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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. -

.
i

- M £H bt e

I N

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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Los Alamos
drinking
wells test

-

radioactive

» Trace amounts
of tritium and
strontium-90

- found are too low

to harm humans

l4~/oo

By KRISTEN DAVENPORT
The New Mexican

The New Mexico Environ-

ment Department has found
low levels of - radioactive
chemicals in two drinking
wells near Los Alamos. =~ .
Greg Mello; head of a Los
‘Alamos National - Laboratory

watchdog group, says this is .

" the first time the chemicals —

tritium and strontium-90 —

have been found in the area’s

drinking water, as opposed to

monitoring wells. .
On a visit' to about a dozen

wells on March 9 and June 6 of -
Env1ronment _

last year;:
i Department _records. show,
investigatoes: . found:: - trace

amounts of the radioactive -

- materials in two wells.

Neither of the wells con-
tained enough of the radionu-
clides to cause harm to
humans according to. U.S.
Environmental
Agency standards.

At a well known as Otowi-1
— in Los Alamos canyon just
upstream from the turnoff to
White Rock — environmental
oversight agents found tritium
levels at 40 picocuries per
liter. Dangerous levels aren’t
reached until about 20,000 pic-
ocuries per liter.

At another well called PM-1,
on Jemez Road, Strontium-90
was found at about 1.14 pic-
ocuries per liter. The EPA says
eight picocuries per liter
would be dangerous to
humans. .

- Protection -

S —

Department of Energy envi-
ronmental contact Joe Vozella
could not comment Thursday
night, saying he needed to look
again at’ the data, and Los
Alamos National Laboratory
officials could not be reached.

Although the levels of the

radioactive chemicals are low .
and were not found in several
other drinking wells in the Los
Alamos area, -Mello. said the
finding is significant because
it- proves radioactive - chemi-
-cals can penetrate as much as
1,000 feet beneath the hard
bedrock.of the area — some-
thing scientists have been
skeptical could happen.

Please see WELLS, Page B4
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WELLS ___
Continued from Page B-1

“Contammatéd water does flow

downhill even at Los Alamos,”

Mello said.

Tritium is a radloactlve color- o
less 'gas with a half-life of about :
" 10 years used to boost the power :

of nuclear bombs.

Strontium-90, a Byproduct of

weapons testing, has-a half-life
of about 28 years and concen-
trates in high doses in humans’
bones and teeth because of its
similar structure to calcium.
Radioactive materials are

known to cause some cancers in .

humans at high concentrations.

About a year ago, lab officials

found that water in a monitoring

explosives.

The well was near a bu1ldmg
that was used during the Cold
War to produce high explosives
for nuclear warheads.

The high explosive was found

ranging from 4.2 parts per billion -

to 50 parts per billion; the safe
levels according to EPA stan-
dards are about 2 parts per bil-
lion. , ‘
The explosive can cause
seizures in humans, although
long-term effects are unknown.
That contamination was not
found in the city's municipal

" water supply at the time. A
Along with the state testing of

drinking wells, LANL is involved
in its own $50 million groundwa-
ter project, drilling 32 deep mon-
itoring wells.

" well was contaminated w1th high
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JOSH STEPHENSON/JOURNAL

HEAT OF BATTLE: Members of the Gila Hotshots isolate a hot spot on N.M. 4 in the Cerro Grande Fire near Los Alamos early Monday mom
ing. Prior to this, the crew lit a back burn on N.M. 501 near areas of Los Alamos National Laboratory that contained explosive materials.

Waste Areas Threatened

BY IaN HOFFMAN
Journal Staff Writer

Even if a wildfire skirts the Atomic
City, the blaze is tending toward canvons
rich in trees and the contaminants of
nuclear-weapons research.

Scientists fear a fire there will set the
stage for heavy summer flooding that
ultimately could flush radioactive and
hazardous toxins into the Rio Grande —
or bury them in tons of mud.

The prospect of post-fire flush exposes
a vulnerability of Los Alamos’ practice
of pumping radioactive waste water into
canyons and. in earlier vears, of burving

toxins close to canyon walls that can
erode.

