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G r y p l C o m e y o m , Navajo Nat ion enrol led citizen a n d / o r Al lot tee o f

C C , thank the Committee f o r the oppor tun i ty to provide wr i t ten
test imony on the b i l l to nu l l i f y pub l ic land order No. 7923, Wi thd raw ing Certain Land in

San Juan County, New Mexico, From Minera l Entry, H.R. 4374. The b i l l was in t roduced

by Representative Eli jah Crane, R-AZ-2. I wr i te to express strong opposi t ion to this

legislation and request th is Committee?s sol idar i ty to stand wi th f r o n t l ine Navajo

commun i t y and Al lot tee members for permanent and broad protect ions o f the Greater
Chaco Landscape.

I. Background (Context)

Myname is B e r t h a N a e , ] a t i an enrolled citizen of the Navajo Nation

from__( Wig. 0 ( a n y 0 1 . My community is approximately 2 miles away
from Chaco Culture National Historical Park (Chaco Canyon). As a Diné citizen who has

experienced the harmful legacy o f oil and gas development, I am uniquely qualified to
speak upon the need for a 10-mile withdrawal area and the Department of the Interior?s

(DOI) administrative decision to withdraw federal lands and minerals surrounding
Chaco Canyon from future mineral development for a 20-year term.

Since t i m e i m m e m o r i a l , m y c lan , f a m i l y , a n d c o m m u n i t y h a v e r e s i d e d i n

L e i g t k e ( a n g e n , I n adherence to our Diné Trad i t i ona l Law, these teachings
have served to guide our existence on Mothe r Ear th as stewards o f her b o d y and

ecosystems. Unfor tunate ly, the Navajo Nat ion, l ike many tribes, have been subject to

imposi t ions o f colonial ism, law, and po l i cy designed to fracture o u r in terna l governance

and responsibi l i t ies. D u r i n g a pa in fu l per iod o f Nava jo his tory , the people sought to

defend o u r sovereignty f r o m the Dawes Act o f 1887 and the beg inn ing o f the Federal

Ind ian Board ing School era o f 1890. M a n y Navajo c o m m u n i t y members f r o m the

Eastern Agency were prov ided ind iv idua l a l lo tment land when the i r ch i ld ren were

removed f r o m Diné tah (the ancestral home land f o r Navajo). This era is par t i a l l y



responsible for the establishment o f the checkerboard land parcels on the Eastern

Navajo Agency that encompasses land in the state of New Mexico.

Over the past one hundred years across federal, state, tr ibal, and al lotment lands, the oil

and gas development has encroached Chaco Canyon for petrochemical exploration and

development. The legacy o f extraction has harmed the land and the cultural landscape

important to the Diné people, Pueblos, and Tribes who claim cultural aff i l iat ion to the
sacred and irreplaceable landscape. Unfortunately, upwards o f 9 0 percent o f available

federal lands and minerals have been leased for development surrounding Chaco

Canyon wi thout suff icient cumulat ive environmental and ethnographic analyses.

Furthermore, inadequate environmental analyses and measures have subjected our

f ron t l ine Navajo? communit ies to severe negative health impacts and depletion o f

impor tant water systems vi ta l to l ivel ihood, agriculture, and many cultural practices.

The increased mineral development has brought immense challenges to m y personal

health and the future vi ta l i ty o f m y community.

Therefore, as a Diné citizen, I extend my strong support for the 2023 publ ic land order

f rom the Department o f the Inter ior (DOI) to administrat ively w i thd raw federal lands in

an approximate 10-mile wi thdrawal area surrounding Chaco Culture National Histor ical

Park and including its outl iers for a 20-year term. And, I strongly suppor t the Honor ing

Chaco Ini t iat ive (HCI) as an ongoing effort to create better land co-management

practices in the Greater Cuaco Region. DOi 's June 2, zuz3 administrat ive wi thdrawal

dédision comes after long standing Navajo Allottee and communi ty calls to address

legacy impacts o f oi l and gas leasing. This effort preserves Navajo Nat ion and Allottees
rights to seek mineral development on the i r own land, and supports Navajo Nat ion

resolutions f r o m the Eastern Navajo Agency Council, Counselor Chapter, Ojo Encino

Chapter, D i l kon Chapter, and Torreon/Star Lake Chapter. I t supports the status quo o f

yearly Congressional appropriat ions morator ium language that prevents the Bureau o f

Land Management f rom uti l iz ing resources to conduct mineral leasing on publ ic lands

wi th in the wi thdrawal area, and f inal ly supports Pueblo and Diné Solidarity. We ask

that the Navajo Nat ion President and the Navajo Nat ion Council to uphold the i r or ig ina l

stewardship responsibil i t ies,

I I . I m p a c t s

Since 2013, local Navajo Chapter Houses have adopted Resolutions call ing upon the

federal government inc luding Congress and D O I to in i t iate steps towards better land
management and prevention o f fur ther leasing on Public Lands under certain

conditions, inc luding the support f o r Navajo Nat ion and Allottees to continue explor ing

options for oi l and gas leases. These calls to action derived f rom commun i t y members

experiencing decl ining air qual i ty through vent ing and f lar ing o f oi] and gas



development without much stewardship leading to thousands of abandoned oil wells,
and increased vehicular traffic o f industrial oil and gas semi-trucks. There is major

concern that oil and gas wells are depleting and contaminating community aquifers by
multistage hydraulic fracturing. These actions have brought forth a rise in health

complications and illnesses like cancer and respiratory problems, which increased

COVID deaths.

