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Editor’s note: Whether to allow a proposed uranium mine in Western South Dakota may be the most important environmental decision 
to face the region in decades. In advance of initial permit hearings that begin in Rapid City on Monday, the Journal has taken a deeper look at 

the proposal and the process to advance the knowledge of all those involved in the debate and decision-making process.

YESTERDAY: How the state has eased 
regulations to favor mining companies .

TODAY: A closer look at problems at existing 
or previous in situ mine operations. 

THIS WEEK: Stay with the Journal for coverage of the minerals 
board hearings this week, and for our ongoing coverage of 
this important regional issue over the coming months.

A BIG DECISION 
FOR THE 
BLACK HILLS

A TWO-DAY JOURNAL SPECIAL REPORT

Daniel Simmons-Ritchie
Journal staff

Powertech, a Canadian com-
pany that is proposing to begin 
mining uranium near Edgemont, 
has worked for years to reassure 
South Dakotans that its mine 
will not only be environmentally 
friendly, but that there are plenty 
of other mines across the country 
to prove that safety record.

But a closer look shows that 
hasn’t always been true.

In the run-up to today’s state 
permitting hearing in Rapid City, 

the Journal compiled a list of 
some of the worst environmental 
issues at in situ leach uranium 
mines across the country. The 
data was collected from newspa-
per clippings, state records, fed-
eral records, and academic reports 
published over the past 40 years.

The Journal sent its list to 
Powertech last week and asked 
how the company would prevent 
incidents that occurred at other 
mines. The company responded 
with an 8-page letter describ-
ing the mine’s safety features, 
mitigation procedures, and how 
its operation would be regulated. 
The company also noted that the 
Journal didn’t provide sourcing to 

Troubled history
Review shows in situ 
mining has track record of 
environmental problems
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In situ leach mining: how does it work?
A mining company is proposing to use a new and cheaper technique to 
extract uranium from the ground near Edgemont. Unlike an open-pit 
mine, an “in situ leach” mine pumps water into the ground and sucks it 
back up to extract uranium. �e company says the technique is 
environmentally friendly, but opponents fear it has the potential to 
contaminate groundwater.

Oxygenated groundwater 
is injected into ore-bearing 
sandstone.

Uranium dissolves into the 
oxygenated water.

Uranium-bearing solution 
is drawnto the surface by 
production wells.

Uranium is extracted in ion 
exchange columns.

�e water is 
re-oxygenated and 
re-injected/recycled into 
the well field.

Uranium is turned into a 
fine powder called 'yellow 
cake' and is transported to 
facilities where it is 
processed into uranium 
rods for nuclear power 
plants.Source: Powertech USA
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An “in situ” uranium mine 
isn’t the open-pit mine that 
your grandparents may remem-
ber: backers say it is clean, safe, 
virtually hidden from view, and 
does not scar the earth.

For seven years that has been 
the promise of Powertech, a 
Canadian company that is pro-
posing to build South Dakota’s 
first  in situ leach uranium 
mine — a $51 million project 
that would draw uranium from 
beneath the surface of the land 
near Edgemont.

But as the company reaches 
a critical stage in its permitting 
process, that promise has come 
under increasing fire from critics 
in South Dakota worried about 
the project’s possible environ-
mental impact. The result has 
been a tense back and forth this 
year between Powertech and 
its opponents, with each side 
accusing the other of spinning 
the truth and manipulating the 
facts.

To separate fact from fic-
tion, the Journal spent the past 
month investigating the claims 
of both Powertech and project 
critics. The Journal interviewed 
more than a dozen sources, from 
hydrologists to regulators, from 
environmental lawyers to indus-
try spokespeople, and reviewed 
scores of academic reports, 
newspaper clippings, and state 
records on the environmental 
impacts of ISL uranium mines.

The newspaper’s findings 
include:

• While no mining venture 
can prevent all risk, some in situ 
mines have had a dubious track 
record of regulatory compli-
ance; from a mine in Texas that 
exposed workers in the 1980s 
to dangerously high levels of 

radiation, to a mine in Wyoming 
in 2008 that earned a $1.4 mil-
lion fine from the state for failing 
to restore contaminated ground-
water as promised.