So far, the U.S. Department of Energy
plans no cleanup of the canyons that
drain its Los Alamos National Laborato-
ry, in part because only low levels of con-
taminants have be detected outside the
lab boundary.

“The question is: Are they going to let
it stay contaminated and let this forest
fire or the next forest fire washes it out
for them?” said Greg Mello, head of the
Los Alamos Study Group, a nuclear dis-
armament and environmental organiza-

See WASTE on PAGE 4

L

ON THE MOVE: Riley Sievers, 9, left, and his brothe
Jesse Sievers, 17, load their family truck with belonging
from their Los Alamos home.




‘Waste Worries LANL EXperf’s"” o

from PAGE 1

tion in Santa Fe.

- “In effect, because the lab has no
firm plans to clean up these
canyons, they are leaving them in
the hands of God, who is flushing
them down te Cochiti Reservoir,
which is becoming the dump of last
resort,” he said. .

The fire, dubbed Cerro Grande,
swept Sunday across one canyon
where state scientists have detect-
ed toxic metals in rainstorm runoff.
If firefighters cannot stop the blaze
from moving northward, scientists
fear Pajarito and Los Alamos
canyons could be primed for a suc-
cession of intense fire and flooding.
_ .« “It’s safe to say we will be watch-
ful for potential increases in
runoff,” said Mathew Johansen, a
U.S. Department of Energy envi-
ronmental scientist. “We don’t
know. yet if that will affect contam-
inant transport in our canyons.”

. A lab computer model suggests
soils in the two canyons, if they are
burned heavily, could fuse and not
absorb storm water or erode at

rates at least nine times greater
than normal. A U.S. Forest Service
scientist suggests the erosion could
run as high as 50 times normal, to
100 tons an acre. One scientist plans
to press the federal government to
shore up the blackened mountain-
sides once the fire is gone.

“As soon as-we take a deep breath,
that's one of my first e-mails,” said

. Randy Balice, a LANL forest ecolo-

gist and statistician. “My recom-
mendations will be that we start sta-
bilizing those areas.”

Los Alamos executives said Mon-
day they are confident the -Cerro
Grande Fire won’t ignite explosives
or release chemicals and radioac-
tive materials. .Storage and
research facilities tend to be hard-
ened against fires, and, since the
1996 Dome Fire, lab contractors
have aggressively cut back the
forests around them.

Lab workers dropped even more
trees Monday around the Weapons
Engineering Tritium Facility, a
masonry building where lab scien-

tists handle the highly radioactive
form of hydrogen that fuels ther-
monuclear bombs. Lab officials
said most tritium there is stored in
tanks designed to withstand flames.

The same branch of the laborato-
ry also fashions and stores explo-
sives at Technical Area 16, across
NM. 501 from the Cerro Grande

" Fire. The fire tossed at least one

ember into the lab site Sunday
evening, but it was extinguished.
The lab’s explosives are primarily
stored in concrete bunkers covered
in dirt; the 1977 La Mesa Fire
burned over several of these, and
lab officials say they can safely
store explosives inside for a few
hours of intense heat.

Lab guards and employees on
Monday patrolled other areas
where hazardous materials are
stored to watch for fire, lab director
John C. Browne said. Most are

inside Technical Area 3, the lab’s

focal point, where there are few
trees to catch fire.

Yet lab officials have taken few

steps to guard against the possibili-
ty of massive erosion and flooding
after a wildfire. The lands scorched
by the Cerro Grande blaze so far
contain no known spill sites or
waste disposal areas. But sedi-
ments a few miles down Los Alam-
os Canyon are contaminated by plu-
tonium, other radioactive materials
and toxic metals such as mercury.
If Los Alamos Canyon is hit by a
high-intensity burn, as the Cerro
Grande Fire produced farther
south on Sunday, the magnitude of
stormwater runoff during northern
New Mexico’s “monsoon” season
will jump significantly, scientists
predict. It's unclear whether that
runoff would pick up the pollutants
downstream and whether it will
bury them in mud or carry them in
diluted form to the Rio Grande.

