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FILM TITLE
Uranium Drive-In

LOG LINE
Half  Life of  the American Dream

CONTACT INFO
Reel Thing
158 G Society Drive
Telluride, CO 81435
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www.uraniumdrivein.com
www.reelthing.us

Michelle Maughan, Producer
michelle@reelthing.us

Suzan Beraza, Director
suzan@reelthing.us

TECHNICAL INFORMATION
TRT: 70 minutes
Exhibition Format: HD Cam, Blu-ray, DVD
Aspect Ratio: 16:9 or 1.85
Shooting Format: HD
Color, English

FESTIVAL AND COMMUNITY SCREENINGS
Contact Michelle Maughan at michelle@reelthing.us 

EDUCATIONAL DISTRIBUTER: NEW DAY FILMS
Contact Karen Knox at orders@newday.com 

VIEWER QUOTES
Uranium Drive-In is a poignant, artful film about the complexities 
of  pitting the environment against economic renewal in a small 
Colorado town. A must see film for people in rural communities 
struggling throughout the United States with making a living wage 
while maintaining the health of  the planet for future generations.
—Julie Parker Benello, Co-Founder Chicken & Egg Pictures 

Beyond its provocative subject matter, we were especially im-
pressed by the delicate and complex manner in which the film 
balances opposing perspectives.
—Basil Tsiokos, Senior Programmer, DOC NYC

May both sides see life through the eyes of  the other. May this film 
be the start of  true understanding.
—Roxy Allex, Former Mayor, Nucla, Colorado

Thank you. It was, at once, thoughtful, balanced, honest, coura-
geous and necessary.
—Jane Hickcox, Environmental Activist
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URANIUM DRIVE-IN
An Intimate Portrait of the American West 
and the Effects of its Nuclear Industry

Most environmental documentaries come in nice, simple packages, 
with bad guys and good guys, the black and white perspective on pow-
erful industries versus proactive citizens. Not this one.

Uranium Drive-In comes at you in full color, a provocative portrait of  
the modern culture of  the American West that shows how communi-
ties are being divided by a proposed uranium mill, the first to be built 
in the United States in 30 years.

This is not a story about the nuclear industry; this is a story about 
people. A heart-wrenching story about unemployed uranium work-
ers in an economically depressed town who are desperate for the 
high-paying jobs that the mill will provide. About members of  an en-
vironmental group from a nearby resort town who are determined to 
fight the uranium mill, and protect the water, air, and landscape from 
the radioactive pollution that it will potentially create. About people 
who are suffocating from debt as they wait for the money that the 
uranium industry will bring to the region. And people who literally 
are unable to breathe with lung disease acquired while working for 
the uranium industry—first during World War II for the Manhattan 
Project and then later in the nuclear weapons race — in mines and 
mills that were dismantled decades ago. 

Uranium Drive-In is a story of  hope, about people who hope for the 
prosperity that the nuclear industry promises, and about people who 
hope to save the West from the devastation the nuclear industry has 
wrought in the past. 

Uranium Drive-In is a haunting and beautiful film set in the remote 
landscape in southwestern Colorado. The film is about more than its 
breathtaking cinematography. It takes you on an intimate journey to 
the community gatherings, the heated public debates, and the private 
discussions in the homes of  the families that live here—and into the 
very hearts of  the people who care so desperately about what the fu-
ture and what the uranium mill will bring.

Uranium Drive-In is the second film by Suzan Beraza and Reel 
Thing, a Telluride-based production company dedicated to doc-
umentary film, education, and outreach. Their first film, Bag It, an 
exposé on single-use disposable plastic, has won numerous awards 
at film festivals around the world. Bag It aired nationally on PBS, is 
currently available on Pivot TV, has been broadcast internationally in 
over 30 countries and continues to screen at schools and in communi-
ties around the world.

ABOUT THE FILM



I live in the resort town that is home to the environmental organi-
zation opposing the uranium mill in Uranium Drive-In. The resort 
town of  Telluride is about sixty miles from the communities fea-
tured in the film. Early on in the process, I began to follow the is-
sue of  the proposed mill as meetings and debates began, outlining 
the pros and cons. I went into the project assuming that this mill 
was a bad idea—after all I consider myself  an environmentalist 
and was concerned about the impacts of  the new mill on our wa-
tershed. As well, I was wary of  nuclear energy. 

After spending two years in this community really getting to 
know people and why they so desperately wanted the mill, I grew 
to understand that the issue wasn’t nearly as black and white as I 
had originally assumed. Many factors need to be weighed when 
we, as a nation, decide on a sustainable energy future. 

While I am still not a nuclear 
energy convert, especially in re-
gards to the front end and back 
end of  the nuclear fuel cycle, I 
am aware that it may need to be 
part of  our energy future if  we 
expect to dramatically reduce our 
planet’s carbon emissions. Several 
world-renowned scientists, who 
were formerly anti-nuclear, have 
revealed to me that they see no way for our survival without nu-
clear energy; they were very clear in their stance that renewable 
energy can never fulfill all of  our energy needs. That does give 
one pause.
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

Uranium Drive-In, a feature-length documentary film, is a story about 
an economically devastated rural mining community in southwestern 
Colorado that finds itself  hopeful for the first time in decades. Their 
potential salvation? A return to the “glory” days of  the past: uranium 
mining and milling.

