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| .Last of 17,000 barrels of radioactive waste dug up

“and secured; project under budget and years early

\z-20-01
By JEFF TOLLEFSON
The New Mexican

Los Alamoé National Lab—

oratory has uncovered and
secured the last of more
than 17,0000 barrels -of
transuranic waste that had

been buried under mounds -
“of dirt for up to 25 years..

Ultimately, the waste is
destined for the Waste Iso-
lation Pilot Plant in Carls-
bad.. a o

The project came in two -
. years. ahead of schedule
‘and $13 million under the

initial budget projection of
$50 million. Project manag-

~er Gilbert Montoya called
. the '
-“milestone.” No radiation .

.accomplishment a

was released into the envi-
ronment, he said. All work-

only réportable injury in
six years was a sprained
calf muscle, he added.
“That’s quite a success,”
Montoya said Wednesday.

Lab officials celebrated.

the project’s completion

with a demonstration of the ~

removal process at Area G.

.- Workers in protective gear

~inspected and removed the =
last S5-gallon drum, which’

- was under a tarp in the

" middle of an excavated

- underground ‘' for
retrieval. The drums were

asphalt pad. The drums, as -
well as about 200 fiber-'.
glass-covered boxes, are -

now stored in secure tent
facilities, where they can

The waste consists of
everything from gloves and
toolboxes to sludge that
was solidified in concrete.
The waste generally stems
from nuclear-weapons
research. o

."ebs came in well below the
“allowable annual worker-
-exposure limits, "and the -

. be inspected regularly until -
shipment to WIPP. ". =~

Beginning in '1970', when

the Atomic Energy Com-
mission ordered that
transuranic  waste be
secured for ultimate dis-
posal at WIPP, the laborato-
ry began burying the waste
later

Clyde Mueller/The New Mexican

Gilbert Yazzie, left, watches Rob Ruby, center, as he uses a radiological-survey instrument
Wednesday afternoon to check the last 55-gallon container at the Los Alamos National Lab-
oratory transuranic-waste-storage area. At right is Charlie Thorne. .

stacked on three asphalt
pads, separated by pallets
and covered with a liner
and dirt. Prior to that, all of
the laboratory’s  solid
radioactive waste was per-
manently buried in shallow
pits — as is still the prac-
tice with low-level waste.
In 1992, however, labora-
tory waste handlers found

some corrosion when they
inspected a series of the
drums, according to lab
spokesman James Rick-
man. He said the New Mex-
ico Environment Depart-
ment subsequently ordered
the laboratory to remove
the waste from the dirt-
covered pads so it could be
monitored more carefully

until shipment to WIPP.

A crew of about 25 people
began digging up the first
pad about six years ago,
using a fabric dome to
ensure that no radiation
would escape into the envi-
ronment. The laboratory
discovered the drums were,

Please see LANL, Page B-4




Continued from Page B-:l.

for the mOSt part, in good

shape, so the dome was not
-used on the other two pads,

Montoya said. He noted the
pad. contained .7;300.

‘drums and required only a
C * prior to burial. “When and if -

.We- ever run into contamina-
‘tion, which we have, we are
“able to treat it” and-continue .
-opérations “within an hour.” .

last:

year to complete .
- - Overall, abott 30 percent of
the barrels were placed inside
85 gallon “overpack” drums to
ensure  _the :contamination
‘would- remain -secure, Mon-

lab was conservative. Corro-

sion had not yet eaten holes in
most of those, he added. .

= “We- actually have drums:
that are in pretty good shape,
for "the miost part,”. Montoya .
.said, crediting a rust inhibitor

that was ‘sprayed on the drums

.The announcement got -a

.indefinitely,”

- toya said, explaining that the - warm-but-cautjous - approval |

from one of the. laboratorys

critics.

