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Uranium Mining Debate in Virginia Takes a Step 

WASHINGTON  —  The National Academy of Sciences delivered a long-awaited report on uranium mining to the 
Virginia legislature on Monday, warning that the state faced “steep hurdles” if it is to safely mine and process the 
nuclear reactor fuel.  

The report’s release marks the start of what is certain to be impassioned debate over whether to lift a nearly three-
decade moratorium and permit landowners in southern Virginia to extract ore from a vast underground deposit, as 
they first sought to do in the 1980s.  

The legislature commissioned the $1.4 million study to provide a thorough and unbiased backdrop for debate over 
whether to lift the moratorium. The General Assembly asked the panel to study practices in the industry, health and 
safety issues, and regulatory considerations for the state.  

Gov. Bob McDonnell, a Republican, said his administration would review the findings. “I have long maintained that 
Virginia should be prudent in considering the potential lifting of the uranium mining moratorium in the 
commonwealth,” he said.  

The report did not reach any conclusion as to whether Virginia should lift the moratorium; in fact, the academy was 
specifically barred from doing so by the legislature.  

However, it said that if the moratorium were lifted, uranium mining could not begin for at least five to eight years to 
allow time for the state to write regulations from scratch, institute health and environmental safeguards, and allow 
for public input.  

“If the Commonwealth of Virginia removes the moratorium on uranium mining, there are steep hurdles to be 
surmounted before mining and processing could be established in a way that is appropriately protective of the health 
and safety of workers, the public and the environment,” the report concluded.  

In the 1980s, a joint venture between the Marline Uranium Corporation and Union Carbide sought to mine and mill 
the uranium oxide deposit beneath a farm in the region owned by the Coles family of Chatham, Va. But the 
legislature quickly put a moratorium in place to allow study of the issue, and the project was eventually shelved 
because of a dive in global uranium prices and skepticism about nuclear power that lingered after the 1979 Three 
Mile Island meltdown.  

When uranium prices shot up again several years ago, the Coleses revived the project, forming their own company 
with neighboring families and Canadian investors. The company, Virginia Uranium Inc., is now seeking an end to 
the moratorium.  

Patrick Wales, a spokesman and project manager for the company, called the study a “clear road map” for safely 
mining uranium in Virginia. “The N.A.S. study states time and again that best practices now widely adopted by the 
industry have been effective at protecting water and air quality and overall public health,” Mr. Wales said in a 
statement. “We fully intend to use these state-of-the-industry practices at Coles Hill.”  

But Caleb A. Jaffe, a senior lawyer for the Southern Environmental Law Center, one of the groups leading 
opposition to uranium mining, said the report echoed concerns his group had raised. “Given the unanswered 
questions, and the significant concerns that have been validated here, it is unfathomable to me that the General 
Assembly would move forward” in 2012, he said.  



The report noted that Virginia’s high water table and heavy rainfall differed from other parts of the United States — 
typically dry, Western states — where uranium mining has taken place.  

“We don’t have a lot of experience in these wet environments in the United States,” Paul A. Locke, the panel 
chairman and an associate professor at the Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of Public Health, said in a 
conference call with reporters.  

Dr. Locke said the panel’s work indicated that uranium mining practices around the world suggested that some risks 
could be mitigated, but not all.  

“There are unknowns because this has not been done a lot in the U.S.,” he said.  

A version of this article appeared in print on December 20, 2011, on page A22 of the New York edition with 

the headline: Uranium Mining Study Sees Hurdles for Virginia. 
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Report Urges New Safety Rules on Uranium Mining  

By JOHN W. MILLER  

The effort to lift the ban on mining uranium in Virginia received a mild setback Monday, as a 
National Academy of Sciences report advised the state to draft tough new regulations to limit 
health and environmental risks before allowing it. 

The $1.4 million study, commissioned by state lawmakers, was paid for by Virginia Uranium 
Inc., which owns 119 million pounds of uranium deposits in southern Virginia and has been 
lobbying the state's legislature to lift a 1982 ban imposed in the wake of the Three Mile Island 
nuclear accident in Pennsylvania. Uranium, used as a fuel in nuclear reactors, is selling for about 
$50 a pound, about five times the price a decade ago. 

The report concluded that uranium mining in the state was "economically viable" but posed 
contamination risks, mainly from containment ponds, which hold acids and other by-products of 
the mining and milling process. The decay process can last thousands of years, the report noted, 
"substantially outlasting the current U.S. regulations for oversight." Leaking from ponds can lead 
to "a risk of cancer from drinking water," the report said. 

Patrick Wales, a geologist for Virginia Uranium, said the report wasn't surprising and that the 
company, a unit of Virginia Energy Resources Inc., could address the issues raised. "There are 
best-practice solutions to every issue raised in the report," he said. 

Virginia officials, including Gov. Bob McDonnell, a Republican, have said they would wait for 
the academy study before lawmakers vote next year on whether to lift the mining ban. The report 
said it would take "five to eight years" after the granting of a license before mining would be safe 
in Virginia. 

Paul Locke, chairman of the committee of 14 experts that compiled the report, said, "there are 
unknowns, because this has not been done a lot in the U.S." 

Only a few companies, in western states, mine uranium in the U.S.  

Kazakhstan, Canada and Australia mine three-fifths of the global supply of uranium. The U.S., 
the country with the most nuclear plants, imports more than 90% of its uranium.  

Write to John W. Miller at john.miller@dowjones.com 
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Study warns of health and environment 

hurdles to uranium mining in Virginia 

By Anita Kumar, Published: December 19  

RICHMOND — A company lobbying lawmakers to unearth in Southside Virginia what is thought to be the nation’s 
largest uranium deposit needs to overcome significant health and environmental obstacles before the site is mined, 
according to a long-awaited study released Monday. 

The 22-month review by the National Academy of Sciences and National Academy of Engineering said that “steep 
hurdles” need to be surmounted before Virginia’s longtime ban on uranium mining could be lifted. 

The 302-page report says uranium could be mined, but the company would have to protect workers, the public and 
the environment in Virginia, which has no experience unearthing radioactive element. 

Many in Richmond expected the study to provide conclusions supportive of lawmakers seeking to lift the ban, but 
the report instead struck more of a cautionary tone. It also outlined ways mining could be conducted in the state. 

“Internationally accepted best practices, which include timely and meaningful public participation, are available to 
mitigate some of the risks involved,” said Paul Locke, associate professor at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of 
Public Health and chairman of the committee that wrote the report. “However, there are still many unknowns.” 

The state’s Coal and Energy Commission, which ordered the study, will review the findings and recommend to the 
General Assembly in the next few weeks whether Virginia should lift the ban. 

The study failed to address the site — a largely rural 200-acre swath in south-central Virginia — or recommend 
whether it should be mined. Critics argue that the study is tainted because the company, Virginia Uranium, picked 
up the $1.42 million cost. 

Virginia Uranium executives say the study provides a path for the state to repeal a three-decade moratorium next 
year — making it one of the most controversial and unpredictable issues expected in the 60-day session that starts 
next month. 

“The study shows that major technological and regulatory advances over the past 30 years have dramatically 
improved the environmental and public health performance of the uranium mining and milling industry,” said 
Patrick Wales, a geologist and the company’s project manager. 

The company has aggressively lobbied lawmakers. It has spoken to 100 of 140 legislators and flew more than a 
dozen of them to France and Canada to visit uranium mines. It has donated more than $150,000 to candidates in 
Virginia and retained five of Richmond’s most influential lobbying and public relations firms, according to the 
Virginia Public Access Project, a nonpartisan tracker of money in politics. 



“What concerns me is we are rushing to put legislation forward in some ways before we fully understand what’s 
before us,” said Sen. William M. Stanley Jr. (R-Franklin), who represents the area. “We deal with thousands of bills 

. . . and what I want is for [legislators] to take careful consideration of this. This is our home.” 

Two uranium deposits were found three decades ago in Coles Hill, near Chatham, a small town in Pittsylvania. They 
begin at the ground’s surface, under land used for cattle, and run about 1,500 feet deep. 

Virginia Uranium said tests indicate that about 119 million pounds of uranium — worth as much as $10 billion — 
are below the surface. It is the world’s seventh-largest known deposit — or enough to supply all U.S. nuclear power 
plants for about two years or Virginia’s demands for 75 years. 

The 20-member Coal and Energy Commission asked the National Academy of Sciences in 2008 to conduct the 
study, despite objections from the General Assembly. 

