
17. GRAND CANYON: Groups to sue BLM over uranium mining (09/09/2009)

Eric Bontrager, E&E reporter

Three environmental groups say they will sue the Bureau of Land Management if it fails to ensure that a restarted uranium mine
near the Grand Canyon does not put natural resources at risk.

The groups -- the Grand Canyon Trust, the Center for Biological Diversity and the Grand Canyon Chapter of the Sierra Club --
filed a 60-day notice of their intent to sue yesterday, saying BLM has failed to do its duties required by federal law prior to the
restart of the Arizona 1 uranium mine.

First permitted in 1988, the mine operated for two years before operations were stopped in 1992. The mine has since changed
owners, and now its current owner, Denison Mines Corp., wants to restart the mine.

The mine received its air quality permit from the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality last week, meaning production
could begin within a year. The mine is expected to produce almost 110,000 tons of uranium ore annually over 10 years.

But the groups say original permitting for the mine is no longer valid because operations ceased more than a decade ago and
BLM is therefore required to conduct a new environmental analysis on the mine's impacts.

The mine is located within 1 million acres that the Interior Department decided this year to segregate from new mining claims for
two years while it studies the effects of uranium mining near the Grand Canyon.

The segregation and withdrawal of the lands does not apply to valid existing claims, but the groups say the mining company and
BLM cannot rely on the previous environmental analysis because "changed circumstances," which include new endangered
species designations, require additional analysis.

"BLM's obligation to now deny any operations on invalid claims in the segregated area warrants a new alternatives analysis in
the new EIS [environmental impact statement] attending a new plan of operations," the groups say in their notice.

BLM Arizona office spokeswoman Deborah Stevens said the agency has reviewed the mine proposal and determined that no
additional environmental analysis or permits are necessary for the mine to restart, adding that the mine is inspected several
times per year.

"These inspections have not revealed any issues requiring attention, or noncompliance with the plan of operations," Stevens
said.

The groups said they may file suit before the 60 days are up if BLM allows mining to start before that notice period expires.

Roger Clark of the Grand Canyon Trust said that even if the litigation is successful, it is unknown if the mine would be stopped
because of limitations in the 1872 hardrock mining law.

"The problem with the 1872 law is that everything gets permitted," Clark said yesterday, explaining that even if there were
endangered species findings near the mine, its operators would likely only have to mitigate the operation's impacts.

"The ultimate goal is to stop the mine, but we have to be realistic about this being an uphill battle," Clark added. "By forcing the
agencies to strictly apply the letter of the law, we can reduce its harmful effects, and maybe at some point, the mine developers
will find [the restrictions] too cumbersome to proceed."

Click here to view the notice.
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