puts the land of the Ruston plant up for sale, in their words hoping to “speed clean-up” of the area.

May 2008: A billion dollar condominium project scheduled to begin.

May 9, 2008:  A group of nine plaintiffs, most with ties to the activist group Jobs with Justice, filed a lawsuit this week against the City of Tacoma and Point Ruston LLC, claiming errors in the environmental review and permit process for the planned $1 billion development of the former Asarco smelter site.

January 8, 2009: ASARCO considers a sale to Sterlite Industries (India) Ltd. — if it doesn't sue Sterlite instead.

