
A U.S. House committee Wednesday 
used a little-known emergency 
declaration to block future uranium 
mining and exploration on more 
than 1 million acres of public land 
adjacent to the Grand Canyon.

The move is the most sweeping 
to date by conservationists and 
others to slow a hard-rock-mining 
boom that has accompanied soaring 
prices for uranium and other raw 
materials.

Supporters believe increased mining 
poses an imminent environmental 
threat to the Canyon and fear that 
renewed uranium exploration could 
have a negative effect on Colorado 
River drinking water.

That water serves millions of 
residents in Arizona, Nevada and 
California.

The resolution adopted Wednesday 
orders Interior Secretary Dirk 
Kempthorne  and  the  Bush 
administration to immediately 
ban new mining claims on federal 
lands north and south of the Canyon 
for a period of up to three years. 
The resolution would not affect 
previously secured claims.

“This is not a made-up emergency,” 
said U.S. Rep. Raul Grijalva, 
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the  Arizona Democrat  who 
introduced the measure. “They (the 
administration) have been rubber-
stamping every mining claim that 
comes along on public land.”

In 2002, there were fewer than 10 
uranium-mining claims in the area. 
As of January, that number was 
close to 1,100 and is still climbing, 
Grijalva said.

“That’s a tenfold increase. We’ve put 
the brakes on it with this particular 
action,” he said.

All told, there are as many as 10,000 
existing mining claims on Bureau 
of Land Management and U.S. 
Forest Service lands near the Grand 
Canyon for all types of hard-rock 
exploration, offi cials said.

It was not clear Wednesday whether 
the Interior Department would 
comply with the order.

Chris Paolino, a department 
spokesman, cited a 1983 Justice 
Department opinion that “suggested 
these types of resolutions are 
unconstitutional” because they 
don’t follow requirements stating 
that bills pass both houses of 
Congress before being presented to 
the president to become law.

Wednesday’s action marks only the 
fi fth time in history that lawmakers 
have used an emergency declaration 

under the Federal Land Policy and 
Management Act.

The last time occurred in 1983. The 
move was not without controversy; 
the measure was approved on a 20-
2 vote after Republican committee 
members walked out.

Carol Raulston, a representative of 
the National Mining Association, 
said the action was rash.

“We do believe this is a very 
shortsighted public policy in light 
of the nation’s energy needs,” she 
said.

Th i s  i s  no t  t he  f i r s t  t ime 
environmentalists have moved to 
slow mining activity at the Canyon. 
In March, the Sierra Club, Center 
for Biological Diversity and the 
Grand Canyon Trust fi led suit to 
block uranium exploration near the 
edge of the national park, claiming 
the Forest Service violated federal 
law by issuing permits.

In April, a judge granted a temporary 
restraining order against the British 
mining company that wanted to 
drill. That order is still in place, 
and the groups are hammering out 
a settlement, the Grand Canyon 
Trust said. 
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