Over 60 miles from the nearest traffic light sits the town of  Naturita, 
Colorado —population 519. Until the mid-1980s, it was booming from 
decades of  uranium mining and milling. Today, many of  its businesses 
are boarded up, unemployment is high and even the elementary school 
is for sale. 

Enter Energy Fuels, Inc. and their proposal for the Piñon Ridge Ura-
nium Mill. Many townsfolk couldn’t be happier about what would be 
the first mill of  its kind built in the U.S. in 30 years. A mill that would 
mean nothing less than reconnection to their proud and powerful his-
tory with uranium  —the uranium used to build the first atomic bomb, 
and that ushered in the Nuclear Age. Naturita’s old-timer “Cold War 
Patriots,” once considered protectors of  our country during wartime, 
now see another opportunity for patriotism: finding a greener energy 
source that would help free us from our dependence on foreign oil.  

Not everyone shares these feelings. Sheep Mountain Alliance (SMA), 

an environmental group from a nearby wealthy resort town, is deter-
mined to bring the project to a standstill. Still struggling with the se-
vere health and environmental consequences of  the last uranium boom 
and the superfund cleanups it necessitated, the majority of  the Naturita 
community believes that today’s methods will be safer and cleaner.

The film follows three main characters—Tami Lowrance, Mayor of  
Naturita and strong proponent of  the mill; Ayngel Overson, struggling 
mother of  four who longs for the survival of  her town but has mixed 
feelings about the uranium industry and having her husband working 
as an underground miner; and Jennifer Thurston, an activist with SMA 
fighting to stop the mill. She lost her father to what she believes was 
exposure to radiation. 

With this film, we introduce audiences to an America West they are 
unfamiliar with. Visually, we are presenting both the beauty of  the land-
scape and the immense destruction to that landscape that is the conse-
quence of  our national energy policy decisions. Uranium Drive-In avoids 
the predictability of  making environmentalists heroes and pro-mill ad-
vocates the villains. The film offers a different perspective that we hope 
will spark dialogue about where our energy comes from, who the people 
are who work in this industry, and how their lives are impacted.

SYNOPSIS SHORT
The film follows a proposed uranium mill in southwestern Colorado—
the first to be built in the U.S. in 30 years—and the emotional debate 
pitting a population desperate for jobs and financial stability against an 
environmental group based in nearby a resort town. Without judge-

ment, both sides of  the issue are brought to life in heart-wrenching de-
tail as the film follows conflicting opinions and visions for the future. The 
film offers no easy answers but aims instead to capture personal stories 
and paint a portrait of  the lives behind this nuanced and complex issue.

SYNOPSIS LONG



How many years would the Piñon Ridge Mill be expected to 
operate?
Energy Fuels estimated that the mill would have a capacity to process 
500 tons of  uranium ore per day and be operational for 40 years.

What regulations will the industry be following today that 
are different? 
Generally speaking, the industry has improved by leaps and bounds 
since the first uranium was milled in Uravan, Colorado. From World 
War II through to the 1960s, there were little to no regulations or laws 
protecting workers or the environment. Industry regulations were not 
even put in place until the 1970s. They are updated by industry and 
government as technology improves and human and environmental 
safeguards are better understood. 

Whether the new standards and regulations are strict enough to 
safeguard human health and environmental welfare depends on who 
you ask. Detractors point out that improvements in the industry are 
woefully inadequate. To learn more about arguments against the mill, 
visit sheepmountainalliance.org.

On the Colorado Department of  Public Health and Environ-
ment (CDPHE) website there is a page devoted to Energy Fuels 
and the proposed Piñon Ridge Mill. There is a section on concerns 
and issues where topics analyzed include dangers, environmental 
justice, taxpayer monies, catastrophic emergency response, liners, 
wildlife impact, water, boom and bust cycles, radioactive dust, etc. 
The CDPHE recommends that people reserve judgement on the 
issue until they have read these documents. 

Are there any economic alternatives to the uranium indus-
try in this region?
Studies show that there are six economic sectors that are available 
and feasible for isolated rural communities: resource extraction, 
tourism, agriculture, real estate, light manufacturing and entrepre-
neurship. What is missing in this community is capital. The local 
residents don’t have the finances necessary for start-up investments 
and therefore tend to turn to outside corporations that come in 
with capital and infrastructure already in place. 

Why is the film not more about the nuclear energy debate? 
There are already quite a few excellent films out there that focus 
on the nuclear energy debate. I wanted to approach the issue from 
a different vantage point. The film is focused more on the people 
directly involved and how the debate has affected the community. 
Moreover, those most closely affected by the front end of  the ura-
nium industry: mining and milling. 

I felt that audiences would greatly benefit from a more human-
istic examination of  the issue. I hope the film offers viewers an 
invitation to empathize with people on all sides of  the argument 
and to look at the human side of  energy development.

