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- 2ý4, UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY

' *REGION 6
1445 ROSS AVENUE, SUITE 1200

DALLAS, TX 75202-2733
~iPROI r

FEB 2 8 2012

Ms. Candace Head-Dylla, President
Bluewater Valley Downstream Alliance
#6 Ridgerunner Road
Grants, NM 87020

RE: Community Concerns in Letter of December 23, 2011.

Dear Ms. Head-Dylla:

Thank you for your letter dated December 23, 2011 to the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) and other agencies and elected officials., Your letter requests a meeting
between the EPA, NRC, NMED, Navajo EPA and New Mexico's federal congressional
delegation and raises a number of community concerns, -which you identified as 1) the
length of exposure to radon and contaminated water, continuing contamination, and
failed remediation at the Homestake Mining Company Superfund Site; 2) moving
tailings from several sites to a safe, permanent location; 3) radon:protection and
remediation; 4) cleaning water to pre-mining and milling conditions.

The concerns identified in your letter are specific instances of a much larger, sometimes
intractable problem of legacy contamination from uranium mining and milling across at
least four states sitting atop significant deposits of a strategically important and
commercially valuable mineral. EPA Region 6 has initiated an area-wide investigation of
legacy contamination under a Five Year Plan. The area undergoing assessment includes
the Grants Mineral Belt in New Mexico and tribal lands. The assessment is an attempt to
identify areas of contamination (anthropogenic and naturally-occurring), but also to
establish a potential baseline against which future progress can be gauged. Historically
and up to the present, the uranium mining and milling industry has operated under a
complex state and federal regulatory framework, which has only become more complex
over the years since uranium was identified as a valuable, strategic mineral.

As you know, a number of these issues lie outside the scope of EPA authority, but EPA is
actively addressing some of them, and would like to take this opportunity to provide an
update.

Moving tailings to safe, permanent location

The Bluewater Valley Downstream Alliance (BVDA) has expressed for a number of
years that the large tailings pile (LTP).at the Homestake Mining Company mill closure
site near Milan, New Mexico should be relocated to an alternate location. Recently the
United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) completed a Remedy System
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Evaluation (RSE) report (Dec 2010) and made a recommendation not to consider moving
the LTP due to safety concerns.

The BVDA has responded to the recommendations stating that the RSE team did not
consider the LTP relocation option using slurry method. In response to your concerns,
EPA Region 6 has requested the Homestake Mining Company (HMC) to conduct a
screening level study of LTP relocation using the slurry option. HMC has reportedly
initiated the study and is planning to submit preliminary findings in 2012.

Once HMC completes the screening level study of LTP relocation, the BVDA can utilize
the Technical Assistance Grant (TAG) provided by the EPA to review and provide
comments.

Radon Protection and Remediation

In accordance with the Five Year Plan mentioned above and because of concerns about
radon in the homes near the HMC Site, the EPA initiated a radon study beginning in
September 2010. The EPA has collected over 1500 radon samples inside and outside
homes and on HMC property. So far the EPA has found nine homes that exceed the 4
pCi/l guidance out of more than seventy five homes that were sampled. At this time the
EPA has not determined the source of the indoor radon. However, the EPA is concerned
about this and is working on a solution to mitigate the radon in the affected homes.

Clean water to pre-mining and milling conditions

Ground water contamination in the Grants Mineral Belt remains one of the most complex
sets of issues for environmental response. In the case of the area around the HMC Site,
there is little data to indicate the condition of the ground water prior to prospecting and
mining in the San Mateo Creek watershed or prior to construction of the uranium mill.
The technical ability to detect contaminants in environmental media - ground water, soil,
surface water, sediment, etc. - is far more advanced today than in decades past. In many
instances, the technical ability to detect contaminants still exceeds the technical ability to
remove them from contaminated media. The science and the general understanding of
what levels of contaminants in environmental media are "safe" has also changed over
time.

As indicated in the "Site Activities Update" (EPA April 2011), it is unlikely that the
alluvial and Chinle ground water aquifers can ever be remediated to meet the drinking
water standards of the State of New Mexico or EPA. Due to the fact that background
concentrations of some contaminants are above drinking water standards, no amount of
action at the HMC site will address all the concerns associated with the use of alluvial
and Chinle aquifer ground water, or render it acceptable for domestic use without further
treatment, such as that provided by the City of Milan municipal water department.

The National Contingency Plan offers the following guidance to EPA on situations such
as this: "EPA expects to return usable ground waters to their beneficial uses wherever
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practicable, within a time-frame that is reasonable given the particular circumstances of
the site.. When restoration of ground water to beneficial uses is not practicable, EPA
expects to prevent further migration of the plume, prevent exposure to the contaminated
ground water, and evaluate further risk reduction." 40 CFR 300.430 (a)(1)(iii)(F). EPA
is currently working with other agencies on a plan to investigate potential upgradient
sources identified in the Grants Mineral Belt Five Year Review, to prevent off-site
plumes migrating to combine with the plume identified at the HMC Site if possible.

Meet with regulators and legislators to identify roadblocks to full cleanup

You have indicated that BVDA is planning to set up a meeting in early 2012 with
legislators and/or other agencies to discuss the issues identified in your letter of
December 23, 2011. The EPA is ready to meet with the legislators and/or other agencies
to discuss the considerable challenges presented by legacy uranium contamination in the
Grants Mineral Belt.

Please note that the EPA will hold a community meeting on Thursday, March 8, 2012 to
provide updates on the risk assessment sampling, third five-year review and the Grants
Mineral Belt Five-Year plan activities. If you have any questions please contact Sai
Appaji at 214-665-3126.

Sincerely,

Samuel Colem, P.E., Director,

Superfund Division

CC: Larry Camper, Director, Decommissioning and Uranium Recovery Licensing
Directorate, NRC
John Buckley, Project Manager, NRC
Dana Bahar, SOS Manager, NMED
Jerry Schoeppner, Ground Water Bureau Chief (acting), NMED
Angelo Ortelli, Project Manager, NMED
[copy all of the other addressees to BVDA's letter]
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