More than a decade and $700 million into LANL's current
cleanup program, plenty of work remains to be done
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Signs Iining the fence' along DP Road near Technical Area 21 in Lds Alamos warn of buried radioactive waste. Los Alamos National
Laboratory has 839 sites where the question of contamination must be addressed.

Yoo,

0S ALAMOS —
Like many people
here, Randy Smith
R works across the
street from a radioactive-
waste dump.

" Not the new kind, requiring hun- .
dreds of millions of dollars in-envi-.

ronmental safeguards, decades of
study and political capital extend-

. ing all the way to the Oval Office.
It’s just an old-fashioned pit,:
where some of mankind’s worst
.waste was bulldozed over with
dirt, topped with a blanket of
asphalt in places and surrounded
by a barbed-wire fence. -

“It’s kind of strange when you
park your car 20 feet away from a
radioactive dump site,” Smith
says, “but we’ve never had any
problems. You see people out
‘there testing, and you just have to
trust that if there were a problem,
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Steve Yanicak of the New Mexico Environment Department takes water
from a spring near the Rio Grande to test for contaminants.

it would get handled properly.”
Welcome to Los Alamos, birth-
place of the atom bomb. Nuclear-
weapons research and fabrication
is a messy process: Everything
from the usual industrial solvents

and chemicals to standard explo-
sives and radioactive materials
has left its mark at Los Alamos
National Laboratory.

Please see NUCLEAR, Page A-6
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Inside
M Only nine
years ago,
Los Alamos
National
Laboratory
dumped waste
from 141 pipes .
into its canyons.
Today, that
number is 21 and -
it has reduced its
use of water. ’
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E A Bush
proposal would
squeeze the lab's
cleanup budget
by 37 percent
next year.
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B LANL plans

‘to install an
experimental
barrier to contain
contaminants in
Mortandad
Canyon.
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Continued from Page A1
Cleanup hazards

Twelve years and $700 mil-
lion into its current environ- ' Notice: Underground
mental-restoration program, Radioactive Material
the lab has 839 sites where . * Soread signs on a fence
the question of contamina- . across the street from Randy
tion needs to be addressed, Smith’s hardware store, Los
To date, the lab has gone : . Alamos Home Improvement.
about environmental cleanup DP Road ultimately leads to
largely on its own, working ; Technical Area 21, a now- -
with and occasionally prod- . | defunct facility that
ded by the New Mexico Envi-. | processed plutonium after
ronment Department. . | - World War II. Over the

But things are about to ’ : years, the area developed
change: Staté regulators are into @ commercial corridor.
putting the final toucheson - Not all that long ago, the
an order that could, among - i . fencé wasn’t there. Weeds
other-things, lay the founda-. . grow from cracks in asphalt
tion — and set a schedule — . *  orceused as a parking lot.-
for cleanup throughout the . Belovr plutonium — like that-
43-square-mile laboratory. -~ = sp.ecxally packaged and sent .

That plan already faces . .- to’tbe Waste Isolation Pilot

. challenges The lab’s cleanup Plant in Carlsbad today —_
funding has dropped by more . axfd who knows what kind of
. than 50 percent in the last - " .gunl

decade. Evén at current fund-

- ing levels, lab officials say, tal ,
the lab will not be able to . d 't knovy exactly what lies’
. meet the state’s expectations . o ‘this quarter- ~mile-long
- inthe upcoming order, and . ‘wiste pit, innocuously dubbed

* DOE headquartersispropos- * |~ Material Disposal Area B,.
ing to-cut the cleanup budget - rupning along the south snie

- by'another 37 percent hext . of DP Road. When testing,
year. Using those figures, the .- ratherthan tdpping into the
lab would only be ableto ™ - * middle, the lab monitors - -

.. complete about half the work. ow and around the pit- for
" “If they don’t meet the - fear of disturbing the waste.