Several studies have been released, but Del. Terry G. Kilgore (R-Scott), the commission chairman, said his panel, 
made up of legislative and gubernatorial appointees, will rely on the national academies’ report as well as a second 
state-ordered study released this month on mining’s economic impact. 

Environmental groups seized on the report as proof that their concerns about mining in Virginia’s relatively rainy 
climate could contaminate natural resources, cause cancer or other illnesses and have long-term effects on plants and 
animals. 

The Coles Hill area supplies drinking water locally and to parts of Hampton Roads and North Carolina. Thirty-two 
governmental organizations in Virginia and North Carolina have passed resolutions to keep the ban. 

“This is a huge validation for many of the core concerns that we have been raising,” said Cale Jaffe, senior attorney 
with the Southern Environmental Law Center.  

Gov. Robert F. McDonnell (R), who wants to make Virginia the “energy capital of the East Coast,’’ said he could 
not comment until after the new year when he expects that his staff will review the study. 

Company officials say safeguards have been put in place since mining at Coles Hill was first considered and that the 
federal government regulates mines and mills with regard to safety and homeland security. 

Uranium would be mined underground. The result, a sandy substance called “yellow cake” uranium, would be 
packed into drums and shipped while the remaining crushed rock would be kept on site, underground or in a pit. 



 

Much-awaiting Va. uranium mining report released 

http://www.vcstar.com/news/2011/dec/19/much-awaiting-va-uranium-mining-report-released/ 

• The Associated Press  
• Posted December 19, 2011 at 3:08 p.m. 

RICHMOND, Va. —A highly anticipated National Academy of Sciences report on uranium 
mining concluded Monday that Virginia must overcome "steep hurdles" before it can assure that 
a rich deposit of the radioactive ore can be safely extracted and processed. 

The 290-page report is expected to guide the 2012 General Assembly if it considers ending a 30-
year ban on uranium mining. The report does not recommend whether it should be lifted, but 
makes clear the state must address a number of environmental and public safety issues before 
mining can occur. 

The report points to many of the concerns raised by uranium mining opponents, who have argued 
the East Coast's wet, hurricane-prone climate is a risky environment for mining and milling, and 
for separating the radioactive ore from rock. 

Full-scale uranium mining has never occurred on the East Coast, except as a byproduct of other 
mining. 

Virginia Uranium Inc. has proposed working on a 119-million-pound deposit in Pittsylvania 
County, near the North Carolina border. The Coles Hill deposit, as it is called, is the largest 
known deposit in the U.S. and the seventh largest in the world. 

The uranium would be processed into yellowcake used to power nuclear power reactors. The 
U.S. now imports more than 90 percent of its nuclear fuel. 

If Virginia decided to end the ban, the NAS study said a muscular regulatory climate would have 
to be in place to ensure public and worker safety and to protect the environment. 

"Significant potential environmental risks are associated with extreme natural events and failures 
in management practices," the report states. "Extreme natural events (e.g., hurricanes, 
earthquakes, intense rainfall events, drought) have the potential to lead to the release of 
contaminants if facilities are not designed and constructed to withstand such an event or fail to 
perform as designed." 

Opponents said the report echoed the worries they've had for years. 

"From our side, this is a huge validation of the core concerns we've been raising all along," said 
Cale Jaffe, a staff attorney with the Southern Environmental Law Center. Based on the report, he 



said, it would be "unfathomable" that the General Assembly would take up the ban in the 
upcoming session. 

The report's authors presented it Monday to the uranium subcommittee of the Virginia Coal and 
Energy Commission. Members were divided on the impact of the report, some saying the issue 
warrants more study while others said the ban should be lifted so state regulators can answer 
questions raised by the report. 

Sen. John C. Watkins, R-Powhatan, said he'd like to see Gov. Bob McDonnell have several state 
departments create a regulatory framework 

McDonnell's office declined to directly respond to Watkins' suggestion, but issued a statement 
earlier that he would have state experts review the document and have their opinions by the 
beginning of the year. 

The NAS report squarely placed the burden on the state to construct a regulatory process that 
protects the public and the environment. 

Virginia Uranium, which has spent hundreds of thousands of dollars lobbying legislators, has 
said the deposit can be mined safely and will create an economic bonanza for Southside Virginia, 
which has struggled economically with the decline of tobacco and textiles. 

The company said the study provides a "clear road map and path forward for operating the 
world's safest uranium mine in Virginia." 

"I don't know that it raised any questions that already hadn't been there," said Patrick Wales, 
project manager for Virginia Uranium. "It talks about a lot of things that we've been talking 
about." 

Two studies released in recent weeks have supported Virginia Uranium's rosy economic 
projections, but have also raised the prospect of potential environmental risks. 

Opponents have argued that mining and milling would threaten water supplies if a catastrophic 
weather event occurred, scattering radioactive tailings into waters that are sources of public 
supplies as far away as Hampton Roads, nearly 200 miles away. Tailings are the waste product 
of milling the ore. 

The $1.4 million NAS study, financed by Virginia Uranium, was conducted by the Committee 
on Uranium Mining in Virginia. Its members including experts in mining, the environment, 
public health and the nuclear industry. 

Among its key findings: 

- If the ban was lifted, uranium mining and processing are unlikely to begin for at least five to 
eight years. "This period of time should be used to build a robust regulatory and management 
culture focused on safety and citizen involvement," the study states. 



- Extreme natural events, including earthquakes, should be considered when assessing the 
suitability the Southside site of the uranium mining operation. Virginia was rattled by a 
magnitude 5.8 earthquake in August. 

- While Coles Hill is the only known economically viable deposit in Virginia, "significant 
uranium occurrences" can be found in the Blue Ridge and Piedmont areas. Critics have said 
lifting the ban would open the entire state to uranium mining. 

- Mining, processing and reclamation all have the potential to affect surface and groundwater, 
soils and air. "These activities in Virginia will depend on site-specific conditions, the rigor of the 
monitoring program established to provide early warning of contaminant migration, and the 
efforts to mitigate and control potential impacts," the report states. 

- Tailing disposal sites are potential sources of contamination for "thousands of years" and the 
long-term risks are poorly defined. 

- If Virginia develops a regulatory framework for uranium mining and milling, it should exceed 
international industry standards. 

- "The United States federal government has only limited recent experience regulating 
conventional uranium processing and reclamation of uranium mining and processing facilities," 
the NAS report states. That experience is even more limited in an East Coast climate. 

Steve Szkotak can be reached on Twitter at http://twitter.com/sszkotakap. 

___(equals) 

Online: 

National Academy of Science: http://www.nationalacademies.org/ 

Virginia Uranium Inc.: http://www.nationalacademies.org/ 

Keep the Ban Coalition: www.keeptheban.org 

 
Read more: http://www.vcstar.com/news/2011/dec/19/much-awaiting-va-uranium-mining-
report-released/#ixzz1h5QWmNFv  
- vcstar.com  



 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/dec/19/study-steep-hurdles-for-uranium-mining-in-
virginia/print/ 

Study: ‘Steep hurdles’ for uranium mining in Virginia 

By David Sherfinski 

Monday, December 19, 2011  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paul Locke, chairman of the committee that wrote a National Academy of Sciences report on the safety of mining uranium in 
Virginia, says “there are still many unknowns” about the safety of lifting a ban on mining the radioactive material. (Associated 
Press) 

 

There are "steep hurdles to be mounted" for Virginia to safely mine uranium, according to a 
much-anticipated two-year study on the process, released Monday by the National Academy of 
Sciences. 

"Internationally accepted best practices, which include timely and meaningful public 
participation, are available to mitigate some of the risks involved. However, there are still many 
unknowns," said Paul Locke, chairman of the committee that wrote the report and associate 
professor at Johns Hopkins University's Bloomberg School of Public Health, in Baltimore. 

The state requested the study, paid for by Virginia Tech with funds from Virginia Uranium Inc. 
The company wants to tap a 119-pound deposit at the Coles Hill site in Pittsylvania County. 

The radioactive ore would be processed, then used to fuel nuclear power reactors. 

The company says the process can be done safely, but environmental groups are concerned about 
the potential environmental impacts mining might have on surrounding areas, including 
contamination of the state's drinking water. 



The committee was not asked whether mining should be allowed or whether the effort should be 
pursued. If the ban is lifted, mining and processing likely would not begin for five to eight years 
after the initial granting of a license, the report states. 

Patrick Wales, project manager for Virginia Uranium, said the study provides a "clear road map 
and path forward for operating the safest uranium mine in Virginia." 

"The NAS study states time and again that best practices now widely adopted by the industry 
have been effective at protecting water and air quality and overall public health," he said. 