. “The. DOE deserves a’
round of applause for digging
'up those drums, which would

rust and- become irretriev-
able if they were left there
said = ‘Greg
Mello, -executive director of
the Los Alamos Study Group,

. Nonetheless, he .noted " the -
lab continues to bury low-level -
" waste that _is ‘nonetheless
radioactive. Moreover, he said, -
the laboratory iso’t dlggmg up _th

transuranic waste. _that was

‘buried prior to 1970 — in con-

tainers that are liKely to cor-
rode just like those' unearthed ’
‘during thé current process. =

“The earlier. trenches and

shafts ‘might merit: close -
‘attention as candidates for =

removal and encapsulation or

* deeper disposal;”Mello-said. -

“Right now, they are. Just cov-
ered with 3 feet ‘of sand in an-
unlined: pit. :.. It's ‘a WIPP -

site, .basit‘:ally, w.itho'u’t_.‘any' of

the protections of WIPP”

¥



ENVIRONMENT

| Groups object to Area G

| & Los Alamos Study
| Group leads protest
| against LANL waste
storage s:te

Monitor Staff Report
IR A group of New Mexico
_orgamzatlons plans to deliver a

letter’ Wednesday morning to
- New. - Mexico E“fv;ronment

Maggi
oratory’s Area G, a news release

said.” -
Area; G in Technical Area 54,

”‘i'chemlcals ‘and’
[ material,

. The envnronmental orgamza—

I tions, including the Los Alamos

| Study Group, have urged clo-

sure of the site. Their most
| recent effort involved delivering
“Jetter-cans” to Gov. Gary John-
son. The letters were delivered
on cans of food designed to look
like small waste drums. The

| cans of food subsequently were -
| delivered to the Food Depot to.

| prov1de food for poor people.

* According. the information
- prowded by the study group, the
“New Mexico Attorney General's
office requested closure.of this
site on July 12, 2001, with no
response’ from environment
 officials. NMED operied-a pub-
-lic. comment period Dec. 21 on
the most recent version of the
cleanup plan for Area G. The
" documents for comment are
‘available at the Hazardous
Waste Bureau web site. More

ore, requesting him to-
‘ elose Los Alamos National Lab- -

information is avallable at

www.lasg.org.
The27 environmental organ-

"izations sending the letter are.

concerned that hazardous
~ materials from the waste dis-
~. posal site are infiltrating. the
ground water and bemg dlstnb- ’

“uted through wind erosion.

_They state that no serious
closure plan has ever been sub-

“Department Secretary  Pete mitted for Areg G and-thagno

_public hearings have ever been
held on the future of the site.
The letter being-delivered to

. Maggiore describes Area G as -

“a'sort of unpermltted WIPP

. hlstoncally has been used for site.”

hazardous- wastes, mcludmgf
radloactlve :

- LASG states that LANL began
the application process for per-
mitting its existing and planned
hazardous waste disposal sites:
on Mesita del Buey 21years:ago. .
The permitting process was
never completed, the study

- group says, although interim

-statis was granted and contin-
ued for five years, even though
the EPA and NMED implement- -

ed enforcement actions during- -

this time. -

LASG states that Area G
should have been closed years -
ago based on environmental
regulations and lack of apermit.
A closure plan would, by law,

include protections for citizens
“and the environment, including:

commitments to long-term.
monitoring, financial assur-
ance, and creation of an accu-

rate waste inventory. Closure

options range from long-term
containment in place to
removal of some or all of the
waste. B S




Groups Want LANL’s N uke Dump Closed

By anmn MCKEE lv:'aisd? dump, a facﬂlfy that also
J ! Wi olds almost 30 years.worthof
ournal Staff riter” .;non-nuclear hazardous waste.
o " Los Alamos: Natmnal Labora- Greg Lewis, dlrector of the -

 tory has been operating an ille- Environment - Department’s
gal hazardous waste. dump for Water and Waste Managenient _

" - 20 years, and the New Mexico’
. Environment Department has’

© . let the-lab get -away with it,

according. to' a cadre of New .

.Mexleo environmental groups.

~Some 27 lab watchdog, envi- -

_ronmental and political grotips
delivered a letter to state Envi-

. . ronment Department Secre-
_ tary Pete' Maggiore Tuesday.’
*  morning, asking - Magglore to -
: 'close the lab's emstmgnuclear ‘

“Division, said the ‘départment .
'generally agrees. . with *.the
_groups account-of the dump

and_is looking ‘at opuons for

 dealing with thie landfill. -
‘credible .