“A lot of people have said that if

Los Alamos canyon had a big flood,

it could be a big problem, it could go
all the way. to the Rio Grande,” said
LANLSs Balice. “I'm hoping it’s just
mud and sediments. Who kmows?
We're going to find out.”
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SANTA FE, N.M. -- The fires that consumed nearly 50,000 acres of northern New Mexico,
including parts of the Los Alamos National Laboratory, have raised new concerns over the
buildup of nuclear and hazardous waste stored at the laboratory.

State and federal officials have insisted that the fires, which were 70 percent under control by late
Friday, did not get close enough to threaten thousands of containers filled with used gloves, rags,
booties and other combustible items contaminated by low-level radioactive waste, like plutonium.
By some estimates, the nearest flames remained half a mile away. But scientists and
environmentalists said Friday that dry conditions in forests adjacent to the storage site make them
ripe for another fire -- and a potentially more dangerous situation because of the increasing
quantity of stored waste.

Typically, the laboratory generates 150 cubic meters of waste a year that is stored above ground
in 55-gallon steel drums and in smaller wood boxes that sit under a fabric dome. The current level
is 4,808 cubic meters -- the equivalent of 14,000 drums.

"The problem is just sitting there, just waiting for another incident to happen," said a Los Alamos
scientist familiar with the storage area who spoke on the condition of anonymity. "And there are a
lot of people at the lab who share that concern."

Greg Mello, director of the Los Alamos Study Group, a nuclear watchdog organization, said:
"It's a dangerous situation. If they could get that stuff out of there, everyone would be better

served."

Officials from the Energy Department and the laboratory have disputed the contention that
anything at the storage site, a mesa surrounded by canyons known as Technical Area 54, is

vulnerable to fire.

They cite an environmental-impact study of the laboratory conducted four years ago in which
officials created a theoretical worst-case fire and found that the waste would survive unaffected.

But even if conditions became so grave that the drums overheated and exploded, sending toxic
plumes skyward, the study concluded that no one living within a 50-mile radius would suffer ill

effects.

Many scientists, however, contend that the department's worst-case test was not worst-case at all.
While the department model assumed a breach of 62 drums, Edwin Lyman, scientific director of
the Nuclear Control Institute, said an intense fire would more likely breach "closer to hundreds"
of drums, causing a much greater potential for illness than the study provides."

"The department," Lyman said, "has refused to look at the real worst-case scenario."




Efforts are under way to remove the waste at Los Alamos to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant
outside Carlsbad, which opened last year after a decade of delays. For now, the rate of removal is

but a trickle.

With cleanup at the Rocky Flats nuclear-weapons plant outside Denver, which is scheduled to
close by 2006, and three other facilities producing nuclear waste for disposal, the competition for

removal has grown intense.

For Los Alamos, the pace has been further slowed by lawsuits challenging environmental impact
and a dispute between the state government, which requires that the contents of every container
be itemized, and the Energy Department, which does not agree that detailed inventories are

necessary.

Energy Department officials said Friday that Los Alamos shipped 714 drums of waste last year,
with 252 scheduled to go this year, 1,176 next year, 2,940 in 2002 and increasing numbers in the

following years.

While that leaves the majority of the drums on site for the foreseeable future, officials from the
laboratory and the department insisted that the containers were well protected, largely because the
recommendations of the environmental impact study were followed. To add layers of protection,
wood was removed from the perimeter of the laboratory, the tree line was moved back and dirt
pathways were built as a buffer against fires from the canyons below.

Still, critics are not convinced that enough safeguards are in place, especially with the
unpredictable updrafts from the canyons, which the current fires demonstrated, and the ever-

present possibility of sparks during an intense fire.

Rep. Tom Udall, a Democrat whose district includes the laboratory, said Friday that a recent tour
of the laboratory convinced him that the fire "was too close for comfort," and that rebuilding
efforts -- some older buildings were destroyed -- should emphasize greater protection against fire

and other disasters.

