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I am V i r g i n i a B r o n , Navajo Nation enrolled citizen, thank you to the

Commit tee for the opportuni ty to provide wr i t ten test imony on the bi l l to nu l l i f y publ ic

land order No. 7923, Withdrawing Certain Land in San Juan County, New Mexico, From

Minera l Entry, H.R. 4374. The b i l l was introduced by Representative Elijah Crane,

R-AZ-2. I wr i te to express strong opposit ion to this legislation and request this

Committee?s solidarity to stand wi th front l ine Navajo communi ty and Al lot tee members

for permanent and broad protections o f the Greater Chaco Landscape.

I. Background (Context)

My name is V i c g i n i a G r o u n I am an enrolled citizen of the Navajo Nation

from B a c a F r e w t t . My community is approximately _2O miles away
f r o m Chaco Culture National Historical Park (Chaco Canyon). As a Diné citizen who has

experienced the harmfu l legacy of oil and gas development, I am uniquely qualif ied to

speak upon the need for a 10-mile withdrawal area and the Department o f the Interior 's

(DOI) administrat ive decision to wi thdraw federal lands and minerals surrounding

Chaco Canyon f rom future mineral development for a 20-year term.

Since t ime immemoria l , my clan, family, and communi ty have resided in
c u l . In adherence to our Diné Tradit ional Law, these

teachings have served to guide our existence on Mother Earth as stewards of her body

and ecosystems. Unfortunately, the Navajo Nation, like many tribes, have been subject

to imposit ions o f colonialism, law, and policy designed to fracture our internal

governance and responsibilities. During a painful period of Navajo history, the people

sought to defend our sovereignty from the Dawes Act of 1887 and the beginning o f the

Federal Ind ian Boarding School era o f 1890. Many Navajo communi ty members f rom

the Eastern Agency were provided individual allotment land when thei r chi ldren were

removed f rom Dinétah (the ancestral homeland for Navajo). This era is part ial ly

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, tribal, and al lotment lands, the oil

and gas development has encroached Chaco Canyon for petrochemical explorat ion and

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

impor tan t to the Diné people, Pueblos, and Tribes who claim cultural aff i l iat ion to the

sacred and irreplaceable landscape. Unfortunately, upwards of 90 percent of available

federal lands and minerals have been leased for development surrounding Chaco

Canyon w i thou t suff ic ient 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 of

impor tan t water systems vital to livelihood, agriculture, and many cultural practices.

The increased mineral development has brought immense challenges to my personal

health and the future v i ta l i ty o f my communi ty .

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

f rom the Depar tment o f the Inter ior (DOI) to administrat ively w i thdraw federal lands in

an approx imate 10-mi le wi thdrawal area surrounding Chaco Culture National Historical

Park and inc lud ing its outl iers for a 20-year term. And, I strongly support the Honor ing

Chaco In i t ia t ive (HCI ) as an ongoing effort to create better land co-management

practices in the Greater Chaco Region. DOI?s June 2, 2023 administrat ive wi thdrawal

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

legacy impacts o f oil and gas leasing. This effort preserves Navajo Nat ion and Allottees

r ights to seek mineral development on the i r own land, and supports Navajo Nat ion

resolut ions f rom 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 of

year ly Congressional appropr iat ions morator ium language that prevents the Bureau of

Land Management f rom ut i l iz ing resources to conduct mineral leasing on public lands

w i t h i n the w i thd rawa l area, and f inal ly supports Pueblo and Diné Solidarity.

I I . Impacts

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

federal government inc luding Congress and DOI to init iate steps towards better land

management and prevent ion o f fur ther leasing on Public Lands under certain

condi t ions, inc lud ing the suppor t for Navajo Nat ion and Allottees to continue explor ing

opt ions for oi] and gas leases. These calls to action derived from communi ty members

experiencing decl in ing air qual i ty through venting and f lar ing o f oi l and gas

development w i t h o u t much stewardship leading to thousands o f abandoned oil wells,

and increased vehicu lar traff ic o f industr ia l o i l and gas semi-trucks. There is major

concern that oi l and gas wells are depleting and contaminat ing commun i t y aquifers by

mult istage hydrau l i c fractur ing. These actions have brought forth a rise in health



compl icat ions and illnesses l ike cancer and respi ratory problems, which increased
C O V I D deaths.

The cumula t i ve health and env i ronmenta l impacts o f oi l and gas extract ion are

devastating. I n 2016, the Counselor Heal th Impact Assessment - K?é Bee Hézhoogo Tina

Silaé Commi t tee began to account for the legacy o f minera l development and assess the

health compl icat ions and impacts for Diné communi t ies. This w o r k cu lminated in the

comple t ion o f the s tudy ?A Cultural , Spi r i tua l and Heal th Impac t Assessment Of Oil

D r i l l i ng Operat ions in the Navajo Nat ion area o f Counselor, Tor reon and Ojo Encino

Chapters? in 2021. The research and f indings o f this study were approved by the Navajo
Na t i on H u m a n Research Review Board.

