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Title: LANL won't build waste facilities
Date: August 9, 1996

Canceled projects will save almost $600 million over the next several years, according to lab estimates.

The cancellation of plans to build several major waste disposal and treatment facilities at Los Alamos National
Laboratory will save almost $600 million over the next several years, according to laboratory estimates.

The canceled projects include a $140 million plant to treat radioactive liquid, an $80 million dump for radioactive
and chemical waste and a $70 million facility to analyze the contents of waste drums bound for the Waste
Isolation Pilot Plant near Carlsbad.

The decision to not build the facilities is primarily a result of financial necessity.

As the Rebublican-controlled Congress has shifted money to nuclear weapons work over the past two years, the
lab’s waste management budget has fallen 34 percent from $94 million to $62 million.

Lab officials say the impact of the shrinking waste management budget has been compensated for by recent
technological improvements in waste analysis and treatment. ’

These improvements have made it possible to manage the lab's sizable stores of radioactive and chemical
wastes more cheaply and quickly than had been thought possible a few years ago.

The most striking example is the plutonium-contaminated waste stored at the lab's Area G that is supposed to
end up at WIPP.

Originally, the lab estimated it would take 37 years to analyze this waste, which is expected to fill about 42,500
drums. Such analysis is a necessary first step before the waste can be shipped to WIPP.

Stan Kosiewicz, a waste management official, said Thursday the lab now believes the job can be completed in
fewer than nine years. The expected savings in operating expenses is $270 million, he added.

“"Some huge changes have been happening" that has made new approaches to waste management possible,
Kosiewicz said.

The lab was going to build the $70 million Transuranic Waste Characterization Facility to handle the WIPP
waste. Now, according to Kosiewicz, the lab is planning to use “mobile systems" that will perform the same
tasks that would have been done at the facility.

Such jobs include determining how much plutonium is in the drums, installing vents to expel hydrogen and
reduce the fire hazard within the drums, and using mobile “glove boxes" so workers can open up the drums and

peer inside.
The lab has adopted cheaper approaches in other areas of waste management work:

Shipping waste to disposal and treatment sites run by the private sector and located out of state instead of
building such facilities at the lab.

Upgrading the lab's 33-year-old liquid radioactive waste treatment plant rather than building a new facility.

The switch to a less expensive, more streamlined approach to waste management was praised by a frequent
critic of the lab.

“lt's a good thing," said Greg Mello of the Los Alamos Study Group, a Santa Fe watchdog organization. "It
shows how much of the environment and how much money can be saved when the lab is forced to do so."

Copyright (c) 1996 The Santa Fe New Mexican

Author: KEITH EASTHOUSE
Page: A1
Copyright (c) 1996 The Santa Fe New Mexican
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DOE Plans To Bury, Burn Excess Plutonium

lan Hoffman Journal Staff Writer

The U.S. Department of Energy announced Monday it will dispose of an estimated 55 tons of unneeded
weapons plutonium by encasing some in glass for burial but turning most into nuclear reactor fuel.

“"Whether we burn it or put it in glass, the outcome is the same: For the first time in history we're
destroying and not creating plutonium," Energy Secretary Hazel O'Leary said Monday in a news
conference from Washington, D.C.

Splitting the disposal of excess plutonium between burying it and burning it to produce energy will cost
about $2.3 billion, O'Leary said.

The disposal plan, which aims to make surplus weapons plutonium virtually unusable for weapons, goes
into motion in 2003. The DOE has plenty of questions to answer before then.

It still must choose the three to five reactors necessary for burning plutonium-based fuel. And it must
decide whether to bury canisters of glass-encased plutonium at Yucca Mountain in Nevada or elsewhere.
For now, the DOE expects to store the canisters where they're filled, at its Savannah River Site, near

Aiken, S.C.

In a separate part of the decision, Los Alamos National Laboratory was chosen to store another class of
plutonium known as strategic reserve, which quickly can be made into pits or the cores of thermonuclear

weapons in the event of war.

