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The San Mateo Creek Basin is a wetland ecosystem connected to Mt Taylor and the Rio San Jose stream system. It is situated in the heart of the historic Grants Uranium Mining District of north central New Mexico.
History of Uranium Mining in the Basin
EPA targeted the San Mateo Creek Basin (SMCB) for special emphasis in 2013 due to widespread legacy groundwater contamination from past uranium developments. Fifty years later, legacy waste still poisons the watershed and groundwater basin.  Historic uranium mining from the 1950s – 1980s led to large-scale dewatering that created a regional cone of depression covering more than 1,000 square miles which could take several hundred to several thousand years to recover. Onsite storage of radioactive waste rock piles and mill tailings have released radon into the air and leached contaminants into our groundwater, sickening multiple generations of community members.
The regional cone of depression that formed has changed groundwater flow directions in the basin, and a network of connected mine works promotes aquifer mixing. “Groundwater Remediation from Uranium Mining in New Mexico”, Jerry Schoeppner – NMED and “Uranium Geology of the West”, Clyde L. Yancey and Virginia T. McLemore, SW Hydrology, University of Arizona (Nov/Dec 2008); EPA 2024-2028 Five-Year Plan for Grants Uranium Mining District (97 legacy uranium mines, 5 former millsites)
The Roca Honda Resources’ updated hydrological analysis for the mine project acknowledges environmental impacts from continuous groundwater pumping, dewatering, and other mine-related depletions, including impacts to wells and springs near the project. That analysis should be expanded to include basin-wide legacy mining impacts in the San Mateo Creek Basin. Past mine dewatering resulted in a permanent loss of 125 B gallons of groundwater, with 80 B gallons of untreated mine water discharged into surface drainages which contaminated sediments, the alluvial aquifer, and deeper aquifers through faults and fractures. Groundwater modeling estimates that recovery of groundwater levels will take several hundred years, as will treatment of contaminated groundwater plumes. 
Within this historical context, the proposed Roca Honda mine will require over two decades of groundwater pumping in a water-stressed basin, lowering the Westwater aquifer by an additional 1,806 feet, with the discharge of treated mine water into the Rio San Jose 20 miles downstream.
State regulators and the Forest Service need to conduct a comprehensive analysis of surface water-groundwater interactions and regional hydrology in the SMCB to assess the combined impacts of new mining projects alongside past legacy mining projects that have depleted and polluted critical groundwater resources and surface flows, pushing the SMCB to the brink of ecological collapse.
It should also be noted that the Dakota Sandstone aquifer and the Westwater Canyon aquifer could be hydraulically connected in the Mt. Taylor mine area, which could add to the downward gradient from the Dakota to the Westwater during mine dewatering.  2013 Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the Roca Honda Mine, “Hydrogeology of the Permit Area and Surroundings”
Neither past nor prospective damages to state and federal natural resources should be viewed in isolation from one another because their cumulative effect is likely to be greater than the sum of its parts. Nor will a piecemeal approach account for the synergistic impacts of surface water and groundwater flow interactions in a changing climate.
Additionally, the overallocation of water rights in the basin could result in the unavailability of water for Roca Honda mine operations and reclamation. Pueblos and farmers along San Mateo Creek and the Rio San Jose possess water rights that are senior to those claimed by some of the mining companies.
Roca Honda Mine Project
The Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) prepared by the USDA Forest Service in 2013 addressed the extensive environmental and cultural impacts of the proposed Roca Honda mine and should be incorporated by reference into the new environmental impact statement for the Roca Honda Mine Project in the Cibola National Forest and Grasslands. The DEIS previously analyzed the proposed two shaft alternative as initially proposed with a pipeline routed north. 
In 2016, the public was invited to comment again on a one shaft Alternative 4 that included a pipeline routed south to the Rio San Jose.  A “Section 17 Addition” to tie a mine shaft and operations on private land to the proposed mine along with confirmation drilling was also submitted for scoping comments. The comments solicited were meant to be incorporated into a Supplemental DEIS, rather than a separate EIS. The Forest Service should evaluate RHR’s updated Mining Plan of Operations within this frame of reference. 
The Roca Honda mine project is expected to last approximately 21 years, precipitating regional hydrologic impacts that will likely result in permanent and irreversible hydrologic and natural resource damage to the basin’s fragile wetland ecosystem. Related cultural impacts on the Mt. Taylor TCP and surrounding landscape also pose major stumbling blocks to the permitting of such a massive water-intensive development while the reclamation of historic legacy mining impacts in this sensitive ecosystem remains unresolved.
