
       

 

UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 
Region IX 

75 Hawthorne Street 
San Francisco, CA  94105 

 

January 20, 2021 

 

VIA EMAIL ONLY 

Peter O’Konski, Deputy Director 

Office of Legacy Management 

Department of Energy 

Washington, D.C. 20585 

peter.okonski@hq.doe.gov  

 

John Lubinski, Director 

Office of Nuclear Material and Safeguards 

US Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

Washington, D.C. 20555 

john.lubinski@nrc.gov  

 

 Re: Northeast Church Rock Mine Site – United Nuclear Corporation Mill Site 

        United Nuclear Corporation License Amendment Request  

                   Interagency Meeting on December 16, 2020 – Follow-up and Next Steps 

         

Dear Mr. O’Konski and Mr. Lubinski: 

 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency, Regions 6 and 9, the Office of Mountains, 

Deserts and Plains and the Office of Superfund Remediation and Technology Innovation 

(collectively “EPA”) greatly appreciated all of the work that you and your staffs invested in 

preparing for our interagency meeting on December 16, 2020 to discuss the above referenced 

United Nuclear Corporation (UNC) License Amendment Request (LAR), currently pending 

before the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC).  The thorough preparation of our respective 

staffs to address the concerns raised by the Department of Energy Office of Legacy Management 

(DOE LM) have resulted in enhanced communication that I believe will help ensure that each of 

our agencies is able to better fulfill our respective roles and responsibilities with regard to the 

proposed project.  In addition, I believe this work will provide an improved foundation to 

support our future collaboration on this and other projects.   

 

The purpose of this letter is to confirm our mutual understandings and agreed-upon next steps 

following the December 16, 2020 meeting.  Specifically, we agreed to ongoing collaboration and 

a second high-level meeting of our agencies within approximately 90 days.  Our staffs have 

begun working toward this next meeting, scheduled for Wednesday, March 17, 2021 at 12 p.m. 

(EST), 9 a.m. (PST). We also agreed to consider future high-level meetings on a periodic basis 

thereafter. 
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Since the December 16, 2020 meeting, NRC has received a December 21, 2020 letter from the 

Navajo Nation President, Jonathan Nez, requesting an extension of the comment period on the 

Draft Environmental Impact Statement, until May 27, 2021.  The letter states that the additional 

time is needed, “given the complexity of the proposed project, the nature of the Navajo 

communities who are most affected, principles of Fundamental Law, and the still ongoing 

pandemic.  We believe this extension of the comment period is essential for the NRC to provide 

meaningful opportunity to comment.” EPA has also had discussions with Navajo Nation EPA 

and believes their concerns merit the attention of our agencies.  We look forward to working 

with your staffs on determining next steps in addressing those concerns. 

 

As we discussed in the December 16, 2020 meeting, moving the Northeast Church Rock Mine 

Site (Mine Site) waste to the UNC Mill Site (Mill Site) would result in several important benefits 

for both the Mine Site and the Mill Site.  For the Mine Site, the project would allow a return to 

the long-term unrestricted residential use of the traditional homeland of the Red Water Pond 

Road community within the Navajo Nation.  For the Mill Site, the project would result in an 

improved cover for the Mill’s Tailings Disposal Area and improved surface water controls. 

Based on the pre-design investigation conducted at the request of DOE LM, no adverse impact 

on groundwater is expected.  In addition, NRC published a Safety Evaluation Report of the LAR 

on September 30, 2020, confirming that the design meets NRC regulatory criteria. 

 

As we prepare for the next high-level meeting, our staffs will continue to meet weekly to identify 

any additional actions that may be helpful to assist NRC with the LAR process and DOE LM 

with its plan to accept the Mill Site into its Legacy Management program after all regulatory 

requirements for transition have been met. 

 

I invite you to contact me at manzanilla.enrique@epa.gov or 415-972-3843 or Will Duncan at 

Duncan.will@epa.gov or 415-972-3412 with any questions, concerns or suggestions. We 

appreciate your active engagement and efforts to develop a robust collaborative relationship 

among our agencies, which we agree is critical to our efforts to ensure protection of human 

health and the environment on and near the Navajo Nation.   

 

     Sincerely,  

 

 

 

       Enrique Manzanilla                                                  

      Director, Superfund and Emergency Response Division                                    

                 EPA Region 9                                                   

 

cc: (by email) 

Wren Stenger, EPA R6 SEMD 

Shahid Mahmud, EPA HQ OMDP 

Dana Stalcup, EPA HQ OSRTI 
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