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Whether you endorse or oppose mining uranium for nuclear energy, rising uranium prices 
and worldwide demand indicate the practice is on the upswing, and most U.S. deposits 
occur in the Southwest. Newspaper headlines in recent months describe numerous new 
mining claims, including in areas that encroach upon urban and national parklands, as 
well as ongoing threats to water quality from mining and milling operations that occurred 
decades ago. Uranium production likely is coming soon to an area near you.

Uranium production from the 1950s to the 1970s left a legacy of contaminated 
groundwater, surface water, and soils. The effects of tasteless, odorless radiation were not 
understood until after miners and users of the contaminated materials became seriously ill; 
only then were regulations for managing uranium production enacted. Now that uranium 
standards have been established, will the next uranium boom be any safer for humans and 
the environment? That remains to be seen. Some parties say yes, absolutely; others say no 
way. Finding a viewpoint that objectively weighs the advances in mining technology and 
protection of health and the environment against the inherent dangers of the handling of 
uranium proved impossible. But through this issue, we can become informed about what is 
involved, what has happened, and what might be different in the future.

We are pleased by the long list of contributors to this issue, making it truly a publication 
by and for the water professionals of the Southwest. Thanks to all of them, our eight 2008 
sponsors (see page 9), and our 35 advertisers for providing the support that makes this 
issue possible.
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After uranium is leached from 
ore, it is dried and filtered 
to produce yellowcake, an 
intermediate step in uranium 
ore processing, comprised 
of about 80 percent 
uranium. The photo shows 
yellowcake on a belt filter at 
a processing plant in France 
in 1995. Photo copyright 
AREVA Inc.

Correction
Costs of the California 
State Water Project and 
Central Valley Project were 
incorrectly reported on page 
22 of the Sept/Oct 2008 issue 
of Southwest Hydrology. The 
correct figures are $4.6 billion 
and $3.4 billion, respectively.
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Publishing Southwest Hydrology furthers SAHRA’s 
mission of promoting sustainable management 
of water resources in semi-arid regions.

This publication is supported by SAHRA (Sustainability of semi-Arid Hydrology and Riparian Areas) under the STC Program of the National Science Foundation, Agreement 
No. EAR-9876800.  Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of SAHRA or of the National Science Foundation.
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Mining Uranium
Groundwater was involved in the formation of many large uranium ore deposits, 
and increasingly groundwater (fortifi ed with other compounds) is being used to 
mine them using in-situ leaching methods. Uranium mining in the 20th century 
left a legacy of surface water and groundwater contamination that is still being 
dealt with today. Water quality standards for uranium were not enacted until after 
mining began, which means insuffi cient or no background data were collected 
to serve as baseline remediation goals. Love it or hate it (there doesn’t appear to 
be a middle ground), uranium mining is on the increase in the Southwest.
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