_“They’ve -~ made
arguments » Lewis said. “We’re

_giving them our full considéra-
tion and are in the. throes of :

addressingit.”. .
He 'said - the department

expects to release several doc- )

uments tlns spnng dealmg with -
thé - laboratory’s
waste dumping -permit and a
plan for cleaning up the lab.
Los-Alamos lab’ representa-
tives-did not return phone calls
seeking comment. . :
_The enwronmental groups
letter contends that the. site

known as “Area G,” where’ Los”
Alamos. lab" now -disposes of -
nuclear waste; has been in vio- -
‘lation of the Resource Conser-:

vation and Recovery Act since
1985. Area G opened-as thelab’s

 centralized- nuclear and 'haz-
ardous. waste dump in_ 1957. -
‘Back then, there were no laws S

hazardous

.oovermg the dlsposal of haz-

ardous waste and no laws spec--
ifying that very radioactive
waste must be stored in a spe-

,_clal reposxtory, as there are;
now. :

Accordmg to the letter the
laboratory dumped a wide vari-
ety of wastes i the shallow pits.

-and deep shafts at.Area G, -
. inchiding what ‘would fiow be'

categonzed - as’ hazardous_

- ‘waste, like solvents or danger-.

ous chemicals. The Iab -also:
dumped what is now -consid- -
ered transuramc Waste and -

See STATE on PAGE 3

i State Asked To Shut Dump '»

i ﬁvm PAGE 1

must currently be. dlsposed at the

"Waste -Isolation - Pilot . Project.

“Transuranic’ waste refers ‘to any
- waste containing metals heavier than .

uranium: Some such wasfes can

:|" appear relatively mundane; like met- -
. al tools used to manipulate plutomum '
contammated as -a-

‘|- “that -became-
result. C

g Mello of the Los Alamos'
& 7, eletter,samthatmwso;”
| e __Resource Conservation_—and_
‘} _Recovery Act, or .RCRA, weit .into-

_affect. ‘That law "said that any haz--
-ardous - waste -dumps: had to- be -

B Tfensed and any such dump that‘

_to keep the waste from escapmg

-} dlfferent law and is enforced by the

federal .government, not: state envi-.

ronment departments.. -~ -
" Because Los-Alamos had been d1s-
posmg of chemical waste at Area G,

Mello said; the lab apphed for a haz-v

ardous waste permit in 1980..

-The lab acquired an “interim sta- .

| tus” to run-such a dump and Los

* Alamos began operating an off1c1al -

permltted duinp, pending the state’s
- formal issuance of a pemmt Mello
" said.

ed to “get out of the hazardous wasté
‘business,” Mello said. At that point,
the lab stlll had not recejved a per-
manent permit. It Wlthdrew its haz-

ardous waste permit -application in

1985 and began shlppmg such waste
_elsewhere.

- In 1984 more strmgent rules camei :
_into effect, and the laboratory decid- -

But the lab had between 1980 and
1985, operated ‘a hazardous waste |
dump .under RCRA.. When such a .
“dump. closes, according to that law, it -
must_either be.cleaned up or stabi- -
‘lized, Mello said. In the lab’s case,
_ neither happened. = - :
Mello and the other groups now say :
- that 'the state Environment Depart-- .|.
ment-had an. obhgatlon to force the™’
Iab to clean up or close Area G in " f
1985. ,
Mello wants more thari Just the haz- :

ardous’ waste cleaned up at Area G;

he said- NMED must force Los Alam: |
os lab to-clean up all of Area G-and |
- closeit, as the 1aboratory included all . |
of the site in’its- onglnal hazardous :
- waste’ apphcatmn. "

-‘But the area is now; and has been .

" Nuclear waste is managéd under a -since 1957, the lab’s only dlsposal

area for: transuranic waste. .
. That. suuatxon, alonig with the fact

that states have no jurisdictiofi over: |
nuclear waste; including the nuclear |

waste dumped at Ared G, has compli-

* cated the Environment. Department’ -
response to the situation, Lewis said. -
Questions like: “Can the Environ-

: ment Department legally close a -
nuclear waste dump it does not have
the authority to régulate?”’ have been - |
forwarded to the department’s legal )

team, Lewis said.

