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Getting to Rapid City from
Nikko City, Japan, can be a chal-
lenge.

Trans-Pacific flights, a layover
or two, and finally a small regional
jet at Rapid City Regional Airport
are all par for the course.

But when 13 Nikko City resi-
dents who were headed to town
this weekend to celebrate the 15th
anniversary of Rapid City’s
Japanese sister-city program
missed their flight to Rapid City,
organizers had to get creative.

And after a long night on the
road from Minneapolis, the group
rolled into Rapid City early Friday
morning — in a limousine bus,
equipped with neon blue interior
lights and wraparound seating.

“It was like a night club or
something,” interpreter Hisako
Jones said, laughing. “We were
exhausted at the airport, waiting,
but when we saw that bus, we got
really excited.”

Despite the trip’s rocky start,
that excitement continued Friday,
the first day in a whirlwind tour of
Rapid City and the Black Hills to
celebrate the ongoing cultural
exchange between the two cities.
For the weekend, the group
planned an 1880 Train ride, a gift
exchange with Mayor Alan Hanks
and visits to Crazy Horse,
Deadwood and Custer State Park.

“Everyone who visits Rapid
City has unforgettable memories,”
said Yoshiaki Ohashi, vice-mayor
of Nikko City.

Rapid City and Nikko City have
been sister cities since 2007, but
the relationship goes back much
further than that.

In 1994, Rapid City began a
Sister Cities International
exchange with Imaichi, Japan, a
city that merged with another city,
two towns and a village in 2006 to
become Nikko City. The others
also had sister cities, but the ties to
Rapid City were the strongest.

As sister cities, Rapid City and
Nikko City host annual student
exchanges every summer and
adult delegations twice a year. In
April, five Rapid City residents
traveled to Nikko City during the
height of the cherry blossom sea-
son.

“Foreign relations, it has to start
at this level,” said Travis
Sutterfield, president of the Rapid
City-Nikko City Sister City
Association. “We’ve been going
strong for 15 years. It doesn’t have
to be that complicated.”

Sutterfield said the cities were
paired because they are similar in

size and are tourism oriented.
Nikko City is home to one of the
most famous monuments in Japan,
the Nikko Toshogu shrine.

“They really try to find a twin,”
Sutterfield said. “Rapid City and
Nikko City, they’re almost identi-
cal.” Looking out from the 1880
Train winding through the Hills
between Hill City and Keystone,
Jones said the scenery may be dif-
ferent in Nikko City, but the idea is
the same.

“It’s a very famous tourist place
— lots of nature, like here,” Jones
said.

Yoshiko Takezawa, a Scout
Association of Japan troop leader
for 30 years, has been to South
Dakota before for Boy Scout
exchanges and jumped at the
chance to see Rapid City again.

“The first time I came here, it
was wonderful,” she said through a
translator. “Every time I come
here, I like to come again and again.
“It’s a wonderful place, ... but I
wish it were a little closer to Japan.”
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The proposed Powertech ura-
nium mining project northwest of
Edgemont isn’t financially feasible
and won’t provide enough protec-
tion against groundwater contam-
ination, says Paul Robinson, an
environmental critic of the proj-
ect.

A local company spokesman
disputed Robinson’s arguments.

Robinson, billed as an environ-
mental scientist with the Western
Mining Action Network, spoke at
the group’s biennial conference in
Rapid City on Friday.

In a news conference before his
appearance, Robinson, research
director of the Southwest
Research and Information Center
in Albuquerque, N.M., said there
isn’t enough demand for uranium
worldwide and that the current
spot price of $43 a pound isn’t
enough to cover the cost of pro-
duction for the uranium mine pro-
posed in the Dewey-Burdock area,
13 miles northwest of Edgemont.

“My chief concern is that the
company is marketing its program
to produce uranium when there is
no demand for new uranium
mines or their products,”
Robinson told reporters.
“Therefore, it is building interest
around a project that has very little

likelihood of producing because
the market won’t support new
uranium mines.”

Robinson said prices have
dropped back to levels that existed
before a spike in prices a few years
ago.

Uranium reached $140 a pound
in 2007 before dropping back to
about $47 a pound earlier this year.

Robinson said there aren’t
enough nuclear reactors being
built to even replace the ones that
are aging.

Mark Hollenbeck of Edgemont,
project manager for Powertech
USA, said Friday he could not
divulge the dollar figure at which
the proposed mine would break
even financially. But last spring,
Hollenbeck said the $47 to $49
price for uranium on the spot mar-
ket was well within the range that
Powertech needed to make a prof-
it on its project.

He said that even at $43 a
pound, the price is more than six
times higher than the $7 per
pound uranium brought in 2003.

“Currently, there are about 35
reactors under construction in the
world, and every country in the
world is looking at expanding their
nuclear fleet,” Hollenbeck said.

He said the United States pro-
duces only about 10 percent of the
55 million pounds of uranium it
uses each year to produce

20 percent of the nation’s electric-
ity.

In any case, Hollenbeck said,
the project won’t proceed unless it
is financially viable. Meanwhile,
he said, project plans are moving
forward.

Robinson also said state and
federal reclamation rules are too
lax for in situ uranium mines.

Like such mines in Nebraska,
Wyoming and Texas, Powertech
USA, a subsidiary of Canadian
company Powertech Uranium
Corp., plans to inject chemically
treated water into wells to dissolve
the uranium, then pump out the
solution and collect the uranium
for processing.

