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Los Alamos’ War on the Environment
DOE Contemplating New Plutonium Role for Lab
by Greg Mello

esita del Buey is a smallish mesa of the

Pajarito Plateau, bounded by the intermit-

tent stream of Pajarito Canyon on the south

and by Canada del Buey on the north. Near
its southeastern edge lies a large Pueblo ruin
called Tshirege. The Pajarito stream supplied
water for the people who lived here, and water can
still be found in the cattail marsh just upsu'eam
© from the ruin. :

Tshirege lies behind a Department of Energy
(DOE) fence. Just to the west is an active radioac-
tive waste landfill, one of the largest in the nation,
made up of pits typically 600 feet long that are
shoehorned into every available spot on the mesa.
In the soulless argot of Los Alamos National
Laboratory, this place is called “Area G.” Into
these pits, and the shafts that lie between them, an
estimated 7 million cubic feet of radioactive waste

~ have been dumped. Perhaps another 5 million
cubic feet of radwaste lie in other LANL disposal
sites.

Transuranic wastes were irretrievably dumped
at Area'G until 1971; since then most (but not all)
of the plutonium-bearing waste has been stored in
drums buried retrievably in the tuff, or in tentlike
temporary buildings. In a recent random inspec-
tion of 100 out of about 16,000 plutonium-con-
taining drums, several were found to have been
perforated by corrosion.

Mixed fission products from Los Alamos reac-
tors (aka high-level waste), mixed activation prod-
ucts, tritium-bearing wastes, even entire build-
ings—all are buried at Area G. And radioactive
waste is still being buried, at a rate of roughly
180,000 cubic feet per year.

While a 20-year, $2 billion investigation probes
2200 other potentially-contaminated sites in Los
Alamos, the trucks still roll to Mesita del Buey. In
all likelihood, any radioactive soil cleaned up
from these other sites will simply be re-interred at

Area G.
(Continued on page 5)
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(continued from front page)

As of this writing, the New Mexico Envi-
ronment Department is preparing a signifi-
cant enforcement action against LANL for
violations of the Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act. LANL has been in chronic
violation of the Clean Air Act and the Clean
Water Act as well. Some 149 sources lack
monitoring for radioactive air emissions, and
LANL’s known liquid waste outfalls, also
some 150 or so in number, are now operating
without a permit.

The Lab typically operates within a regula-
tory labyrinth; the complexity and sheer mag-
nitude of environmental issues at LANL se-
verely taxes the resources of state and federal
regulators. And the state has always been
reluctant to apply environmental laws at face
value to facilities as large as LANL.

Most of the plutonium waste entering Area
G originates a couple of miles to the west at
Technical Area55, at whatused to be called—
in a less PR-conscious time—the Plutonium
Processing Facility. TA-55 is now the best
place to process plutonium anywhere in the
nuclear weapons complex, and has produced
enough plutonium for 300 or more nuclear
weapons in a year. Linked to this plant by an
underground tunnel is a plutonium storage
facility with a capacity of 60 tons, by far the
largest such storage site in the nation.

These and other facilities, a compliant citi-
zenry, auniformly supportive congressional
delegation, and 43 square miles of mesas
and canyons (a portion of which was origi-
nally seized from San Ildefonso Pueblo),
all make Los Alamos an ideal location for
the processing of plutonium and the manu-
facturing of small numbers of warheads, as
some have proposed.

To the press, the Lab is. negative about
these proposals, but a “can-do” attitude is
apparentinplanning documents. And, while
the public affairs office tells the newspa-
pers that the Lab does not want to process
plutonium or make weapons, some LANL
managers are lobbying in Washington to
do just that.

But wait—isn’t the cold War over? Isn’t
the Lab now devoting itse!f to environmen-
tal cleanup, new civilian technologies, and
the safe dismantlement of warheads? Not
quite yet. LANL has been lobbying hard
for the continued development and testing
of new nuclear warheads, and as aresult the

from the DOE’s proposed environmental
cleanup funds by Senator Domenici. And the
nuclear weapons research and development
budget will rise again 3 percent for FY1993.

ne current emphasis at LANL is

“mininukes,” designed to be “effective

but not abhorrent” weapons for attack-

ing Third World targets and projecting

U.S. power more effectively around the
world. Another, larger thrust is for “safer”
nuclear weapons, which even some top-level
DOE and DOD officials have said is unneces-
sary. The main idea, apparently, is simply to
keep busy—no matter what the cost in dollars,
in the international cooperation we need to
fight nuclear proliferation, or in the waste
streams that are still polluting the Pajarito
Plateau.

The Lab’s chilling quest for perfectly reli-
able and “safe” nuclear weapons does not
comport with the bulldozers above Tshirege.
The waste that is feared for WIPP is already
{here, in unlined trenches and thousands of
plain steel drums—many of which are buried
and cannot be inspected—at a waste site that
is not more than one hundred yards from
surface water.