But Andrew Lester, executive director of the Roanoke River Basin Association, said the group 
expects Gov. Bob McDonnell and the General Assembly to keep the ban in place because the 
study does not demonstrate "beyond a reasonable doubt" that mining in Virginia would pose 
absolutely no threat to public safety and health." 

Many lawmakers had said they were reserving judgment on whether they would favor lifting the 
ban until they had a chance to closely review the study. With less than a month to go before the 
General Assembly convenes, it leaves them little time to study the nearly-300-page report. 

"I look forward to some reading over the Christmas holidays," said Sen. John Watkins, Powhatan 
Republican. 

© Copyright 2011 The Washington Times, LLC. Click here for reprint permission. 
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Report sees potential problems with uranium mining 

By: Rex Springston | Richmond Times Dispatch  
Published: December 20, 2011  

Uranium mining in Virginia could pose threats to people and the environment, but modern 
mining techniques should reduce the risks, a National Academy of Sciences report said Monday. 

Overall, the report said, an effort to mine uranium in Virginia faces "steep hurdles." 

Those hurdles include little federal experience in recent years, and no Virginia experience, in 
regulating new mines, which can harm workers and the public while producing radioactive waste 
that can last thousands of years. 

The 302-page, $1.4 million report is the work of a 14-member panel representing the academy, a 
respected nonprofit institution. Preparing the report took slightly more than a year. 

The report laid out a rough and risky, but not impossible, road to uranium mining in Virginia. It 
said risks can be lessened by using modern mining practices such as managing waste 
underground. 

"The report did not say you can mitigate all risks," said Paul Locke, chairman of the committee 
that wrote the report. "It said you can mitigate some risks." 

Locke, an associate professor at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health in 
Baltimore, spoke during a telephone news conference. 

Virginia Uranium Inc. wants to mine and mill the radioactive metal from what it believes is a 
119 million-pound deposit, worth about $7 billion, in Pittsylvania County about 145 miles 
southwest of Richmond. It is believed to be the largest undeveloped uranium deposit in the U.S. 

The report looked at the health and safety of uranium mining in Virginia, among other issues. 
The Virginia Commission on Coal and Energy, a legislative panel, sought the report. The 
commission did not ask the study group to recommend whether Virginia should allow mining. 

For the mine to become a reality, the General Assembly would have to lift a 30-year moratorium, 
or ban, on uranium mining in Virginia. 



The energy commission's uranium subcommittee heard Locke describe the report Monday 
afternoon. 

Del. R. Lee Ware Jr., a Powhatan County Republican who is the subcommittee's chairman, said 
afterward that the report looked like a tough pill for industry. 

"I think it raises significant questions to which we have to find adequate answers … (questions) 
about the wisdom of lifting the moratorium," he said. 

One of the biggest questions involves caring for the long-lasting waste, or tailings, Ware said. 

Sen. Frank W. Wagner, R-Virginia Beach, said the report raised questions for him, too, but he 
still leans toward allowing mining. "There is an inherent risk in everything you do." 

Cale Jaffe, an attorney for the Southern Environmental Law Center, which opposes ending the 
mining ban, was pleased with the report. 

"This is a huge validation for the core concerns we have been raising all along," Jaffe said. 

The report, he noted, says a flood, an earthquake or a hurricane could cause pollution at a mine. 
"We've had all three of those just this year," Jaffe said. 

Almost all uranium mining in the U.S. has been in dry areas unlike Virginia, the report said. The 
study panel found no place analogous to Pittsylvania where uranium is mined. 

Patrick Wales, project manager for Virginia Uranium, said the report was not an obstacle 
"because we have always said we are committed to building the safest uranium mine and mill in 
the world." 

The report provides a "road map" for approving and regulating the mine, Wales said. 

The report did not assess the suitability of Pittsylvania for mining, but it said the deposit there 
appears to be the only one in Virginia that is economically attractive. 

Without proper controls, uranium mining can expose workers to harmful radiation, and the 
public can also be at risk from radiation in air pollution and contaminated water supplies, the 
report said. Health risks include cancer. 

A uranium waste disposal site can be a source of contamination for thousands of years, the report 
said. 

Uranium mining can affect streams, underground water, soil, air and living things, the report 
added. 

"The impact … in Virginia will depend on site-specific conditions… and the efforts to mitigate 
and control potential impacts," the report said. 



The legislature is expected to take up the issue in the session that begins Jan. 11. It's possible that 
lawmakers will put off for a year the decision on allowing mining. 

If Virginia lifts its ban, uranium mining probably would not begin for at least five to eight years, 
the report said. During that time, Virginia should devise tough regulations, it said. 

Gov. Bob McDonnell said state experts are studying the report. "I have long maintained that 
Virginia should be prudent in considering the potential lifting of the uranium mining moratorium 
in the commonwealth," McDonnell said in a statement. "All energy development should be 
pursued if it will create jobs, spur our economy, reduce Virginia's and the nation's dependence 
upon foreign energy supplies, and be done in a safe and responsible manner." 

In a side issue, Del. Bill Janis, R-Henrico, said during the Monday meeting that he had an email 
saying that a member of the study panel was pressured into going along with the unanimous 
report. Asked by reporters, Janis declined to release the email. 

The member of the study panel that Janis named, metallurgical and chemical engineer Corby G. 
Anderson of Golden, Colo., said by phone he was pressured by the academy of sciences staff. 

Anderson said he was bothered by "the process" but declined to go into detail. 

Locke, the study panel's chairman, said, "I haven't seen anything, so I can't answer that 
question." 

rspringston@timesdispatch.com (804) 649-6453 
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Uranium mining report finds risks, benefits 

for Virginia 

By Bill Bartel 
The Virginian-Pilot 
© December 20, 2011  

RICHMOND 

A long-awaited $1.4 million study of uranium mining in Virginia suggests there are economic benefits to harvesting 
the underground radioactive material in Pittsylvania County but also huge environmental and health risks that have 
to be overcome or substantially reduced. 

The study by the National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences made public Monday does not 
take sides in the debate over whether to allow uranium mining – instead, it’s aimed at giving policymakers and the 
public an unbiased, accurate look at the issues involved. 

The report notes that the state has “essentially no experience in regulating uranium mining.” Before opening the 
door to uranium mining and processing, it says, the state would need a new system of rigorous, transparent 
procedures for mining operations, environmental protection and proper monitoring of radioactive mining waste for 
many generations to come. Setting up such a system could take at least four years and actual uranium mining, if 
approved, likely wouldn’t begin for five to eight years after a license is granted. 

The 302-page study is expected to be a critical tool in the debate over whether to lift a 30-year ban on uranium 
mining in the state. Virginia Uranium wants the moratorium lifted to begin extracting and processing uranium buried 
under Coles Hill, a farm outside the town of Chatham in Pittsylvania County. 

Proponents say the site, considered one of the largest uranium deposits in the world, could be the center of an 
economic boom for the state and supply needed nuclear fuel for the country. 

Critics contend that allowing the mining operation would pose an unacceptable risk of radioactive contamination to 
people and the environment, including the nearby river system that feeds Lake Gaston – a major source of water for 
Hampton Roads. Virginia Beach officials have expressed particular concern about that possibility. 

The panel deliberately did not say whether it believes that uranium mining can be done without harming public 
health or the environment. The report requirements did not allow it to make that determination, said Paul Locke, an 
environmental health scientist at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health who led the 14-member 
study group. "We tried to lay out all of the things they need to think about." 

Locke, as well as activists on both sides of the issue, acknowledged Monday that any uranium extraction can carry 
some risks to people and the environment. The debate is over whether such risk can be sufficiently minimized to 
allow for the mining. 

“Best practices exist that if applied should mitigate some of the risk to the public and risk to workers,” Locke said. 



Virginia Beach Mayor Will Sessoms doesn’t accept that argument.  

“There’s still risk involved,” Sessoms said. “Do we want to take any risk at all jeopardizing the water supply?” 

The 14-member study group – all volunteers – wrote that if the state decides to rescind the moratorium, “there are 
steep hurdles to be surmounted before mining and/or processing could be established within a regulatory 
environment that is appropriately protective of the health and safety of workers, the public, and the environment. 

“There is only limited experience with modern underground and open pit uranium mining and processing practices 
in the wider United States, and no such experience in Virginia. At the same time, there exist internationally accepted 
best practices, founded on principles of openness, transparency, and public involvement in oversight and decision-
making, that could provide a starting point for the commonwealth of Virginia were it to decide that the moratorium 
should be lifted.” 