- terms of the order; then they . - To.dig it up would be no
are in noncompliance, and . {  'small feat. Estimated cost:
we will take enforcement ) ‘$1 billion for excavatlon of
action against them,” says . this and a few other pits at’
Greg Lewis, director of the  TA 21. Compare that to what
‘Water and Waste - - t - the state spends every year

‘Management Division at the- - from it$ general fund, for all
‘Environment Department. functions frem schools to
- This path leads into a legal - prisons to public safety $4
" morass that is not to be taken blllxon
lightly. Ultimately, however, - The health threats are very
the state can assess $25,000 .real. Depending on the kind
in fines each day for eacli . - and amount of exposure,”
violation until the lab comes radiation can cause every- .
into compliance. So says the . thing from birth defects and

i law, anyway. . genetic damage to cancer.

Regardless of how that : " Chemicals like PCBs are also
scenario might play out, such - suspected carcinogens. But,
alegally binding order ~ ~ at least in this case, offxcnals

- should significantly increase

the state’s leverage. If the . D ‘

~lab is bound by law to clean

up its mess, Lewis explains,

" DOE will be much more like-

ly to request proper funding
to complete the job. For rea-

- sons not entirely clear, New

Mexico has never taken this
step, although other states. -

- with DOE facilities have.™

“I think there’s plenty of
blame'to go around,” Lewis
says. “We haven’t been as
aggressive as we should have

. been historically, and the lab

has certainly been reluctant
to be regulated ”
" The department expects to

’ release the document for

public comment this spring.



know where the waste is.
Removal would involve
_ potential exposure to work-
ers, not to mention the dis-
ruption of business dlong DP
Road, according to Julie
-Canepa, who heads the lab’s
Environmental Restoration
Project. Once you get it out
of the ground, the waste
would need to be repackaged

and put back into the ground, -

presumably in a better-
- designed facility.

“Where I think this is head-.

ed is, we are probably not
going to be'digging it up,”
Canepa says. “But then we .
have the long-term steward-
ship components as an mstl-
tution.”

In'other words, 1f you don’t;

- dig it up,.how do you monitor
for potential health hazards
- in the future? How do you -
ensure the contamination
will stay put? Nature has a
way of dispersing things.

The same question will*
arise again and again as the
laboratory looks at this and
other waste-disposal areas.
Twenty-six ar¢ on the
current Jist, and more low-

" level radioactive waste is
going into the ground at- Area
G each year. -

"Questions remain about the
state’s role in regulating this
disposal, as evidenced by the

‘New Mexico attorney gener-
al's position that Area G has
never been properly permit-

- ted and is thus out of compli-

ance. State regulators planto *

address that and other opera-
tions in an operating permit
. later this summer.

Even the current disposal
sites will go through the for-
mal cleanup process, which
includes investigation and
possible remediation or fur-
‘ther stabilization. Currently,
the lab is conducting a pilot
project at one disposal area
to see how the sites can be
addressed.

Environmentalists, mean-,
while, see it as a simple issue

“of priorities. Funding for the-
_lab’s overall operations has
doubled since the'Cold War,
. which indicates the money is
;‘he_zzie, s‘?ys Gteﬁ Mello, wha.
_heads the Los Alamos Study
“Grou | environmental
and disarmameént organiza-

paper only, Canepa says

-many of those sites showed

little or no contamination.
The laboratory and state reg-
ulators have identified about
tiwvo dozen sites that will

require major investigations .

and cleanup.

The state Environment.
Department has cited all the
waste dumps as a primary
concern. Although the feder-
al government has sole juris:
diction over radioactive
waste, the dumps also con-
tain a host of solvents, heavy
metals and other materials
that are governed by the.

state, which enforces federal
.- hazardous-waste laws.

