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 Navajo uranium waste 
could be a boon to US energy needs 

By Kathy Helms 
Special correspondent 

BACA —   For decades, the only option con-
sidered for cleaning up low-level radioactive 
waste left behind on the Navajo Nation by 
uranium and vanadium profiteers was to 

consolidate it and cap it in place after the more radio-
active principal threat waste had been removed.

But technology has advanced since the Cold War, 
and executive orders signed by President Donald 
Trump following his Jan. 20 declaration of a “National 
Energy Emergency” could give Navajo an advantage 
in helping further the president’s policy of making 
America energy dominant.

The tribe hopes to support the national energy 

residual wastes at 523 abandoned uranium mine 
sites across the reservation. In addition to uranium, 
vanadium also was mined on the reservation. Both 
are among 60 minerals added to the Final 2025 List 
of Critical Minerals published Nov. 7 in the Federal 
Register.

Vida Volkert/Independent 

14. 

Courtesy/Disa Technologies, Inc. 

Ambrosia Lake site suitable for waste

See Uranium waste, Page 5

By Jody Wilson
Diné Bureau
jwilson@gallupindependent.com 

WINDOW ROCK, Ariz. 
– On Wednesday, the 25th 
Navajo Nation Council voted 
unani-
mously to 
reject Na-
vajo Nation 
President 
Dr. Buu 
Nygren’s 
nominee, 
Kris Beech-
er, for the 
position 
of Navajo 
Nation Attorney General. 
This marks the second time 
the council has turned down 
Beecher’s appointment, citing 
concerns about his qualifica-
tions and ability to provide 
impartial legal counsel.

Council’s continued con-
cern regarding presidential 
appointees whose actions 
may place the interests of the 

responsibilities owed to all 
branches of government,” said 
Speaker Crystalyne Curley. 
“The Navajo people expect 
an attorney general who will 
uphold impartiality, transpar-
ency, and accountability.”

was rejected by a decisive 
0-19 vote.

Beecher, who has served 
as a member of the Navajo 
Nation Bar Association for 
eight years, was previously 

and has held positions as 
commissioner and chair of 
the Navajo Housing Authority 
Board. He is licensed to prac-
tice law in both Arizona and 

cited by Nygren and support-
ers as evidence of his readi-

council members disagreed, 
emphasizing the need for 
demonstrated impartiality and 

The council’s vote had 
barely concluded when 
Nygren entered the Council 
Chamber. He stated that he 
came to apologize publicly for 
his actions related to inappro-
priate text messages that were 
leaked to the public and to 
ask the council for operating 

During the special session, 
he issued a letter reappointing 
Beecher as acting attorney 
general, seeking to maintain 
executive control despite the 

recommendation letter aloud, 
arguing that the highest law 
enforcement role should not 
be left vacant, and that conti-
nuity was critical for ongoing 
litigation.

This move drew imme-
diate criticism from council 
leadership. Multiple delegates 
including Curley and Delegate 
Amber Kanazbah Crotty chal-
lenged the Nygren’s authority, 
reminding him and all present 
that the law clearly states the 
AG can only be appointed by 
the Council, even if recom-
mended by the president.

The legality and appropri-
ateness of naming someone as 
“acting” attorney general was 
directly challenged during the 
meeting. Crotty stated that 
if the AG position is vacant, 
the deputy attorney general 
should automatically assume 
all duties.

 NN Council
rejects 
Beecher AG 
nomination 
again 

Kris Beecher

By Vida Volkert

vvolkert@gallupindependent.com 

TSAILE, Ariz. — Diné 
College has started construc-
tion of a new STEM building 
that will include laboratories 
for introductory courses to 
advanced microbiological 
research on the campus in 
Tsaile, Arizona.

Diné College authorities 
made the recent announce-

munity leaders gathered at the 
Tsaile Campus for a ground-
breaking ceremony Nov. 21.

According to the an-
nouncement, the new STEM 
building has been designed to 
meet the evolving academic 
requirements of the college’s 
science programs, and up-
grade infrastructure installed 
in the late 1970s. The college 
has implanted its curriculum 
to include four-year degrees 
in lab sciences and a master’s 
programs in biology.

Dr. Shazia Hakim, Chair of 
the School of STEM, said the 
new facility will include “ad-
vanced technological capabil-
ities” and space for “next-gen-
eration gene sequencing and 
native plant research.” Hakim 
added that the building will 
include modern spaces to 
support a strong research 
ecosystem.

‘Students 
at the core’

Leon Jackson, Director of 
Project Operations, Capital 
Projects at Diné College, said 
the design process involved 
extensive collaboration 
between college leadership 
and Dyron Murphy of Dyron 
Murphy Architects.

