By the 1980s, decades of uranium mining
had already taken their toll on the people and
environment of northwestern New Mexico.
As the Cold War mining boom turned to bust,
one company promised mines without toxic
tailings piles or massive impoundments waiting
to burst. But residents in the Diné (Navajo)
communities of Crownpoint and Church Rock
– one of whom had worked at such a mine
where irreversible contamination ruined
groundwater – were not convinced. They
began what few imagined would be a
decades-long struggle against a company – and the tangle of state, tribal and federal
agencies that pushed for its success – that promised a “pot of yellowcake at the end of
the rainbow.”
On October 1, 1996, Law Center Executive Director Douglas Meiklejohn penned a response
to a request from Mitchell Capitan of the Eastern Navajo Diné Against Uranium Mining
(ENDAUM), promising to help the group in its fight to prevent new uranium mining in
and near Diné (Navajo) communities.
It has been a long and complicated road to get where we are today, made possible by
the strength and perseverance of our clients and the generosity of Law Center members
and donors who have supported this critical legal defense for two decades. Yet as we
commemorate this anniversary, we also acknowledge that the fight is far from over
for too many communities in northwestern New Mexico that continue to grapple with
the painful legacy of Cold War-era contamination and/or the threat of new mining.
Justice is our goal. With your continued help, we will not stop until the threats of
uranium mining have subsided in the region.
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Law Center Staff Attorney Eric Jantz shares a big-picture look at the history of this case.
Eric has represented ENDAUM since he arrived at the Law Center in 2001; prior to that,
he lived in Crownpoint where he worked at DNA People’s Legal Services.
Flint, Baltimore, Philadelphia...Church Rock? The list of communities facing drinking water
crises is ever growing, but some communities don’t get mentioned in the media or the halls
of power. When the Flint water crisis made national headlines, Americans were shocked that
any community's drinking water could be sacrificed just to save a few bucks. But contaminated
water is a fact of life for many communities impacted by this nation's fetishistic fascination
with atomic power.
Uranium mining was a mainstay of New Mexico industry since the 1940s, when a bright flash
at the Trinity site in southern New Mexico signaled the dawn of the atomic age and moved
Robert Oppenheimer to compare the human race to Death itself. Then, in the early morning
hours of July 16, 1979, America experienced its worst nuclear disaster ever: the earthen dam
that held an obscene concoction of uranium milling waste burst, sending 95 million gallons
of radioactive sludge down the Puerco. The waste roared through the Navajo (or ”Diné” in
their native language) villages of Church Rock and Gallup, eventually thinning to a trickle
hundreds of miles downstream in Arizona. Soon after, the uranium market collapsed and
mining companies scattered, leaving mountains of radioactive and toxic waste behind.
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