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The 1979 Church Rock Uranium Tailings Spill - An Unrecognized Disaster
Contact: Megan Vickery, Director of Programs, megan@moabmuseum.org
435-259-7985

Date and Time: October 28, 6-8 PM

For Immediate Release

In July 1979, the tailings disposal dam at United Nuclear Corporation’s Church Rock Mill
breached. The resulting spill released 1100 tons of uranium mill tailings and 94 million gallons
of radioactive and acidic wastewater into the Puerco River, becoming the nation’s largest
release of radioactive material, by volume, just four months after the notorious Three Mile
Island disaster. Surrounding residents of the mill, almost entirely members of the Navajo
Nation, have since suffered severe health problems due to exposures to mining and milling
wastes in water, soils, and air. On October 28 at 6:00pm at the Moab Museum, speakers Chris
Shuey and Terry Keyanna will come together to tell the story of the Church Rock spill and its
aftermath, sharing both scientific research and personal stories of the impact of uranium
mining and processing on this community.

This program is free with membership or admission.

“This fall at the Museum has been dedicated to getting out into the field. We've received
incredible support thus far in 2025 surrounding our Uranium exhibition: U92, and we’re excited
to expand the stories shared in the gallery space with this programmatic offering. Shuey, who
was introduced to the Museum team via Dr. Tommy Rock, opener to the U92 exhibition part II:
Aftermath this July, and Keyanna share a story that falls well short in news coverage in
comparison to the Three Mile Island spill, which took place in the same year.”

“It's an opportunity to learn about our own nuclear legacy especially in a time where nuclear
renewal is top of mind for folks in the Governor’s Office,” says Director of Communications,
Diego Velasquez.

About Chris Shuey:

MPH, is co-investigator of NBCS-ECHO+, community engagement core leader for UNM METALS
SRP, and director of the Uranium Impact Assessment Program at Southwest Research and
Information Center in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Mr. Shuey is an environmental health
specialist who has worked in and with Navajo and Pueblo communities on uranium mining
impacts since the late 1970s. He has teamed with Dr. Lewis and other university researchers to
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implement community-partnered research in uranium-impacted Native communities for more
than 20 years.

About Teracita “Terry” Keyanna:

Terry is a member of the Red Water Pond Road Community Association and a former resident
of a community exposed to two of the largest abandoned uranium mines on the Navajo Nation
and a uranium mill tailings disposal facility.

About the Spill:

In 1968, the United Nuclear Corporation initiated mining operations in the largest underground
uranium mine in the United States. Located in Church Rock, New Mexico, in the Navajo Native
American Reservation, the Church Rock Mill produced more than two million pounds of
uranium oxide per year. Waste from the mining process was disposed of in three lined lagoons
fortified by a man-made dam built on geologically unsound land—of which both the United
Nuclear Corporation and state and federal agencies were aware. On 16 July, 1979, the dam
breached and 1100 tons of uranium waste and 94 million gallons of radioactive water seeped
into the Puerco River. Scientists estimate that the amount of radiation released in the Church
Rock uranium mill spill was larger than the amount released at Three Mile Island, just four
months prior. Surrounding residents of the mill, almost entirely Navajos, relied on the Puerco
River as a watering source for livestock. They have since suffered severe health problems due
to substantial increases in radioactivity found in the water, soil, and air. Despite several
selective investigations and cleanup efforts by the US Environmental Protection Agency,
ramifications of the spill remain evident in the Navajo Nation today.
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