The panel found 55 locations in Virginia where researchers believe uranium deposits exist, but Coles Hill is so far 
the only known economically viable site for mining, Locke said. 

Virginia’s wet climate and vulnerability to earthquakes present challenges to designing a mining and uranium 
milling operation that would minimize public health and environmental risk, the report states. 

Not all risks can be removed but there are “best practices” that can be adopted to minimize them, it states. 

However, there also are unknowns. 

For example, the radioactive mining tailings – the leftovers from processing uranium into yellow cake – would have 
to be properly stored for thousands of years, Locke said. At present there is only data available on the first 20 years 
of such storage. 

Key players on both sides of the debate praised the study but for different reasons. 

Patrick Wales, project manager for Virginia Uranium, said his firm has no problem with the need for strict 
regulations and controls. He said the company officials expected it will take several years before they could begin 
mining. 

“Virginia Uranium believes this study provides a clear road map for operating the world’s safest uranium mine in 
Virginia,” Wales said. 

Cale Jaffe, an attorney for the Southern Environmental Law Center, which opposes lifting the moratorium, said the 
study points out dramatic risks to people and the environment. He said state legislators need to follow through with 
plans to allow several months for the public to read and comment on the study before the General Assembly 
considers any legislation to repeal the ban on uranium mining and write new regulations. 

“You don’t develop regulations before you’ve made the public policy decision on whether this industry can be 
safely regulated at all,” he said. 

State Sen. Frank Wagner, R-Virginia Beach, a subcommittee member, said he expects legislation to repeal the 
moratorium will be introduced in the 2012 General Assembly session but might not pass until the following year. 
The moratorium could be abolished in the same bill that also calls for new regulations overseeing the mining, he 
said. 

The uranium study was endorsed by all members of the study panel, according to the Research Council. However, 
one member, Corby Anderson of the Colorado School of Mines, said he was pressured by National Research 
Council staff to quickly review and approve the final document in 24 hours so that it could be issued this week. 



“This came out in final form and we had no time to approve it,” said Anderson, who added that he wanted to spend 
more time reviewing a section dealing the possible health effects on humans uranium mining and process. 

It was not “an A-plus report,” he said, but he eventually agreed to sign it. 

Anderson’s concern was made public during the subcommittee hearing by state Del. Bill Janis, R-Henrico County, 
who was sent a copy of an email that Anderson wrote to someone else. 

Jennifer Walsh, spokeswoman for the National Academy of Sciences, said Anderson’s complaint is being 
investigated but stressed that he is not objecting to the final report. Any complaint about substance would have to be 
noted the document, she said. 

Staff writer Julian Walker contributed to this report. 

Bill Bartel, (757) 446-2398, bill.bartel@pilotonline.com 
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Research calculates uranium mining hazards 

The report cites "potential adverse human health risks" if the ban on mining 

is lifted. 

By Laurence Hammack 
981-3239 

If Virginia lifts a moratorium on mining uranium, it will face "steep hurdles" in protecting the 
health of its people and environment, a long-awaited study warns. 

Digging up the radioactive metal and converting it to fuel for nuclear reactors presents "a wide 
range of potential adverse human health risks," according to the National Academy of Sciences. 

While making no firm recommendations, the 302-page report released Monday is expected to 
play a key role when the General Assembly decides at its upcoming session whether to lift a 30-
year ban on uranium mining. 

Document 

Report: Uranium Mining in Virginia 

At stake is a 119-million-pound deposit in Pittsylvania County -- believed to be the largest 
undeveloped uranium source in the United States -- that Virginia Uranium Inc. wants to extract. 

While previous studies have cited the rosy economic impact of such an operation, the academy's 
report offered a more stark assessment of the public health and ecological implications. 

Waste materials from the mine could "contaminate the local environment under certain 
conditions, in particular by seeping into water sources and thereby increasing radionucline 
concentrations," the report stated. 

"This, in turn, can lead to a risk of cancer from drinking water." 

The mining leftovers, called tailings, are especially troublesome because they must be stored in 
containment ponds at the mine site, where they would maintain their radioactivity for many 
centuries. 

"Tailings disposal sites represent potential sources of contamination for thousands of years, and 
the long-term risks remain poorly defined," stated the report, which came after two years of 
study by the National Research Council, an arm of the National Academy of Sciences. 



While significant improvements have been made in recent years to contain tailings, the report 
found "limited data" to confirm the long-term effectiveness of those methods. 

Repeating a concern often stressed by mining opponents, the report raises the specter of the 
tailings being spread by heavy rains or an extreme storm -- more likely to occur in Virginia than 
in the arid Western United States, where most uranium is currently mined. If approved, the 
Pittsylvania County mine would be the first of its kind on the East Coast. 

The report was not all bad news for mining proponents, though. 

Some of the public health and environmental risks could be mitigated by using "best practice" 
approaches from a number of regulatory bodies, it found. 

Use of those methods "has the potential to substantially reduce near- to moderate-term 
environmental effects," the report stated. 

But making assurances is complicated by a number of unknowns: the lack of similar mines to 
draw comparisons from, for example, and the incredibly long life span of the tailings. 

"The report did not say you can mitigate all risks," said Paul Locke, chairman of the National 
Academy of Sciences study committee. "It said you can mitigate some risks." 

Pressed by reporters at a teleconference to say whether uranium can be mined safely in Virginia, 
Locke referred them to a line in the report's conclusion that he called its "Twitter version." 

If the ban is lifted, that line stated, "there are steep hurdles to be surmounted before mining and 
processing could be established in a way that is appropriately protective of the health and safety 
of workers, the public and the environment." 

But with so much information packed into the exhaustive report (even the "non-technical 
summary" runs for 11 pages) both advocates and opponents of uranium mining found something 
to like. 

Patrick Wales, project manager for Virginia Uranium, said the study "provides a clear road map 
for operating the world's safest uranium mine in Virginia." 

The last chapter of the report details a regulatory structure the state could develop, based on a list 
of best practices. 

"The NAS study states time and again that best practices now widely adopted by the industry 
have been effective at protecting water and air quality and overall public health," Wales said. 

But according to Cale Jaffe of the Southern Environmental Law Center, the academy's findings 
are "a huge validation of the core concerns that we have been raising." 

Other findings of the report include: 



-- There are 55 underground concentrations of uranium in Virginia, including several in the 
Roanoke Valley. While some localities have gone on record supporting the ban -- partly because 
they fear a proliferation of mining -- the deposit in Pittsylvania County is the only one large and 
pure enough to be economically viable. 

-- The current regulatory structure for uranium mining has gaps that need to be filled, and 
opportunities for meaningful public involvement are "fragmented and limited." 

-- Although much concern has been about downstream drinking water supplies, people living 
near a uranium mine could also be exposed to radioactive dust carried by the wind. 
Contamination also could make its way into the local food chain, ending up in meat, fish or milk 
produced in the area. 

-- The greatest health risks would apply to people who work in uranium mines. Current 
occupational standards for workers exposed to radon are inadequate, according to the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. 

-- If the ban is lifted, uranium mining and milling would not likely begin in Virginia for five to 
eight years, as the state must come up with regulations for the process. 

-- Internationally accepted best practices -- with an emphasis on long-term planning, public 
participation and use of the best expertise in the field -- "could provide a starting point for the 
Commonwealth if it decides to lift its moratorium." 

The report was presented Monday to a subcommittee of the Virginia Coal and Energy 
Commission, which ordered the study two years ago. 

Some subcommittee members said they wanted specific information about the risks of mining at 
the Pittsylvania County site, a topic the report did not address. Other lawmakers said the state 
may need to lift the moratorium and develop regulations before deciding whether to allow a mine 
operation at the site. 

Del. Onzlee Ware, D-Roanoke, a member of the subcommittee, said lifting the moratorium 
would not be an endorsement of uranium mining but would allow more time for additional 
scrutiny. 

"Some General Assembly, whether it be this one or 20 years from now, will have to answer the 
question, 'Can we do uranium mining in Virginia safely and at minimal risk to human life?'" 
Ware said. "I don't think you can answer the question until you lift the moratorium." 

Staff writer Michael Sluss contributed to this report. 
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"Steep hurdles" to overcome to lift Virginia's 

uranium mining moratorium 

By: Ray Reed | Lynchburg News and Advance  
Published: December 19, 2011  

 Virginia needs to overcome “steep hurdles” if lawmakers decide to lift the state’s moratorium on 
uranium mining, according to a National Academy of Sciences report given Monday to the 
General Assembly’s Uranium Mining Subcommittee. 

