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September 18, 2019
The Honorable Lawrence A. Kudlow
Assistant to the President for Economic Policy and
Director of the National Economic Council
Co-Chair, U.S. Nuclear Fuel Working Group
The White House
Washington, D.C. 20500
Re: Recommendations for the President’s Nuclear Fuel Working Group
Dear Chairman Kudlow:
On behalf of our millions of members and supporters, we submit this letter in response to the
recommendations sent to the Nuclear Fuel Working Group (Working Group) from the Nuclear Energy
Institute (NEI). If adopted, the recommendations would pose a grave threat to invaluable and
irreplaceable sacred lands, waters, and iconic landscapes that Americans deeply cherish. As discussed
below, there is no need for the Working Group’s recommendations to place these lands in the crosshairs
of permanent and unnecessary harm.
In particular, we are vehemently opposed to lifting withdrawals or other measures that have been put in
place to protect irreplaceable natural systems and cultural resources on public lands. We also urge the
Working Group not to recommend measures that would mandate increased domestic uranium mining
and/or artificially inflate prices. Such measures are needless for national and energy security but
jeopardize human and environmental health.
Waiving Mining Claim Annual Fees and Lifting Protections from Iconic and Sacred Lands Is Not
Necessary for Defense or Energy Purposes.
The supply of uranium for both defense and energy is relatively secure and stable according to experts in
this field.1 For nuclear weapons, the biggest non-fuel related use for uranium, total inventory of Highly
Enriched Uranium was 585.6 tons in 20132—enough to make more than 23,000 nuclear weapons.
According to the federal government itself, there is enough excess weapons-grade uranium available to
support naval reactor demand in the United States through at least 2060.3
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The U.S. currently imports the majority of the uranium used as fuel for energy generation from allied
countries. Specifically, two of the three largest uranium producers in the world, Canada and Australia,
are close strategic partners of the U.S.4 According to the American Association of Petroleum Geologists,
Energy and Minerals Division,5 even if uranium supplies to the U.S. from other countries like Russia
ceased, this would likely shift demand toward mines based in Canada and Australia because the grade of
ore in these countries is so much higher than in the U.S. as to make it significantly less expensive and
more efficient to mine.
The U.S. also has its own considerable stockpiles of mined uranium. According to the Energy
Information Administration, owners and operators of U.S. nuclear power plants held over 131.5 million
pounds of commercial uranium inventories at the end of 2018.6 U.S. brokers, traders, converters,
enrichers, fabricators, and producers held an additional 19.9 million pounds of uranium in inventory in
2018.7
With millions of pounds of stockpiled uranium already on-hand, the U.S. has a buffer in the event
supplies are ever actually interrupted. In the meantime, most of the companies within mining interests in
the U.S. are subsidiaries of non-U.S. based mining companies8 and by incentivizing domestically mined
uranium or waiving mining claim annual fees during inactivity or market downturn (which are mere
$155 per lode claim), the U.S. taxpayers would be subsidizing non-U.S. investments. Given the inherent
high risk of uranium mining, even with today’s environmental regulations, there also is no reason to
remove land protections, such as the mineral withdrawal in place around the Grand Canyon in Northern
Arizona. The NEI’s recommended measures pose unacceptable risks to publicly owned land, tribes,
water, wildlife, and taxpayers.
Recommendations to Increase Domestic Uranium Mining Risk Poisoning Tribal Resources,
Water, and Wildlife.
Uranium mining conducted decades ago on Navajo Nation lands still threatens residents’ health today.
Between 1944 and 1986, uranium mines on Navajo land extracted almost 30 million tons (60 billion
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pounds) of uranium.9 Over 500 of these mines remain abandoned and the Navajo Nation continues to
face elevated sources of radiation in residents’ homes and drinking water.10 The EPA recognizes that
Navajo people living and sourcing water near these mines experience life threatening health effects
associated with exposure to elevated levels of uranium, including lung and bone cancer and impaired
kidney function.11 In New Mexico, the effects of the largest accidental uranium spill in the country are
still taking a toll 40 years later.12 The collapse of a uranium tailings pond at the Church Rock Mill
released 94 million gallons of contaminated radioactive liquid and 1,100 tons of solids into the Puerco
River.13 The EPA and other agencies spent over $10 million in remediation efforts, yet the Church Rock
Mine remains a high priority site.14 The cleanup of much of the remaining uranium legacy on Navajo
lands still has yet to be fully funded or even assessed for whether and how cleanup can be accomplished.
And while the consequences of uranium mining from decades ago continue to wreak havoc on the health
and livelihoods of Navajo Nation residents, the Nation has banned uranium mining and milling since
2005.15
Uranium mining operations today may have improved in some regards, but it is still not safe. And when
newer uranium mining could happen on and near lands as significant and sacred as the Grand Canyon
and Bears Ears National Monument, the risk is not worth taking. As an example, the risk assessment for
and the permitting of the Canyon Mine, operated by Energy Fuels Resources and located less than ten
miles from the rim of the Grand Canyon, largely assumed that the mine would be dry.16 But in 2013, the
company pierced perched aquifers while digging the 1,400 foot mineshaft.17 The piercing of additional
aquifers in 2016 resulted in severe and ongoing flooding of groundwater into the mine workings.18 The
operation has yet to actually mine a single ounce of uranium, but has resulted in a perpetual and
unplanned flooding problem creating consequent risk that pollution will spread beyond the mineshaft. In
2018, around 10 million gallons of groundwater inundated the mine, a volume that has only increased
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each year since 2016 (the mine also took on smaller amounts of water in 2013 and 2015).19 According to
the mine operator’s own data, the water pulled from the mineshaft consistently and significantly exceeds
water quality standards for dissolved uranium, arsenic, and other toxicity levels and the evidence
suggests that water is contaminated by contact with the mineshaft.20
According to the Department of Energy’s own estimates, “it would cost approximately $2.3 billion (in
1998 dollar value) to clean up the uranium ore processing facilities nationwide” and this limited estimate
does not include uranium mines and overburden sites, making the real cost much higher.21 Experience
has shown that contamination and pollution at uranium mining and millsites is to be expected and that
even with efforts to minimize and mitigate contamination and pollution, it remains an ongoing problem
spanning decades, if not longer.22
In addition to risks posed by underground mines such as those on the Navajo Nation or near the Grand
Canyon, much of today’s uranium mining is done using the in-situ leach (ISL) method. ISL is conducted
by the injection of a solution into the uranium-bearing formation to dissolve and capture the uranium
and recovery of the solution, now “pregnant” with uranium and other metals. ISL is inadequately and
inconsistently regulated with a patchwork of regulators (the Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Agreement States) and requires exemption of aquifers
from the protections of the Safe Drinking Water Act.23 To date, instead of moving forward with actions
that would better protect human health and the environment, the EPA has withdrawn proposed standards
that focused on groundwater protection and restoration for ISL operations and that sought to tighten
health and safety compliance rules for uranium miners,24 while the NRC has failed to propose any new
regulations for ISL. Exemption and subsequent pollution of aquifers, in the arid west and other regions,
is ill-conceived, ill-timed, and unnecessary.
The Grand Canyon and Bears Ears regions and beyond are home to hundreds of native wildlife like
mule deer, mountain lions, bighorn sheep, ringtails, and condors.25 Bears Ears is also home to an
estimated 100,000 or more archeological sites documenting indigenous inhabitation in the southwest for
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over 13,000 years.26 This is in addition to the significance these landscapes continue to hold today to
Native American communities and cultures. Local economies benefit enormously from tourism driven
by these landscapes, which dwarves any estimated economic benefit from uranium mining. For example,
Grand Canyon National Park draws over six million visitors every year.27 In 2018, Grand Canyon
visitors spent $987 million in nearby communities.28 Grand Canyon tourism supported 12,558 local jobs
— cumulatively benefiting the local economy by $1.2 billion.29 The Bureau of Land Management
estimates that even under the best of circumstances, uranium mining in the Grand Canyon region would
be significantly less beneficial to local economies, creating less than 640 jobs and generating only
around $23 million for the federal, state, and local governments.30 These potential benefits from mining
would also be short-lived;31 a typical breccia pipe uranium mine in the Grand Canyon region would be
mined out in about a decade.32 Further, any mining-related economic benefits could be countered by the
potential cost of millions of dollars in taxpayer funded cleanup and damage to ecosystems and water
resources, if mining operations do not go as smoothly as operators planned.33
In short, recommendations seeking to increase domestic uranium mining are unnecessary for security
and energy purposes, but pose significant risks and permanent harm to human communities, cultural and
sacred sites, wildlife, and iconic lands such as the Grand Canyon and Bears Ears. The far-reaching
implications of the Working Group’s recommendations should not be made in a void of public process
and comment. We implore the Working Group’s recommendations be transparent by providing the
public and tribes the opportunity to comment on the recommendations and to take those comments into
account in the final recommendations that are made. We also urge the Working Group’s
recommendations to adopt measures that instead of risking irreversible damage from increasing
domestic uranium mining, focus on utilizing the millions of tons of uranium that is already on-hand and
ongoing relationship with strong allies, this strategy is more than enough to meet the U.S.’s security and
energy needs.
In summary, we ask the Working Group to:
•
•
•