• There is consensus among 
federal regulators that, despite  

In situ mining:
foolproof or
full of risk?

Chris Huber, Journal staff
Dayton Hyde, owner of the Wild Horse Sanctuary south of Hot Springs, is worried Powertech’s proposed uranium mine north of Edgemont could 
contaminate the water supply on his land.
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Method
the promises of mining com-
panies, groundwater at a min-
ing site cannot be restored to its 
pre-mining condition. In every 
instance, regulators have had 
to relax restoration standards 
because escalated concentra-
tions of certain chemicals, like 
uranium and arsenic, could not 
be reduced.

• There is relatively little 
research on the movement of 
chemicals, like uranium, in 
groundwater once mining is fin-
ished. An analysis of groundwater 
samples by a hydrologist in Texas 
this year shows the first potential 
evidence of uranium flowing into 
a livestock well from a nearby 
mine. The state of Texas disputes 
those findings.

• The regulation of in situ 
mining varies from state to state, 
but South Dakota could be par-
ticularly vulnerable to environ-
mental risks due to a weakening 
of regulations and the state’s 
abandonment of its rights to reg-
ulate the mine operations.

Mark Hollenbeck, local project 
manager of Powertech, main-
tains that the claims against 
in situ mining operations are 
largely based around fear of the 
unknown.

He said in situ mining has 
become the preferred method 
to extract uranium across the 
country over the past 40 years, 
largely due to its benign impact 
on the environment. Rather than 
digging down to reach uranium 
as in conventional strip min-
ing, an in situ operation instead 
pumps water into the ground and 
redraws that water, then laced 
with uranium, back to the sur-
face. 

That uranium is then trans-
ported to a processing plant 
where it is transformed into ura-
nium rods to fuel nuclear power 
plants. 

Hollenbeck argues that not 
only is the project beneficial to 
American energy independence, 
it will be an economic boon for 
the southern Black Hills.

“Any time you add 100 jobs in 
a rural area in South Dakota it’s 
a big deal,” he said. “And these 
aren’t minimum-wage jobs, these 
are jobs you can raise a family 
with.”

But critics, including an array 
of environmental groups and area 
residents, say those short-term 
benefits aren’t worth the long-
term risks.

Beginning today at the Best 
Western Ramkota hotel in Rapid 
City, dozens of attorneys, activ-
ists, and area residents will offer 
public testimony against Pow-
ertech’s proposed mine. The 
hearing, held by the State Board 
of Minerals and Environment, is 
expected to last all week.

For Bruce Ellison, an attorney 
for the Clean Water Alliance who 
is testifying, it’s a showdown that  
he believes every South Dakotan  
should be closely watching.

 “Hopefully we are going to 
show there’s too many unan-
swered questions,” he said. “Why 
should we put our water at risk?”

Past in situ problems
South Dakotans don’t have to 

look far to see how in situ mines 
have operated in other communi-
ties.

While uranium mining is a 
niche industry, in situ mines 
are largely clustered around the 
uranium-rich lands of Wyoming. 
South Dakota’s western neighbor 
hosts three of the six in situ sites 
currently operating in the U.S.

For in situ critics like Shannon 
Anderson, an organizer based in 
Sheridan, Wyo. for the Powder 
River Basin Resource Council, 
Wyoming’s experience demon-
strates the problems with in situ 
mining.

“I think it’s important that if 
you’re getting into this industry 
you know the history of what’s 
happened in other states,” she 
said.

Among the biggest issues, 
Anderson says, is the incident 
that led to a $1.4 million settle-
ment the state reached with one 
mining company in 2008 over 
frequent violations.

At the Smith Ranch-High-
land site, in Eastern Wyoming, 
the state found an “inordinate 
number of spills, leaks and 
other releases.” The state also 
found that the company, Power 
Resources, was significantly 
under-budgeting for reclama-
tion and that it was shirking its 
promises to restore contaminated 
groundwater.

At that mine and others in 
Wyoming, Anderson is particu-
larly concerned about violations 
relating to what the industry calls 
“excursions.” An excursion is an 
early warning signal that chemi-
cals pumped into the ground, or 
loosened by the pumping process, 

are beginning to drift through 
groundwater away from the site. 
When excursions are detected, 
in situ operations are supposed 
to adjust pumping methods so 
chemicals are drawn back.