. The department has not lgnored;..'
the dump, he said, and he expects - |’
NMED’s latest RCRA permit for Los ¢
Alamos will address Area G and the |

hazardous ‘waste there.

A draft of the ‘permit, which wﬂl_

likely be unveiled with a public hear-
ing this spring, is expected in the

. coming months, Lewis said.
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Actmsts ca]l for nuke-clump closure

4 Attomey
general’s

|- office says -
facility -

“should have
“closed years” .

ago.

i .IEFF rou.ersou .
'_ The New Mexican

'IWenty-seven acttvxst groups on Tues-.-

day called for the closure of the nuclear-

- waste dump at Los Alamos National Labo-

“ratory. The groups cited an earlier letter-

_‘compliance and should have beén: closed -

from the New Mexico attorney general’
-office indicating that the facility.is out of

-more than 16 years ago.
- Inaletter to New Mexico Envxronment
Department Secretary Pete Maggrore, the

" Los Alamos Study Group and other orgam

zations argue that Area G was never prop—'

erly permitted under the.federal Resource

Recovery and Coriservation Act. T

Enforced by the New Mexico Environ-

ment Department, the Act sets forth .

requirements for managing " hazardous’
wastes, which were once deposited along

with nuclear waste.in Area G. Federallaw

addresses nuclear waste separately from

‘hazardous waste.

“Secretary Magglore, we are wrltmg to.
respectfully remind ‘you of.your Tong’

standing, obhgatlon to close Area G to fur- .-

ther nuclear-waste disposal and begin a

process of selectmg (clean-up) remedles

for the. srte, the groups wrote. Larger
environmental - groups like = Forest.
Guardianis and the Natural Resources

_Defense Council signed onte the letter

with local organizations as El Rio Arriba
Envxronmental Health Assocranon

The letter draws.on comments by the.
Attorney General’s office. LANL began

the process of applying for a Resource ..

Recovery and:Conservation Act permit

for Area G but withdrew its permit appli- - .

‘cation in April 1985, according to.a July 12
letter from the Attorney General’s office.

PleaseseeLANL, PageB3

K

U L

o e e

continued from Page 84

to the Envxronment Department Once o
- the application was withdrawn, accord- .
- ing to the leiter, Ared G and another -
. waste dxsposal facility sholild have been -
-‘closed usmg the process set forth m"
- RCRA.. : .
Lo “However, to date they liave. been nex-'» o
_ther closed fior pertnitted,” ‘Assistant
Attorney General Lindsay Lovejoy, Jr,
* wrote in'a létter to James Bearzi, who
_ heads up.. NMED’s Hazardous Waste -
'._Bureau i -

Los Alamos Study Group Executwe .
Director Greg Mello-said LANL and. "~
X -essentially. . *
- ‘bypassed federal hazardous-waste law
smce 1985 contmumg thh busmess as'
. usual

state .regulators.. have -

" “And rione of this has ever-had d pub~

hc ‘hearing, so it’s kind:of a regulatory ’
- _:house of cards,” Mello said. -

LANL spokesman “James’ chkman

B said ‘the laboratory is. addressing'Area G’

in-its current application for a general

RCRA permit, which- would cover-haz- -
ardous-waste - management at  sites.
- * throughout the laboratory. In the-mean-
- time, he said;the laboratory-continues
to use Area’ G for permanent storage of
.low-level radioactive waste, mcludmg
. certain less-active plutonium, . .
.‘Rickman said the laboratory has been -
3 operatmg with full permission from the.
state environment department. “We aré -
under’ what is called  intérim  status,:
." which a110ws us to contmue operatnonst_

" - . out there.”

‘Greg: Lewxs dxrector of the Water anid.
. Waste Management Division - for " the .

_ state, also'said Area G will be addressed
_in the upcoming. . RCRA perniit. He said

""" the permit will establish how. hazardous

"' materials will — or won’t — be handled
throughout the laboratory for nearly a’

I.os Alamos Study
Group Executwe
o Dlrector Greg Wlello :
+", said LANL-and state o
regulators have - '
essentlally hypassed
. federal hazardous .
waste law since 1985, L
contmumg \mth
busmess as usual

decade C ’
- Additionally, the state also is develop- o

- hazardous-waste laws and is a major
theme in assistant Attorney General's :
" letter to the environmernt department.
." According to the letter; NMED general- .

