
Should Virginia lift Its Moratorium on the 
Mining and Milling of Uranium?



Uranium Moratorium

• There has been a moratorium on uranium 
mining in Virginia since 1982.

• The moratorium was put into place so that 
the Virginia Coal and Energy Commission 
could study this type of mining and 
determine whether it should be allowed in 
Virginia.



Commission Report

• In 1985 the commission delivered its 
report to the Virginia General Assembly

• The report concluded that Uranium mining 
should be allowed in Virginia with certain 
conditions; however, there was a strong 
dissent.

• The Virginia General Assembly never lifted 
the moratorium on uranium mining & 
milling.



Exploration
• Virginia allows exploratory drilling for uranium by 

permit but does not currently have any program 
for uranium mining and milling since the 
moratorium is still in place



What Is Needed Under 
Virginia Law?

• To lift the moratorium, the General 
Assembly would need to pass a law 
authorizing the development of a uranium 
permitting program.

• In 2008, Virginia Uranium, Inc. (VUI) (which 
owns Coles Hill property in Pittsylvania) 
sought legislation to establish a 
Commission to obtain a “scientific study” of 
uranium mining, & to develop regulations.

• Bill passed Senate but was killed by House.



What and Where is Uranium?
• A white/black metallic chemical that is very 

dense and has highest atomic weight
• Discovered in 1789 and named after planet 

discovered 8 years earlier
• Used for nuclear reactors, weapons,                 

fuel for electricity
• Mined in Western U.S., Western Canada, Asia, 

Australia, South Africa,  Uranium also appears in 
rocks throughout Piedmont Virginia

• A deposit has been located at Coles Hill in 
Pittsylvania County that Virginia Uranium wants 
to mine.



How is Ore Used?

• Raw uranium ore is mined and then 
processed in plants:
– Converted to 

“yellow cake”
– Made into fuel 

by compaction
– Atoms split

for energy source



What are the Dangers of Mining and Milling? 

“ Possible Effects” According to Marline Study 

• “The contamination of local ground water and surfac e water . . 
. and the loss of such waters as suitable water suppl y sources , 
. . .”

• “The reduction or loss of yields from wells . . .  and the 
subsequent drawdown of the surrounding water table. ”

• “The loss of use of local ground water and surface water 
sources resulting from the migration of radionuclides and other 
contaminants from the former mining and tailings area . . . “

• “The need to avoid full time human residency within  a certain 
radius of the property during operations due to emission of radon, 
other radionuclides, or dust from mining, milling, and tailings 
management.”



Environmental & Health Effects

• 2005 - Navajo Nation President Joe Shirley, Jr. signed 
Native American tribal law banning uranium mining 
and milling. 

• 2008 – President Shirley before U.S. Senate Energy & 
Natural Resources Comm.: “The contamination will 
travel; it does not stay in one place. . .”

• New Mexico reports over 50% of uranium mines have 
no reclamation; cleanup estimated at $50 million and 
does not include cost for water quality or residential 
cleanup or waste removal.



What Kind of Mining? --Open Pit?

• Overburden, which 
is the left over rock, 
soil, and waste, is 
piled near the 
excavation site

• Uranium ore is 
processed at the 
nearby plant



--Underground Mining ?

• Ore brought to 
surface by 
elevators or 
trolley systems

• Ratio of waste to 
ore is much lower 
than in open pit 
mines because 
waste can be 
placed in mine.



--In Situ Mining ?

• Injection of wells 
deep into Earth’s core 
pump leaching 
substance

• Leaching dissolves 
ore, which can be 
extracted & 
evaporated at plant 

• In Situ Mining is 
ONLY type of mining
regulated by NRC

• Unlikely at Coles Hill



What Are Mill Tailings?
• Unused material left over from uranium mining

• EPA regulates the disposal of tailings under the 
1978 Uranium Mill Tailing Radiation Control Act

• NRC does not regulate conventional mining



What does the Federal 
Government Regulate?

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
– Regulates ONLY stormwater discharges from mines (through 

DEQ)
– Develops regulations regarding handing of mill tailings under 

Uranium Mill Tailing Reduction Act (UMTRCA)
The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)
– Regulates mill tailings according to EPA regulations.

– Has authority under UMTRCA for disposal, long-term 
stabilization, and control of mill tailings. 

