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Memorandum 

 

To: David Stancil, DEAPR Director 

From: Tom Davis, Water Resources Coordinator 

Date: August 1, 2013 

RE: Coles Hill Uranium Deposit, Chatham, Virginia 

 
In late July 2013 members of the Board of Commissioners requested information 
regarding potential uranium mining in the vicinity of Chatham, Virginia.   This 
memorandum provides background information on this topic.   
 
The Coles Hill uranium deposit, comprised of the North and South Coles Hill uranium 
oxide bodies, was discovered in 1978 and is located 6 miles northeast of Chatham, 
Virginia and approximately 45 miles from the Orange County border (Figure 1). This 
deposit is reportedly the largest known undeveloped uranium oxide deposit in the 
United States and the seventh largest known deposit in the world.   
 
Virginia Uranium Incorporated (VUI) owns the land containing the North and South 
Coles Hill uranium oxide deposits.  VUI reports the total Coles Hill deposit to contain 
approximately 120 million pounds of uranium oxide and estimates the value of the 
uranium at more than seven billion dollars.  Estimates of the size and value of the 
uranium present vary considerably, depending on the market price of uranium, the 
standards used to determine the size of the ore body, and other factors.  The price of 
uranium oxide varies, making it difficult to affix a value to the deposit and also affecting 
the amount of the deposit that would be economical to mine at any particular time.  
According to the 2012 National Academy of Sciences (NAS) report concerning uranium 
mining in Virginia: 
 

“The Coles Hill deposit contains significant uranium resources at grades 
comparable to average grades for uranium deposits worldwide, and the 
main uranium-bearing minerals are easily leachable in acidic or alkaline 
solutions.” and “The resources and grades of the Coles Hill deposits 
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appear comparable to deposits that are being mined elsewhere in the 
world.” 
 

A moratorium prohibiting uranium mining in Virginia was enacted in 1982 shortly after 
the Coles Hill deposit was discovered.  This moratorium remains in effect although a bill 
to repeal the moratorium was introduced during the 2013 session of the Virginia 
General Assembly.  The bill was later withdrawn due to a lack of support.  Presently, 
some are concerned that the current Governor of Virginia, Robert McDonnell, as he 
nears the end of his term, may move to draft rules that would allow uranium mining to 
take place in Virginia.  The next gubernatorial election in Virginia is scheduled for 
November 5, 2013.  The stance of each of the main candidates for governor concerning 
the uranium mining moratorium is unknown. 
 
As a result of the moratorium on uranium mining, Virginia has not developed regulations 
governing the mining of radioactive materials.  In addition, it is possible that the 
moratorium on uranium mining in Virginia is at least partially responsible for the lack of 
additional uranium exploration in Virginia.  There are likely other deposits of uranium 
oxide elsewhere in the State of Virginia within depositional environments similar to 
those found at the Coles Hill site; these deposits have just not been located yet.  Figure 
2 illustrates the location of the Coles Hill deposit as well as additional uranium leases in 
Virginia and downstream water resources in Virginia and North Carolina.  
 
Finally, the conclusion of the 2012 NAS report is included: 
 

“If the Commonwealth of Virginia rescinds the existing moratorium on 
uranium mining, there are steep hurdles to be surmounted before mining 
and/or processing could be established within a regulatory environment 
that is appropriately protective of the health and safety of workers, the 
public, and the environment.  There is only limited experience with modern 
underground and open-pit uranium mining and processing practices in the 
wider United States, and no such experience in Virginia. At the same time, 
there exist internationally accepted best practices, founded on principles 
of openness, transparency, and public involvement in oversight and 
decision making, that could provide a starting point for the Commonwealth 
of Virginia were it to decide that the moratorium should be lifted. After 
extensive scientific and technical briefings, substantial public input, 
reviewing numerous documents, and extensive deliberations, the 
committee is convinced that the adoption and rigorous implementation of 
such practices would be necessary if uranium mining, processing, and 
reclamation were to be undertaken in the Commonwealth of Virginia.” 

 
Included below are links to several resolutions supporting the moratorium on uranium 
mining that were adopted by North Carolina counties and towns in 2011.  Please let me 
know if I can provide further information on this topic.   
 
cc: Rich Shaw 
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Selected Resolutions Opposing the Lifting of the Uranium Mining Moratorium in Virginia: 
 
 
Person County, April 18, 2011.  http://www.personcounty.net/modules/showdocument.aspx?documentid=301 
 
Vance County, April 4, 2011.  http://www.vancecounty.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/minutes_11-04-04.pdf 
 
Warren County, April 4, 2011.  http://www.warrencountync.com/_fileuploads/Minutes/249_4-4-11%20Minutes.pdf 

 
Town of Butner, May 5, 2011.  http://butnernc.org/TOB%20minutes/Council/2011-2-3/2011-5-5.pdf 
 
Town of Creedmoor, April 11, 2011.  http://www.cityofcreedmoor.org/Modules/ShowDocument.aspx?documentid=981 

 
City of Henderson, March 28, 2011.  http://ci.henderson.nc.us/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/28-Mar-2011-Shor-Reg-Meeting.pdf 
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