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After the Local Coal Mine Shuts
Down, These Navajo and Hopi
Communities Seek a Just
Transition
A year after the Kayenta Mine was closed, both the energy
company behind it and the federal government overseeing it have
done little to restore the lands they’ve trampled.
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Herb Yazzie recalls the days when he could graze his herds of cattle and sheep across

his homelands in the northeastern Arizona region of the Navajo Nation, between

sandstone bluffs and shadowy canyons. But in recent years, the watering holes the

animals relied on dried up. Like other tribal members, Yazzie blames the Black Mesa

coal mine, which operated on Hopi and Navajo land for nearly half a century, until

2005. Throughout its lifetime, Peabody Energy, the mine’s owner, pumped some 45

billion gallons of groundwater to transport the coal through a pipeline as a mixture

called “slurry” to a generating station in southern Nevada. The underground aquifer

shrank and shrank.

“Just this spring, I had to get rid of seven or eight cows,” says Yazzie, a former tribal

chief justice. “Now we have less than 15 sheep, and we only keep one horse to do

ranch work. There used to be springs that our livestock would use in the arroyos and

mountains. All of that is gone.”

Herb Yazzie, a former chief justice of the Navajo Nation

Diego James Robles

https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/peabody-western-coal-company-black-mesa-mine-complex-navajo-county-az-nn0022179
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/black-mesa-controversy
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Now, Yazzie and other tribal members see history repeating itself with another coal

mine: the Kayenta Mine, which is also located on Navajo and Hopi lands and owned by

Peabody. In 2019, after nearly 50 years of operation and facing increased competition

from renewable energy sources such as wind and solar, the coal-fired Navajo

Generating Station finally closed down. With it went the massive Kayenta Mine, and

many tribal members like Yazzie worry that Peabody will treat Kayenta just as it did the

Black Mesa Mine, which remains only partially reclaimed to this day.

Mine reclamation was supposed to quickly follow Kayenta’s closure, and tribal

members hoped the cleanup would offer new jobs—replacing hundreds that were lost

with the closures, in a place where unemployment hovers around 50 percent.

Instead, that lifeline is nowhere to be seen. In its place are silent smokestacks and

ravaged earth.

https://www.nrdc.org/experts/julia-prochnik/navajo-generation-coal-fired-power-plant-shuts-down-early
https://www.usbr.gov/ngs/
https://www.usbr.gov/ngs/kmc.html
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A Record of Neglect

Having seen Peabody’s handling of the Black Mesa Mine reclamation, many tribal

members fear that the company will also abandon its second mess as well as any

responsibility to help restart the local economy. And they blame the Office of Surface

Mining Reclamation and Enforcement (OSMRE), an agency within the U.S.

Department of the Interior, for simply looking the other way.

Meanwhile, the situation for Navajo Nation and Hopi tribal members has been getting

more dire. The dropping aquifer has made many wells useless, forcing families to drive

miles to congested community water stations. That compounds health risks for

Indigenous communities already staggered by the coronavirus pandemic.

From top: The Navajo Generating Station ​in Page, Arizona, January 2020; ​Norman Benally, a

member of the Navajo Nation, at his home near the closed Black Mesa Mine in Kayenta,

September 7, 2010.

From top: Christie Hemm Klok/The New York Times via Redux; Scott D.W. Smith/The New York

Times via Redux

https://www.osmre.gov/
https://www.nbcnews.com/specials/navajo-nation-fears-second-covid-19-wave/index.html
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Water management expert and frequent tribal consultant Daniel Higgins points to a

concerning pattern of behavior from the coal company. “Peabody downplayed the

impacts of its pumping from the very beginning and always held that pumping by tribal

communities was causing the drawdown,” he says. But Peabody’s stance grew shakier

after the mine closed, “and it seemed pretty clear that water levels were either

stabilizing or beginning to recover”—the only difference was that there was no longer a

coal mine pumping water.

To Yazzie, getting the federal government to simply recognize the obvious sometimes

feels futile. “Over the years, we’ve always tried to tell OSMRE about the impacts,” he

says. “But it’s been a hard, frustrating process. From our viewpoint, Peabody does

what it wants, without any oversight.”

Members of the Larson family, who have no running water in their home, collect water from a

distribution point in the Navajo Nation town of Thoreau in New Mexico, May 22, 2020. Washing

hands is one of the most effective ways to prevent the spread of germs during the pandemic,

but an estimated 30 percent to 40 percent of this sovereign territory's 178,000 residents don't

have access to running water or sanitation.