One of the Old Ones drew a great plumed
serpent on the side of the mesa at Tshirege, in
praise and invitation to the ever-creative and
regenerative power of nature and humankind.
Now, nearby, bronze markers warn future
generations away, fluttering survey tape keeps
workers away from localized “hot spots,” and

Sierra Club Joins in Calling
for Hearing on Lab Future

The Eight Northern Pueblos Council
joined in September with 18 environmental
and community organizations—including
the Rio Grande Chapter of the Sierra
Club—in an appeal to the Regents of the
University of California to come to New
Mexico and hear our concemns. These
groups called for a public hearing and a
new sitewide EIS for all proposed LANL
activities. The groups also expressed alarm
that the University, which runs the Lab,
seeks complete release from all environ-
mental and safety liability in its new
contract with DOE.

all trees must be removed because their roots
can convey radionuclides to the biosphere.

What You Can Do

B Call or write Judy Espinosa, Secretary of
the Environment Department, and urge her to
approve decisive enforcement action, with
significant fines.

W Call or write your Senators and Con-
gressman; tell them that we do not want to
host a new plutonium processing or produc-
tion mission at LANL. LANL’s most appro-
priate and beneficial role is to reverse the arms
race and clean up its mess, not to design new
weapons or prepare plutonium for re-use.

B Drop us a postcard or call if you are
interested in more information, want to be on
our mailing list, or can help in any way.

[Greg Mello is an environmental engineer
who works for the Los Alamos Study Group,
annonprofitorganizationdevotedto convert-
ing Los Alamos National Laboratorytopeace-
time missions. He led the first state RCRA
inspection team to LANL in 1984. Greg and
his colleagues at LASG can be reached at 240
Griffin St., Santa Fe, NM 87501, telephone
505-982-8315.]

warhead development budget went up 16 %/

percent this past fiscal year. Most of the ) o .
increase—about $110 million—was taken ? :;'g "3?,;':];;?,?{;;’;“ g;' i,ﬁ‘s’{'{fg disposal at Los Alamos Lab, irea
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"Il was very professional and up-
fiont. He said he had a contract with

fah 1o find out what the concems of -

activist groups are, and said ‘I want
10 he very-up-front with you, get to
kaerv you and your concems a littlc
bithictter.” I thought that was a decent
wiy 10 do things, and I think that he
has been very professional through-
out.”™ Mello said.

Mcllo said he talked . with
Covalenka in the first weck of
November, in mid-November, and
fast during the sccond week in
December.

Otway said there now is “no con-
traztual obligation to do the ... work.”

“Several people said, hey, this
could be misinterpreted,” Otway
said. The lab didn’t want to “raisc
suspicion” that LANL was surrcpti-
tiously gathering information on
activists, so the work was officially
stopped “a couple weeks ago.”
Otway said.

A task order describing the con-
tract said Benchmark should “attend
the meetings of at Icast three caviron-
mental groups. and identify at least
three key environmental activists. In
a written report, identify the major
cnvitonmental, health, safety, and
health concerns that the groups in
general, and the key activists in parti-
cular, might have rcgarding waste
management activitics at the
laboratory.™

After identifying the activists,
Benchmark should meet with the

pucblos.

The order said Benchmark should
“contact a representative number” of
activists at San Iidefonso, Santa Cla-
ra, Nambe, Tesuque, Pojoaquc, San-
to Domingo, and Cochiti pueblos.

Benchmark also is tasked with
looking over the past public rclations
records of EM-7, and to “develop a
written analysis of lessons that
should be leamed from these previ-
ous experiences.”

‘The contract probably *“came out
of the lack of coordination and qual-
ity control™ that SIO now is supposcd
to provide, Otway said. The Waste
Management Group probably
“didn’t know that some of us were
following intcrest groups and kncw
what their concems were, and were
engaged in long-term dialogue with
the best intentions,” Otway said.

Otway said Covalenka wrote a

p————-

actms(s and proposc onc-on-onc

gs with the appropriate EM-7
management and technical experts.

Benchmark then should write a
repert “summarizing the information
gaincd from these intcractions,” the
task order said.

Anotlier part of the order said Ben-
chmark should do the same — iden-
tify. approach, and mcet with envir-
onmental activists — at neighboring

draft report on Mello, but that it
wouldn’t be a part of any official
report, and that Mcllo would be
receiving a copy.

What -Covalenka found “was
essentially accurate and confirmed
what we knew anyway,” Otway said.

All Covalenka did was go to publ-
ic mectings, listen to concems, take
notcs, then then call up activists, tell
what he was doing, and ask to tatk
with the activists, Otway said.

