EPA reaches settlement on Quivira, Tuba City Dump cleanup.
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WINDOW ROCK – The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has entered into two enforcement actions, one with Rio Algom Mining LLC for cleanup at the Quivira Mine adjacent to Northeast Churchrock Mine, and another with the Bureau of Indian Affairs for the Tuba City Dump.

Rio Algom, a subsidiary of BHP Billiton, has agreed to control releases of radium, a decay product of uranium, from Quivira, located on Red Water Pond Road in Churchrock. In addition, the company will conduct a comprehensive investigation of the levels of contamination at the site. 

Under terms of a separate settlement, the U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, will begin a comprehensive investigation of the levels of uranium and other contaminants in the waste, soil and groundwater at the Tuba City Open Dump, located about 4 miles from the former Rare Metals uranium mill. BIA also will evaluate the feasibility of a range of cleanup actions.

Clancy Tenley of U.S. EPA's Superfund program, at a meeting Friday in Churchrock, said, “Yesterday we ordered Rio Algom to start the process of the cleanup of Quivira Mine. That will be worth $1 million. We're signing an order with the Bureau of Indian Affairs on the Tuba City Dump, and that's about $1.5 million worth of work.” 

EPA received an additional $7.8 million in its budget this year for the five-year plan to address uranium contamination on the Navajo Nation and President Obama has requested an additional $7.8 million next year. 

“We used that money to replace 14 contaminated homes with new homes on the reservation and just this week we committed $6 million to clean up the Skyline Mine up at Oljato Chapter. There's also private resources. We ordered General Electric to do partial cleanup here at Northeast Churchrock. That was $5 million as a result of that order,” Tenley said.

But Bertha Nez of the Red Water Pond Road Community Association, whose home lies between Quivira and Northeast Churchrock mines, said, “Still, I'm saying I don't want uranium. We just want the whole thing to be moved.”

Potential health effects from abandoned uranium mines include lung cancer from inhalation of radioactive particles, as well as bone cancer and impaired kidney function from exposure to radionuclides in drinking water, according to EPA.

Rio Algom will pave a portion of Red Water Pond Road close to the Quivira site, minimizing the spread of low-level contaminated dust. The company also will minimize erosion from the site and repair fencing to prevent human and animal exposure to a large waste pile. 

Rio Algom has agreed to reimburse EPA for oversight costs associated with the work. Navajo EPA will work with U.S. EPA in overseeing the work and reviewing results of the investigation.

The Tuba City Open Dump site covers approximately 30 acres and includes parts of both the Hopi Reservation and the Navajo Nation. In 1998, BIA undertook various activities to close the site, including stabilization, fencing and posting of signs to restrict access. Under the agreement, BIA will complete assessment of the site and will evaluate cleanup options for soil, groundwater and waste. To date, BIA has spent about $4.5 million.

“One of the strategies in getting to the cleanup of some of these mines on the Navajo Nation has been to do a 'potentially responsible party' search, which is to try and locate companies that are still viable today that were involved in uranium mining of the past at various sites across the Nation,” Stephen B. Etsitty, executive director of Navajo EPA, said Friday.

“We've been working with the EPA and their Office of Regional Counsel and the Superfund program and we've come up with a list of about nine companies. So now each of those companies have been contacted and they are responding. Discussions are being held to assess the appropriate level of responsibility and to continue to verify what levels of responsibility these companies may still have,” he said. 

If the potentially responsible parties are still viable, it means they may have resources which U.S. EPA and Navajo EPA could pursue to help pay for characterization and cleanup of the abandoned uranium mine sites. 

“Hopefully we're not going to be relying completely on the federal dollar – the companies that are still responsible will come back and do their part in helping to clean up,” he said.