Mark Ralston/AFP via Getty Images
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An OSMRE spokesman, who asked not to be named, denies that his agency is

responsible for cleanup delays. Instead he blames the pandemic and tribal shelter-in-

place orders for any delays.

Clearing the Haze

While tribal governments took a big hit from the closures of Kayenta and the power

station—the Navajo Nation received between $30 million and $50 million in mining

royalties each year—tribal members also saw immediate benefits after the facilities

were shut. One of them is cleaner air: the Navajo Generating Station was America’s

largest source of nitrogen dioxide air pollution and dispatched a laundry list of toxic

chemicals up its stacks each day. The smoke not only cast a haze over the Grand

Canyon but also posed health hazards for surrounding communities; an informal

survey by the Navajo activist group Tó Nizhóní Ání (“Sacred Water Speaks” in Navajo)

revealed that 60 percent of nearby families had at least one member with breathing

problems.

The Navajo Generating Station, January 2020

Chri​stie Hemm Klok/The New York Ti​mes via Redux

https://www.nrdc.org/experts/julia-prochnik/navajo-generation-coal-fired-power-plant-shuts-down-early
https://content.sierraclub.org/creative-archive/sites/content.sierraclub.org.creative-archive/files/pdfs/100_96_NavajoGeneratingStation_FactSht_07_low.pdf
http://tonizhoniani.org/?_ga=2.176953953.599764387.1598888922-1307664535.1594733956
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-environment/2019/10/16/closure-navajo-generating-station-clear-air-over-grand-canyon/1710330001/
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Even as skies clear, however, the Kayenta and Black Mesa mines continue to serve as

bleak, 60,000-acre reminders of the work still to be done. Their full reclamation

involves backfilling the pits, replacing topsoil, and removing all infrastructure—

including buildings, roads, and the rail line that hauled the Kayenta Mine’s coal 80

miles to the Navajo Generating Station.

Firm federal oversight is critical to ensuring that Peabody completes these tasks,

according to Mark Squillace, a natural resources professor at the University of

Colorado Law School. While the law requires coal companies to continuously restore

disturbed lands even as they mine, “it’s pretty clear that Peabody has not been doing

that,” he says. “There’s virtually nothing happening on the mine site at Kayenta right

now, and OSMRE is just asleep at the switch.”

To help break that logjam, Navajo environmental advocates are carrying their concerns

to the halls of Congress. “Our role is to amplify these advocates’ voices and their

work,” says Noah Long, western region director of NRDC’s Climate & Clean Energy

Program. “We support a reasonable transition path away from coal. And we support

holding the plant owners and operators accountable for the cleanup—as required

under federal law.”

Among those listening is Representative Raúl Grijalva of Arizona, chairman of the

House Committee on Natural Resources. “Things are getting slowed down, rules are

getting changed in the middle of the game,” he says. “Prior commitments and

assurances don't have the importance that they should have, and you have an agency

that facilitates this, as opposed to being an honest broker. We need remediation to

make the tribes whole and do it right.”

To that end, Grijalva sent a letter in July to OSMRE’s then-acting director and now

principal deputy director, Lanny Erdos, demanding information about the cleanup

delay. The congressman specifically targeted Peabody’s 2019 submission of major

modifications to the reclamation schedule outlined in Kayenta’s operating permit, which

https://www.nrdc.org/experts/noah-long
https://naturalresources.house.gov/
https://naturalresources.house.gov/imo/media/doc/Letter%20to%20OSMRE%20on%20Kayenta%20-%20Signed.pdf
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OSMRE deemed “not significant” despite the fact that Peabody had shut down work at

Kayenta just a few months before. A finding of “significant” changes would have

prompted a public review process, allowing tribal members a voice in the cleanup.

“In short,” Grijalva wrote, “it appears that no reclamation at Kayenta Mine has occurred

for the nearly one full year since mining operations permanently ceased; Peabody is

seeking to conduct reclamation more slowly; and the public has been nearly shut out of

the process.”

Follow the Money

Grijalva and others wonder whether money might play a part in the delay. Under an

assertion by Peabody, owners of the Navajo Generating Station are responsible for

71.4 percent of Kayenta’s cleanup costs, estimated at approximately $188 million. One

of those owners is the Interior Department, with a 24.3 percent stake in the plant.