The vast majority of strategic reserve plutonium, however, will be stored at the DOE's Pantex plantin
Amarillo, where weapons no longer needed in the stockpile are taken apart, department officials said.

The DOE revealed in 1994 that Los Alamos stored nearly 3 tons of weapons-grade plutonium at that
time. A little more than half is part of 55 tons nationwide that is not expected to be needed for nuclear

weapons.

To store such plutonium and other weapons materials, Los Alamos is preparing to fix a never-used
nuclear-materials storage facility at a cost of $45 million. Fatal design flaws prevented the building from
opening. Engineers and architects are to begin on a new design in 1998, and the building is supposed to

be finished in 2001.

Nuclear activists worried Monday that the announcement of LANL as a strategic reserve storage site
might drive an expansion of the storage building.

"We went through the entire Cold War without needihg it. Why do we need it now?" asked Greg Mello,
head of the Santa Fe-based Los Alamos Study Group.

Likewise, the decision to burn surplus weapons plutonium in civilian reactors drew fire from activists.
They contend other nations will view the move as dissolving the historical separation between the U.S.
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weapons complex and the U.S. nuclear power industry.

U.S. arms-control experts are split on the issue. A month ago, John Holum, director of the U.S. Arms
Control and Disarmament Agency, denounced the use of plutonium in civilian reactors. But he endorsed

the idea Monday.

"This is real disarmament," Holum said. "My view is it's entirely responsible and proper to pursue both of
these options and avoid putting all our effort into one."

The nuclear-power industry favors the move for two reasons. The decision endorses the use of
plutonium in civilian reactors, a policy the industry has long sought. As part of the plan, the DOE would pay
at least $300 million to power companies that take the fuel.

Eighteen electric utilities with more than three dozen reactors -- including the Palo Verde Generating
Station, which is partly owned by the Public Service Company of New Mexico -- have expressed interest in

accepting the fuel for disposal, O'Leary said.

No American commercial reactor currently uses plutonium-based fuel, known as mixed-oxide or MOX
fuel. The fuel was abandoned in 1977 in the United States as part of a policy of not mixing military and
civilian nuclear programs, although MOX is used in some European reactors.

Also, the production of MOX fuel and depleted uranium oxides will require industry contractors to build
roughly $1 billion in new factories.

The factories probably will draw partly on European expertise in making mixed-oxide fuel but also on
Los Alamos experiments on turning plutonium pits, which contain gallium, into nearly pure plutonium oxide.
The lab produced the first mixed-oxide fuel pellet from the pit of a nuclear weapon in June 1995.

Environmentalists criticized the DOE's decision to burn some plutonium as mixed-oxide fuel as a form of
welfare to the beleagured nuclear-power industry.

"This is a decision about the energy basis of our civilization and who will profit," Mello said.

20f2
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Environmentalists say the plan's
finer print reveals several short-
comings:

i = DOE's deadlines and budget are

for surface cleanup only. That pri-
marily means digging up and haul-
ing away some, but not all buried
wastes. Or merely “capping” the
waste pits with clay umbrellas to
—.brevent rainwater from carrying
off radioactive or hazardous toxins.
What's missing is groundwater
cleanup. Shallow groundwater in
one Los Alamos canyon shows
radioactive contamination above
drinking-water standards.

“You can’t say you're cleaning up
if you're not doing groundwater,”
Hancock said.

Alm and John Arthur, the top DOE

environmental executive in Albu-
querque, said radioactive contami-
nation in groundwater is harder to
clean up, but DOE does plan to do it
eventually.

“We are not just doing surface
cleanup and then walking,” he told
reporters.

® DOE backed off having the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency
set radioactive-waste cleanup rules
for Energy and Defense Depart-
ment sites. Without national stan-

‘dards, each DOE facility can pro-

nounce a site “clean” when differ-
ent levels of pollutants still exist
there.

“You don't want a radioactive site
turned over and an elementary
school or a high-density housing
development built there,” said envi-
ronmental lawyer Mike Veiluva,

counsel for the Western States
Legal Foundation in Walnut Creek,
Calif.

