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Uranium mines win state approval but 
environmental challenge likely

By Patti Epler

State environmental officials have 
given the go-ahead to three uranium 
mines near the Grand Canyon.

Approval of the permits on Tuesday 
drew immediate criticism from 
environmental groups who are 
concerned that mining operations 
could contaminate the groundwater, 
nearby streams and rivers, and even 
the Colorado River, threatening the 
region’s major water supply.

Denison Mines Corp., a Canadian 
company with offices in Denver, 
has been trying for years to get 
permits for three mines -- Arizona 
1, Pinenut and Canyon. The mines 
have been in various stages of 
development since the 1980s and 
have changed ownership.

The Arizona Department of 
Environmental Quality had been 
reluctant to issue the air quality and 
aquifer protection permits while 
Democratic Gov. Janet Napolitano 
was in office, requiring more 
stringent evaluations and conditions 
on the company.

But the agency is now under the 
direction of Republican Gov. 
Jan Brewer who has made it a 
centerpiece of her administration to 
ease the regulatory process and 

help businesses get their operations 
going.

ADEQ decided to issue an air 
quality permit for the Arizona 
1 mine but is not requiring an 
aquifer protection permit there. 
The Canyon and Pinenut mines 
were given “general” aquifer 
protection permits which are less 
stringent than the individual, site-
specific permits required under the 
Napolitano administration.

ADEQ did impose some tougher 
conditions on Denison in order to 
better protect the groundwater and 
air quality, including provisions 
aimed at ensuring that mining 
vehicle traffic, venting and 
emissions will not reduce visibility 
at the Grand Canyon or exceed air 
quality standards. The company 
will be required to monitor truck 
speed with electronic tracking 
devices so the drivers stick to a 25 
mph speed limits.

The aquifer protection permits 
require continuous testing of water 
quality from underground mining 
operations, and other tests aimed at 
determining whether soil conditions 
are allowing the migration of 
pollutants toward groundwater 
sources.

Financial safeguards also are 
included in the permits, intended 

to make sure Denison will have 
the money in the future to properly 
close the mines.

Ron Hochstein, president of 
Denison Mines, said Tuesday the 
company is glad to finally get the 
permits and worked with ADEQ on 
the additional requirements. He said 
the company doesn’t necessarily 
agree that the extra requirements 
are necessary and that they will be 
costly.

“We’re going the extra mile 
even though it will impact our 
operations,” he said. “It’s the cost 
of doing business.”

Hochstein said the company 
plans to begin work immediately, 
starting with shaft inspections and 
improvements to underground 
workings beginning on 
Wednesday.

The mine would produce about 
109,000 tons of ore a year. It would 
be trucked to Blanding, Utah, for 
processing,

Hochstein said the company 
has about six months of work to 
do before underground mining 
operations will begin.

But conservationists, who hadn’t 
decided on Tuesday what sort of 
challenge to mount, say the mines 
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may already be running afoul of a 
recent federal decision to withdraw 
about 1 million acres near the Grand 
Canyon from new mining claims.

The two-year moratorium by the 
Department of the Interior does not 
apply to existing claims that have 
been validated as economically 
viable by the federal government.

Hochstein said the three mines have 
been in place for decades and are 
grandfathered in so the moratorium 
does not affect them.

But Taylor McKinnon, public 
lands campaigns manager for the 
Center for Biological Diversity, 
said Tuesday his group believes 
that while the three sites may be 
pre-existing claims they have never 
been validated.

“They have to have valid existing 
rights,” he said, adding that the 
Bureau of Land Management is 
just now putting together a team of 
experts to evaluate the quality of 
the ore and determine if claims are 
economically viable.

McKinnon said the validity question 
wouldn’t affect the state permitting 
process but does determine whether 
mining operations could begin. 
“If they don’t have valid existing 
rights, they would be running afoul 
of the law.”

McKinnon and Sandy Bahr, director 
of the Sierra Club’s Grand Canyon 
chapter, called the permits political 
rather than sound public policy.

“It’s the agency bowing to political 
pressure to get the permits out rather 
than making sure the (environment) 
is protected,” Bahr said, noting 
that just last year the agency had 
rejected the less-restrictive general 
permits that were issued Tuesday.

“We don’t think the agency is doing 
enough to assure protection of the 
groundwater,” she said. “Something 
this significant and with the great 
potential for contaminating the 
groundwater we really ought to be 
doing something more.”

McKinnon said he was “extremely 
disappointed” in ADEQ.

“The agency has relegated itself 
to little more than a surrogate for 
the uranium industry and that’s a 
profoundly irresponsible thing to 
do for the groundwater upon which 
the stream, rivers and Arizona 
communities depend,” he said.

Bahr and McKinnon also say that 
the environmental review process 
required under the National 
Environmental Policy Act was 
improperly sidestepped. The state 
did not require a full environmental 
impact statement and the last 
reviews were done in the 1980s.

McKinnon said that since those 
evaluations were done there have 
been new species added to the 
endangered species list as well 
as new determinations of what is 
critical habitat.

“We believe those approvals are 
stale and need to be updated,” he 
said. “In our view these guys are a 
long way off from completing the 
necessary environmental reviews.”