An excursion itself  does 
not imply that chemicals have 
migrated outside of the site, but 
critics fear that when excursions 
are detected, companies do not 
always adequately contain those 
chemicals, and that they have 
the potential to contaminate sur-
rounding water supplies.

In 2010, a state geologist 
studied a long-running excur-
sion at the Willow Creek site in 
Eastern Wyoming. The geologist 
found uranium levels were more 
than 70 times the maximum con-
tamination level at the edge of the 
company’s permit boundaries, as 
later reported by ProPublica, a 
non-profit news service.

Anderson said those types of 
problems suggest an industry 
that either has a blasé attitude 
toward regulations, or an inability 
to safely conduct operations.

“I know there are inspection 
and compliance problems for 
most of the industry,” she said.

But state regulators and the 
industry dispute that assertion.

Nancy Nuttbrock, administra-
tor of the land quality division for 
Wyoming’s Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality, said many of 
the in situ violations are for iso-
lated incidents.

“Generally speaking, the 
operators are diligent about their 
compliance efforts,” she said.

Nuttbrock said that the state’s 
settlement with Power Resources 
was a rare event. She said it had 
sent a message that other opera-
tors should pay close attention to 
restoration agreements.

Marion Loomis, executive 
director of the Wyoming Mining 
Association, also said most viola-
tions within the in situ industry 
are for small issues.

“There were violations but 
most of them were leaks on the 
surface that could have been 
controlled, and should have 
been controlled,” he said. “They 
weren’t because they weren’t 
restoring the aquifer or they 
were mining improperly. Some 
were paperwork violations that 
shouldn’t happen either, but they 
weren’t violations that harm the 
groundwater or the aquifer.”

Anderson responded that both 
Nuttbrock and Loomis are not 
entirely accurate in their assess-
ments.

She also said it wasn’t fair 
to suggest there haven’t been 
issues relating to restoration; she 
said the $1.4 million settlement 
against the Smith Ranch-High-
land was closely related to the 
company’s lax restoration efforts.

“There was definitely a com-
ponent of the company putting an 
emphasis on mining rather than 
restoration,” she said. “And res-
toration was taking years longer 

than anticipated, which we have 
seen at all of these mines.”

Anderson was also skepti-
cal that the $1.4 million fine had 
necessarily sent a message to the 
industry. She said Smith Ranch-
Highland had continued to rack 
up violations after the fine.

According to state records, 
Wyo m i n g  h a s  f i n e d  Powe r 
Resources a total of $88,000 
since September 2008. The issues 
ranged from improperly capping 
drilling holes to failing to perform 
groundwater tests.

Asked how Powertech would 
avoid issues that happened at 
other in situ sites, Hollenbeck 
released a detailed response to 
the Journal describing the safety 
features at its proposed mine.

“So it’s not so much you 
can have a perfect system that 
doesn’t ever have an issue, it’s 
how you handle issues,” he said. 
“And if you have leaks, how you 
mitigate those.”

Can water be restored?
But beyond how well Pow-

ertech may follow state and 
federal rules, what critics worry 
most is that those rules them-
selves are systemically flawed.

One of their biggest con-
cerns relates to the restoration of 
groundwater. Concentrations of 
chemicals like uranium increase 
drastically in the groundwater of 
an in situ site during its opera-
tion. Under federal regulations, 
when a company has finished 
mining, it is required to restore 
groundwater to its pre-mining 
quality by pumping fresh water 
into it.

But Rich Abitz, a Cincinnati-
based geo-chemist who has stud-
ied in situ operations, said that 
the restoration process comes 
with important caveats.

In every instance that state 
or federal regulatory authorities 
have overseen the restoration of 
an in situ site, they have relaxed 
their definition of “pre-mining” 
water quality for mining compa-
nies.

That happens, Abitz said, 
because full  restoration of 
groundwater at an in situ site is 
virtually impossible.

“This is something that has 
been developed over tens of 
thousands of years,” he said. “You 
can’t go and disturb that chemi-
cal environment and expect that 
to return to its initial state in a 
few decades.”

The Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission, a federal agency which 
plays a leading role in regulation 
of most in situ sites in the U.S., 
acknowledges that full restora-
tion is not possible.

In a 2009 report, NRC staff 
reported that mines appear 
unable to reduce escalated levels 
of certain chemicals in ground-
water, particularly iron, manga-
nese, arsenic, selenium, uranium, 
vanadium, and radium-226. 
Escalated levels of those elements 

are generally unsafe for human 
consumption.

Eric Jantz, a staff attorney for 
the New Mexico Environmental 
Law Center, said another prob-
lem with in situ restoration is 
that data on the water’s pre-mine 
condition is usually distorted to 
begin with.

Jantz said mining companies 
themselves do the bulk of water 
testing and supply that informa-
tion to federal regulators. Com-
panies tend to cherry pick data 
that makes groundwater appear 
unusable so that they can gain 
permits to begin mining. As a 
byproduct, that means pre-mine 
quality is rarely an accurate pic-
ture of water quality.

Jantz is fighting a long-pro-
posed mine near Crownpoint, 
N.M., on behalf of local commu-
nities. Jantz said that the com-
pany behind the project, Uranium 
Resources, was able to earn a per-
mit from the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency in 1989 because 
it convinced the agency that the 
existing water was undrinkable.

Jantz said while there is con-
taminated water on the site, the 
company’s own data showed that 
there were portions that were 
drinkable. “Once the uranium 
mining begins, that water is going 
to be destroyed,” he said.

Robert Moran, a hydro-geol-
ogist and geo-chemist, believes 
that Powertech’s proposed site 
hosts better water than the com-
pany has presented in its reports 
to the Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission.

Moran has examined the 
company’s permitting mate-
rial on behalf of the Black Hills 
Wild Horse Sanctuary, which 
sits 20 miles from the site and is 
staunchly opposed to its opera-
tion.

Powertech says that its data 
shows the groundwater in the 
proposed site is unusable. As 
one metric, the company points 
to radon levels that range up to 
1,540 times the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s standard for 
drinking water.

But in detailed testimony to 
NRC, Moran said while the area 
has been contaminated by open-
pit mining and past exploration 
of uranium in the 1950s, there are 
still surface and ground areas that 
are uncontaminated or relatively 
uncontaminated.

“Experience at similar sedi-
mentary uranium sites indicates 
that significant quantities of 
uncontaminated ground water 
likely exist, and could be used 
for other livestock, agricultural, 
domestic, etc, uses,” he wrote.

He charged that NRC had 
failed to make Powertech provide 
“statistically adequate, reliable, 
pre-operational baseline data” 
on the site’s groundwater.

Powertech defended that all the 
groundwater information it has 
supplied to regulators is in step 
with requirements by the NRC.

“The NRC license application 
was accepted for detailed tech-
nical review by NRC, signifying 
that it met the acceptance crite-
ria for this site characterization 
monitoring,” the company wrote 
in a statement.

Asked to comment on fed-
eral findings that water can not 
be restored to pre-mine quality, 
Powertech officials said the com-
pany is committed to restoring 
groundwater within rules set by 
the NRC.

The company also reiterated 
that within its proposed mining 
area, there are no drinking water 
wells and that the water exceeds 
South Dakota health standards.

Can it migrate?
Opponents of Powertech’s 

proposal maintain that all prior 
evidence from in situ mines 
suggests that concentrations of 
chemicals like uranium in water 
will escalate.

There biggest fear is not sim-
ply that those contaminants will 
remain in the groundwater after 
mining has finished, but where 
they will flow after that.

For mining companies and 
industry regulators, that concern 
is easily dismissed.

The NRC said in a state-
ment that based on its histori-
cal licensing information there 
is no evidence that domestic 
wells, livestock wells, or nearby 
groundwater sources have been 
impacted by an in situ mine.

The Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality said in a 
statement that there is no evi-
dence that water supplies had 
been contaminated outside of an 
in situ mine’s permitted bound-
aries.

“Texas regulations that apply 
to in situ mining of uranium are 
designed to protect underground 
sources of drinking water from 
contamination from such min-
ing,” spokesman Terry Clawson 
wrote.

