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Churchrock, New Mexico

“Dusk”
Photo by Teracita Keyanna



● ~ 94 million gallons of 
toxic uranium mill 
tailings wastewater 
spilled into the Puerco 
River.

● The spill traveled more 
than 75 miles 
downstream into 
Arizona, passing 
through numerous 
Navajo communities.

Churchrock Mill Tailings Spill 
July 16, 1979

Hole in dam from inside the tailings impoundment
SRIC; unknown origin



Remembering the Disaster



Lightning at Church Rock, New Mexico. 
Photograph by Tim Fitzharris
https://www.saatchiart.com/art/Photography-Lightning-at-Church-Rock-New-Mexico/
1237771/4974142/view

Traditional Navajo Place Names for 
Churchrock, New Mexico



Table 1: Assessment of Traditional Navajo Place Names; kinship to water sources, tree 
formations, rock formations, or non-environmental elements for all 110 Navajo Nation chapters

Traditional Navajo Knowledge Systems



Traditional Navajo Worldview

The Great Seal of the 
Navajo Nation 
Designed by John Claw, Jr.
https://www.newmexico.org/native-culture/n
ative-communities/navajo-nation-dineh/



Storytelling Environmental Injustices 
Through Traditional Navajo Cultural Art



Historical and Geographical Background



USEPA Region 9 Map of Northeast Church Rock Mine, 
Kerr-McGee Quivira and UNC Mill Superfund Sites

A map from a USEPA Fact Sheet (March 2017) 
illustrates such environmental injustice as the 
risks and exposures from the mine wastes 
surrounding these local communities are 
downplayed by representing “Structures,” but not 
communities where people live (Fig. 3).* 

Red Water Pond Road Community is indicated 
by white squares scattered along Red Water 
Pond Road. The community is situated between 
two large-scale abandoned uranium mines and a 
massive uranium mill tailings impoundment that 
rests on the site of the Church Rock mill spill; all 
within about a mile of each other.

*It is important to note that in their recently updated map, EPA specifies that 
the white boxes represent the residential locations of Diné communities.



Cultivating Collaborative Communities: 
From MASE to METALS



From NIEHS Superfund Research to EPA Superfund 
Regulation: Ethnographically Inflected GIS-MCDA 

ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this pilot study is to render a model for sociocultural, ecological, and 

hydrogeological site suitability analysis to support policy discussions about the 

removal, relocation, and long-term management of toxic waste from abandoned 

uranium mines (AUMs) in the former Grants Uranium Mining District of 

Northwestern New Mexico, U.S. Southwest. The proposed model for site suitability 

analysis takes a geospatial approach, utilizing a geographic information system (GIS) 

based multi-criteria decision analysis (GIS-MCDA). Each criterion is populated by a 

series of “constraints” and “factors” that will be identified through long-term 

engagement with many different stakeholders—from impacted local communities to 

regional experts in environmental health sciences and policy, government agencies, 

as well as independent and private firms—followed by cross-analysis and 

cross-evaluation of the data. Criteria will be weighted for importance (relative 

influence of each criterion factor on the model) through an ethnographic interview 

process. This process will be based on the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP), in which 

stakeholders are asked to rank criterion factors against one another in structured 

pairwise comparisons.  The aim of the project is to co-design continuous and 

categorical GIS layers, weight the factors, assign and rank values of highest priority 

and lowest priority, and map the criteria. Every stage of research is punctuated by 

multi-stakeholder engagement: from problem formulation to data collection and 

analysis, to discussions and conclusions.



● Our language is our culture and 
our culture is our language. We 
need both. 

● To bring back our language, we 
also need to bring back our 
culture. They are a whole.

● Bring back communication 
systems to the community.

Restorative Justice for Churchrock
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Cover Art: top photograph, FCPP 2013, Carlan Tapp 
(https://www.sanjuancitizens.org/updated-fcpp; accessed 
September 29, 2021).
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