The waste dumps are on
the top of bliffs that over-
look myriad canyons at the
base of the Jemez Mountains.
But this is only part of the
picture of contamination.
Over the years, the laborato-
ry has dumped contaminated

'sludges, liquids and solids
- directly into the canyons

below.
- Much, though certamly not

- all, of the contamination took

place before the passage of -
modern environmenta] legis-
lation in the 1970s. Since
then, state officials say, it has
taken awhile for the law to ~
catch up to the laboratory. In

. other words, until laws were

tion.
1t it were a choice between
education or poverty-relief.”
programs and digging up pits
- like the one along DP Road, -
Mello says, he would choose
social programs. But it’s not:
. DOE spends billions of dol-
lars on bombs, Mello notes.
. “We have the money. I say
dig it up.”

ldentifying the problem

A review that involved the
.U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency in the early
'1990s turned up more than
2,124 “potential release
sites.” One by one, the lab’s
Canepa says, the laboratory

has been investigating each.

More than S00 sites were -
removed from the list; still
others were consolidated.
Although Mello and others
fear the laboratory is
conducting a cleanup on

" have taken place
" most recent was completed

passed, the lab often was not .
doing anything illegal. '
Such was the case at Acid
Canyon, the site of the first
pipe outfall for plutonium-

processing facilities during

the Manhattan Project. The
land is now a public park. At
least three cleanup operations
ere. The

last year at the behest of state
regulators who found numer-
ous “hot spots” of plutonium -
contamination.

- The laboratory is conduct-
ing alengthy process to
characterize contamination
in each of the canyons that
traverse the area, beginning
with Los Alamos and Pueblo
canyons on the east side. So

- far, the lab has discovered

nothing that would warrant

immediate action, according-

to Mat Johansen, who over-
sees the lab’s groundwater

‘program for DOE. .

Roberl Mamnezm\e New Mexi(xn

Natural percolation

. The problem has become
more complex in recent
years: Perchlorate and tri-
tium, a radioactive byprod-
uct of nuclear work, turned

-up imr a drinking-water well

that taps deep groundwater
in Pueblo Canyon. Before
these and similar findings,
the laboratory had argued
that monitoring the reglonal

- aquifer was unnecessary
-because the geology would -

prevent contamination from
percolating deep into the
earth, according to the Envi-
ronment Department’s
Lewis.

“That was: the official
stance until very recently,
Lewis says.

The Environment Depart-
ment and the lab are now -

- looking into’ possﬂjle perchlo-

rate contamjnation in springs

- along the'Rio Grande below

White Rock, Lewisjoined
other department and‘lab

.officials.on arecenttripto
- sample the springs, which

" the staté believes are fed by
deepgroundwater below the -

lab. Earlier tests:turned.up
posmve forperchlorate, °
although the lab questions
the results.

Working with the state, the
laboratory is now drilling

-wells into the deep aquifer to

better understand groundwa-
ter movement in the area.
Both state and federal offi-
cials say the program is nec-

-essary to understand both

current and future dlspersal

- of contaminants.

Here again, the lab comes
under criticism. Both state
officials and activists ques-
tion the costs. At'$1 million

. — and much more, in some
cases — drilling a groundwa--

ter:monitoring well at the -

. laboratory can cost-several "
timmes the industry average,

critics contend. They argue
the lab is wasting money on
over-priced contractors,
although lab officials say the
wells are expensive because
they include the costs of
monitoring and sampling.

" For activists such as Mello,
spending $70 million:on the
groundwater-monitoring pro-
gram — more than the Santa

Fe Public Scho‘ols operating
budget — is just anather way
of delaying.real cleanup.

“What's happened is Los -

. Alamos has turned its

cleanup program int intoa
research program, Mello

says. “Everyone feels likea

_scientist if they can just get
more data, but %ﬁere!s no end

to this.”