Udall also said that the waste removal from Los Alamos was part of a larger national problem for
which Congress has traditionally authorized only limited spending.

"On a national scale," he said, "this is not regarded as a high risk. But we need to get to the job of
cleaning up all over the country."

The Los Alamos scientist who did not want to be identified added one further regret. He said he
and his colleagues were eager to return to work next week when the laboratory reopens. But they

were anxious, as well, he said.

"The lab is tucked away in what was some of the most beautiful scenery you've ever seen," he
said. "Since the fire, it looks terrible, and you can't just go out there with a bucket of paint and fix
it. That was slow-growth forest that burned. It will take a long time to come back to what it was."

Author: New York Times News Service
Section: Wire
Page: A02

Copyright (c) 2000 Deseret News Publishing Company
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Vaste
Found In
Water
‘Trittum Traces

| In LANL Well

‘By JENN[FER MCcKEE 2‘/ /,,
. Journal Staff Wruer

Scientists at Los Alamos National
Laboratory have found trace
amounts of radioactive waste in the
ground water near the lab’s nutlear

_ storage area, which may suggest
the facility is leaking.. =

A monitoring well near lab Area
G, a collection of dry nuclear waste

stored above ground in oil drums,

showed contamination by tritium, a
radioactive form of hydrogen that

seamlessly blénds in with water.
The findings. were announced last

week at a meeting ‘of  the lab
Groundwater Integration Team.
The contamination was tiny —
109.2 picocuries of tritium per liter
of water— and a minuscule fraction
of the Environmental Protection
Agency’s drmkmg water standard
of 20,000 picocuries.
- Nonetheless, said lab spokesman
James Rlckman the lab takes the
finding seriously and hasn’t ruled
out the possibility that the tritium is
leaking from Area G — the. first
time any deep ground-water conta-
mination has been tied-to the dump.
- “It underscores our need for con-
-tinued monitoring ' and . surveil-
lance,” Rickman said. -

_ Greg Mello, of the Santa'Fe-based‘ ,
Los Alamos Study Group, said the

contamination is cause for concern.

. “We.have a huge, nuclear waste
dump (at Area.G) to which more
waste is added every day;” he said.
“It’s located right next to a wetland
and above a drinking water
aquifer.”

Area G is home to the equivalent
of 45,000 drums of dry, solid nuclear
waste, Rickman said — all of it
eventually bound for the federal
government’s Waste Isolation Pilot
Plant near Carlsbad.

The tritium, which was probably
produced as either steam or water,
is absorbed into a special kind of
_ resin to make it solid. Then, it is

See TRITIUM on PAGE 3

from PAGE 1 .

sealed in drums. and stored in shafts

drilled 65 feet into the ground; Rick-" . -

man ‘said. The shafts and barrels

are designed to-be more or less _

waterproof.

But older tritium storage wasn’t .
so sound, he said, leading scientists- -

to beheve the tanks might be leak-

ing. Still, Rickman said; the mesa

wheére Area G sits is very dry and

composed of volcanic rock that
. would not give water any easy path-
- way to the deep aquifer where the
- tritium~ was' found. Such water

migration would demand more

- water’ than typical Los Alamos.
. rains. -
The trltlum also could have tnck— N
-1ed into the aquifer from some place
else near the lab and merely ended °

up in the aquifer near Area G, Rick-

Trltlum Found in Water

man said. Scientists w1ll contmue
watching the well to see if the cont-
amination levels change. o
The tritium definitely came from
the lab, Rickman said. Both he and -
Mello agreed that the tiny amounts

- found in the well aren’t dangerous

The contamination was found in

- one of 10 monitoring wells on the

1ab to help scientists map the under-
ground geology of the lab: and how -
ground water moves: through it,
Rickman said. Such-a picture wxll
help scientists predict where possi-
ble lab-generated pollution may
appear next and in what amounts: -
Then, Rickman said, they will be

-able to clean up the source of the
- contamination or plug it to keep it

from further seeping into the

aquifer. _
So far, the. 1ab has dnlled 10 such
wells, with plans to sink 22 more.