Rita Cames, managing director of
Benchmark  Environmental  Corp.,
said the 80-person | Albuquerque-
bascd company provides consulting
services for technical and rcgula!ory
aspects of waslc management, cavir-

andradi
safety issues. The company, which

also has a White Rock office, con- |-

tracts with scveral other clicnts
besides LANL, she said.

ILab cancels

its contract
to identify
acfivists

By STEPHEN T. SHANKLAND
Monitor Staff Writer

Los Alamos National Laborat-
ory’s Waste Management Group
hired a contractor to attend mectings
of environmentalist groups, then
identify and approach “key environ-
mental activists™ in the groups and in
surrounding pueblos.

The contract also said the contrac-
tor should meet with the activists,
wrile a report, then “facilitate™ meet-
ings with the activists and Waste
Management Group's technical
experts and managers.

But because the action could be
perceived as suspicious, the contract
subsequently has been  canceled,
Stakeholder Involvement Office
(S10) Director Harry Otway said
Wednesday.

The recently-formed SIO took
over the contract from the Waste
Management Group when some
public involvement work at LANL
was consolidated in SIO.

“I'm convinced there was no
attempt to surreptitiously find out
anything,” Otway said. “It was a
well-mecaning attempt by technical
people to find out what it was about
their programs (that) people were
concerned about. They sort of
stumbled into it naively without
(being aware of the) political
pitfalls.”

‘LANL’s Waste Management
Group (formerly EM-7 and now
CST-7) contracted Albuquerque-

based Benchmark Enyi uwneuhl_

Comp. to petform the wbrk,
Undct the contract, one person,

Paveatontn  annenached

Asked why the lab would hire a
third party to handle public interac-
tions, Otway said thc Wastc Managc-
ment Group probably thought the
external group would be scen as
more neutral and objective.

Bug Greg Mello of the Santa Fe-
'Stady Group, who
met with. Covalenka, said the con-
tract either was a “dumb idea™ with
good intentions or else had a more

pose than j just establish
ing a duloguc with activists.

Mello said Waste Management

already know who the
activists arc and could simply have
called up and talked. Mello said
simply talking during a long lunch is
a direct way to communicate. “It's
much superior, and.quite bit cheap-
er,” he said.

Mello said Waste Management
Group personnel told him that the
contract’s purpose was to build trust,
but, “Hiring an intermediary to talk
to someone you alrcady know is not a
trust-building exercise,” Mello said.

“It would be so much better to put
that kind of effort into responding to
the direct requests that we have made
to them about what we lhmk." Mcllo
said.

On the darker side, Mello said the
1ab could be “utilizing a contractor to
discover the strengths and weaknes-
ses of environmental ~— what
points of tmghtbe divisive within lhc

ity, what their
what lmgatm might be planned It
would be very useful to know a great
deal about the opposition,” Mello
said.

Covalenka’s approach was above-




LANL Gropes To Find a New Way

Tnchamied hme>
£l 199D

by Mary Riseley
Los Alamos Study Group

The Cold War may be over, but the war Los Alamos
National Laboratory (LANL) has been waging for 50 years
against the pristine environment of the Pajarito Plateau may
be heating up.

Only last year Department of Energy facilities at LANL
were placed fully under the jurisdiction of federal environ-
mental laws that have govemed you, me and private corpora-
tions since the Sixties. LANL’s previous “culture” of
unlimited federal dollars and environmental nonchalance in
the name of “national security” does not square well with the
newly mandated public responsibility, so lab officials are
struggling to adjust

Here is an update.

i i Located in a 20-year
old building used until 1987 for research and development,
the incinerator project is hiring new staff and drafting an
Environmental Assessment (EA) due out in February 1994. A
trial bum is scheduled for a year later. LANL hopes to begin
burning 1,236 cubic feet of transuranic waste and 530 cubic
feet of mixed waste per year at the Controlled Air Incinerator
(CAI) by August 1995. This timetable assumes that the EA
will yield a “Finding of No Significant Impact” ("FONSL,” in
bureaucratic parlance) relieving them of the responsibility to
produce a full-blown Environmental Impact Statement rather
than the cursory EA.

CAI Project Manager Kathryn Elsberry has said the
incinerator is “the only option” for reducing the volume of
LANL’s legacy of wastes. It will take three years to incinerate
all the backlog of thousands of barrels of waste. After that,
CAI would be ready to take wastes from DOE weapons
complexes around the nation. '

Besides the hurdles posed by the National Environmen-
tal Policy Act (NEPA), the project still has to go through the
permitting process at the state level for the Resource, Conser-
vation and Recovery Act (RCRA).

Area G Expansion, LANL's current radioactive dump
lies immediately adjacent to Tshirege, the largest Anasazi ruin
on the Pajarito Plateau. It began taking radioactive waste in
1957. Since 1971, 381,000 cubic feet of LANL-generated
transuranic waste has been stored here; no one knows how
much went in before 1971, since records are scanty. Wastes
were just interred without liners or caps, in bulldozed pits.

