URI begins drilling for uranium at Ambrosia Lake.
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MILAN – Bugs darted about in the early morning air as drill rigs rumbled onto Uranium Resources Inc.'s Section 13 property at Ambrosia Lake near Milan.

The work day of Sept. 7 started early for Rick Van Horn, senior vice president of Operations for URI, with a safety meeting at the office of Stewart Brothers in Milan. 

URI received an exploration permit from the New Mexico Mining and Minerals Division in November 2008 to drill on Section 13 to evaluate the suitability of the property for in-situ recovery mining of uranium. The permit, which was renewed in July, allows URI to drill up to 10 holes to extract core samples. URI hired Stewart Brothers to conduct the drilling. 

“We went over general safety, we went over the conditions of the permit and what we were going to expect of them and what they expected of us. The drills showed up at 9 o'clock, and we started drilling at, I think, 8 that night,” Van Horn said. 

Under a blanket of stars, with work lights illuminating the drilling rig, they pulled their first core at 1 a.m. Wednesday. Van Horn said he believes the three holes drilled during the week will be adequate.

Section 13 is located just across from Schmitt Ranch, which owns the surface rights, he said.

“This property was drilled in two campaigns, one in the late 1950s by Calumet-Hecla and then in the late 1970s-early 1980s by Ranchers Exploration. They're the ones who ran the Johnny M Mine. We have all of that drill data. We know that there's an ore body down there of sufficient size to support an in-situ plant. 

“The question is, is it in-situ mine-able? Can we get good enough recoveries using in-situ recovery methods or is it truly just an underground property where you would have to actually go underground and mine it the way old traditional mines were run in the past 50 years?”

Van Horn said he is hoping it will show that the uranium has been redistributed, that there's not very much carbon in it, and that it will respond well to oxygenated water. 

Stewart Brothers workers drilled around the clock, first a 6-inch diameter hole, then when they got right above the ore, known as the core point, they added a 20-foot core barrel to drill the next 20 feet.

“What it does is it drills like a 4-inch hole, but it doesn't drill the center out. It's a cylindrical bit and you end up with the rock inside the core barrel. You break it off at the bottom when you're done drilling the 20 feet, then hoist it to surface and extrude the core out and put it in boxes,” Van Horn said.

Core point is about 800 to 850 feet deep. “We're drilling these holes down to about 900,” he said. “Then we do a gamma log where we measure the radioactivity in the hole. We go down with what's called a PFN log – a Prompt Fission Neutron logging tool, and that tells us how much uranium is in the hole.” Van Horn said they did see some gamma kicks.

The cores were taken to URI's offices at the old Westinghouse/Conoco underground mine complex in Crownpoint where they will be split and then shipped off to various entities for analysis. The majority will be sent to Hazen Research in Golden, Colo., which does analysis for mining, milling and in-situ recovery.

“What we're asking them to do is do what's called a Q-scan. They look at this under a microscope and actually tell what the minerals are,” Van Horn said. “There are a whole gaggle of uranium minerals. We need to know which ones they are, how they're interrelated, are they interrelated with calcite, with pyrite – what kind of other gang or waste minerals are in there. Obviously there will be a lot of silica because of the sandstone.”

During the drilling process, he said they went through sandstones that were competent, sandstones that were kind of broken up and mushy, and through shales and clays. 

“Not only do you take the core, but as you're drilling down you take a sample of the cuttings every 10 feet. You run it through your hands and look at it in a hand lens and you see is it sandstone, is it shale, is it clay, and then you mark that down and that tells you what formation you're in, generally,” he said. 

They hit Poison Canyon sandstone about 800 feet down, and drilled through the Mancos, Brushy Basin and Dakota geologic formations.

Don Ewigleben, president and chief executive officer, said Sept. 7 was a very exciting day for URI. “Our strategy is to move forward in New Mexico and advance our properties toward production.” URI has approximately 2.4 million pounds of uranium in the Ambrosia Lake area. 

Van Horn said they don't expect to know the results of the Hazen Research work until sometime in December. 

The current price of uranium is $48 a pound short-term; $60 a pound long-term, he said.