 Two of those hurdles involve creating safety regulations for uranium workers and keeping 
radiation and mine waste out of ground and surface water, the panel’s scientists said. Neither 
need is addressed by Virginia’s existing mining regulations. 

 Virginia Uranium Inc., the company that wants to mine up to $10 billion worth of uranium from 
the Coles Hill site in Pittsylvania County, said the NAS report “provided a clear road map” for 
developing a safe mine and milling process. 

 Opponents said the report validated their concerns that floods and earthquakes could turn a mine 
site into a source of contamination for rivers and drinking water. 

 Del. Watkins Abbitt, I-Appomattox, a member of the mining subcommittee, said the report left 
many questions unanswered — chiefly about whether mine tailings, or waste, can be kept out of 
streams and ground water if a storm dumped torrents of rain on the site. 

 Abbitt said a mining plan — specifying whether an open-pit mine or deep-shaft mine would be 
the preferred method — would help the General Assembly decide whether the project could be 
done safely.  

  Walter Coles, who owns most of the Coles Hill site, said a mining plan would require several 
years of engineering studies, and a set of not-yet-written regulations were necessary to guide the 
engineers.  

  The NAS report was the fourth, and possibly the most eagerly anticipated, study this year about 
the possibility of mining the Coles Hill deposit. 



  Some state legislators have said the NAS report would guide the General Assembly’s decision 
this year on whether to start the regulation-writing process for uranium mining, even if it does 
not lift the moratorium during its upcoming session. 

 But the NAS still is under contract to hold community meetings in the Danville area to explain 
its report to the public.  

 Also, legislators have more than 700 pages of uranium study reports to read over the holidays 
before the assembly convenes on Jan. 11. 

 That combination of more public meetings and heavy reading could mean the assembly won’t 
act on the uranium issue during its upcoming session, several legislators said. 

 Dr. Paul Locke, a NAS committee member and Virginia resident who directs the public health 
program at Johns Hopkins University, presented the report Monday, assisted by David Feary, 
who directed the study for the NAS. 

 A report circulated during the meeting that a member of the NAS study committee, Corby 
Anderson of the Colorado School of Mines, had filed a complaint about the committee’s report. 

 Anderson, contacted after the meeting, said he complained because he felt pressured to sign off 
on the report before he had time to fully review its background material, which came to him late. 
Anderson said the pressure came from a staff member of the National Research Council, a body 
associated with the NAS. 

 Anderson and the other 13 members of the committee, all from universities, laboratories and 
engineering firms across the United States, compiled the study as unpaid volunteers. They visited 
mine sites in Colorado and Saskatchewan, Canada.   

 Unlike two other studies in the past month, the NAS report focused almost completely on risks 
of mining and processing uranium, and did not mention potential jobs and other economic 
benefits. 

 Only two mining methods, an open-pit mine or an underground shaft, can work in Virginia, the 
NAS study said, because the uranium deposit is contained in hard rock. 

 Virginia has 55 known uranium sites, the study said, but only the Coles Hill deposit is verified 
as rich enough to be economically viable for mining at current uranium prices, the NAS study 
said, echoing several other reports.  

 Virginia should make sure the water, both on the surface and underground, are protected from 
mining’s effects, the NAS said. The need poses a challenge for mining regulators because of 
Virginia’s relatively wet climate, the study said. 



 Workers’ health should be protected from radon gas, especially in an underground mine 
environment, the study said. Ventilation systems carrying air through an underground mine can 
solve the radon problem, other studies have indicated. 

 The study said the United States’ existing mining regulations may not be well suited to Virginia 
because they were developed more than two decades ago for mines in dry Western climates, the 
study said. 

 “There are steep hurdles to be surmounted before mining and processing could be established in 
a way that is appropriately protective of the health and safety of the workers, the public and the 
environment,” the study said. 

 Patrick Wales, project manager for Virginia Uranium, said the company “believes this study 
provides a clear road map and path forward for operating the world’s safest uranium mine,”   and 
technological and regulatory advances the past 30 years improved the environmental and public 
health performance of the uranium mining and milling industry. 

 Cale Jaffe of the Southern Environmental Law Center in Charlottesville called the report “a 
huge validation for many of the core concerns that we have been raising,” and “a uranium mine 
or processing facility could be subject to an uncontrolled release as a result of flood, hurricane, 
or earthquake.  

 “In Virginia, we've experienced all of those extreme events just this year," Jaffe said.  



 

URANIUM:  

'Unknowns' in Va. mining project create 

regulatory challenges -- NAS  

Manuel Quinones, E&E reporter 

Published: Monday, December 19, 2011  

Virginia regulators would face "steep hurdles" if state lawmakers lift a two-decade moratorium 
on uranium mining, the National Academy of Sciences said in a release this afternoon. 

A National Research Council panel identified regulatory gaps and risks associated with uranium 
mining but did not make recommendations to the state's General Assembly. 

"If Virginia were to lift its moratorium, it would have to crease some sort of legal and regulatory 
structure," said Paul Locke, an associate professor at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of 
Public Health and the chairman of the panel, told reporters in a conference call. 

The release of the 300-page report comes amid intense lobbying by Virginia Uranium Inc., 
which is looking to tap a uranium deposit near the town of Chatham in Pittsylvania County 
(Greenwire, May 27). 

Requested by lawmakers in 2009 and funded by the company, the report says the United States is 
relatively inexperienced with mining uranium in wet climates like Virginia's. 

"Extreme natural events have the potential to lead to the release of contaminants if facilities are 
not designed and constructed to withstand such an event or fail to perform as designed," the 
report warns. 

And the report suggests federal rules are not strong enough to protect miners from radiation 
risks, particularly because regulatory agencies have not adopted recommendations by the 
National Institute for Occupational Health and Safety. 

"If uranium mining, processing, and reclamation are designed, constructed, operated, and 
monitored according to modern best practices," the report says, "near to moderate-term 
environmental effects should be substantially reduced." 

Locke noted, "The report did not say you could mitigate all risks, it says you can mitigate some 
risks. There are unknowns because this has not been done a lot in the U.S." 



Researchers visited two uranium mine sites in Canada and studied regulations in Colorado. The 
study panel met seven times over 11 months, including two town-hall-style events to gather 
public input. 

Virginia Uranium promised to follow the best practices outlined in the report, including mine 
ventilation and heavily lined below-grade waste ponds. 

"The study shows that major technological and regulatory advances over the past 30 years have 
dramatically improved the environmental and public health performance of the uranium mining 
and milling industry," project manager Patrick Wales said in a statement. 

But environmentalists said the report failed to make a case for uranium mining. 

"The report highlights the difficulty of storing radioactive waste for thousands of years, given 
Virginia's climate, geology and population density," said Dan Holmes, state policy director for 
Warrenton, Va.-based Piedmont Environmental Council. "We are now more convinced that this 
would be a dangerous experiment in Virginia." 

While momentum has been building for state lawmakers to debate the issue during their 
upcoming session, some are calling for a delay. 

Cale Jaffe, senior attorney at the Southern Environmental Law Center, warned against drafting 
rules before lawmakers decide on the moratorium. 

"You don't put the cart before the horse," Jaffe said in a statement. "You don't develop 
regulations before you've made the public policy decision on whether this industry can be safely 
regulated at all." 
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'Steep hurdles' surround uranium mining 

By: Tara Bozick | GoDanRiver.com  
Published: December 19, 2011  
 
RICHMOND --  

Virginia must overcome “steep hurdles” if the state wants to take on uranium mining, according to a National 
Academy of Sciences report released Monday. 

The 290-page report can’t answer all uranium questions, nor is it a “cookbook” for how Virginia can develop rules 
for monitoring uranium activity, study committee chair Paul Locke, an associate professor at Johns Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of Public Health, told a legislative subcommittee in Richmond on Monday. 

The NAS report doesn’t say if uranium mining can be done safely in the state. That’s a policy decision for 
lawmakers who must decide whether to lift a 30-year moratorium so Virginia Uranium Inc. can mine and mill 
what’s thought to be the largest undeveloped U.S. uranium deposit in Pittsylvania County. Legislation on the issue is 
expected next session, which begins Jan. 11, although some lawmakers are pushing for the General Assembly to 
wait to debate lifting the moratorium until 2013 to give legislators and the public time to digest the NAS report and 
other uranium studies. 

The Virginia Coal and Energy Commission asked the NAS for the $1.4 million scientific study, funded by Virginia 
Uranium through Virginia Tech, and also commissioned a socioeconomic impact study that was released earlier this 
month. 