But environmental watchdogs 
contend that those conclusions 
are based on a lack of data.

Geoff Fettus, a senior attor-
ney for the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, said that 
another of the flaws in federal in 
situ regulation is a lack of long-
term monitoring.

If the companies and regula-
tors don’t continue extensive 
sampling at a decommissioned 
site, he and other environmental 
activists argue, no one else can.

“We don’t have the resources 
as a federal agency does to go 
mine by mine and see the spread 
of contaminants – if any,” he said.

And while state and federal 
regulators contend otherwise, 
there is evidence at least one well 
in the country may have been 
contaminated due to its proxim-
ity to an in situ mine.

George Rice, a private hydrol-
ogist based in San Antonio, 
Texas, has found escalated con-
centrations of uranium at a live-
stock well about 1,000 feet away 
from the Kingsville Dome mine 
in Texas. The mine began pro-
duction in 1988 but is currently 
inactive.

Rice said that while the ura-
nium concentrations at the 
livestock well he analysed have 
always been unsafe for humans, 
the concentrations have tripled 
since the mine began operating 
in the area.

Now, Rice said, the well water 
is unsafe for livestock too.

Rice has submitted his find-
ings to the Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality and the 
operator of the Kingsville Dome 
mine, Uranium Resources, for 
review.

“This is the first case that I’m 
aware of that contaminants from 
an in situ mine have moved from 
a property and effected a domes-
tic well,” he said.

Asked for comment on Rice’s 
findings, the Texas Commis-
sion on Environmental Quality 
said it was aware of the uranium 
concentration at that well, but 
disagreed with Rice’s conclusion.

In a statement, the depart-
ment said the groundwater is 
naturally high in uranium and 
that, based on an analysis by 
Uranium Resources, the con-
centrations only appear elevated 
because of changes to sampling 
procedures.

But Rice said the state’s argu-
ment doesn’t explain the higher 
concentrations of uranium. He 
said he had already explained 
in his report to the state that 
changes in sampling procedures 
couldn’t adequately explain such 
a drastic increase in uranium lev-
els.

“It’s an easy bureaucratic 
response that doesn’t cause any 
trouble,” he said. “So they are 
not rocking any boats by simply 
repeating what the mine says.”

Rich Abitz, the Cincinnati 
geo-chemist who has studied in 
situ mines, has looked at Rice’s 

URANIUM MINING: A BIG DECISION FOR THE BLACK HILLS

On the Web: For comprehensive coverage of uranium mining, visit rapidcityjournal.com/uranium 
for current Journal articles and those going back 10 years; photos of the mine site and other images; 

key documents and links to reports on Powertech and uranium mining; and letters written by 
readers. To submit your own letter to the editor, send an email to letters@rapidcityjournal.com.

ISL uranium mines in U.S.
If approved by state and federal agencies, a proposed 
uranium mine in Western South Dakota will join a 
growing number of similar mines in a few Western 
states. While the uranium-rich region once brimmed 
with strip mines in the 1950s, faltering uranium prices 
led most to shut down. Today, thanks to rising uranium 
prices and the development of a cheaper technique for 
extracting uranium, called in situ leaching (ISL), the 
region is seeing a resurgence of interest in uranium 
mining.
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ISL - ACTIVE

Lost Creek ISR, LLC, 
Sweetwater County, Wyo.
Uranium One U.S.A., Johnson 
and Campbell counties, Wyo.
Power Resources, Inc., 
Douglas, Wyo.
Crow Butte Resources, Inc., 
Chadron, Neb.
Uranium Energy Corp., 
Duval County, Texas
Mestena Uranium LLC, Brook 
County, Texas

ISL - PERMITTED, NON ACTIVE

Uranerz Energy Corporation, 
Campbell and Johnson 
counties, Wyo.
Uranium One Americas, Inc., 
Campbell County, Wyo.
Hydro Resources, Inc., 
Crownpoint, N.M.
Uranium Resources, Inc., 
Duval County, Texas 
(two sites)
Uranium Resources, Inc., 
Kleberg County, Texas
Uranium Energy Corp., Goliad 
County, Texas
Signal Equities, Bee and Live 
Oak Counties, Texas

ISL - PROPOSED

Uranium One, 
Sweetwater County, Wyo.
Wildhorse Energy, Fremont 
County, Wyo.
AUC LLC, 
Campbell County, Wyo.
Strata Energy, Inc., 
Crook County, Wyo.
Powertech Uranium 
Corporation, Custer and Fall 
River counties, S.D.
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Problems
its list and therefore it was unable 
to verify all of the listed problems.