Not recommend measures that would mandate increased domestic uranium mining and/or
artificially inflate prices.
Commit to recommendations that do not lift or revise critical public lands and cultural resources
protections such as the Northern Arizona Mineral Withdrawal and other mineral withdrawals and
measures.
Not issue recommendations that ignore or diminish the process for assessing and designing mine
cleanup, particularly on the Navajo Nation.
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•
•

Steer away from recommendations that would support stripping away environmental protections
or public process.
Commit to transparency by ensuring the public has access to the report stemming from the
Department of Commerce’s investigation on uranium, is provided with draft recommendations
and a public comment opportunity, and that public comment informs the final recommendations.

Sincerely,
Kierán Suckling
Executive Director, Center for Biological Diversity

Michael Brune
Executive Director, Sierra Club

Amber Reimondo
Energy Program Director, Grand Canyon Trust

Glenn Hurowitz
CEO, Mighty Earth

Sarah Fields
Program Director, Uranium Watch

Gussie Lord
Director of Tribal Partnerships, Earthjustice

Chase Huntley
Energy & Climate Change Program Director
The Wilderness Society

Gavin Noyes
Executive Director, Utah Diné Bikeyah

Lilias Jarding
Ph.D., President, Black Hills Clean Water Alliance

Jayson O’Neill
Deputy Director, Western Values Project

Jennifer Thurston
Executive Director, INFORM

Ani Kame’enui
Deputy Vice President, Government Affairs
National Parks Conservation Association

C:

The Honorable Michael R. Pompeo, Secretary of State
The Honorable Steven T. Mnuchin, Secretary of Treasury
The Honorable Dr. Mark T. Esper, Secretary of Defense
The Honorable David Bernhardt, Secretary of Interior
The Honorable Rick Perry, Secretary of Energy
The Honorable Mick Mulvaney, Director of the Office of Management and Budget
The Honorable Michael Kratsios, Director of the Office of Science and Technology Policy
The Honorable Wilbur L. Ross, Jr., Secretary of Commerce
The Honorable Kristine Svinicki, Chairman, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission
The Honorable Richard Ashooh, U.S. Assistant Secretary of Commerce for Export
Administration
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