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Saturday, April 17, 2004
Los Alamos cleanup: convenient fictions

Greg Mello

If you're confused about the environmental situation at Los Alamos,
you're not alone. It's hard for reporters and editors, let alone ordinary
citizens and officials, to sift fact from fiction.

The fiction du jour is that the New Mexico Environment Department
(NMED) has signed a cleanup agreement with the Department of Energy
(DOE) and the University of California (UC). Is there really an
agreement? It wasn't available to the news media. It will supposedly be
available in early May. Why the delay?

According to news accounts, the supposed agreement closely follows the
proposed Corrective Action Order issued by NMED in 2002. But that
order doesn't ask for cleanup, just more background investigations which
stop far short of cleanup, the overall effect of which is to push cleanup
farther into an uncertain future.

This convenient fiction is only the tip of the iceberg. What also isn't being
reported is that the dumping of waste in unlined pits and trenches at Los
Alamos continues. Neither DOE nor NMED have any plan to stop
dumping or ever remove what is in these pits. Much of the waste being
buried is already coming from the lab's growing programs in plutonium
warhead core ("pit") manufacturing and testing. Mr. Governor, we have a

cleanup gap, and it's growing.

Once it's admitted that LANL has never stopped dumping, and that the
entire "cleanup" story is largely a charade, a whole list of questions
suddenly clamor for attention. How much waste is being dumped? What
is it? Where will the new dumps be, when the current one fills up in a few
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more years? Why hasn't the state ever required a closure plan for the
dumps, or a cleanup plan?

These hazards are long-term, not short-term, ones. The Rio Grande is not
going to be significantly contaminated by Los Alamos seepage in the
coming decades. And LANL's mess can never contaminate public water
supplies developed on the east side of that river (like Santa Fe's).

Small quantities of contaminants have been found in springs feeding the
river, but there are no sources of contaminants which could raise the
concentrations in the river to within even one percent of the most
stringent standard being considered by the EPA. This "danger" is the kind
of problem Los Alamos and NMED public relations people are quite
comfortable in discussing, both knowing full well that in the final
analysis, neither party need do anything about it. It's a nice, safe
distraction.

This is not to say that "dilution is the solution to pollution." But the fact is
that what can be added by groundwater seepage from LANL is extremely
minute.

On a far different scale are the major, growing sources of land
contamination at Los Alamos, which will be a hazard for millennia to
come. In the long run, everything in them will be elsewhere. When this
will happen, and at what rate, cannot be predicted. There is a lot of fissile
material in there, enough for many bombs - a very attractive nuisance.
‘When - not if - these mother lodes of contamination are breached, winds
and waters will take their contents away, downstream and downwind, to
the lips and lungs of our children's children.

Want to clean up Los Alamos? Stop the dumping first. It won't be easy; a
lot of influential people would instead prefer that LANL build up its
plutonium facilities and manufacture more pits here (instead of
elsewhere). The future history of our region is already being written, from
out of state as usual. If we want a better story we had learn how to write it
ourselves.

Greg Mello is director of the Los Alamos Study Group.
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ALBUQUERQUE, MAY 9, 2001-

Scientist Wants To Rank LAN L Cleanup

BY ApAM RANKIN
Journal Staff Writer

John Till wants to do for Los

Alamos National Laboratory
what he says has never been

done at any U.S. Department of .-

Energy facihtr develop a com-
prehensive priority list for

waste cleanup that would put -

the most threatening sources of
contarhination for humans and
the environment ﬁrst in line to
be fixed. :

He also wants to develop a
process to détermine the order
of that list based in part on pub-
lic input because, as he says,

not everyone has the same tol-

erance for pollution.

For the public to be truly
involved, Till said every bit of
environmental monitoringdata
from the laboratory and the
state needs to made easily
accessible to the public
through an independent, third

party ‘and understandable so.

citizernis can be part of the deci-

sion-making process. .
It -may sound intuitive, but

Till, a scientist who for the last °
27yearshassl)emahzedmeval-.

uating risk at DOE sites, said
all this has never been done
before.

-“This is -absolutely ground-
breaking for any DOE site,” he
said during a recent mterview
in Santa Fe. -

He said he’s got the fuil sup-
port .of LANL director Pete
Nanos and DOE headquarters
in Washington. Now, Till is try-
ing to get the public’s support.

He said he begins every pro-

Jject under the assumption that

he has no public credibility,

things with this proJect, and we
will earn it,” he E

That process begms May .19
when Till and his team of 16 sci-
entists with his Risk Assess-
ment Corp. will outline théir
project to the public at 6 p.in. in
Po;oi:que at the Cities of Gold
Casi

~Till wants to do- xt all —
including setting up a system
so the environmental data and

priority list can bé updated in
thefuture — within three years -

and for less than $6 million,
funded by the Universxty of
Cahfomia, which operates
LANL.