Because Powertech’s response 
was too long for print publica-
tion, the Journal has published 
it online. The Journal has also 
provided links to documents that 
formed the basis of its list.

Below is a look at those inci-
dents, listed by mine name, the 
mine’s location, the company 
involved, and what happened:

• Willow Creek mine, Johnson & 

Campbell Counties, Wyo. (Uranium 

One): An active mine that has 
operated under different compa-
nies since the late 1970s. Today 
it is divided between two sites: 
the Irigaray plant and the Chris-
tensen Ranch satellite facility. 
When the operation was under 
the ownership of Wyoming Min-
eral Corporation in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, the state found 
the Irigaray site experienced 
repeated fires, migrations of 
injection solution in groundwa-
ter, and that basic tests were also 
not being performed.

In 2011, the state issued a 
violation after it was discov-
ered that 7,000 to 10,000 gal-
lons of sodium chloride brine 
was released into a dry ephem-
eral stream at the Irigaray site. 
The company took two weeks to 
notify the state, when notifica-
tion should have occurred in 24 
hours. In 2010, the state found 
problems with contaminants 
migrating through groundwa-
ter from the Christensen Ranch 
site. Glenn Mooney, a geologist 
for the Wyoming Department of 
Environmental Quality, sent a 
letter to the company and noted 
that uranium levels were “over 70 
times” the maximum contami-
nate threshold in groundwater 
near the mine’s permit boundary. 
Mooney wrote that the finding 
“is a major concern to WDEQ”. In 
2011, the state issued a violation 
after discovering the company 
was failing to properly conduct 
groundwater tests.

• Br u n i  m i ne ,  Br u n i ,  Texa s 

(Cogema Mining): A now decom-
missioned mine that operated 
through the 1970s and 1980s. 
Between 1975 and 1981, the state 
recorded 23 incidents of leachate 
spills. Between 1978 and 1981, 
the state also recorded four such 
spills of waste ponds on the mine 
surface or in shallow areas above 
the uranium deposit.

The largest leak contaminated 
groundwater for a year before 
it was found and repaired. The 
state also found the company was 
improperly storing radioactive 
material. In 1977, the state tried 
to fine the company and eventu-
ally reached an out-of-court set-
tlement of $42,500. After retiring 
the mine, the company struggled 
to return the groundwater to its 
pre-mine chemical composition. 
The company, like many other in 
situ mining operators in Texas, 
requested that the state lower its 
restoration standards.

• Clay West and Burns mines, 

George West, Texas (U.S. Steel): A 
pair of now decommissioned 
mines that were run by U.S. 
Steel from 1975. The state found 
workers were frequently exposed 
to unsafe levels of radiation. An 
inspection in 1980 found gamma 
radiation levels were so high they 
“pegged the meter” due to prob-
lems containing uranium dust 
in the plant loading area. The 
company would later discover 
that uranium fluid was leaking 
into the ground, saturating the 
soil around the plant, and coat-
ing its drainage field and septic 
tank in uranium. In 1985, the 
state discovered that workers 
for three companies in Corpus 
Christi were exposed to unsafe 
levels of radiation while repair-
ing a machine for the company. 
Overall, due to pipe ruptures, the 
company reported more than 22 
surface spills at the site, releasing 
an estimated 1,199,647 gallons of 
radioactive and toxic chemicals.

• Mt Lucas mine, Dinero, Texas 

(Everest Exploration):  A now 
decommissioned mine run by 

Everest Exploration. The com-
pany was given permission to 
dispose of untreated radioac-
tive wastewater by Lake Corpus 
Christi. Between 1984 and 1986, 
the company irrigated the waste 
on a 22-acre patch of land 300 
yards from the lake. In 1987, 
radioactivity was 47 times above 
normal and six times higher than 
allowed by the company’s oper-
ating license. The state found 
half of the irrigation water had 
percolated into the water table, 
potentially endangering surface 
and groundwater.