This year, the State Land Office banned new uranium mining on state trust lands in New Mexico which will affect future mine operations on Section 16. The ban, along with the state designation of the Mt. Taylor Traditional Cultural Property (TCP) could require modifications to the Plan of Operations (PoO) for the mine project to ensure compliance with these laws. 
While the RHR mine project will help to expand the domestic uranium supply, members of the public need more information about how the uranium supply will be allocated. This administration needs to provide more public information about what needs an expanded uranium supply will fill and what entities will pay for the cost of producing the supplies and for reclamation.
Questions about the proposed mine’s total water usage throughout the life of the mine and subsequent reclamation also remain. Roca Honda Resources says it will withdraw a staggering 80,000 acre-feet of drinking water from a regional aquifer that could supply the present and future needs of water-starved communities along the Rio San Jose stream system due in large part to past mining in the basin. Dewatering of the Roca Honda mine at a discharge rate of up to 2,000 gallons per minute for 12 years requires the construction of a pipeline that would inject 26 billion gallons of treated water into Rio San Jose about 20 miles downstream.
This amounts to groundwater mining, which combined with uranium mining, will draw down the Westwater Canyon member of the Morrison Formation by 1,806 feet. Total projected water use for the mine is estimated to be over 1.6 billion gallons.
A cumulative impacts analysis of the current condition of underlying soils, seismic hazards throughout the extensive San Mateo fault network, and the long-term stability of proposed mine tailings storage in underground mine works is needed. Mining impacts of the proposed mine should not be assessed in physical isolation from historic or other new mining projects. The Forest Service and other regulators must adopt a regional landscape-scale approach to all the geologic, hydrologic, ecologic, social and cultural impacts posed by new mining projects within the SMCB and the Mt. Taylor TCP, as recommended in the 2022 Cibola National Forest Land Management Plan (FSMP). 
Other Roca Honda mine project impacts are outlined below:
Roca Honda Resource’s proposed dewatering pipeline along New Mexico Highway 605  east of the Homestake Superfund site could be sidelined by the company’s proposed long-term care boundary, which would encompass the right-of-way for New Mexico Highway 605. Contaminated windblown soils along the ROW could also make trenching prohibitive. 
The release of massive volumes of treated water to a depleted Rio San Jose stream bed with impaired waters could dredge up contaminated soils and upset the regional hydrology. The quality of receiving waters along this targeted segment of the Rio San Jose needs to be studied. A temporary influx of treated water at this scale could have unanticipated long-term repercussions on surface-groundwater interactions in the basin.
Permanent changes to the geologic character and structure of the Westwater Canyon member of the Morrison Formation from the withdrawal of hundreds of thousands to millions of cubic yards of soil removal of ore and non-ore rock form that would be extracted over the life of the mine. Disturbed soils would not recover for centuries.
Ore-bearing materials would be hauled off-site by truck to the Energy Fuels Mill in Blanding, Utah, 272 miles away, near the Ute Mountain Ute White Mesa community for processing. The White Mesa community has stated publicly that it does not want more uranium ore transported through their community and sacred landscapes. 
This aging facility has a long history of non-compliance with its NRC license and should be decommissioned. Instead, this decrepit facility has been expanding its mission without opportunities for public input, or tribal consultation with the Ute Mountain Ute White Mesa community. Energy Fuels lacks the necessary experience and oversight of its extensive operations, threatening the health and safety of the Ute Mountain Ute White Mesa community, posing inordinate risks to their surface and groundwater sources, their traditional cultural landscapes and to their tribal homelands.
Another hyper-scale mine project in the SMCB needs updated Financial Assurances which should address the potential for irreparable damage to the SMCB and the hydrologically connected Rio San Jose stream system in coordination with the state of New Mexico.
Climate change impacts should be addressed in the updated Plan of Operations for this mine project.
New Mexico’s 2024 50-Year Water Action Plan recommends planning for a 25-40% decrease in available water supplies due to a warming climate with less precipitation and more evaporation. A discussion of climate adaptation strategies could include conservation measures and infrastructure upgrades.
Reclamation
Reclamation of the entire Roca Honda mine project site, including the relocation of waste rock on the land surface, is anticipated to be completed approximately six years after mining has been completed. End dates for mine reclamation are not a good idea and are probably unrealistic for an 11-year mining project. Unanticipated impacts are likely in the SMCB and much remains unknown, such as the availability of water for all planned reclamation activities and how the cumulative impacts of legacy mining in the SMCB will affect reclamation at the Roca Honda mine. For example, backfilling mine and ventilation shafts to prevent aquifer mixing that could spread contamination from the Westwater Canyon member of the Morrison Formation to other aquifers intersected by the mine shafts.