Diné College 
begins 
construction 
of STEM 
building  
Will include space 

for advanced 
microbiological 

research

Families hold 2nd Thanksgiving meal giveaway  
By Darien Watchman
and Christina Tsosie 
dwatchman@gallupindependent.com
ctsosie@gallupindependent.com 

 GALLUP —   On Thanksgiving Day, 
a local family pulled together dona-
tions so that they could share meals 
with those less fortunate.

A year ago, the Hosteen and Bahe 
families of Vanderwagen and Purty 
Rock felt that the unsheltered popu-
lation of Gallup was being ignored so 
they jumped into action and distributed 
free meals to anyone in need.

This year, they set up a food line 

in the parking lot of the Shop ‘N Save 
uptown grocery store on East Historic 
Highway 66. Around 10 a.m. Thursday, 
people started lining up and by 11:30 
a.m., a little over 300 trays of Thanks-
giving grub was given away to those 
who sought kinship and a hearty meal 

cookies, mashed potatoes, and gravy. 

water were also available.
Organizer Kelley Hosteen, who is a 

paraprofessional in special education 
at Rehoboth Christian School, said 
that Thursday’s distribution outdid last 
year’s food giveaway and she hopes to 

top this year’s in 2026.
“Last year, we all decided to get 

together to feed the less fortunate in 

Darien J. Watchman/Independent 

etables, greens, cookies, mashed 
potatoes, and gravy during their 

town grocery store on East Historic 
Highway 66 in Gallup Thursday. 

 In NM’s most SNAP-reliant county, fear persists as the holiday season begins 
By Patrick Lohmann 
Source NM 

Like she does every 
Tuesday afternoon when the 
bell rings at the Shepherd’s 
Closet in Elephant Butte, 
Tami Smith stepped out the 
Tuesday before Thanks-
giving to greet a growing 
line of hungry people at the 
food pantry she runs. Then, 
like she also does every 
Tuesday, she joined some of 

them in prayer.
This week, ahead of 

Thanksgiving, she said she 
read from Isaiah 41:10. It 
was a reminder, she said, 
that, “There will always be 
trials and tribulations in 
life, but God will carry you 
through every storm.” Then 
she helped 138 households 
comprising 523 people get 
food for the week, she said.

A little more than 45% 
of Sierra County’s roughly 

11,500 residents rely on the 
federal Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program, 
according to the state Health 
Care Authority. That makes 
it the county with the high-
est rate of SNAP participa-
tion in New Mexico, which 
also is the state with the 
highest SNAP reliance in the 
United States.

The county’s high rate 
of SNAP reliance made the 
food pantry even more vital 

earlier this year when feder-
al cuts and stoppages threw 
the program into upheaval, 
Smith said. The food pantry 
distributes at least 36,000 
pounds of food a month, she 
said, to people who line up 
beginning at 7:30 a.m. and 
come from as far away as 
Alamogordo, Socorro or Las 
Cruces. 

Courtesy/Tami Smith 

any shorter anytime soon. 
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Dr. Abimbola Ojekanmi, Uranium Reclamation Coordinator with the NM Energy Minerals and Natural Resources Department, and Amber Rheubottom, 

Aug. 14.
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From waste to feedstock?
Many of the energy actions set in motion by the 

president’s executive orders are being put on the fast 
track, backed by funding opportunities to accelerate 
implementation, according to Stephen Etsitty, exec-
utive director of the Navajo Nation Environmental 
Protection Agency.

Etsitty pointed to Executive Order 14241 which fo-
cuses on “Immediate Measures to Increase American 
Mineral Production” as example. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy announced two funding opportunities 
Nov. 14 totaling $355 million to expand domestic 
production of critical minerals and materials.

“This announcement is highly relevant to the 
Navajo Nation for several reasons,” Etsitty told the 
Eastern Navajo Land Commission during a Nov. 21 

opportunity provides $275 million to extract critical 
minerals from industrial byproducts and waste 
streams, including materials left over from historic 
mining operations. Our [abandoned uranium mine] 
sites and legacy uranium waste streams may qualify 
as eligible feedstock.”

The $275 million will be divided among 10 re-
cipients. “We’re going to try and get anywhere from 
$35 million to $40 million,” he said.

The second opportunity would provide up to $80 
-

ing sites for next-generation mining and reclamation 
technologies. “My understanding from reading the 
grant announcement is that is really for the current 
mining industry and we don’t have a lot of mining 
industry actually on the reservation,” Etsitty added.

Partnering for cleanup
Working with its partners – Disa Technologies 

Inc., BHP, and Energy Fuels Inc. – Navajo could 
help secure the country’s mineral supply chain 
within months of getting the green light, as opposed 
to the years it takes to get a single conventional 

The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

in October after nearly two years of federal review, 

The license authorizes the company to remediate 
abandoned uranium mine waste across the western 
United States utilizing a new technology called 
high-pressure slurry ablation.