• Goliad exploration wells, Goliad 

County, Texas (Uranium Energy 

Corp): A recently permitted but 
presently inactive mine in Goliad 
County. Two residents sued Ura-
nium Energy Corp in 2008 after 
the company conducted explor-
atory drilling in the area. The 
lawsuit charged that the company 
drilled 70 exploratory bore holes 
but failed to close them properly, 
allowing storm runoff to flow into 
them and contaminate the coun-
ty’s groundwater. A group of resi-
dents say the well water in their 
area became slimy and discolored 
and only returned to normal after 
drilling stopped. A federal judge 
dismissed the lawsuit and advised 
the county to pursue the matter 
through the state courts or a state 
administrative body. The county 
filed two new lawsuits this year. 
The first lawsuit was filed against 
the Texas Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality for improper 
testing and analysis of ground-
water. The second lawsuit was 
filed against the Environmental 
Protection Agency for similar 
reasons.

• Smith Ranch-Highland mine, 

Douglas, Wyo. (Cameco Resources): 
Cameco, under a subsidiary 
called Power Resources, has been 
mining in the area since 1988 and 
the operation remains active. In 
2007, the state discovered the 

company was violating its agree-
ments to restore groundwater to 
pre-mining condition. The state 
also found that the company 
had experienced an “inordinate 
number of spills, leaks and other 
releases” and that it was failing 
to detect, report and track spills 
as it should be. That included, in 
that year alone, a surface spill of 
3,700 gallons of fluid contain-
ing uranium and trace minerals 
(although the company managed 
to recover 3,500 gallons). The 
company also spilled 11,600 gal-
lons of disposal solution.

In addition, the state found the 
company was only budgeting $40 
million for reclamation when the 
state calculated it would cost $150 
million. The company reached a 
$1.4 million settlement with the 
state over the permit violations 

and doubled the company’s 
bond from $40 million to $80 
million. Despite the settlement, 
the state has continued to find 
violations on a routine basis at 
the mine over the past five years. 
From September 2008, the state 
has fined the company a total of 
$88,000 for improperly capping 
drill holes, incorrectly report-
ing its capping practices, failing 
to perform certain groundwater 
tests, and operating outside its 
permit boundaries. In March this 
year, the state issued a violation 
for the migration of injection 
fluid through groundwater out-
side the mining area, but it has 
not issued a fine yet.

• Crow Butte site, Crawford, 

Neb. (Cameco Resources): Nebras-
ka’s sole in situ leach mine was 
opened in 1991 and remains 
active. In 2008, a district court 
in Nebraska imposed a $50,000 
penalty for violations including a 
surface spill and for constructing 
wells between 2003 and 2006 in 
an area that had the potential to 
contaminate underground drink-
ing water. The company waited 
for more than a month and half 
to tell the state when it realized 
it was mining where it shouldn’t.

• Kingsville Dome, Kleberg 

County, Texas (Uranium Resources 

Inc.): A permitted but currently 
inactive mine that was opened 
in 1988. A hydrologist commis-
sioned by Kleberg County released 
a report in 2006 on how ground-
water was effected by the mine. 
George Rice found that the water 
quality didn’t meet drinking stan-
dards before mining began, but 
the quality had worsened in most 
of the site after mining and despite 
restoration efforts. While Rice 
found that no domestic wells had 
been affected by the contaminated 
water, he believed it could migrate 
outside of the mining boundaries 
if not properly restored.

This year Rice wrote a paper, 
as yet unpublished, that he says 
shows that contaminants, partic-
ularly uranium, have moved about 
1,000 feet from a production site 
and into a well used for livestock. 
Rice says while the concentration 
of uranium in the well was always 
unsafe for human consumption, 
but it has now tripled. He believes 
it will continue to spread with the 
groundwater’s natural flow. The 
state of Texas acknowledges the 
high level of uranium, but disputes 
Rice’s conclusion.

