Teaching Notes

Should the Navajo Nation Build a Coal-Fired Power Plant on its Reservation?
Learning Objectives:

1. To become familiar with the issues surrounding natural resource development on the Navajo Nation Reservation.
2. To understand the specific issues on the Navajo Nation Reservation in relation to the construction of a coal-fired power plant.

3.  To learn about the reasons some Navajo tribal members support and others oppose the construction of the plant.

4. To examine a specific example of U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) delegation of regulatory authority to Indian tribes and understand the process and its implications.

5. To compare the issues related to economic development versus environmental concerns on an Indian reservation.

Intended Audience

This case is appropriate for students at any level of college or graduate courses.  It is particularly appropriate for classes in environmental studies, natural resources studies, political science, sociology, anthropology, education, public administration, economics, physical science, health, and American Indian Studies. 
Implementation

The case can be taught in a variety of ways. Two options are suggested here.

Small Groups and Discussion Questions: 

A three hour class session can be conducted in the following way.

First, Depending on the size of the class, divide the students into small groups (four to a maximum of eight students each is ideal) to facilitate discussion. If they have not read the case in advance, instruct the students to carefully read the case.  

After everyone has read the case, each group is given their discussion questions.  Each small group receives a different set of themes and questions about the case.  (See below where five possible themes and questions are provided).  Each group appoints a recorder and spokesperson who will report back to the entire class at the end of the small group discussion. The students record their conclusions on butcher paper. 

In the final part of the class, each small group presents their topics and conclusions to the larger group.  This is followed by a general discussion about the case in which the teacher helps the students unpack important points. 

Questions: 
Group #1 Why does the Navajo Nation want to build the Desert Rock project?

1.  How are Navajo coal resources used at the present time?

2.  Why have the leases for the coal mines on the Reservation been unfair to the Navajo Nation?

3.  What are the specific reasons the NN wants to build this coal-fired electric generating plant?

4.  Do you think the construction of this plant will meet these goals?  Why or why not? What are the possible risks of not meeting the goals?. How can the risks associated with their decision be mitigated?

Group #2   Process to build the Desert Rock plant

1.  What is the NEPA process?  This process mandates public meetings on the planned project and its environmental impacts.  Do you think this has provided Navajo Nation tribal members with sufficient opportunity to participate in this process? Has this process built trust in the Navajo communities affected by the proposed plant?

2.  The Bureau of Indian Affairs has prepared the draft EIA.  Do you think the process would be different if the Navajo Nation was responsible for preparing this document? Explain any difference.

3.  In addition to the NEPA process, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is involved in permitting the plant under the Clean Air Act.  What is involved in this process?  Make a diagram clarifying the NEPA process and the Clean Air Act permitting.

4.  Is it significant to the Clean Air Act permitting process that the Navajo Nation has its own Environmental Protection Agency?  Why? 
Group #3 The Navajo Nation Environmental Protection Agency (NNEPA)

1.  List and discuss the environmental impacts of the existing coal mines on the Navajo Reservation and the adjacent off-reservation coal-fired electric generating plants.

2.  What is TAS?  Why is it important to the Navajo Nation?

3. What role does the Navajo Nation Environmental Protection Agency have in regulating the air quality of the Four Corners geographic area?

4.  Why is it significant that the NNEPA issue the operating permit for the Desert Rock project?

Group #4 Opposition to the plant

1.  Who are the people and groups opposing the Desert Rock project?

2.  What are the reasons for their opposition?

3.  What should be the role of non-Navajo environmental groups in this opposition?

4.  What are the strategies the opponents of the project are using to express their opinions?

5..  Does the state of New Mexico have any say in this matter?  Explain your conclusions in some detail.

Group # 5 Conclusions from this case.
1.  What are the key issues in this case? Who are the stakeholders? 

2.  What are the important turning point/decision points in the case?

3.  Is there any compromise possible?  For example, is there any way to balance economic development goals and environmental concerns? Do you think the costs vs. benefits can be determined? How? Propose a framework for this assessment. 

4.  What are the five major lessons you have learned from this case?

Debate Format.

Another way to teach this case is in the form of a debate.  Divide students into groups Each group is asked to prepare both sides of the arguments i.e., for and against the construction of the power plant.   Then each group flips a coin to see which side their team must present in the debate. Assign to several of the students the role of judges with a structured debate point system to judge against.
Field Test Results:  None to date.
Suggestions for Additional Research

1.  Find examples of other Indian reservations where coal is a significant natural resource.  What is the history of the coal development on these reservations?

2.  Peabody Coal is attempting to reopen the Black Mesa Coal Mine.  Find and examine the NEPA documents on this process and discuss the implications of the reopening of this mine.

3. Opponents to the Desert Rock plant cite the health risks of another coal-fired plant in the region.  Can you find and analyze information on the health impact of the existing coal-fired plants on the people in the region? What types of health problems might the people living in this region be worried about?

4.  How many Indian reservations have TAS status?  What areas are these delegations of enforcement authority for?  What is the significance of this for these reservations?

5. The Navajo Nation Environmental Protection Agency has additional environmental responsibilities  besides those outlined in this case.  What are these?  What impact do these have on the Navajo Nation Reservation?

6.  The Navajo Nation Dine Power Authority has other projects in the planning and implementation stage.  What are these projects?  What is their environmental impact? 

7.  According to an article from News from Indian Country (July 7, 2008) more than 18,000 families on the Navajo Nation Reservation live without electricity. Can you find any evidence in the material written about the Desert Rock project (Draft EIS, etc.) that addresses this issue?  Should these families receive electric power from Desert Rock?  Or is it more beneficial to the Navajo Nation Dine Power Authority to sell this power off of the reservation.  State the reasons for your position.

8.  The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is preparing the environmental impact statement (EIS) for the Desert Rock project.  Can you find examples where an Indian tribe has prepared its own EIS?  What is the significance of a tribe preparing their own NEPA documents?
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