The laboratory is well
aware of this kind of
mistrust. It cites the Acid
Canyon cleanup as an accom-
. plishment, as well as the $1.7

- million remoyal of about

3,400 cubic yards of soil con-
taminated with-PCBs at an

. old storage site. That waste
. wentinto Area G, the current

disposal site. Another $25
million went into the recent
cleahup of an old landfill in -
which fist-sized chunks of
high explosives were littered
among rubble from old build-
ings and'the like. Canepa
says the site was so danger-
ous that the major work was -
done with a remote-control
backhoe. -

From Canepa’ s. .
perspective, environmental
remediation is always a slow

- and expensive process. Just
figuring out what kind of

waste is present at a particu-’

" lar site requires on-the-
" ground work and expensive

analysis. Then comes the
nsk\analysw and finally -
cleanup, but each of those
steps.involves reams of

. paperwork going back and

- forth between the lab.and
state regulators.

" An air of mistrust

‘Then again, it can be diffi-
cult to view the laboratory as
an agency beleaguered by ©
unfair criticism. Only five-
years ago, for example, the
. laboratory was dumping
- higlily contaminated water

‘. without treatment at Techni-

.cal Area 16. Technicians ran
water over pieces of TNT and

. other explosives as théy were

ground down and shaped for -
proper combustion.

* The water was pink with
. TNT. Officials with the
state’s Oversight Bureau are
only half joking when they
say they were afraid to wear
big boots near the outfall for
fear of sparkmg an
explosion. .

“Everything was hterally
red from TNT. Everything

" was dead. The trees were

dead. The vegetation was
dead,” says Steve Yanicak,
who heads the bureauin .
White Rock. And yet, he

" adds, the laboratory wasn’t
. even testing the discharge

water for high explosives.
+* “They knew, but weren’t
doing anything,” Yanicak
says. “But again, there was
no state oversight.” :

“This kind of fact—checkmg
and fieldwork became the
"duty of the Oversight
Bureau, furided by the DOE -
.according to a 1990 agree—
ment.

For their part, lab officials
say their discharge permit
didn’t require testing for high
explosives, an admission that
the lab was knowmgly conta-



minating a canyon because

nobody told them not to.
The lab has since built a

treatment plant to remove

"+, high explosives from the dis-

charge water. But it should

be obvious that it would have

been much cheaper to stop

polluting years ago. Cleanup,-
as the lab says, is expensive.

As if to illustrate the long-
term costs, the lab found
traces of high explosives in
the deep groundwater after
drilling a well at Technical '
Area 16. Yanicak wasn’t sur-
prised, but the well project
was so beset with problenis

that sonie people have specu--
-lated the contamination was -

introduced into the deep.
-aquifer when the well was
drilled.-

For Joni Arends, a Santa
Fe activist with Concerned .
‘ Citizens for Nuclear Safety,
the Iab tends to use its tech-’

nical expertise to undermine .
‘environmental discussions . " -
with citizens. One refreshing

exception, she says, is the
Community Radiation Moni-
. toring Group, a lab- o

sponsored citizen group that -
“tracks air emissions at Los - -

_ Alamos.

But estabhshmg that group"

requlred a Clean Air Act law-

suit filed by Concerned Citi- .

zens in 1994. The group

bypassed the lab’s agreement

-with EPA, reached after the -

“lab was found to-be out of
compliance at 31-of 33 facili-
ties that emit radionuclides,
and argued in federal court
the lab was still faxlmg to
properly monitor emissions.

Arends says the lab has

since come into comphance
and now pays for indepen-

dent scientific review to help .

“the citizens group :
understand and debate tech
nical issues. She would like
o see the lab take this
approach on other issues.
“It’s an excellent model,”

‘Arends says. “Many times, if -

we don’t speak in scientific

terms, our COl'lCel'IlS are dlS~ ’

mlssed ”

The environment

and public health

For the most part, lab offi-
cials say threats to public
health do not appear immi-

- nent. The quality of well

water is of concern to both
Los Alamos County and San -
Ildefonso Pueblo, but thanks
to its remote location, most
of the current problems fac-
ing the lab are environmen-

_ tal. With proper cleanup and- ~
* long-term monitoring, they °

stress, the publxc should be
safe.

view, of course. Practically
speaking, radionuclides are
forever. It’s difficult to plan

for that.

