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Uranium renaissance:

will be different for mi

The drive for clean energy is driving
uranium prices back up and leading mines
to reopen — with new safety practices.

Opponents remain skeptical.

Story by ANASTASIA HUFHAM, photos by TRENT NELSON
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The Biden administration set a goal to
have the country’s electricity fully provid
wd by clean power by 2035, Targets like this
one are driving a renewed focus on develop-
nuclear energy domestically, and are driv-
ing higher prices for uranium, the metal most
widely used as fuel for nuclear fission.

Since the mines now reopening in Utah
and across the Southwest shuttered, rescarch:
iticians, local communities and envi:
ronmentalists have come to more deeply un:
derstand the impacts of burning fossil fuels,
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Advocates of nuclear power see it as a vi
tal alternative. And scientists, the industry
and regulators say that they now know how
to mine uranium with far less harm to peo.
ple and the environment

Mines monitor groundwater for radiation,
lators require extensive ventilation sys-
tems that push clean air into mines and pull
hazardous gases out. In higher-grade urani
um mines, work

radiation.
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The industry can be pressed to continue to
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7 1St smart. said Isabel Bar-
e professor at the University of Ar-
1izona Department of Mining and Geological
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11 we shut down our mines here because
of understandable concerns about the legacy
from the Lsst time around,” Barton said. “that
demand [for encrgy] isnt going to go away.”

People aren't going to say, ‘All right. in order
to minimize the demand for this type of ener-

y that 1 oppose, I'm going to shut off the elec

tricity to my house for one month a year,” she
said. “We're going to keep wanting the elec
tricity

Still. many environmentalists say that it's
unnecessary to mine uranium on the Colo
rado Plateau. one of the world's most sensitive,
arid landscapes, when the US. can contine to
import higher-grade uranium from allies like
Australia and Canada

And the region’s tribes langely oppose ura.
nium developmes not convinoed that these
changes should allay their fears that history is
repeating itself
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WHAT'S CHANGED FOR
MINERS?

Beneath the La Sal Mountains and a sage
brush plain. the uranium mine where Race
Fisher works unfurls underground like an
ant farm. The extraction here is called “go-
pher hole™ mining — the basics of which hav-
en't changed much since his father’s time.

Miners still go deep underground, using
drills and Geiger counters to identify pockets
of uranium ore. They then detonate explosives
o break up the rock and trucks haul ore up to
the surface.

The mines in La Sal — owned by Energy
Fuels Resources Inc.. headquartered in Den-
wver — follow uranium deposits along ancient
riverbeds, which run like ribbons under the
ground.

Hunting them down, Race Fisher said, “is
real thrilling. We're chasing the leads and the
colors __fthe ore] will pinch down pretty thin
and then it will balloon back up, pinch down,
halloon up. You just got to follow it~

Miners’ headlights illuminate those colors
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underground. Suspended yellow tubes snake
across the rock overhead, delivering clean air
from the world above and sucking out stale
air. Miners wear hearing protection to muf-
fle the deafening drone of that ventilation,
which wasn't required or as sophisticated de-
cades ago.

Uranium miners risk breathing in radioac-
tive gases, like radon, which naturally forms
as uranium breaks down, as well as dust and
diesel exhaust — all known to cause cancer. In
past decades, drilled holes would allow oxygen
into the mines, but there was no system to pull
dangerous gases out.

“This is something that was only partly un

Above » This timed exposuire appears to put miners in hyperdrive as they drive inside the tunnel to the surface of the La Sal mine. Abo
deep inside the La Sal mine. Right » Mined ore. Miners harvest ore the same way they did decades ago, using drills and Geiger counters 8

“Most of our workers receive radiation dog-
es that are actually 75% below occupational
limits, and far below any levels where adverse
health impacts could be ohserved by scientists,”
said Curtis Moaore, the company's senior vice
president of marketing and corporate devel-
opment

“While radon gas poses a concern no mat-
ter where it's found, we actively monitor and
mitigate exposure.” Moore said, “making our
mine sites safer than some rooms in many
Utahns' homes.”

Radon densities are typically measured in
becquerels per cubic meter — which counts
how many radon particles decay per second.
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that law was set to expire Friday.

derstood in the mid-20th century,” Barton The rmh.m home in Utah has
said. Effec lizes the main

hazards to Colorado Plateau miners, she said,
who are extracting lower-grade and Jess radio-
active uranium

As for the region’s uranium ore itself, Bar-
ton said, “a bunch of my uranium samples
are sitting right over there in my office and
have been for a couple of years now. It really
is mostly just a rock™

Moaore said that all of Energy Fuels’ em
ployees who work dosely with uranium wear
dosimeters. Due to the less radioactive ore in
the La Sal mine, Race Fisher and his cowod-
ers werent wearing them on a recent workaday,
and he said they generally don't. “Concentra-
tions in the mine are so low that they wouldn't

e picking up on that.” he said

Uranium miners in Jim Fisher's time often
smoked cigarettes at work, exacerbating their
risk of lung cancer when they inhaled radon
and uranium dust. Today, Energy Fucls does

not permit miners to smoke in their mines.

of ‘cubic meter — double the
national average — based on tests tracked by
the Utah Department of Health. The World
Health Or reduc-

Uranium decays into r-dlum.
clide that cannot be dest

ing radon in a home over the 100 be
mark, while the US. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency reconumends taking action at 148,
Underground mines are required to devel-
op ventilation plans that are evaluated on an
annual basis by the Mine Safety and Health
Administration, under the U, Department
of Labor.
Uranium mining still carries a risk, as min-
ers are still exposed to radicactive gases and
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are not perfect at

potential harm,” said Amber Reimondo, en-
ergy director for the environmental

it Grand Canyon Trust. “We have to be care-
ful about assuming that because a regulation
is there or that it exists that there's nothing to
worry shout.”
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