To guide decision-making, the 14-member NAS study committee clearly explained the risks uranium mining or 
milling could have on the environment, public health and worker safety and also how best to mitigate some, but not 
all, of those risks, Locke said. Because Virginia has no uranium monitoring experience, and the U.S. has little 
experience with modern mines and mills, the study panel based advice on internationally accepted best practices that 
evolved over the past 25 years. 

Should the moratorium be lifted, the NAS report emphasizes the need for holistic planning from the project outset, 
relying on the appropriate experts and getting the public involved in all phases of the uranium project from mining 
to long-term site stewardship. 

That includes strengthening some of the state’s existing programs to meet best practices, like public involvement in 
decision-making. For instance, explicit public participation opportunities for permitting a mining facility in the state 
are currently limited to adjacent landowners, the report stated in Chapter 7. 

While Virginia could base a uranium regulatory framework off existing laws, the report said enacting entirely new 
uranium laws, and a new regulatory program, would be optimal. Interagency coordination and integration is vital. 



The committee estimated it would take between five to eight years after lifting the moratorium to commence any 
uranium mining. 

Yet, Locke acknowledged there are still many “unknowns” from a scientific perspective based on data. 

Delegate Watkins Abbitt, a member of the uranium mining subcommittee of the Coal and Energy Commission, 
asked if maintaining a radioactive tailings (uranium mill waste) containment site for 1,000 years, as per federal 
regulation, was realistic. 

Locke acknowledged past problems with tailings contamination, but that tailings management has improved 
internationally in the past couple decades. Even so, the data only show such modern tailings confinement facilities 
have been effective for 20-25 years, Locke said. Because the data is insufficient, modeling is used to predict how 
long they will last. 

Subcommittee member Delegate Onzlee Ware asked if health risks have changed with the use of recent best 
practices, but study director David Feary with the National Research Council explained studying health results of 
radiation exposure in epidemiological studies requires a period of time to elapse. 

Workers with long-term exposure to radon gas are at risk for developing lung cancer. 

Ware said his and others’ questions would need to be answered by studies of the Coles Hill site. The NAS report 
was statewide and more general in nature, and the committee could not find a uranium mining site with conditions 
like Coles Hill. 

While uranium mining opponents found the NAS report to validate their concerns about potential risks to human 
health and the environment, the uranium mining company viewed the report as a “road map” for moving forward. 

“I think it affirmed a lot of our core concerns about the ability for the state of Virginia to enact and enforce a robust 
regulatory program,” said Executive Director Nathan Lott of the Virginia Conservation Network. 

He used Virginia’s difficulty in helping clean up the Chesapeake Bay, let alone monitoring radioactive pollutants, as 
an example. 

Virginia Uranium project manager Patrick Wales said in a statement that the company could strive to exceed 
regulatory standards and embraces the best practices listed in the report, including participation and review from the 
public and environmental groups. 

“Virginia Uranium believes this study provides a clear road map and path forward for operating the world’s safest 
uranium mine in Virginia,” Wales said. 

The NAS will host public meetings, including in Danville and Richmond, to explain the study’s findings, Feary said. 

Potential risks: 

» Uranium mining and processing (milling) brings a wide range of potential adverse human health effect. The 
potential for such increases in the event of uncontrolled releases from extreme events like floods or human error. 

» Exposure to radon and its radioactive decay products are strongly linked to lung cancer in humans. 

» Radiation exposure to general population from off-site releases of radionuclides presents some risk to health. 

» Workers also at risk from silica dust and diesel exhaust, which also increase lung cancer risk. 



» Uranium activity has potential to impact water quality and quantity, soils and air quality. 

»  “Tailings disposal sites represent potential sources of contamination for thousands of years, and the long-term 
risks remain poorly defined.” 

Regulatory insight and advice: 

» Adopting the “as low as reasonably achievable” concept for standards would enhance protection of health and the 
environment, as striving for compliance only is not a best practice. The current federal occupational exposure limit 
for radon gas is believed to be too high by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. 

» Use best practices: complete life cycle planning, use qualified experts and be transparent with meaningful public 
involvement. 

» Ensure project costs, including long-term stewardship, are reflected in the type and amount of financial surety. 

» Ensure inspection and enforcement tools are transparent, practical, sufficient, independent and sustainable. 

» Virginia should be involved in regulatory processes of federal agencies to ensure good state-federal coordination. 

» Require an environmental impact assessment before the start of uranium mining. Current laws applicable in 
Virginia don’t require that before operations begin. 
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Virginia faces challenges with uranium mining, study says 

By TIM DAVIS  

Star-Tribune Editor | Posted: Monday, December 19, 2011 1:47 pm  

Virginia will face "steep hurdles" to protect the health and safety of workers, the public, and the 
environment if lawmakers lift a 30-year moratorium on uranium mining and milling, according 
to a long-awaited scientific report released Monday. 

The 350-page study, "Uranium Mining in Virginia," was conducted by the National Research 
Council, the operating arm of the National Academy of Sciences and National Academy of 
Engineering. 

The 18-month study for the Virginia Commission on Coal and Energy's Uranium Mining 
Subcommittee looked at the scientific, environmental, human health and safety, and regulatory 
aspects of mining and processing uranium in Virginia. 

The study, presented to the subcommittee Monday in Richmond, was conducted under contract 
with Virginia Tech and funded by $1.4 million from Virginia Uranium Inc. 

Formed in 2007, Virginia Uranium hopes to mine a huge uranium deposit in Pittsylvania County. 

The Coles Hill deposit, about six miles northeast of Chatham, was discovered in 1978 and is one 
of the largest in the United States. It is worth an estimated $7 billion. 

The study did not specifically address the Coles Hill site, nor did it recommend whether uranium 
mining should be permitted in Virginia. 

"The legislature asked us for advice, not recommendations," said the committee's chairman, Dr. 
Paul A. Locke, an associate professor at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. 
"We tried to lay out all the things they need to think about." 

The General Assembly, which placed a moratorium on uranium mining in 1982, could decide to 
lift the ban when the 2012 session begins in January. 

According to the report, uranium mining and processing carries a range of potential health and 
environmental risks. 

"Although some health risks would apply to any type of hard-rock mining or other large-scale 
industrial or construction activity, " the study said, "other health risks are linked to the potential 
for exposure to radioactive materials that can occur during uranium mining and processing." 



The report, however, noted that some health and environmental risks could be mitigated or better 
controlled if uranium mining, processing, and reclamation are conducted according to best 
practices. 

To read more of this and other stories, pick up a copy of this week's Star-Tribune on newsstands 
or subscribe online or by calling 432-2791. 

A year's subscription, which is just $26 in Danville and Pittsylvania County, also gives you free 
access to the Star-Tribune's e-edition, an online version of the entire newspaper. 
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Uranium report says local sites not viable 

By RUSTY DENNEN 

Uranium mining and milling in Virginia would present human health and safety and 
environmental risks, which could be mitigated with best-management practices, according to a 
long-awaited National Academy of Sciences study released Monday. 

 And, of interest to the Fredericksburg area, it concludes that only Virginia Uranium’s proposed 
Coles Hill site in Pittsylvania County would be commercially viable among Virginia deposits, 
for now. The site is about 180 miles southwest of Fredericksburg. 

 The NAS’ National Research Council study, supported by a grant from Virginia Tech and 
funded by Virginia Uranium Inc., makes no recommendation as to whether mining should be 
allowed. 

Scientific, technical, environmental, human health and safety, and regulatory aspects of mining 
the radioactive ore are evaluated across the state. 

 The study comes as the Virginia General Assembly  could decide  during its session starting 
next month to lift a mining moratorium imposed in 1982. 

 Paul A. Locke, who chaired the  committee that prepared the 290-page report, told reporters 
Monday that the Pittsylvania site appears to be “the only commercially and economically viable” 
location to extract uranium ore in the commonwealth. 
 That should ease concerns here because in the 1970s, Marline  Uranium  Corp. secured leases on 
thousands of acres in Orange, Culpeper, Madison and Fauquier counties, with a plan to mine and 
mill the mineral. 
Marline eventually settled on the richer Pittsylvania deposit. Leases here were withdrawn in the 
early 1980s when  uranium  prices plummeted after the 1979 partial meltdown at Three Mile 
Island nuclear power plant in Pennsylvania. 
In response to the Marline plan, the Orange County Board of Supervisors in the early 1980s 
passed a resolution recognizing “a threat to the county water supply and its agriculture products 
via the possible mining and milling of  uranium.” 

 In 2007, Orange supervisors, Planning Commission and Farm Bureau voted unanimously to ask 
lawmakers to continue the moratorium. The supervisors recently restated that position. 