1y has not opened up its own review

". processes - regarding hazardous-waste
- pérmits and cleanup to.public scrutiny. -
© . “What¢ partu:ularly strikes us about

_ this situation- is’that opportunities .for
_-public participation in determining the
- remedies for historical contamination

,¢«_ .

mga “4corrective action order” that will.

. lay-thie groundwork for-how hazardous-_
- waste ; contamination “is. characterized
“and eventually cleaned tip at the labera- -
‘ tory. That document will address Area

G as well,-Lewis said, notmg that"he

_ ‘have been almost nonex:stent LoveJoy
- -Wrote. .

In -ah mtervrew 'mesday, Lovejoy'

<. stressed that RCRA' requires. that the;
. state develop a: ‘future closure plari for
Area G, regardless of whetlier nuclear-
. waste operations continue. NMED:-is
Aworkmg to address.the Attorney Gener-

al’s.concerns about Area G'in.the cur-
rent permit process, he said. . :

“It’s a loose end. It's a very loose end,”
Lovejoy said. “They are-aware. of it, and»

_they are’ gomg to be dealing with it, and

we are’ gomg 1o be watchmg how that

" happens.”

“can’t’ drscuss the documents in detail -

unpl they aré. released m the commg»

. months.

-Lewis dechned to comment specifi cal- :

_ly.on the legality"of Area G, He noted,
" however, that both the Attorney General'
and-: the -activist groups have made
‘“credible: arguments”. on. the -issue:
Those arguments will be considered in -
" the development of both the corrective -
" action order and the RCRA penmt, he

- gaid.
. “We are lookmg at all of thxs happen- .

mg within the next five to six months,”

Lewis- said, stressing ‘that both docu-

ments. w1ll be -available for pubhc
review. “We are- genumely mterested in
getting input on this.”

The Los Alamos Study Group is orga-:

: mzmg a public really at 4:30 on Monday

in the Capitol rotunda. Outreach Direc:

“tor-Lydia Clark said the groups invitéd.
.;environment department- officials: as’
-wellas a few leglslators and the gover-

nor.
: Monday is the last: day to comment on

" an annual cleanup $chedule the environ-

ment department is- currently present-

‘ing for LANL: Lewis said the state has

agreed ta accept -comments through

. Jan: 21 on the work schedule but does .
_not feel the documenf warrants public

.hearmgs — desprte requests from the.
" Study Group.

For ~ more  information, - sée

.. www.nmenv.state.nm. us/hwb/pubno- -

Pubhc pamcrpanon 1s reqmred under

tice.html or’ call NMED at (505) 827-
2855
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AG Threatens Action ,Over LAN

-Madnd awaztmg deczszon by
. state Envzronment Department

If the Envzronment Department doesn’t .
:deal with a hazardous waste dump at Los
“ Alamos National Laboratory to her satis-
- faction, Attorney General Patricia-Madrid

saldshemaytakethematterto court, -

:But Madrid left unsaid just what,she
hoped the Environment Department would
._do with the dump — close it, cléan it up or
some yet-to-be-announcedthird optiori. - -.

“I'm not ready to make. any dec1s10ns :

* BY JENNIFER McKEn
Journd], Staﬁ' Writer -

. right now,” she said.

7 In the absence.of a sahsfactory
approach, “we will pursue legal avenues, )

Madnd said'at a rally Monday afternoori in -

the Roundhouse rotunda. The Dos Alamos

T

s Resource

close the d

- from PAGE 1

En\rlronment Department as'it

preépares to renew a hazardous. "
. Wwaste dumping permit for the "
lab shé hopes’ will address the :
‘ old landfill: - -

- Asked if ‘anythir g less than_ : Office seems to agree.