Growing demand for energy and natural resources has led many 
low-income, resource-rich regions to open themselves up to ex-
tractive development around the country. I thought telling their 
story would be extremely relevant today as more and more rural 
towns, not only in the U.S. but around the world, are being faced 
with the very real and difficult decisions of  weighing the choice be-
tween paychecks from the extractive industries against potentially 
serious environmental and health consequences.

What is the current state of  the mill?
As much as the community still hopes for the resurgence of  the 
uranium industry, it ultimately comes down to the market price of  
uranium – which fell dramatically after Fukushima. While envi-
ronmentalists have strong arguments for wanting to see the project 
stopped, the necessary permits were ultimately granted to move 
the project forward, but by then the market no longer supported 
development. The mill will not be built until the price of  uranium 
increases enough to make the project financially viable. To date, 
this has not happened.

How were you able to get such intimate access to the people 
in the film?
As documentary filmmakers we want to give a voice to those who 
are not being heard and are underrepresented in media. We try to 
portray the people who we interview as fairly as possible, allowing 
their concerns to be heard. A big part of  it is listening—being open 
and respectful. People really want to tell their stories, if  they feel they 
will be told with honesty and compassion. 

FILMMAKER FAQS
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SUZAN BERAZA
Director, Producer, 
Co-Editor
Born in Jamaica and raised in 
Puerto Rico and the Dominican 
Republic, social and environmen-
tal issues pervade Suzan’s work. 
Her films have appeared on Na-
tional Public Television and on 
the Documentary Channel, at 
Lincoln Center, and at many fes-
tivals. Her film, Bag It (2010), was 
honored as a finalist at the Puma 
Creative Impact Awards in Berlin, 
and has been televised in over 30 
countries. Her current project, 
Uranium Drive-In, is a recipient of  
Sundance Institute and Chicken 
and Egg funding and was featured 
at both Good Pitch and Hot Docs 
Pitch Forum. 

MICHELLE MAUGHAN
Producer
Producer for the films Bag It and 
Uranium Drive-In, Michelle special-
izes in outreach and engagement 
strategies and campaign manage-
ment. She was recently a guest at 
Puma’s Talks at Banz (Germany), 
a conference focused on corporate 
sustainability strategies. She be-
lieves in the power of  film to serve 
as a catalyst for social change.

JIM HURST 
Director of  Photography, 
Sound
Jim is an accomplished photog-
rapher, adventurer, climber and 
filmmaker who has worked on 
many documentary films, includ-
ing shooting for two years in India 
for the film Schooling the World. 
His project, The Sharp End for 
NBC, challenged him to film 
climbing and base-jumping on 
the Eiger in Switzerland. He spe-
cializes in self-sufficient location 
documentary shooting in places 
where a large crew would be im-
practical or obtrusive. He was a 
lead cameraman for Bag It.
 

JUDITH KOHIN
Producer, 2nd Camera
After a 20-year career in arts ad-
ministration, most notably as the 
executive director of  the Ah Haa 
School for the Arts, Judith decided 
to try her hand in the documen-
tary film world. Credits include 
executive producer for Bag It, and 
producer and 2nd camera for 
Uranium Drive-In. Judith is a visu-
al artist, cartoonist, musician and 
author.

BEN KNIGHT
Director of  Photography
Ben is the co-founder of  Felt 
Soul Media, a production com-
pany he started in 2004 that 
focuses on environmental films. 
Through Felt Soul he has pho-
tographed, directed and edited a 
number of  award winning films, 
including The Hatch (2005), 
Running Down the Man (2007), 
Red Gold (2008), and most re-
cently, Eastern Rises (2010). His 
upcoming film, Damnation, is 
due to be released in 2014. Ben 
honed his skills while working in 
the photojournalism field for 10 
years.
 

DAVID BYARS
Assistant Editor, 
2nd Camera
David worked on Uranium Drive-
In as an editor, cameraman, and 
sound technician. He has also 
worked on numerous freelance 
jobs in Colorado, Alaska and New 
York City. David recently wrote 
and directed a short film set in 
Louisiana called Self  Storage which 
was a finalist for the Louisiana 
Film Prize.

CASEY NAY
Producer, Co-Editor
Casey was born and raised as a 
cowboy in southwestern Colora-
do. Uranium Drive-In is a project 
close to his heart, as the story 
takes place in his family’s home-
town and surrounding commu-
nities. Producer, editor and Art 
Director for Reel Thing, Casey 
specializes in editing, graphic 
design and motion graphics. He 
was co-editor for Reel Thing’s last 
film Bag It. When he’s not in the 
studio, he runs his own graphic 
design business, CN Design. 
 

SUSANNA REMEC
Assistant Editor
Susanna is an award-winning 
short filmmaker and editor. She 
produced, directed, edited and 
created motion graphics for a 
weekly television show, Telluride 
Time. She is currently working 
on a collection of  animated short 
films with an environmental mes-
sage in an interactive format. 

BIOS


