
Department of Energy
Washington, DC 20585

November 18, 2008

President Joe Shirley, Jr.
Navajo Nation
P.O. Box 7440
Window Rock, Arizona 86515

Subject: Response to Concerns Regarding the Shiprock, New Mexico Site

Dear President Shirley:

During the Navajo Uranium Contamination Stakeholder Workshop in Gallup, New Mexico,
in August 2008, you expressed concern regarding the potential environmental impact of the
Shiprock site on the San Juan River. Your concerns are important to me and prompted a detailed
review of the actions we have taken at the Shiprock site as well as our ongoing remedial
activities.

This review confirmed your assessment of the potential volume of water that codld leach through
the Shiprock cell. The Navajo Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action (UMTRA) office
retained the services of Knight Piesold Consultants of Denver, Colorado, who in turn generated
these potential leachate volume calculations. It is this potential flow, along with the contaminant
levels that had been historically observed from monitoring wells within the floodplain that
energized us to work with your Navajo UMTRA office to design and install the initial
remediation system. This system, which includes two extraction wells within the contaminant
plume, has been functional since the spring of 2003. The objective of this system was to capture
contaminated water within the contaminant plume before it could enter the San Juan River.

Starting in 1986, we have collected samples from multiple locations in the San Juan River near
the Shiprock site. Since we have been sampling, uranium concentrations above background have
only been detected at one location, sample location #940, which is directly in the path of the
contaminant plume in the floodplain. We have not detected uranium above background at any
river sampling locations since early 2004, which provides some confidence th=t the objectives of
the remediation system are being met.

Though effective in removing some contamination, the extraction wells in the floodplain did not
provide the rate of water collection and, consequently, the level of protection we expected. To
improve the withdrawal capacity and expand the withdrawal area, the extraction wells were
replaced with culvert wells and two horizontal collection trenches were installed near the
escarpment in 2006. Our extraction of contaminated water from the floodplain has increased
significantly, which has further reduced the potential for contaminants to enter the river via the
floodplain.
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One of the river sampling locations is located slightly downstream of the mouth of Many Devils
Wash. We have not detected uranium above background in the river at this location. However,
in keeping with our common goal of mitigating potential impacts to human health and the
environment at this site, as well as all of our LM managed sites, we are evaluating the impact of
an increased flow of surface water in Many Devils Wash. We have already designed an
enhancement to divert surface water toward the existing collection system and are advancing
through the permitting process with the Navajo Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to
begin installation of this enhancement.

We are committed to reducing the movement of contaminated water at the site. We continue to
use an observational approach and make adjustments to the remedial system as necessary. I
recognize the challenges ahead at the Shiprock site and the other Navajo Nation sites are not
without some uncertainty, but working together in an open and technically robust fashion is the
best approach to meet these challenges head on. We will continue to work actively with the
NavajoUMTRA and EPA st affs d- -ll IIa-h-eNa-ijo-J6is-ticeeDepartmenrt to meet Ihese
challenges. If you would like, I would be open to further discussion with you or any other
members of your staff on these important issues.

Sincerely,

David W. Geiser
Deputy Director
Office of Legacy Management

cc:
L. Benally, Jr., Navajo Nation UMTRA
S. Cohen, NRC
S. Etsitty, Navajo Nation EPA
M. Roanhorse, Navajo Nation UMTRA
D. Taylor, Navajo Nation DOJ
A. Trujillo, Navajo Division of Natural Resources
R. Plieness, DOE-LM