– Regulates transportation, storage and disposal of nuclear 
material (uranium mills, mill tailings, NOT mining).

UMTRCA provides for eventual Federal or state ownership of 
disposal sites licensed by NRC.

ONLY STATES REGULATE MINING .



States Can Take Over Federal Role 
By Becoming  “Agreement States”

• NRC allows a state to take over the federal role of 
regulating nuclear waste if state has same or better 
regulations than federal government.  

• Virginia has applied for “agreement state status” for 
handling of “low level radioactive waste” but not uranium 
milling.

• 1985 VA Energy & Coal Comm’n Report recommended 
that Virginia become an “Agreement State” for uranium.

• 28 states have NRC “Agreement” status to regulate 
uranium milling, including:
– Colorado       --Illinois
– Texas --Utah
– Washington



Why (& Where) the 
Current Controversy?



Pittsylvania County



What’s at stake?
• Virginia Uranium, Inc. has leases to mine and mill 

uranium at Coles Hill near Chatham in Pittsylvania  
County.

• Exploratory data from 1980s showed there was over 
22,000 metric tons of Uranium. 

• Deposits’ estimated ‘07 value-$10 Billion.
• Uranium in 2 deposits with a combined footprint of about 

112 acres.  More acreage needed for milling and waste.
• Water table 36’ deep; bedrock 66’ deep.
• Marline had 38,000 acres under lease in Pittsylvania in 

the late ‘80s.
• Thousands of other acres were being considered 

throughout Piedmont Virginia.
• Coles Hill  may be only the first of other mines in VA. 



Coles Hill by Air Aerial 
View of site with 
exploratory wells

• Red marks existing bore 
holes from ’80s

• Green-proposed holes
• Blue-Archeological/ 

Architectural sites
• SS- Stream Samples
• RW-Residential Water
• PS-Surface Water Sample
• Blue - - - - wetlands offset
• Blue line-wetlands limit





A Visualization of Waste Generated









Why Maintain a Moratorium ?
• No state east of the Mississippi allows uranium mining.

– VA  has  higher rainfall - lower evaporation rates, more frequent 
storm incidents; more people than Western mining sites

• Radioactivity persists for thousands of years and pollution can leach 
into groundwater, local rivers and streams & disperse into air. 
– Water Supply:  Roanoke River Basin supplies drinking water for 

many in NC and VA, including Virginia Beach

• Uranium mining more dangerous than other types of mining.
– Virginia DMME does not have a good record regulating coal 

mining.

• Local governments unlikely to be able to regulate (Local governments  
prohibited from regulating coal & oil mining more strictly than State).
– Diminished property values near Uranium mining & milling.

• Economic Development: 
– Tourism is top state industry: Uranium mining’s impacts?
– Virginia recruiting high tech clean businesses, which would be 

unlikely to want to locate near uranium mining. 



Why Not Study?
SB 525 proposed establishment of a commission to 
1) assess the risks and benefits of developing Virginia’s uranium and
2) recommend establishing regulatory controls . 

General Assembly should not endorse any study (first step toward lifting 
moratorium) unless:

•VUI (like predecessor company in ‘80s) presents proposed plan of mining, 
milling and waste disposal before study of environmental effects is undertaken;

•VUI provides examples of where mining & milling has been done safely;

•A study bill does not include development of proposed regulations;

•A study recognizes the statewide implications of lifting moratorium (impacts on 
downstream users, possibility of mining in locations other than Coles Hill, etc.).

.



Groups In Support of Maintaining 
the Moratorium on Uranium Mining

• Conservation Committee, Garden Club of 
Virginia

• Dan River Basin Association
• Piedmont Environmental Council
• Sierra Club, Virginia Chapter
• Southern Environmental Law Center
• Southside Concerned Citizens
• Virginia Conservation Network
• Virginia League of Conservation Voters



What Can You Do?

• Contact your delegate and senator and ask them to 
support upholding the moratorium.

• Before an impact study is done, Virginia Uranium 
needs to 1) show where uranium mining and milling 
has been done safely & 2) provide a plan of potenti al 
methods of mining, milling and waste disposal.

• Any scientific study of impacts phase should be 
completed and reviewed by public before authorizing  
regulatory study.

• Ask your local government  to pass a resolution 
supporting the moratorium & send to legislators.

• Ask locality to consider local ban on uranium minin g 
or “personal trespass” ordinance .