The storage of waste rock underground in the mine workings could prove to be problematic as well. Mill tailings that were used to backfill some mines in the Ambrosia Lake region of the San Mateo Creek Basin have required groundwater corrective actions under state discharge permits and abatement plans.
Mine shafts pose another significant disturbance that will need to be completely closed from the bottom up to avoid future cross-contamination of aquifers.
Each reclamation phase should be mapped out, along with a schedule for the projected completion of each phase. 
Mt. Taylor TCP   
New Mexico’s designation of 440,000 acres on Mt. Taylor as a Traditional Cultural Property (TCP) in 2009 was upheld by the NM Supreme Court in 2014. The Mt. Taylor TCP is part of a larger landscape with ecosystems and connected watersheds with rivers that flow off the mountain and groundwater-fed springs that emerge from faults and fractures, all of which provide vital habitat for flora, fauna, and traditional agricultural communities for centuries.
The TCP designation by the state was motivated by a desire to mitigate the cultural and ecological disruption caused by past uranium extraction that has fragmented this fragile wetland ecosystem of the San Mateo Creek Basin with thousands of mining drill holes, shafts, injection lines and dewatering wells that continue to gouge the land surface, disrupting the physical and spiritual integrity of the mountain, the traditional cultural practices of Tribes, and tribal members. 
Indigenous populations in the region view the mountain and its life-giving waters, wildlife and vegetation as part of a sacred landscape, which continues to affect their health and the welfare of future generations. 
The Roca Honda mine project will disturb Jesus Mesa, one of the mountain’s guardian peaks, fragmenting a landscape which provides cultural resources for indigenous Tribes and Tribal members and vital habitat for flora and fauna. The mine project will lock in decades of climate change from diesel fuel pollution for around-the-clock transportation of mined uranium ore.
Roca Honda mine dewatering wells and ventilation shafts are planned on about 30 acres within the TCP which will result in permanent scars on the mountain and groundwater depletions which will adversely affect the SMCB and the TCP. Radon releases to the ambient air will not be mitigated.
The 2013 Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the Roca Honda mine found that the mine project would adversely affect the Mt. Taylor TCP and cause irreparable harm to the surrounding tribes and their traditional cultural practices. Ground disturbance from construction activities will result in direct physical impacts to the TCP which would be permanent and severe in magnitude, with adverse impacts to natural resources with cultural value, such as springs, aquifers, wildlife and vegetation. Thus, the cumulative effect of the Roca Honda mine project would be adverse and significant, contributing to a loss of integrity on the Mt. Taylor TCP.
Local communities have also experienced the legacy impacts of uranium mining on our health, our ancestral homelands and sacred landscapes, and our collective memory. The fear that these burdens will be passed on to future generations has led to intergenerational trauma. 
Members of the Multicultural Alliance for a Safe Environment have alleged that the Roca Honda mine project will interfere with our traditional cultural practices, such as hunting, gathering, harvesting medicinal materials, and prayers that have been handed down from generation to generation since time immemorial. 
We rely on this cultural landscape for sustenance, preservation, and cultural practices that are part of our ancestral heritage, and that we want to pass on to our children. More mining will destabilize natural ecosystems, damage regional hydrology, upset mass water balance in the SMCB, create noise and light pollution that harms wildlife, and store waste rock that can leach persistent contaminants into surface and groundwater.
Cibola National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan
The 2022 Cibola National Forest Land Management Plan (FSMP) provides direction and guidance for managing the Mt. Taylor Ranger District. The plan was revised following an extensive public participation and collaboration process and should guide management decisions for the next ten to fifteen years.
The plan addresses the need for Shared Stewardship projects that support traditional communities and uses, and site-specific management for special places, such the Mt. Taylor TCP. The plan facilitates improved habitat for plants. wildlife, aquatic species, and threatened and endangered species.
The plan acknowledges that water resources across the Cibola NF are limited, needed for wildlife, livestock, communities, ecosystem and watershed health.
Updated management is needed to restore riparian vegetation and stream channel morphology and for the restoration of priority watersheds like SMCB and for traditional cultural properties and sacred sites, which could be accomplished through collaborative co-management with tribal representatives.
The Forest Service plan identifies collaboration and active management as key to the creation of a healthy functioning forest.
It should be noted that the basis for any sustainable economic development is a healthy and functioning ecosystem.