The cumulat ive health and environmental impacts o f oi l and gas extraction are

devastating, In 2016, the Counselor Health Impact Assessment - K?é Bee Hozhoogo l ina

SilA Committee began to account for the legacy o f mineral development and assess the

health complications and impacts for Diné communit ies. This work culminated in the

completion o f the study ?A Cultural, Spir i tual and Health Impact Assessment Of Oil

Dr i l l ing Operations in the Navajo Nation area of Counselor, f o r r e o n and Ojo Encino

Chapiers? in 2021. The research and findings o f this study were approved by the Navajo

Nat ion Human Research Review Board.

The study's f indings were numerous. Among them:

¢ A i r moni tor ing conducted in Counselor Chapter in 2018 revealed levels o f

airborne formaldehyde that far exceeded permissible exposure levels, levels o f

part iculate mat ter that rout inely spiked to unhealthy and hazardous levels, as

wei l as the continuous presence o f VOCs, ail o f which can be harmfu l to buman

Fespiratory health, and in the case o f formaldehyde, lead to nose aiid throat

cancer.
© Mapping o f wells in Counselor Chapter in 2018 found that most o f Counselor?s

700 residents live w i th in a mile o f at least one oi l and gas faci l i ty that emits

poliutants.
e Among Counselor residents surveyed for the health impact assessment por t ion o f

the study, 90% reported sinus problems (discharge, obstruction and pain); 80%

reported coughs, headaches, i tch ing/burning o f eyes, jo in t pain, fatigue and sleep

disturbance: 70% reported nosebleeds and wheezing (loud breathing): 60%

reported shortness o f breath; and 42% reported itching of skin/rash. A l l these

symptoms are consistent w i th exposure to pol lut ion f rom oil and gas product ion.
e The study also found that local Diné communi ty members ( including al lotment

owners) in Counselor, Ojo Encino, and Torreon Chapters experience signif icant

cultural, spiritual, and social harms f rom oi i and gas exiraction. These inciude:

farnil ial and communi ty conflicts: désécration o f sacred sites; degradation o f the

land; disrespect o f t r ibal sovereignty by oi l companies; concern about being able

to sustain a l ivel ihood f r o m the land; disappearance o f tradi t ional herbs and

medicines; feelings o f not being heard by federal, state, and tr ibal leaders;.



e The study found that balance and harmony in these communities has been

eroded by oil and gas drilling, deeply affecting Diné lifeways.

I l l . History of Diné, Pueblo, and Cross-Organizational Engagement to Support

Greater Chaco Landscape Protections

While our front line communities are well aware of the legacy health and landscape

impacts, there has always been a strong understanding that Navajo Allottees rely on the
economic benefits o f mineral exploration. Af te r numerous internal fam i l y discussions

and community meetings, a consensus emerged that any calls for protections would
incorporate the need to preserve Navajo Trust lands and Allotment lands to seek

mineral development.

e Navajo Nat ion was or ig inal ly a dr iv ing force beh ind the Chaco wi thdrawal .

A t the urging o f local Chapter Houses, the Navajo Nat ion helped design a

10-mile wi thdrawal area surrounding Chaco Culture National H is to r i ca l

Park including its outl iers and included in the Chaco Heritage Area

Protection Act bi l l language to preserve the rights o f Navajo and Allottees

to develop on thei r land even wi th in this wi thdrawal area.
e President Biden and Interior Secretary Haaland initiated concurrent

administrative efforts efforts to protect Chaco Canyon and Greater Chaco

Region and improve land management practices through the Honoring

Chaco Initiative
e Stated concerns regarding withdrawal of surrounding federal land

isolating or land-locking al lotment parcels and thereby making them less

attractive to developers for new development have largely been dispelled
according to DOI's Environmental Assessment on the effects o f t h e

withdrawal.
e DOI conducted extensive consultation w i th former Navajo President Nez

and Council leadership and current leadership at every stage o f its

proposed and contemplated Administrat ive Withdrawal proceedings
e DOI facil itated public comment opportunit ies at every stage o f the

administrat ive withdrawal proceedings, including the part ic ipat ion o f

Navajo communi ty and Allottee members to express the i r posit ion.

IV. Request

I request you to oppose H.R. 4374 the b i l l t o nul l i fy publ ic land order No. 7923,

Withdrawing Certain Land in San Juan County, New Mexico, F r o m Mineral Entry.