“It’s the crux of the problem: How
does one decide how clean is clean?
Certain sites will get cleaned up,
others will be ignored due to socio-
economic reasons,” Veiluva said.

= DOE’s plan puts high priority on
clearing sites off its list by declar-
ing them “no further action,” as
LANL has done with nearly 900 of
its 2,100 sites.

Alm’s office, for example, wants
to base the largest, single measure
of environmental performance at
the Los Alamos lab on how many
polluted sites are declared “no fur-
ther action.”

To environmentalists, this smacks
of a paper cleanup rather than get-
ting rid of contaminants.
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® The plan doesn't spell out how
DOE will get more work done than
in the past, when its cleanup.pro-
gram generated more paperwork
and jobs than cleaned up sites.
Veiluva calls it “a federal jobs pro-
gram at the expense of a lot of
trees.”

One of the more glaring examples
is at LANL, where DOE investiga-
tors this year found that only a fifth
of the lab’s cleanup budget from
1991 to 1996 was used for site
cleanup.

The DOE's Arthur said Los Alam-
os has done more actual cleanup
over the last two years.

“Are we there yet? I think we've
still got some efficiencies to gain,”
he said.
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LANL Plans Waste-Site Caps; Group Fears Fed Fund
Cutoff

lan Hoffman Journal Staff Writer

The federal nuclear-weapons laboratory at Los Alamos is planning to propose capping its worst
dumps for tons of radioactive and hazardous wastes dating to the Manhattan Project.

The caps, often made of clay or synthetic mats, are designed as shields against rain and snowmelt
that erode the dumps or leach the wastes into ground water.

A new report by a Santa Fe nuclear disarmament organization, the Los Alamos Study Group,
found the lab's 24 dumps contain roughly 17.5 million cubic feet of toxic metals, radioactive

elements, hazardous chemicals and explosives.

That's nearly three times the ultimate capacity of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, a
nuclear-weapons waste burial site near Carlsbad.

In its report Thursday, the Los Alamos Study Group suggested lab officials are spending vastly
more money on studying cleanup, rather than digging up the wastes.

“This lack of action persists despite the expenditure by the LANL Environmental Remediation
program of more than $500 million in the past 10 years," wrote Michael Beatz, a research intern for

the study group.

Lab officials challenge the report's assertion that LANL has "no definite plans or commitments to
stabilize or remediate" its 24 worst dump sites.

"That's absolutely false," said lab spokesman James Rickman. "Right now, we're going to put a
cap on all these sites until we know what the final remedial measure will be."

That still worries lab critics. They fear cleanup of other U.S. nuclear-weapons sites, such as Rocky
Flats near Boulder, Colo., will leave Los Alamos without enough federal money to get rid of more

than 50 years of buried wastes.

"Are we just wasting our opportunity to do cleanup?" asked Greg Mello, the study group's leader.
"Will Congress wake up and say 'You've had enough money, now we're cutting it off?' We don't want

that to happen."

LANL's largest and most complicated dumps are known as Material Disposal Areas, or MDAs, for
short. They usually are shafts, pits or trenches, mostly unlined, and they represent the lab's most
intractable cleanup problems. In some cases, lab officials do not know for certain what the older
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dumps contain.

So far, lab-cleanup officials have focused on more than 1,000 of the lab's easier cleanup sites.
Many sites had been wrongly identified and turned out not to be actual waste sites at all; at others,
the sources of pollution could be contained or removed fairly easily. But the vast majority of LANL's
cleanup money has gone to studies and management of the program.

A 1997 U.8. Department of Energy study found only about 21 percent of the lab's cleanup
spending from 1991 to 1996 went toward cleanup.

Lab officials remain uncertain about what to do With several hundred remaining sites, including
most of the material disposal areas. Of the MDAs, LANL has firm plans to dig up the contaminants at
only one such dump, called MDA P, that was used for 40 years to dispose of explosive residues and

metal wastes from explosives testing.

