Why Crow Butte? *
Early History

Crow Butte is one of the most prominent and scenic buttes of northwest Nebraska.  It is a northern outcrop of the Pine Ridge, a geologic backbone covered with mixed grass and Ponderosa pine, which bisects Dawes County from east to west.  Pine Ridge separates the Niobrara watershed to the south from the White River watershed to the north.  Crow Butte rises nearly a thousand feet above the surrounding area, and from its vantage, an observer can see the entire White River valley, as well as the Black Hills almost a hundred miles to the north.  Much of the Pine Ridge is covered by the Nebraska National Forest, and part of the Ponderosa State Wildlife Area falls in the Crow Butte map quadrangle.

The Crow Indians were the original inhabitants of the area, hunting the abundant deer, antelope, and buffalo.  When Europeans began to displace native Americans in the 18th century, Sioux tribes from the east encroached on Crow lands.  The Crow people were gradually driven into Wyoming and Montana, but the old men of the tribe remembered the abundant game of the White River valley and organized periodic hunting raids.

When white fur traders and trappers came to Dawes County in the 1830s, they found Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapahoe and traded for pelts of the fur-bearing animals that lived along the White River.  In 1874, Fort Robinson was established.  In 1885, the railroad came through on its way to Wyoming.  White settlers came in the 1880s under provisions of the Homestead Act, but the semiarid climate compounded with droughts in the 1890s caused many farms to fail, and the county lost 60 percent of its population.  Those who remained eventually formed the larger ranches (feeder calves and lambs) that characterize the area today.  Cultivated land is devoted chiefly to winter wheat, alfalfa, and oats.

Uranium Discovered

Uranium salts in the geologic profile near Crow Butte were discovered in the 1970s by Ferret Exploration, a Denver-based affiliate of Imperial Metals Corporation of Vancouver, British Columbia.  The company operated a 6.7-acre pilot mine from 1986-1989, and satisfied State officials that the mining process would not harm the environment.  In April 1990, the Nebraska Department of Environmental Control issued a permit for in-situ uranium mining.

In-situ uranium mining is a 20-year old technology that uses injection wells to introduce a solution of water, oxygen, and sodium carbonate to ground depths of 400 to 800 feet.  The solution dissolves widely distributed, salt-borne uranium deposits that cannot be mined by other methods.  Recovery wells pump the uranium-bearing solution back to the surface where it is processed in a recovery plant to extract the uranium through ion exchange.  One hundred wells on ten acres began commercial production in April, 1991.  The operation can be run 24 hours per day with a production capacity of 500,000 pounds of uranium per year.  Eventually, the mining operation plans to involve 2,500 acres, and the area’s estimates 30 million pounds of deposits could keep the operation going for 20 years.  Beyond that, the parent company, Imperial Metals, has leased 210,000 acres in western Nebraska for further exploration.

Controversy

The mining issue has divided local citizenry.  Crawford, a town of 1,320, has no other industry, and its economy has depended on area ranchers, the railroad, and tourists to nearby Fort Robinson State Park.  Some welcome the business and development to the stressed local economy.  The mining operation can eventually employ 30 to 40 people.

Others have expressed environmental concerns, mainly for the threat to the groundwater in the giant Ogallala aquifer that underlies much of Nebraska and extends south through the region as far as Texas.  The Western Nebraska Resources Council was formed in the early 1980s to oppose the mining company’s efforts.  Because of their concern for groundwater, they have challenged the mining effort on several issues: radioactive waste storage, foreign majority ownership of Ferret, a poor world market for uranium, and questionable validity of aquifer exemption permits issued by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

The contest for control and use of Crow Butte’s natural resources has been a recurring theme since the Crow and Sioux battled for hunting lands.  Today it presents an ongoing management challenge that involves citizens groups, industrial interests environmentalists, geologists, agricultural scientists, ranchers, wildlife specialists, soil scientists, water resource officials, and game and parks coordinators.

The interest in Crow Butte has lead to the creation of several types of map and image materials.  A small sampling of public domain material for Crow Butte is included with the Map and Image Processing System as learning material for your first steps in the system.  MicroImages hopes that the intense conflict over this area in Nebraska can make us all see the importance of wisely managing our geologic and natural resources with an understanding of related public concerns.

* This text is an historic explanation of why Crow Butte imagery and map data were available for sample data in the original DOS-based MIPS (Map and Image Processing System).  This text was originally included as a scanned document (raster) in a HyperIndex stack developed in the early 1990s. 