The study's findings were numerous. Among them:

e A i r monitoring conducted in Counselor Chapter in 2018 revealed levels o f

airborne formaldehyde that far exceeded permissible exposure levels, levels of

particulate matter that routinely spiked to unhealthy and hazardous levels, as

well as the continuous presence o f VOCs, all of which can be harmful to human

respiratory health, and in the case of formaldehyde, lead to nose and throat
cancer.

® Mapping o f wells in Counselor Chapter in 2018 found that most of Counselor?s

700 residents live within a mile of at least one oil and gas facility that emits
pollutants.

e A m o n g Counse lor residents surveyed f o r the health impact assessment por t ion o f

the study, 90% repor ted sinus prob lems (discharge, obst ruct ion and pain); 80%

repor ted coughs, headaches, i t ch ing /bu rn ing o f eyes, j o i n t pain, fat igue and sleep

dis turbance; 70% repor ted nosebleeds and wheezing (loud breath ing) ; 60%

repor ted shortness o f breath; and 42% reported i tching o f sk in / rash. Al l these

s y m p t o m s are consis tent w i t h exposure to po l lu t ion f r o m oi l and gas produc t ion .

e The s t u d y also f o u n d tha t local Diné c o m m u n i t y members ( inc lud ing a l lo tmen t

owners) in Counselor, Ojo Encino, and Torreon Chapters experience s ign i f icant

cu l tu ra l , sp i r i tua l , and social harms f r o m oil and gas extract ion. These inc lude:

f am i l i a l and c o m m u n i t y confl icts; desecrat ion o f sacred sites; degradat ion o f the

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

to susta in a l i ve l ihood f r o m the land; disappearance o f t rad i t i ona l herbs and

med ic ines ; feel ings o f no t be ing heard by federal, state, and t r iba l leaders;.

e The s t u d y f o u n d that balance and h a r m o n y in these commun i t i es has been

eroded b y oi l a n d gas dr i l l i ng , deeply affect ing Diné lifeways.



History of Diné, Pueblo, and Cross-Organizational Engagement to SupportHI .

Grea te r Chaco Landscape Pro tec t i ons

There is a long history of inter-Tribal and public engagement in support o f protect ing
the Greater Chaco Landscape. For example, in 2013, the Eastern Navajo Agency Council
called for a morator ium on hydraulic fracturing in the region. This was fol lowed by the

passage of mul t ip le Navajo Nation Chapter resolutions support ing the protect ion o f the
v e r n o r s and

landscape f rom oil and gas extraction. In 2017, the Al l Pueblo Council o f Go

Navajo Nat ion President and Vice President issued a j o i n t s l i t e m e n t opposing
horizontal fracking in Greater Chaco, and the National Congress of Amer ican Indians

passed a resolution to support a morator ium on leasing and permi t t ing n the region. In

2019, the New Mexico State Land Office issued M o r t o n

on N e w Oi l and Gas and M i n e r a l Leasing w i t h

N a t i o n a l H i s t o r i c a l Park and convened a Chaco W o r k i n g G r o u

recommendations regarding land management practices in the Greater Chaco region. In

2019, APCG and the Navajo Nat ion met in a historic summit to suppor t the protect ion o f

the Greater Chaco Landscape.
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p to m a k e

W h i l e o u r f r o n t l i ne c o m m u n i t i e s are we l l a w a r e o f the legacy h e a l t h a n d l a n d s c a p e

i m p a c t s , t h e r e has a lways been a s t r o n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t some N a v a j o A l l o t t e e s
to l ack o f o t h e r

current ly rely on the economic benefits o f mineral explorat ion due
o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n the area. A f t e r n u m e r o u s i n t e r n a l f a m i l y d i scuss ions a n d c o m m u n i t y

e t h e
meetings, a consensus emerged that any calls for protections wou ld incorporat
opt ion to preserve Navajo Trus t lands and Al lo tment lands to seek minera l

development.

Since 2016, over 2 m i l l i on publ ic comments have been submit ted to federal agencies in

suppor t o f protect ing the Greater Chaco Landscape f rom oi l and gas extract ion.

In 2021, President Biden and In te r io r Secretary Haaland in i t ia ted concur ren t

admin is t ra t ive efforts to protect Chaco Canyon and theGreater Chaco Region and

improve land management practices through the Honor ing Chaco Ini t ia t ive.

IV. Request

I request you to oppose H.R. 4374 the bi l l to nu l l i f y pub l ic land o rde r No. 7923,

W i t h d r a w i n g Cer ta in Land in San Juan County, New Mexico, F r o m M i n e r a l Ent ry .

Signed