_He's off to a good start. Since
March 2003, Till and his team
have transformed LANL's vari-
ous enwmnmenml data, which
he said was a “mess,” into a uni-
form, standard database that is
easy to understand and access.

The next stage of the project
~ called
Analysis,

jation an
developing the priori
waste cleanup,

As reasonable as such a list

~ Communication,
eduction —is
for

Thousands of 55-gallon drums of transuranic waste awalt ship-* &
ment from LANL's Area G to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant near '

EDDIE MOORE/JOURNAL

Carisbad. A new study proposes to create for the first time a pri- /& &
ority cleanup list for sltu such as thou at I.ANI. based on rlsk

and public input.

nnght at first seem, New Mexx
co’s environmental community
recoils at the. notion of a risk-
based cleanup strategy, which

- many see as code for avmdmg

cleanup.

“This is all part of a national
DOE plan to avoid compliance
with the law,” said Joni Arends,

.director of Santa Fe'’s Con--

cerned Citizens for Nuclear

.Safety. “We want hard and fast
numbers and procedures and

protection ‘instead of these

-veils that are being put up that

are going to reduce risk based -
on nothing.”

“Our big concern about tlus_

RACER project is that it will

“allow DOE to- just pave: over

waste sites” by dismissing
some risk as inconsequential,

“We will do some astonishing ) sho said.

Part of the problem is that
Till's RACER project comes on

* the heels of DOE’s own attempt

at- a nationwide risk-based
cleanup strategy for its sites,
called the Risk-Based End

*State vision.

Its goal is to determme how -

..Clean certain waste sites need
“tobe based on how the land will

‘be.used in the future. In many -
cases, such as at most of
LANL’s material disposal
areas, plans are to monitor and
leave ‘much of the waste in
place, while ensuring risk of -
human exposure is minimal.
From California to Ohio, state
and even federal environmen-
tal officials criticized the plans

for individual DOE sites as

lacking sufficient public input
and . for defying- current
cleanup agreements.and regu-

“lations.

-DOE’s
process, which is still ongoing,

raised the ire of environmental

groups across the country

because they perceived it as a

way for DOE to avoid cleanup.
Regional ~ environmental

groups, now thoroughly skepti- '

cal of nsk based approaches
have the same fears about Till's
RACER project. -

“Thére is clearly a strong
tendency on the lab’s part to
- explain away'-the need ‘for
cleanup based on risk assess-

‘ments in contrast to some kind -

of absolute cleanup standards,”

said Jay Coghlan, director of -
Nuclear Watch of New Mexico. .
. “The lab’s game here is that

they know they*ve already done
‘these calculations and there
won’t be serious risk (to the
pubhc) off site, so the calcula-
tion of risk wxll show that noth-
ing needs to be done,” said

ilons of high-explosives |

ed wastewater each
1999, a monitoring well
that high explosives have

aminate the regional aquifer
below TA-16. As part of its efforts
to reduce poliution, LANL has cut
igh-explosives wastewater .
dtscharge% about 99 percent, .

-9 MORTANDAD cAmro

Second on DOE and L O s
rshed

disposal area,” or MDA, known

000 gallons a year. -

Home to LANL's largw “material -

LANL's IIQIfJ:(’: radioacﬂve waste

Greg Mello, director of the Los
'ﬁghﬁ&w Sty G
tate Environment Depart-

-ment Secretary Ron Curry also
voiced his concerns that Till’s
‘work not be a substitute or
interfere. with the state’s plans
for cleanup at LANL.

“My one concern is that a

‘risk-based assessment should -

not be used as an excusé.to not
clean something up,” he said.

- At the same time, Curry said
_Till has helped foster commu-
nications between the state and
LANL and that his environmen-
tal database will be useful for
the stdte, LANL and the pubhc
in the future. -

Until now, cleanup at DOE
sites has. primarily driven
'by the need Yo comply with reg-
ulations, whether state or -fed-
eral, and not necessarily with
the goal of reducing nsk, Till

“’Thls, is above ‘and beyond
compliance,” he said, stressing
,that a priority list should not

- 'interfere with-current cleanup
so-called  RBES -

or with any public health or
environmental regulations, nor
should it be a means to down-
play the need for cleanup.

“If what I am doing is used as
an excuse to not do something,
then I will fail,” he said. “It
shouldn’t happen if the people

facil

as “Area G,” TA-64 is the mesa
top where LANL buries for -

| lowevel

1963
and 1995 the treat ity
has released about 300 miillion
gallons of permitted discharge, .
‘including radieactive tritium,
perchlorate and nitrate,

stores for later shipment-- .
. transuranic'waste. Hundreds of -
according - lined and unlined pits and shafts

- - powerful forum for public pai

Cipal exists but is goin
unexercised,

e said the state Envu'ox

ment: Department could allo
the public to engage in adve:
sarmlheanngswiﬂlLANLove
its various state permits “so th
. results could be litigated.” -

“That would be real citize
involvement, because it give
power to the citizens,” Mell
said.