Disa’s licensing process began after a 2023 U.S. 
EPA-funded treatability study, conducted in partner-
ship with Navajo EPA, demonstrated the safety and 

stated in a news release.

“If we get the grant it’s going to give us an oppor-
tunity to elevate everything that we’re doing from a 
one-machine, one-site cleanup mode to multi sites, 
multi cleanups, all going at the same time,” Etsitty 
said. “We have a chance to do more clean closures 
and accelerate the pace of cleanup.”

The DOE grant would support the removal of 
uranium mine waste by concentrating the waste in 
a treated material to make its milling economically 
viable. Energy Fuels, sole owner of the only operat-
ing uranium mill in the United States, would recycle 
the uranium at the White Mesa Mill near Blanding, 
Utah, after it undergoes ablation.

The process also is expected to reduce the cost of 
remediation by minimizing the waste and providing 

The lesser volume of the treated material, which 
will have higher concentrations of uranium, will 

remaining treated waste, which is less toxic and 
with fewer contaminants, will be disposed in the 
proposed repository.

The Land Commission and the Resources and 
Development Committee have signaled support for 
selection of an Ambrosia Lake Valley site as a cen-
tralized, long-term regional waste repository. The 
Land Commission also approved a resolution, 4-0, at 
the Nov. 21 meeting, supporting the Navajo Nation 
in applying for the DOE grant to help the United 
States produce critical minerals needed for civilian 
and military applications.

BHP land for repository?
BHP, an Australian multinational mining and 

metals company, acquired the Ambrosia Lake ura-
nium mill site through its wholly owned subsidiary 
Rio Algom, which purchased the Quivira Mining 
Corp. from Kerr-McGee in 1989.

The U.S. EPA has proposed removing radioactive 
waste from the Quivira Mines site on Navajo land 
near Church Rock, trucking it to a solid waste land-

and burying it atop an artesian aquifer at a cost of 
around $182 million. Navajo EPA wants the waste 

Diné Natural Resources Protection Act, and BHP 
has expressed willingness to collaborate on develop-
ing a repository.

Liz Ruedig of BHP addressed the Land Com-
mission at the Nov. 21 meeting, informing them that 
Ambrosia Lake was a uranium mining and milling 
district that operated from the mid-1950s until the 
1980s. It has been in reclamation status since the 
mid-’80s and is partially reclaimed.

“We believe that there is a lot of potential at the 
site,” she said, not only because of the reclamation 
status, but because BHP owns 14,000 acres in the 
area and could accept all of the waste from Navajo’s 
523 abandoned uranium mines.

“One of the most attractive features of the site is 

thus reducing transportation costs and degree of 
logistical complexity of moving waste following the 
ablation process,” Ruedig said.

Additionally, there are several environmental 
and technical features that make the site suitable. 
“One of the primary ones is that there is no threat to 
groundwater,” she said, because historical mining 
activities reduced the amount of groundwater in the 
area.

There are massive layers of Mancos Shale that 
encapsulate any discharge and prevent contaminants 

roads and a railroad nearby. There are no perenni-
al streams or surface water bodies and no nearby 
residences. “All of these factors make the Ambrosia 
Lake site a suitable location for a waste repository,” 
Ruedig said.

Etsitty said that if Navajo could get the commit-
ments on the processing end, “we could be produc-

of uranium far in advance of when a new mine could 
be permitted. We call it ‘pounds above the ground’ 
versus ‘pounds in the ground’.

“Pounds above the ground is not going to require 
a permit, it’s not going to require a major investment 
in infrastructure for a conventional underground 
mine,” he said. “You just need to scoop it up, you 
don’t need to mine it. It’s not mining. It’s all reme-
diation.”

Nygren doesn’t honor Council’s vote
“For this body, we work through Title Two, and council 

consider Mr. Kris Beecher, and this is very disrespectful to 
know that this council voted down unanimously. There was 

“It’s just very disrespectful to see that that type of vote is 
not honored.”

The Navajo Nation attorney general position has seen 

began in December 2024, when the Navajo Nation Council 
voted 13-6 to remove then-attorney general Ethel Branch. 
After Branch’s removal, Nygren recommended his Deputy 

-
eral Heather Claw served as acting attorney general.

Beecher was subsequently removed from the Department 

leading Nygren to appoint Heather Claw as AG and Beecher 

In August, Colin Bradley was appointed as the new AG 
by Nygren, following the council’s emergency removal of 
Heather Claw.

During the Fall Session, the Navajo Nation Council voted 

General. After the vote, Nygren reappointed Beecher as 
acting attorney general.