URANIUM MINING: A BIG DECISION FOR THE BLACK HILLS

This week’s  

permit hearings

State Board of Minerals and 
Environment hearings:

SEPT. 23: The first day of the 
large-scale mine permit hear-
ings starts at 10 a.m. MDT at 
the Best Western Ramkota 
Hotel and Conference Center 
in Rapid City in the Sylvan I 
and II rooms. Public testimony 
will occur between 10 a.m. 
and noon on this day only.

SEPT. 24 TO 26: Case between 
Powertech and opponents 
continues each morning 
at 8:30 a.m. at the Best 
Western Ramkota Hotel 
and Conference Center.

SEPT. 27: Case between 
Powertech and opponents 
continues at 8:30 a.m., at 
the Rushmore Plaza Civic 
Center’s Alpine Ponderosa 
Room, in Rapid City.

Chris Huber, Journal staff

Water settles in a low area near the proposed Powertech uranium mine 
north of Edgemont. Some opponents of the mine cite the possibility of 
water contamination.

Chris Huber, Journal staff

A petition in support of the Powertech uranium mine sits on the bar at the 
Hat Creek Grill in Edgemont. Support for the mine is strong in the town of 
Edgemont.

Alan Rogers, Casper Star-Tribune file

A worker walks between tanks in the main processing facility Friday, Aug. 31, 2012, at Cameco’s Smith Ranch-Highland uranium operation near 
Glenrock, Wyo. Smith Ranch-Highland is the largest uranium production facility in the U.S. 

work and believes his conclusion 
is sound. He also believes that 
similar findings would be dis-
covered at other in situ mines if 
extensive sampling was done.

However, Abitz cautioned, 
that doesn’t mean that contami-
nants like uranium will spread 
hundreds of miles with ground-
water flows.

He said chemicals like ura-
nium are mobilized because 
they’ve been oxygenated by the 
in situ process. When they reach 
an area without oxygen, they will 
eventually become immobile. In 
addition, the contaminants will 
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Method disperse as they travel.
That means that the ura-

nium from the Kingsville Dome 
mine will likely only travel a few 
miles with the natural flow of 
the groundwater. And, because 
groundwater tends to move 
slowly, it will take decades for the 
contaminants to travel that dis-
tance. It is unlikely, he said, that 
contaminants will reach the town 
of Kingsville, population 26,000, 
about 10 miles away.

However, Abitz said that 
anyone living in the immediate 
groundwater path of the Kings-
ville Dome mine, or any other in 
situ mine, should be concerned 
about the impact to their well 
water. In dry states like Texas 

where water is scarce, that is no 
small issue. “The thing is,” he 
said, “you have destroyed a large 
volume of water.”

A project in motion
For Lilias Jarding, an organizer 

with the Clean Water Alliance, 
that risk of groundwater con-
tamination isn’t worth taking.

Although Powertech’s pro-
posed site is in a rural area of 
ranch land, and migration of 
contaminants might potentially 
reach only a few miles outside of 
the site, she said that could still 
make dozens of wells unusable 
for generations.

Jarding pointed to one of the 
company’s permit applications, 

which showed 43 livestock wells 
and 18 domestic wells in a 1.2-
mile radius of the site.

But Jarding believes the stakes 
at this week’s permit hearing, 
where she will be testifying, are 
bigger than that. If the project is 
approved, Jarding believes it will 
open the floodgates for other 
mining companies interested in 
uranium deposits in the Black 
Hills and east of the Missouri 
River.

“It’s potentially an issue for 
the whole state in terms of con-
trol of our water,” she said.

Hollenbeck maintains that 
those concerns are groundless. 
He said there is still no confirmed 
evidence that contaminants have 

spread from an in situ uranium 
site into neighboring water sup-
plies. He also reiterated that 
opponents are overstating the 
quality of the groundwater in the 
immediate site.

“This pristine water?” Hol-
lenbeck said. “This is not pris-
tine. This is lousy quality water.”

As Powertech’s representa-
tives sit down in the same room 
as opponents this week for per-
mit hearings, Hollenbeck said 
he’s confident that the company 
will cut through the spin.

“When we go to hearings and 
use facts and science,” he said. 
“You are going to find out most 
of what they are saying is not 
true.”
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