Fred Brueggeman is t_he
deputy administrator for Los-

" Alamos County. He has been

working on an effort to
transfer more laboratory -

: land into-county hands for
¢ development. First and fore-
most comes-an agreement

that the lab will maintain
responsibility for contamina-
tion found in the future, but .

.justin case, the county is -
. looking at environmental

insurance as a second layer .
of defense against the i unex--
pected

" The current round mcludes

land along DP Road, and

many havé suggested one
day using the buildings at
Technical Area 21 as an

- industrial-development area.

Others want to use the waste

_ . pit along the southsideasa
* parking lot. The latter possi-
" bility, at least, is not even up
- for consideratiori-at this

pomt according to the lab’
Canepa.

“No one should use that
land,” she says.

Sitting in his office over-

the heart of the Manhattan )

Project, Brueggeman tells of
the time contractors found a

few 55-gallon barrels while .

- relocating a sewer line at the
high-school football field. As

- it turned out, they contained

" nothing:dangerous, but you -

never know in a place hke
this.

“I work here. I live about
two blocks away, where they
used to store nuclear materi-
als,” he says. “It’s not the |
sites that we know about that
I worry about. It’s the

~ unknowns.”

Not- everybody shares this

P

. looking Ashley Pond, once at - '
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Dynatech aU. S Department of Energy subcontractor, drills a well into the deep aqu|fer as part of the groundWater-monitoringi
program in Los Alamos ‘Canyon.
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Bush plan would squeeze cleanup funding

R/l

By JEFF TOLLEFSON
The New Mexican

“The Bush administration’s
proposal to reform cleanup

of the nation’s defense com-

plex would cut the baseline
cleanup funding at Los Alam-
‘os National Laboratory by
37 percent next year.
" This year’s cleanup budget
of about $47 million — about
2.4 percent of the lab’s over-
all spending — would
. decrease by about $18 mil--
lion next year, according-to
Julie Canepa, who heads the

lab’s Environmental Restora- -

tion Project. That is down
from a high of about :
$120 million in 1992, she said,
although the numbers are not
entirely comparable because,
of changes in the program. -
“It’s ugly,” Canepa said.

‘«As disappointing as the bud--

get reduction is, we need to
be motivated and understand
_there is a sense of urgency
and look for creative ways of
getting our job done.”
As will the New Mexico
Environment Department’s:
"Oversight Bureau, an inde-
_ pendent program that has
broad public support for its
independent review of envi-
ronmental matters at U.S.
Department of Energy facili-
ties. The bureau is funded by
DOE, which has proposed. -
cutting the budget to -
. $725,000 — less than half
- what bureau officials say is -
needed to maintain a viable
program.

The same thing happened
last year, but the DOE in
Albiiquerque scraped up an -
additional $950,000 to keep
funding level, according to
George Rael, director of the
Environmental Restoration
Division. This compares to a
‘budget of more than $3 mil- .
lion in the early 1990s.

Congress will have the
final say, but Energy Secre-
tary Spencer Abraham is
proposing the creation of an -
$800 million account that
would be.allocated competi- *
tively to facilities that can

secure expedited or alterna-

tive cleanup agreements with

state regulators. Overall
funding for the Environmen-
tal Management program
would remain the same at
$6.7 billion, including the
new cleanup account. That
means baseline funding
would decrease nationwide,
as evidenced by the projec-
tions for Los Alamos.
~ Skeptics say the reform:
* amounts to blackmail; fear-

~ ing “expedited cleanup o
agreements” could translate-

into lower cleanup standards.

At the same time, the call for

reform is an old one. The
DOE has been widely criti-
cized — by environmental

groups, politicians, even the - .

DOE’s Office of Inspector
‘General — foriwasting

. money on overhead and
bureaucracy rather than get- -

ting things done. Los Alamos

is not free of such criticism. -

Citing such inefficiency
and a $300 billion cleanup
forecast, Abraham last year
ordered a “top-to-bottom

- review” of the program. The
result is the current incen-
tive policy. o

Canepa-says the laboratory

- has a few proposals that

might be able to tap into that
account. For instance, the lab
might be able to work with
the state to break off its cur-
_rent study of contamination
in Los Alamos and Pueblo -

- canyons and try to complete

on-the-ground cleanup within
several years.