Mostly empty coal conveyors at​ the Kayenta mine, January 2020. The Navaj​o Generating

Station used to b​urn 240 railcars' worth of co​al each day.

Christie Hemm Kl​ok/The New York Times via Redux

https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/Final%20Kayenta%20NOI%202.13.19%20%28signed%29.pdf
https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/Final%20Kayenta%20NOI%202.13.19%20%28signed%29.pdf
https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/Final%20Kayenta%20NOI%202.13.19%20%28signed%29.pdf
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“That’s a big conflict of interest,” says Denver attorney Brad Bartlett, who has advised

tribal members fighting for reclamation. “It’s why there is such tremendous resistance

to having any type of public process around the mine closure, which would raise all

these thorny questions: How long would cleanup take and how much will it cost? If

you’re the U.S. Department of Interior, you don’t want those questions raised.”

But that hasn’t stopped some people from asking. In June, several former Hopi tribal

chairmen urged OSMRE’s western regional director, David Berry, to include the tribes

in identifying and preserving mine-area cultural sites, as required by the National

Historic Preservation Act. “We believe that after 50 years of sacrifice, we are entitled to

that respect,” they wrote in a joint letter.

To Nicole Horseherder, Tó Nizhóní Ání’s executive director, respect includes

restoration of the land and water so that it can be returned to tribal members who knew

this corner of northeastern Arizona long before Peabody moved in. “Those are the

people,” she says, “who will go back to the land and have the opportunity to use it

again, as they did before mining came.”
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ART

A Séance in the Anthropocene

Long after the age of fossil fuels has drawn to a close, a Cherokee teenager
attending an elite tribal school puts the last ghosts of coal and oil to rest. A story
that retells the experiences of those who lived through the tumultuous transition

away from fossil fuels, published by Fix, Grist’s solutions lab, with support from
NRDC.
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Nurses Wanted in a City Long Plagued by Coal Plant

Pollution

Through efforts to train a more diverse pool of nurses and create family-
sustaining careers, workforce leaders in Peoria, Illinois, are jump-starting their
economy and addressing the inequities of the past.

WESTERN DISPATCH

Alaska Natives Lead a Unified Resistance to the Pebble

Mine 

The effort to stop a massive mine project in Bristol Bay, Alaska, has been a
decades-long fight for the region’s Indigenous People. Five tribal leaders share
their experiences.

https://www.nrdc.org/stories/nurses-wanted-city-long-plagued-coal-plant-pollution
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/alaska-natives-lead-unified-resistance-pebble-mine
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/alaska-natives-lead-unified-resistance-pebble-mine
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PERSPECTIVES

In Oklahoma, “Yet Another Broken Promise” to Native

Americans

How Governor Stitt teamed up with the head of the EPA to keep tribes from
regulating fracking and industrial pollution on their own lands.

POLICY PRIMER

This Is What a Just Transition Looks Like

To help a community leave its dirty energy economy behind, advocates must fight
for local representation, equity, and retraining that prepares workers for high-
quality jobs.

https://www.nrdc.org/stories/oklahoma-yet-another-broken-promise-native-americans
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/oklahoma-yet-another-broken-promise-native-americans
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https://www.nrdc.org/stories/what-just-transition-looks
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ONEARTH STORY

When a Virus Exposes Environmental Injustice 

Reducing air pollution isn’t just something to strive for. COVID-19 is illustrating
why it’s a moral imperative.

ONEARTH STORY

We Need a Just Transition—Because We Should Abandon

Coal, Not Coal Workers

Taking care of those communities distressed by the shift from fossil fuels to
renewable energy is an economic and ethical imperative.
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SOUTHWEST DISPATCH

A Fracking Boom Ransacks the Four Corners

Native American activists in northwest New Mexico are putting up a firm
resistance as the U.S. Bureau of Land Management hands over their homeland
to allies in the oil and gas industry.

ROCKIES DISPATCH

In Utah, Industry Pounces on What Were, Not Long Ago,

Our Public Lands

Cobalt mining and other interests lay claim to Grand Staircase–Escalante and
Bears Ears National Monuments, rankling local communities tied to these lands.
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SUPPORT OUR WORK

VICTORY

The Revitalization of This Former Coal Town Starts Now

Following a landmark settlement agreement, $8.6 million will be invested back
into projects that uplift the community of Peoria, Illinois, where a dirty coal plant is
scheduled to close by the end of 2022.
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