But LANL wants people t
think of themselves as partner
in cleanup with the laborator

. instead of adversaries, he said

Mello said’ RACER’s piT7

. posed public involvement t

establish a priority cleanup lis
means nothing because “it prc
vides no firm standards of pe1
formance and no firm avenue
for legal redress.”

For their. part, LANL off

|- cials, who have committed t
_ continuous risk reduction, ar

excited about the RACER pr¢
‘ject because they hope it wi
- set abenchmark by which thei
environmental remediation ca
be checked year after year.
“What continuous.risk reduc
tion will do more than anythin
is show_how we can- improv
year after year,” expliine
Doug Stavert, LANL's prograr
" -manager for environment:
prots
.The RACER project “wi
allow us to show how w
improve year after year,” h
said, -

. Byincluding the pubhcmth
process, Stavert said RACEl

. will show people how- LAN.
: énd DOE make cleanup dec:

“nght now, it is very diff:

hold-at least 17.5 miillion cubic
&&?&‘Z‘&E“m‘"“""‘ foet of hasarcous and fadioactive |  Cult for the laboratory to shot
. waste at 25 MDAs across LANL. |- how we make those: decisions
O 116 . DO pns tocventualyromedits |  and frankdy, some of thos
rl:oié‘yéar? I-?vNeL h?:sthi ite Jd : standards and cap and * decisi need to b s ,
explosives a IS site an use id.
unti 1997 disoharged about 12 moniorth test. be sald. e reoognize that w
tory, eed ol »

SOURCES: NMED, DOE, LANL, and the Los Alamos ‘Stucy Group °f)yes¥;: M’mmif:sm
- - CATHRYN CUNNINGHAMAOURNAL  the: challenge before his tear
. Till ‘remains _hopeful becaus:
become iivolved,” which iswt “Where'are the stake holders :a csmdwtfym s now no slyl';te?

happening now, Till said. sitting down with regulators? progress ot 0168!1

“Where in the _process (for

. deciding cleanup) right now do

stake holders have a voice?

Somebody tell me,” Till said.

ut. who said Till is -
both ‘a_“scholar and a geni

"and the best man. for.the
job, argues a.potentially more

“Say you- get- a top 1
(cleanup) list, then what abou
the other- 1990 sites? What".
the order, then?” he said.



B4 THE NEW MEXICAN Sunday, August 22, 2004

. eVIEW jlﬁugﬁ

August 15

COunesy Greg Mello, dlrector, Los Alamos Study Group

~In Techmcal Area 55 at Los Alamos National’ I.aboratory, 4 315 containers of dangerous matenals, such as plutonium, must be repackaged or dis-
posed of by 2010, The pro;ect was supposed to be finished by 2002 : Col o

| Lab’s repea:f?ed delays COSt taxpayers

" Two Los Alamos National Laboratory ‘work- .
ers were exposed to plutonium last year while
.handlmg a deteriorated package of rags dur-
ing an inventory.

On Thursday, the U.S. Department of:
Energy inspector general cited this case’in
saying the health of other lab workers is at..

stake, because the lab is far behind’schedule *

in stabilizing radioactive materials: Further,
the lab’s repeated delays are costing taxpay-
‘ers $78 million more than planned, according

to the audit report, with the total project esca-

lating to $183 million. -
Under the original plan LANL was supposed

_ to stabilize radioactive materials by2002:°

- Now, the deadline has been pushed to 2010.

Plutonium metals, oxides and residues at

Techmcal Area 55 — the lab’s main plutomum

»vault — are kept.in containers the report says
-are not acceptable for long-term storage. “As
such, there is the possibility that the contain-
. ers couldleak and workers could:be exposed
" to radiation, resulting in serious health. conse- -
“quences,”. the inSpector general's report sald -

But it’s posmble employees haven’t accom-

- plished all the tasks because Los. Alamos lab
didn’t have enoiigh money for the scope of -

the prOJect Thé inspector general blamed the
problem in part on inadequate DOE funding. -
““The (Energy) Departmént had not made

U the efforta prtori‘ty,” the inspector general’s .-

report said, hotfng that Los Alamos received
only 58 percent of the funding it requested

- between 1997 and 2002, and only 78 percent ‘of

“funding to Los

what it requested in 2001 and 2002+

" The Energy Department has sirice mcreased
amos for stabilizing materi-
als; and the pro;ect should be funded fully
through 2010.

In 1994 the Defense Nuclear Facllmes
Safety ‘Board told numerous DOE sites to sta-

* bilize their dangerous materials. The safety

board is an agency Congress established in -

- 1988 to provide overs1ght of the nuclear-weap- ’

ons complex \

Like Los Alamos, Rocky Flats in Colorado
and Savannah River Site in South Carblina .
missed the 2002 deadline, but only by orie to
four years. LANL stands out, accordmg to the

report. I-'nday, A-l
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