Last summer, Lovejoy sent a.

closmg the. dump: and .cleaning

--it up would satlsfytheAttorney' -

- Generabl’s -

o Attornéy ~ General - " Lindsay,

* - . Yovejoy said he wouldn’t dls—:
" guss “hypothetlcals »oo

-©1 i Atissue is a 45-year-old haz )

' %rdous and nucléar waste dumip .

Office; * Assistant

called Area G.at Los .Alamos

" - Jab: The dump Gpened ir 1957,

before any. federal laws gov-

: ~='ernedthedxsposalofdangerous -
: ‘z.waste,

radioactive. In 1980; however,

: ge of the federal .

rvatxon ~and-
. 'Reoovery Aet, all hazardous -- ]
: ~at Mondays .rally; :said he -
'expects the department to .
. announce details of the perm1t .
within ' a month. He ‘said he

with pas

* waste ‘dump - operators were
_ ¥orced to obtain.’ ‘permits and

‘prepare for- cleanmg -up “the
'dumps when they closéd.

. .+ Los Alamos lab. duly applied -
. ifor a permit to operate Area G
. junder RCRA. The lab received.

1.7 an interim’ pérmit in 1980 and -
" - “continued dumping at the site"

" until-1985, when the lab-with-

* idrew :its permit and: started:

‘shipping its hazardous waste

. :elsewhere. . -
‘ Bt the lab had operated a.
.. permitted . hazardous waste
.. xdump for five years, from 1980 -
 101985.And u.nderthelaw, once:

-adump closés, jt1 st eithef be:

.'cleaned up or stablhzed 50 "

;called the rally, ~

“The :27 groups’ say’ the dump, full of -
nuclear and hazardous waste, should have
been closed almost. 20 years ago, when the - .
weapons lab. stopped dumping-hazardous . "
waste at the s1te but never cleaned it up.

AG Threatens Actlon :
'-.Over LANL Dump

.wastes don’t. leak out of the~"

area, said Greg’ Mello, of the

"..'Los Alamos Study Group. -
* “In the lab’s case, neither.of
" those happened,” Mello said. at

the rally.

The Attorney Generals

léfter to . the Environment
Department’s Hazardous Waste
Bureau pointing .out “that the

dump. was “out. of. regulatory
- compliance,” LoveJoy said. -
The Los Alamos lab still dis- -
‘poses of sorme hazardous waste,
‘althotigh not at Area G; and still
~‘holds’a RCRA permiit from the .
Environment *
bath ‘chemical “and’ “Departmént is in the process of & -
.issuing the lab lts latest such -
-permJt L .

state,” The -

“Efivironment - -

would not discuss. any: of the

with'the landfill unitil then. -
Mello was' not pleased and

in favor of more touchy-feely

mess »

Department ..
“_Secretary Pete Maggiore, also.

“ways the department will deal -

"said he doesn’t ‘see how the .
- Environment Department can
. satzsfy the law with’ more meet-
~ings. .

“We are: losmg sxght of the
'1mportance offollowmgthelaw .

-bureaucratic. meetings . that,-.
- accomplish nothing;” he :said.
“That’s” how~ we -got in - thls-

FIGURES: Greg .
Mello of the Los
|| Alamos Study ..

: Group lets numbers
.do the talking at
the Roundhouse on
Monday duringa -
rally against -
continued opera- .
tion of a hazardous
| waste dump at Los
{1 Alamos National

f 1 Laboratory.. -
' JOSH STEPHENSON
JOURNAL. .

The labovatory currently contmues dump-
ing nuclear waster,an activity beyond state
regulation, at the site. - ..

Madnd sa1d she i is content to watt on the

See AG WMENS on PAGE' 2
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-mental organization’s stance on:
_ the'state’s cleanup politics at Los .
Alamos National Laboratory:.
Greg Mello, director of the
Los Alamos Study Group, using -
a fusillade of overhead projec-:
tions, argued that the laborato-
ry continued to store too much.
of the wrong kind of waste in-
Area G without a proper permit.
Despite objections, he said, the
lab is making plans to expand
its waste production and waste -

direction for the local environ-

storage under risky conditions
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Mello on the other.

“We cannot be so cavalier as

to say, ‘Stop now,”” he said, not-

Please see AREA G, 3
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