The state is open to such
ideas. Many believe such an
approach could work. If the
work gets done more quickly

- —and properly —f'why com-

plain? v
But opposition to this
approach is growing. DOE

_announced this week the first

proposal to tap into the new

account. DOE’s Hanford site )

in Washington state would

‘.. receive $433 billion for a

plan to accelerate cleanup by
35 to 40 years. This sounds
like a lot of money, but it
actually adds up to about the
same amount Hanford
received this year, since the

baseline budget would be sig-

/The New Mexican

" The DOE’s Mat Johansen shows areas of Pueblo Canyon where

‘groundwater wells have been drilled to test for contaminants. -

" nificantly cut.

From a reform standpoint,
it looks good: same price,
-faster cleanup. But groups

like the Alliance for Nuclear

Accountability in Washing-
ton, D.C., are already lining
up against it, saying the pro-
posal would require the state
of Washington to roll over

~ and allow certain liquid
. nuclear waste to remain in.

the underground storage
tanks. ; .

“It is a poor way to do envi- .

ronmental planning, and in
many states, a violation of
the legal obligation to fully
‘fund existing cleanup agree-
ments,” said the Alliance’s

- Bob Schaefer, who believes

the proposal is a long shot in

. Congress. “The notion that

Congress is going to give
DOE a blank check to spend
$800 million at the discretion
of the secretary ... seems
hypothetical.” -
Most agree it would be
‘more difficult for Los Alam-
os to tap into the fund, as the
lab isn’t on line for closure
and is still in the investiga-.
tion phase of most contami-

" nated sites. At the current

funding level, the lab’s pro-
jections extend the cleanup
project through 2030. With a
budget of $70 million to $80
million annually, the timeline
decreases by a decade or
more.

She says her current bud-

get is split up this way: S0
percent goes to groundwork,
including sampling and char-
acterization efforts, risk
assessments and cleanup;
another 25 percent goes to -
processing information about

. hundreds of sites that do not
‘require groundwork but have

not been officially removed .
from the environmental pro-

- gram,; the last 25 percent

goes to overhead — lights,

_ phones, salaries and other

expenses. B

' One DOE official, however,
said the lab’s overhead is
actually around 40.to 45 per- .
cent, depending on how you -
count. .

Such figures lead some
critics to call for real'reform,
perhaps shifting cleanup
from the University of Cali-
fornia, which runs the lab, to

.DOE and a team of contrac- -
_tors. Greg Mello of the Los

Alamos Study Group also-
suggests DOE set aside part
of the cleanup funding for
the New Mexico

"Environment Department,
-which would promote both -

independent review and pub- -
lic trust in the process.
«1 think nationally the
states should play a larger
role in the cleanup program,”
he said.
Which brings us to the
Oversight Bureau.
“Everybody agrees that
the markup in the president’s



budget was inadequate,” said
- John Parker, who heads the °
bureau. Parker is still wor-
ried about the general
decline in cleanup money,
but his once-stinging criti-
cism has softened with the
- arrival of more money for .
‘this year, at least. o
“We feel that bodes well
for the future,” he said.
This is the bureau that:
found hot spots of plutonium
. contamination in the publicly

accessible Acid Canyon. Lab -

officials say they would have
been caught in future investi-

gations and note the plutoni--
um has since been cleaned up
beyond the required risk-~
assessment levels. ‘

But everyone

acknowledges that this kind

of independent evaluation is
what gives the bureau its
value. . . S
“We use them to hopefully
show the public we are not

lying about our informatien,”

said Joe Vozella, who heads

‘the Environmental Manage-

ment program for DOEin
Los Alamos. “They give the -

Dpublic an independent view.” .