None of this old waste meets acceptance criteria for the
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, so LANL hopes to build a new
treatment facility, possibly on a site even nearer to Tshirege.
The planis to send one TRUPACT truck every other day from
Area G to WIPP until 2013, and then one every two weeks
indefinitely. It seems to be unthinkable that LANL might one
day cease fathering radioactive waste! Right now annual rates
of radwaste generation at LANL stand at 160,000 cubic feet of
low level waste and 150 cubic feet of transuranic (TRU) waste.

Graphic by Deborah Reade
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LANL’s existing dump is expected to keep taking waste
through late 1995, but that depends on what the clean up effort
at Los Alamos discovers. Recently a building formerly used
as a Catholic church in downtown Los Alamos was found to
be sitting on 54 dump truck loads of soil contaminated from
an old septic tank dating back to the Manhattan Project.
It contained plutonium, americium, cesium and other lethal
materials.

The EA for the Area G Expansion has been reviewed by
DOE headquarters, and will soon be released to the N.M.
Environment Department and various Pueblo governments
before going out for public review and comment.

Herman Agoyo, executive director of the Eight Northern
Pueblo Indian Council, recently showed up at a scheduled
tour of Area G with his young son. LANL freaked, but the
point was made. “If I'm safe here, why not Jordan? Are we
really considering future generations as we handle these toxic
materials?”

Graphic by Deborah Reade
"-J{ EPANOLA

] i ility, All mixed waste
generated at LANL is currently stored on-site. LANL says
this is due to lack of available treatment and disposal alterna-
tives. This new dump would be twice the size of WIPP, to
hold 475,000 cubic yards of mixed waste. It would be located
on the south side of Pajarito Road where pits 2,000 feet long
and 25 feet deep would be divided into 25,000 cubic yard
segments.

The pits would be double-lined with an operational cover,
leachate collection system and a RCRA-approved cap. There
would be an on- and off-site monitoring system for air and
water, pit leachate monitoring, and vadose zone monitoring.
But RCRA only requires that the liner be monitored for
30 years.

The draft EA may be ready for intemal review by Jan-
uary 1994. As with the CAI, the timeline for construction of
this facility precludes preparation for a full EIS, they say.

This is a huge dump. Where are these wastes going to

come from? Isn’t the lab weaning itself from weapons produc-
tion? How did DOE arrive at this estimated size if what is
going to be buried here isn’t already known? Will this site be
receiving wastes from other DOE facilities?

Ihe Hazardous Waste Treatment Facility, The EA

for this project is in lag time, because of a recent decision to
combine it with one for a proposed Mixed Waste Storage and
Receiving Facility intended to serve as its staging area.

At present, hazardous wastes are shipped to off-site com-
mercial facilities. Final designs for the new facility are slated
for January 30, 1995. It will house the treatment processes for
low level waste and whatever wastes are not amenable to off-
site treatment or incineration.

Given all this new activity, does it strike you that LANL
is unofficially positioning itself to become a major dumping
ground and waste treatment facility for the entire nuclear
weapons complex? The CAI buming wastes from Hanford
and Savannah River, then vitrifying the ash for burial...
where? At the Mixed Waste Disposal Facility? And we
haven’t even talked about the Accelerator Transmutation of
Waste program which LANL is pushing hard and the price tag
for which would be astronomical.

But LANL managers insist they want to do all this with
public approval, or at least, acceptance. LANL is infected by
the so-called “Keystone process” for public involvement. In
fact, both DOE and LANL are talking about a citizen advisory
process with a purview larger than just clean-up. The DOE
Site Specific Advisory Board process would provide a budget
of up to $250,000 per year; the process mandates a self-
selection element to comprise the board.

A first step in establishing such an advisory group for
LANL was taken at an internal “brainstorming” session in late
September. Attending were some 50 LANL and DOE person-
nel and four outside witnesses: Evelyn Vigil from the Los
Alamos Monitor, Helen Stambro from the Los Alamos Work-
ing Group and two members of the Los Alamos Study Group.

The next step is for a parallel meeting or meetings to'be -
held in northem New Mexico for member of the public at
large to express their views. Selection procedures and draft
charters from similar groups mandated at Hanford, Rocky
Flats, Pantex, Oak Ridge and Savannah River have been
obtained for review. Anyone interested in participating is
encouraged to contact Christina Ammijo at DOE-LAAO,
665-5025 or Harry Otway at LANL 665-4213.

Margaret Mead said long ago that only a small group of
committed people could change the course of history. Where
are we and what are we doing about this?

Los Alamos Study Group is a member of the All Peoples Coalition.