If lawmakers lift the moratorium, opponents say, it could open up other areas across the state to 
mining. 



 Patrick Wales, Virginia Uranium’s project manager, has said the company wants to mine only  
at Coles Hill, though the company reportedly told investors that other Virginia deposits  could be 
developed. 

 Locke, a professor of environmental science at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 
Health, said  even if the moratorium is lifted, it would take five to eight years for any mining to 
commence. 
Any licensee would face “steep hurdles,” he said, to allow for a regulatory setting that protects 
workers, the public and the environment, given that Virginia has no such framework for mining 
radioactive materials. 

 “Internationally accepted best practices, which include timely and meaningful public 
participation, are available to mitigate some of the risks involved,” Locke said. “However, there 
are still many unknowns.” 

 Groups on both sides of the issue were reviewing the document Monday. 

 “Virginia Uranium believes this study provides a clear road map and path forward for operating 
the world’s safest uranium mine in Virginia,” Wales said in a press release. 
 “The study shows that major technological and regulatory advances over the past 30 years have 
dramatically improved the environmental and public health performance of the uranium mining 
and milling industry.” 

Gov. Bob McDonnell said all energy development should be pursued “if it will create jobs, spur 
our economy, reduce Virginia’s and the nation’s dependence on foreign energy supplies, and be 
done in a safe and responsible manner.” 

 He said state regulatory agencies will do a “detailed and thorough review” and that he expects to 
have their analysis by early next month. 

 Chris Miller, president of the Warrenton-based Piedmont Environmental Council, said the report 
“confirms that uranium mining would be a dangerous experiment for Virginia” and that “neither 
the mining industry nor federal or state regulators have any experience with uranium mining or 
milling” in areas with a relatively wet climate, such as Virginia. Most uranium mining 
worldwide is done in dry climates. 
 The Keep the Ban Coalition said the General Assembly should take no action toward developing 
regulations until after the NAS has completed a public outreach on the study’s conclusions. 
Rusty Dennen: 540/374-5431 
rdennen@freelancestar.com 

STUDY HIGHLIGHTS 
Virginia Uranium Inc.’s Coles Hill site in Pittsylvania County   is the only commercially viable 
site in the state. 
 Uranium mining and processing carries with it a wide range  of potential adverse human health 
risks. 



 A detailed assessment of both the potential site and its surrounding area (including natural, 
historical and social characteristics) would be needed. 

It is not yet possible to predict what specific type of uranium mining or processing might apply 
to ore deposits in Virginia. 
A mining project could affect  surface water quality and quantity, groundwater quality and 
quantity, soils, air quality  and organisms in the vicinity. 

Because of the 1982 moratorium, the state has no experience regulating uranium mining and 
there is no  regulatory infrastructure. 
Planning should take into account all aspects of the process—including the eventual closure, site 
remediation and reclamation—prior to  initiation of a project, and  there should be opportunities 
for public involvement throughout. 

  

For more on the report, nationalacademies.org 
—National Research Council of the National Academies 
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Virginia not yet ready for uranium mining: study  

Washington (Platts)--19Dec2011/446 pm EST/2146 GMT 

Virginia has to overcome "steep hurdles" before it could open the state to uranium mining while 
adequately protecting its public and environment, according to a National Research Council 
report released Monday.  
 
The 300-plus-page report was presented to a panel of the Virginia Legislature, which is 
considering whether to lift a 30-year-old moratorium on uranium mining in the state.  
 
The report did not make recommendations on whether to remove or keep the moratorium, but 
warned that the state is currently not equipped to regulate uranium mining -- which it said could 
pose a threat to public health and environmental quality in the state.  

The study was conducted at the request of Virginia state delegate Terry Kilgore, a Republican 
who chairs the Legislature's Coal and Energy Commission. It was funded by Virginia Uranium, a 
company formed to explore the Coles Hill uranium deposit in south central Virginia's 
Pittsylvania County with the hope to mine the area once the moratorium is lifted.  
 
Coles Hill is the only area in Virginia with uranium ores that could be mined for a profit, with a 
total potential deposit of 119 million pounds uranium, the report said.  
 
According to the website of Virginia Uranium, the uranium deposit, if extracted, could fuel the 
104 nuclear reactors in the US for two years.  
 
"Uranium mining and processing carries with it a wide range of potential adverse human health 
risks" to both the miners and the general public nearby, said the report by the council, which is a 
branch of the National Academies. It also said uranium mining and its associated activities "have 
the potential to impact" surface and groundwater supply, soil, as well as animals and plants.  
 
Yet because of the moratorium, the report said, Virginia has "no experience regulating uranium 
mining and there is no existing regulatory infrastructure specifically for uranium mining" in the 
state. As the Coles Hill deposit is located on private land, it said, federal law on uranium mining 
would not apply, leaving "gaps in legal and regulatory coverage for activities involved in 
uranium mining, processing, reclamation, and long-term stewardship."  
 
The deposit at Coles Hill was first discovered in 1978 and was explored by a company called 
Marline Uranium, but interest in it waned after Virginia placed a temporary ban on uranium 
mining in 1982 to develop proper regulations, and at the same time uranium prices tanked.  



 
Virginia Uranium, according to the company website, was formed by two families living in the 
area and with $39 million invested by funders in Toronto, Vancouver, and New York. The 
company said it has spent the bulk of the investment in further exploration and lobbying 
Virginians and state legislators to rescind the uranium mining ban.  
 
The report suggested that Virginia fill its regulatory gaps and conduct further site-specific studies 
before opening the state to uranium mining. As "a starting point," it said, Virginia should learn 
from countries such as Canada and states such as Colorado that have years of experience 
regulating uranium mines.  
 
The Virginia Legislature is expected to debate whether to remove the mining ban next year. 
 
--Yanmei Xie, yanmei_xie@platts.com 
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Report: Virginia faces obstacles with uranium mining 
December 19, 2011 2:46 PM 
Jessica Sabbath  

Virginia faces “steep hurdles” if it chooses to lift a moratorium on uranium mining, according to 
a report released today by the National Research Council, the operating arm of the National 
Academy of Sciences. 

“If the Commonwealth of Virginia rescinds the existing moratorium on uranium mining, there 
are 
steep hurdles to be surmounted before mining and/or processing could be established within a 
regulatory environment that is appropriately protective of the health and safety of workers, the 
public and the environment,” the report concluded. 

The 18-month study, conducted by a committee of the National Academy of Sciences (NAS), 
identified key concerns over public health and the environment associated with uranium mining 
such as radon exposure and groundwater contamination but included recommendations on how 
Virginia could include to mitigate these risks. 

The report concluded that uranium mining in Virginia would require: adoption and stringent 
regulation of international best practices for uranium mining, detailed scientific and technical 
studies, and a lengthy public input and review process.  

The study was commissioned by Virginia’s Coal and Energy Commission after Virginia 
Uranium Inc. showed interest in mining two uranium deposits, known as the Coles Hill deposits, 
in Pittsylvania County worth an estimated $7 billion. Virginia has had a moratorium in uranium 
mining for almost 30 years. 

The National Academy of Sciences report did not provide a recommendation on whether 
Virginia should allow uranium mining or provide site–specific data on the Coles Hill deposits. 
Virginia has 55 areas known with high concentrations of uranium, but only the Coles Hill sites 
are known to be economically viable at today’s uranium prices. 

One of the key obstacles Virginia would face is the state and federal lack of experience in 
regulating uranium mines, according to the study. 

“There is only limited experience with modern underground and open pit uranium mining and 
processing practices in the wider United States, and no such experience in Virginia,” the report 
says. 



The committee also recommended that the state consider the entire lifecycle of a mine or mill 
upfront, including engineering and design, startup, operations, reclamation and post-mining 
monitoring of uranium tailings.  

Containment of uranium tailings, the solids which are produced from uranium mining, is one of 
the most significant concerns when covering environmental health, according to the report.  
Significant weather events or degradation of containment facilities can breach the tailings, 
contaminating groundwater that feeds into local water sources. 

“Tailings will remain radioactive for thousands of years,” Paul Locke, chair of the NAS 
committee and associate professor at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, 
said during a press conference Monday. He added that although modern technology has 
improved containments, data do not exist on the long-term effects of current containment 
technology.  

Locke said that below-grade tailing containment, which is currently being proposed by Virginia 
Uranium, is a safer option for the storage of tailings, but that current regulations do allow for 
above-ground containment. 

“The best practice is to build these below grade,” Locke said. But he pointed out that Colorado 
regulations did allow the storage of containments above ground. 