Within a few weeks, lab officials will present a plan to New Mexico environmental regulators for
capping the other MDAs, leaving the waste in place while they study what to do with it, Rickman said.

A state environmental study found two-thirds of the MDAs pose "moderate" to "high" risk of
seeping contaminants into ground water. Neither the lab nor its owner, the U.S. Department of
Energy, plan to perform any ground-water cleanup at Los Alamos.
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» Anti'—nu‘clear

million cubic feet of
radioactive waste is
stored or buried at
Los Alamos lab

group says that 17.5

~underground in salt
believed by DOE to be impervi- .

By BARBARA FERRY
The New Mexlcan

Los AIamos Natlonal Labora-

" _tory has'nearly three times. as
‘much radioactive waste stored
- or buried on- site than will
~}-..buried at WIPP when it is full, a

" group contends.
However,
~ spokesman James Rlckman said
the report is an “apples and
oranges comparison” because
most of the waste buried at the
lab is less dangerous than the
waste slated for WIPP.
The Los Alamos Study Group
of Sania Fe examined 24 waste

report by .a: locak antl.nuclear..i..:

laboratory -

sites at the lab, including Area

lab’s main dump for waste since

_G — which has been used as the

_ the 1950s. .

The Teport says there is 17.5
million cubic feet stored or
buried at the lab sites, com-
pared to the 6.2 million cubic
feet which is slated to end up at
the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant
near Carlsbad. WIPP, which

Report: LAN L's2
buried waste A,

WIPP

opened in March, is the Depart-
ment of Energy’s planned repos-

. itory for transuranic waste

from the weapons complex sites
~around - the
-expects it will take 35 years to

country. DOE

fill up WIPP.

At WIPP, waste is buned 2,150
beds

ous to outside elements, while
waste at Area G is buried in
shallow pits, the report states.

The lab’s waste sites contain

at least 100 pounds of plutoni-
um, a million curies of tritium,
tons of hazardous waste and
other contaminants and a vari-

ety of other radionucleides and
_contaminants, accordmg to the

study group’s report:.

The waste going to WIPP is
called transuranic waste, which
is uranium-or- plutonium-conta-
minated. waste that, because of

its long haif-life, must be isolat-

ed for many years. Rickman
said that since 1970, all

transuranic waste at the lab has -
- been kept in .retrievable stor-
- age, to be held there until a

repository opened.

Most- waste buried at Area G
and other LANL sites is low-level
waste. Most low-level waste is
short-lived and has low levels of
radioactivity. However, environ-
mental groups say some waste in
this category presents a greater
radiation hazard =~ than

Please see WASTE, Page B-4

' (:ontinued from Page B-i

transuramc waste. =

Transuranic waste generated
prior to 1970 is buried at Area G,
Rickman said. Area G is reach-
ing capacity and the lab plans to
expand the 63-acre site by 30 to
66 acres, Rickman said.

The lab will continue to bury
waste at the site until 2044 when

it will covered with 6 to 10 feet of

earth, he said.

The study group.also crmcxzes
the lab’s efforts to clean up-dump
sltes saying that despite-spend-

ing $500 million during the past
_10years, the lab has done little to

actually clean up any waste. -
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The report says there are no @

plans to clean up or stabilize
waste sites at the lab and that 16

of the dumps are classified by °

the New Mexico Environment
Department to-pose a moderate
or high risk of long-term ground-
water contamination.

- But Rickman said the lab is

Environment Department on how
to remediate waste sites. ,
“That’s absolutely. incorrect
that we have no plans to remove
or stabilize these sites,” he said.
“But until the -environment
department approves plans for

" corrective actions, it’s not appro-

priate for us to go in there and
start digging them up.”
. High explosives which contam-

+ “I think the lab would say it

has made substantial progress on-

{clean up),” Rickman said.

‘ mate one dump site are bemg;
- removed,-he said.

- negotiating with the New Mexico -
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