Opponents argue the process
could damage the environment,
contaminate water and threaten
the health of area residents. The
company says the process is safe.

Robinson said neither the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
nor state regulators require in situ
uranium mines to return affected
groundwater to its pre-mining
condition.

“The NRC does a very bad job
of protecting groundwater,” he
said. Robinson said disturbing the
uranium and the accompanying
heavy metals underground could
cause release of contaminants into
groundwater. In Wyoming, Texas
and Nebraska, regulators have

allowed the in situ uranium mines
to leave contamination at higher
levels than existed before the min-
ing, Robinson said.

Hollenbeck said the ground-
water at Dewey/Burdock is already
highly contaminated and unfit for
drinking. “The radionuclides are
through the roof on this ground-
water. It does not meet any kind of
drinking water standard whatso-
ever,” he said. “If there weren’t all
these radionuclides in there, we
wouldn’t be going after it.”

Hollenbeck acknowledged that
the water after mining won’t be
exactly the same as before.

“It’ll be the same kind of water
when we started, but it won’t be
the exact same water,” he said. “It
is nowhere close to being drinking
water today.”

Robinson also said there is a
danger of a plume of underground
contaminants spreading out from
the mine area and between moni-
toring wells that are spaced too far
apart. Such an event is called an
“excursion.”

“These kinds of excursions
have occurred beyond the well
field at the Nebraska, Wyoming
and Texas operations,” he said.

Hollenbeck said that in addi-
tion to monitoring wells encircling
the mine area, the NRC requires all
in situ uranium mines to have
buffer zones outside the

monitoring wells.
“If, as these people claim, one

of these excursions get out from
the monitoring well ring, you have
to go out and drill more wells and
make sure it is controlled,” he said.

Hollenbeck said that no excur-
sion of contaminants has ever got-
ten outside the buffer zone of any
of the NRC-regulated uranium
mines.

Hollenbeck, the former mayor
of Edgemont, said he and other
area residents are going to make
sure the environment where they
live is protected.

He grazes some of his cattle on
land he leases on the
Dewey/Burdock mine site.

“I have a certified organic
ranch,” he said. “I raise grass-fed
organic beef and lamb. So I have
the highest standards of environ-
mentalism for my ranch. That’s
why I’m involved in this project. I
believe it’s the safest environmen-
tal way of extracting minerals that
we’ve come up with.”

The Western Mining Action
Network continues its conference
through Sunday at Hotel Alex
Johnson. The nonprofit organiza-
tion says its mission is to foster a
strong network to protect the
environment by reforming mining
practices.

About 160 people are attending
the conference, organizers said.

overall is not willing to endorse
Obama’s liberal agenda.

“He’s governing as a hard-core
liberal, and the country doesn’t
like it,” Pawlenty said.

“I think the answer is in, and
the answer is ‘no,’ because this
country is pushing back pretty
hard.”

Republicans can take advan-
tage of that push-back to
gain seats in the mid-term

congressional elections next year,
Pawlenty said. They can make
those gains by returning to re-
sponsible fiscal polices that Con-
gress and former President George
W. Bush failed to uphold and Oba-
ma and the Democrats seem to be
discarding entirely, Pawlenty said.

The federal government should
follow states in establishing a
policy against deficit spending,
something most Americans would
support, he said.

“I wish the federal government
had a similar approach. They are
spending us into oblivion,” he
said. “It’s out of control.”

Most citizens would vote for a
constitutional amendment to
prevent deficit spending at the

federal level, but the amendment
process is a daunting task that di-
minishes the chances of such a
vote, he said.

Republican Sen. John Thune
and the state Republican Party in-
vited Pawlenty to Rapid City for
the party’s annual gala. Pawlenty
said he hoped to inspire party
members to begin working on the
next election cycle.

He also wanted to praise South
Dakotans for a long history of fis-
cal responsibility that continues
even with the current financial
struggles.

“In relative terms, South Dako-
ta is doing very well compared to
the nation as a whole,” he said. “I
think there are lessons here that

the rest of the country could learn
from.”

Pawlenty was considered to be
among the leading candidates last
year when Sen. John McCain went
looking for a running mate in his
presidential campaign. But
McCain selected Alaska Gov.
Sarah Palin, a choice that was
criticized by many after the
McCain campaign faltered and
Obama went on to win.

Pawlenty said he won’t
second-guess the Palin selection,
however.

“I love Sen. McCain,” he said.
“I think once the economy col-
lapsed last year, it didn’t matter
who he got.”

Pawlenty continues to be

mentioned as a presidential possi-
bility in 2012. He is elevating his
national GOP profile with trips
across the country and pointed
criticism of Obama.

Pawlenty, who announced ear-
lier this year that he won’t seek a
third term as governor, declined
Friday to discuss a possible presi-
dential run. He focused instead on
the “Freedom First Political
Action Committee” he made offi-
cial this week.

He said the PAC will help can-
didates throughout the country
who are committed to controlling
government growth and preserv-
ing freedoms.
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Environmentalist: Uranium mine not financially feasible

Group from Japan pays visit to mark anniversary 

GGOOPP::  Pawlenty continues
to be mentioned as a
presidential hopeful.
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Hiroyoki Kamishiro watches the scenery through the Hills as the 1880 Train rolls through the pines Friday. Kamishiro is part of a group of 13 exchange visitors from
Rapid City’s sister city, Nikko City, Japan.

Hisako Jones is traveling with the group of exchange visitors from Nikko City, Japan, as their translator while the
group tours the Black Hills for the  weekend.