Virginia Uranium said the study showed that uranium mining could be done under modern 
standards. 

“The study shows that major technological and regulatory advances over the past 30 years have 
dramatically improved the environmental and public health performance of the uranium mining 
and milling industry,” Virginia Uranium Inc. Project Manager Patrick Wales said in a statement.  
“Virginia Uranium is committed to continuing that process by adopting the best practices and 
regulatory requirements identified by the NAS as essential to protecting the environment and 
public health.” 

Environmentalist groups had a different conclusion about the study. “The NAS study does not 
demonstrate beyond a reasonable doubt that uranium mining in Virginia’s wet climate will pose 
absolutely no threat to public health and safety, we expect our Governor and public servants to 
sustain their commitment and keep the uranium mining ban in place,“ said Andrew Lester, 
executive director of the Roanoke River Basin Association. “In fact, the study lists potentially 
insurmontable challenges in addressing the technological and regulatory problems with uranium 
mining in Virginia. 

The report recommended that Virginia use best practices in uranium mining that are outlined by 
the World Nuclear Association, International Atomic Energy Agency, and International 
Radiation Protection Association.  



 (Roanoke, Va.) 
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A Closer Look at Uranium Mining Report 

Posted: Dec 19, 2011 5:40 PM EST  

Reporter: James Gherardi | Videographer: RJ Burnette 

Danville, VA - It's the culmination of 18 long months of research, and Monday the National Academy of Sciences 
released its study on the impact of uranium mining. 

It's expected to be very important in influencing the state legislature when they vote on potentially lifting the 
moratorium. 

The 290-page report is a long and detailed list of potential health hazards stemming from uranium mining. 

Everything from radon exposure, to possible ground water contamination, even impacts to the air quality. 

The study looked at mining that would occur at the Cole's Hill site in Pittsylvania County. 

The Academy was commissioned to look at the human health and environmental impacts, not economic or social 
influences. 

According to the study, the most vulnerable to radon and other harmful mining byproducts are the mining workers 
themselves. 

They did suggest though that these impacts could influence the general population as well. The study goes on to 
provide a list of suggestions for how safe mining can occur. 

Funding for the study was provided through Virginia Uranium Incorporated. 

In a statement, Virginia Uranium said the study found "major technological and regulatory advances over the past 
thirty years have dramatically improved the environmental and public health performance of the uranium mining 
and milling industry." 

The study makes clear though, the potential for environmental and human health impacts are very real. One example 
is severe weather dangers. 

"The report highlights the risk of an extreme weather event. It talks about hurricanes, it talks about earthquakes, it 
talks about floods. We've had all of those risks just this year alone," said Cale Jaffe, senior attorney for the Southern 
Environmental Law Center. 

The National Academy of Sciences will spend the next five months explaining the report to the general public. A 
vote on whether to lift the mining moratorium is expected sometime this General Assembly session. 
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Virginia’s Energy Fantasies 

Posted on December 20, 2011 by Peter Galuszka| 2 Comments  

By Peter Galuszka 

Plans to mine uranium in Southside Virginia did not get the boost some had been hoping for now 
that a 22-month-long review by the National Academy of Sciences and the National Academy of 
Engineering has been released. 

Far from rubber-stamping the plan, the independent analysis reported that there are “significant” 
health and environmental obstacles with the plan, which would allow mining 119 million pounds 
of uranium from the properties of several politically connected families near Chatham. 

Among those challenges are that Virginia, which must protect the environment and the lives of 
mining workers, has no experience doing so and lacks any regulations covering mining uranium. 
The study did not give a go or no-go recommendation but said that mining could occur if proper 
safeguards were put in place. Getting them will take much time and effort. 

In other words, the juggernaut towards the uranium mining idea, which has included all-
expenses-paid trips to France for legislatures considering ending a two-decades-long ban on such 
mining, just got a big, bright yellow caution light, not exactly what proponents  had hoped for. 

Even supporters started backing away from the idea. Gov. Robert F. McDonnell, who wants to 
make Virginia “the Energy Capital of the East Coast” seemed to mumble that uranium mining 
should be done safely. Virginia Energy Resources Inc., which owns 29 percent of the mining 
project, put the happiest face it could on the report, stating that we now have a “roadmap” to 
employ the “best practices” in safety that have been in practice in the U.S. and Canada. Mining 
opponents hailed the report as vindication of their fears. 

What’s going to be interesting is the next step. How Virginia’s business elite handles the report 
and the moratorium will be the determining factor about whether the ban is ended and the mining 
goes through. 

The sad truth is that many of these people see only one side of the energy equation and are loath 
to consider environmental issues or even get a deeper understanding of energy itself. Instead, 
legitimate concerns are painted as over-regulation madness by the likes of Barack Obama and his 
band of socialists. What is sad is that these very critics really have no real idea of what the global 
energy mix and what the markets really are. 



For proof, read a piece of a couple of weeks ago by Barry E. DuVal, the new president of the 
Virginia Chamber of Commerce who was once mayor of Newport News and a cabinet secretary 
under Republican Gov. Jim Gilmore. DuVal’s piece was a diatribe against the Obama 
Administration for not including areas offshore Virginia for exploration and drilling. He also 
attacked Obama’s concerns about the controversial Keystone XL pipeline that would take fossil 
fuel energy from an oil sands project in Canada to Gulf Coast refineries. Without a major change 
in direction from the White House,” DuVal wrote, Virginia won’t be able to drill offshore, 
expand renewable electricity sources and build nuclear power plants. 

A few little problems here. First, there are no known, large deposits of oil off the Virginia coast. 
There may be natural gas, but nothing certain. If you want to discuss natural gas,  one thing 
DuVal fails to mention, is that hydraulic fracking of Marcellus shale in Pennsylvania and New 
York, has resulted in an unexpected flood of new gas. The quantity is so great that electric 
utilities are shifting to gas from coal. As far as nuclear, DuVal seems to have forgotten the 
August earthquake that pushed the North Anna nuclear plant to its design limits and caused a 
national review of just how susceptible the country’s nuclear stations are to earthquakes. As for 
wind, Google plans a huge wind farm just off Virginia’s coast. No mention there. As for the 
Keystone pipeline, the petroleum is exceptionally dirty. The pipeline will result in zero jobs in 
Virginia, if you bother to look at a map. 

And lastly, for the first time in decades, the U.S. has become a net exporter of energy. This is all 
happening without Bob McDonnell’s fantasy of the state becoming the “Energy Capital of the 
East Coast.” The Old Dominion is a huge shipping port for coal exports, but it involves coking 
coal for steel for skyscrapers in Shanghai and Mumbai and has nothing to do with energy. 

So, given the level of understanding of the energy outlook, it should come as no surprise that this 
crowd will be pushing for an end to uranium mining and pressing on without substantive 
regulations. We hate regulations. We’re Virginians. In any event, it’s all Barack Obama’s fault.  



 
 
http://nuclearstreet.com/nuclear_power_industry_news/b/nuclear_power_news/archive/2011/12/20/report
-outlines-challenges-of-mining-large-va.-uranium-deposit-122002.aspx 

Report Outlines Challenges of Mining Large Va. Uranium Deposit 

 
Peter Barnes  
Tue, Dec 20 2011 6:26 AM  

A report by the National Academy of Sciences suggested it would take five to 
eight years to develop the regulatory framework to allow uranium mining in 

Virginia, home to potentially the largest undeveloped deposit in the U.S. 
 

Released on Monday, the report comes in time for next year's state 

legislative session, in which Virginia politicians will consider lifting a uranium 
mining ban in place since 1982. With uranium prices more than five times 

higher than a decade ago, state leaders commissioned the $1.4 million study 

in 2009 to gather information on the feasibility and potential environmental 

impacts of mining and processing. Lifting the moratorium would require 

drafting a range of environmental regulations and processes from scratch. 
 

According to the report, only the deposits at Coles Hill in Pittsylvania County 

appear to be economically viable. The site's geology makes it unsuitable for 
in-situ leaching/in-situ recovery. The report outlines a number of 

environmental impacts that would require mitigation, although, per 

instructions from the state, it does not make a recommendation on the 

mining one way or the other. 
 

The Coles family that originally proposed the mine in the 80s joined with 

neighbors and Canadian investors to form Virginia Uranium Inc., which is 
pushing to overturn the moratorium. According to Virginia Uranium, the 

deposit lies 1,500 feet below the surface on 200 acres near the state's 

southern border. It is believed to contain 119 million pounds of uranium 

oxide worth more than $7 billion. 

 