Navajo Nation and supervises all programs and units of the 
Navajo Nation Department of Justice. The Navajo Nation 
Department of Justice provides legal services to the three 
governmental branches of the Navajo Nation Government, 
including its chapters and entities, in matters in which the 
Navajo Nation government has an interest. The attorney 
general also initiates and defends all litigation against the 
Navajo Nation and supervises all outside attorney contrac-
tors who assist the Nation with various cases.

The planning team visited laboratories at major re-
search institutions, including the University of New 
Mexico and Arizona State University, to learn more about 
the needs for a facility of this caliber. Murphy worked on 

accommodate introductory courses to advanced microbio-
logical research.

While college authorities have not released information 
on the cost of this building, the news release states the proj-
ect is funded by the U.S. Department of Education through 
a Title III grant.

Acting President Glennita Haskey said, “students are 
the core of all of this. You might use the building next year, 
but it’s going to be your children and their children who are 
going to come through these doors and utilize our facility. 
We’re setting a true foundation here.”

According to the news release, science classes previously 
occupied the Gorman Classroom Building, a structure in-
tended initially for general instruction rather than complex 

Arviso Construction is managing construction on the 
building.

Darien J. Watchman/Independent

The Hosteen and Bahe families gather for a group photo 
near their Thanksgiving food giveaway in the parking lot 

-
toric Highway 66 in Gallup Thursday. Kelley Hosteen is 
seen at the center in leopard print pants and black jacket.

our community, to let them know that they belonged, you 
know, they are welcomed to share whatever they want with 
us,” she said. “I feel like their voices are unheard; not only 
that, but we wanted to spread the word of God.”

‘Driven by faith’

guidance or words of encouragement. And when recipients 
sought connection, Hosteen said her father James Hosteen, 
who is a former pastor, stepped in and prayed with them.

“My family is Christian and we were driven by faith,” 
she said. “We had about 30 volunteers who helped serve 
and speak with those who came out for some food.”

Hosteen added that this charity distribution was a “fam-
ily and friends project” that also saw help from friends and 
coworkers. Family members and relatives donated and col-
lected donations to make Thanksgiving meals a reality for 
those who live on the streets of Gallup. In total, 10 turkeys 
were cooked.

“Everyone gave what they could from their own pock-
et,” she said. “We didn’t seek sponsors or anything.”

Deliveries

East, and West Gallup, volunteers loaded up their vehi-
cles with trays and drove around delivering to people who 
accepted a free Thanksgiving meal.

The families hopes to make this a yearly tradition.
-

ue,” she said. “We’d like to let it go on as long as it needs 
to go.”

contact Kelley Hosteen at 505-868-3093.

“When you have food insecurity, 
and then you have all this going on 
with SNAP, people panic,” she said. 
“They want to make sure that they 
have enough food for their family. 
And we have multi-generational fam-
ilies here. It’s not uncommon to have 
11, 12, 15 people in the household.”

Those people have turned to Shep-
herd’s Closet during a chaotic year. 

First, federal cuts to The Emer-
gency Food Assistance Program 
left Roadrunner Food Bank, which 
supplies most of the pantry’s food, 
with 30 fewer truckloads, primarily 
of dairy products. The food pantry 
in Elephant Butte had to make up the 

said. 
Then, the “One Big Beautiful 

Bill Act” President Donald Trump 
signed in July contained provisions 
that cut SNAP and imposed future 
work requirements, along with other 
measures that prompted longer lines 
at the food pantry. 

Finally, when the federal govern-
ment shut down Oct. 1, Smith said 
she knew to expect even longer lines. 
She’s worked as a volunteer at the 
pantry for a decade, including during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“It was severe fear and panic 
during the pandemic, and we see that 

so uncertain,” she said. “And people, 

especially during the holidays, they 
panic because they don’t think they 
can get enough food.”

The food line has not shrunk even 
though the state stepped in to pay for 

payment that covered SNAP through 

with a $162.5 million payment meant 
to cover the program through Janu-
ary. And the line has stayed long even 
after the 43-day federal government 
shutdown ended, Smith said. 

“As long as there’s still that fear 
out there, the lines are not going to 
go down,” she said. “It would take 
the government to agree all the time, 
which won’t ever happen.”

Amid the panic, Smith said Shep-

herd’s Closet will continue opening 
every Tuesday to give out as much 
food as people need without judg-
ment.

“I don’t ask many questions, 
because that’s not my business,” she 
said. “God says, ‘Feed my people.’ 
That’s what I do.”

Editor’s note:
This story was originally produced 

by Source New Mexico, which is part 
of States Newsroom, a nonprofit news 

network that includes and is sup-
ported by grants and a coalition of 
donors as a 501c(3) public charity.  

To access similar content, visit
 www.sourcenm.com.
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USEPA Region 9 Remedial Project Manger Ken-
yon Larson talks about USEPA uranium remedi-

Aug. 14.


