Teaching Notes
(updated 2025)

Desert Rock: 

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.

Case Update (2025)
Since the case ended in 2008, the Desert Rock Project continued to face challenges. Declining markets for coal, the permitting process, and ongoing challenges from opponents all played a role in making the project problematic.  In 2010 High Country News wrote a propitiously titled article “The Life and Death of Desert Rock: The Navajo Nation’s proposed coal plant always rested on shaky ground. Now, it may collapse entirely.” 
“Controversial from the start… Navajo officials had hoped the Desert Rock Energy Facility, which would have been one of the largest generating stations in the country, would bring in $50 million in tribal revenue by providing power to heavily populated Las Vegas and Phoenix. Desert Rock was, in later stages of permitting, supposed to use “clean” technologies, including carbon sequestration, which captures and stores carbon dioxide. Amid concerns that the plant would still have emitted 12 million tons of carbon dioxide each year, the EPA revoked its air permit in 2009. That same year, San Juan County, where the plant is located, withdrew industrial bonds slated to fund construction of Desert Rock because of the lack of permits.” (Rebecca Fairfax Clay, Tribe at a Crossroads: The Navajo Nation Purchases a Coal Mine, Environmental Health Perspectives, April 2014). 

Nevertheless, scrapping Desert Rock did not end the debate about coal and sustainable energy in the Navajo Nation.  More recent events and newspaper articles sum up the ongoing debate in their headlines: “Monster Slayers: Can the Navajo Nation Kick the Coal Habit? (Indian Country Today, Winona LaDuke 7/31/13),  “A Path paved in coal: Navajo Nation look to old energy to break from past (Durango Herald, 1/27/13), and  “Tribe at a Crossroads: The Navajo Nation Purchases a Coal Mine” (Environmental Health Perspectives, (April 2014). The ups and downs of the debate about coal mining have continued. 
In 2014 the Navajo Nation took a big new step by purchasing the Navajo Plant from BHP Billiton New Mexico Coal. In the past the Navajo coal operations had always been done through leases.  The Navajo said this was a step to preserve jobs since the company was planning to close the operation.  Some regarded it as an important step in their quest for tribal sovereignty.  Signing a waiver of liability became an issue almost immediately  as well as the continuing concern about continuing on the path of coal rather than renewable, clean resources.  (Clay, Tribe at a Crossroads, Environmental Health Perspectives. 2014)  But in 2019 one of the Navajo Nation’s largest coal plants, the Navajo Generating Station,  was closed by the Salt River Project, leading to the loss of many jobs and revenue. The coal economy was in a serious state of decline in Arizona and elsewhere. 
In 2023 Andrew Curley (Member of the Navajo Tribe and Professor of Geography, Development and Environment at the U of Arizona) wrote a comprehensive history of coal mining in the Navajo Nation in a recent book Curley, Carbon Sovereignty: Coal, Development and Energy Transition in the Navajo Nation, U of Arizona.  He points out “the book is about the combined material, social, and cultural impacts of the coal industry on the Dine people” and the changing meanings of carbon sovereignty over time. Curley’s careful account describes the reasons for the support and demise of the commitment to coal over time and the substantial benefits the financial support from the industry had for the development of the Native Nation as well as individuals who worked in the mines. 
More recently, in 2025 the recently elected Navajo Nation President Buu Nygren endorsed President Trump’s  executive order to deregulate barriers to the mining industry, revitalize coal production, and expedite the leasing process. (Becenti, “Navajo president endorses Trump’s coal order, but activists cite climate, health risks,” Arizona Republic, April 18, 2025) . 

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.

Debate: 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.  The other debate approach we have used frequently is called the “intimate debate.”  This is a three step debate format where students are first assignment to a pro or con position and then in small groups prepare argument. In the second stage they face off with those in an opposite position to make their case.  The final step requires students in each group to prepare to reconcile their positions and report out. (See Herreid, Start with a Story).
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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