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The Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory is investigating the biogeochemistry of
uranium mill tailings to determine contaminant transport pathways from tailings into
the surrounding environment. The two principal mechanisms of contaminant transport
that are being examined include (1) the uptake and translocation of trace elements
and radionuclides by vegetation and (2) the aqueous transport of mobile contaminants

through soils and geologic materials.

Laboratory experiments are planned to examine the assimilation and translocation
of contaminants (including Se, Mo, As, V, U, and 226Ra) from a variety of tailings
materials by dominant native plant species of semi-arid western U. S. ecosystems and
by common agronomic species. The transport of contaminants through geologic media
will initially be examined for individual adsorptive media (such as amorphous iron
oxide) and simple solutions containing the contaminants of concern (principally those

elements present as anionic species).

These initial experiments will define what soil

characteristics control the fixation of these mobile contaminants. Tailings leachate
movement through soils and geologics will be compared with the simple adsorption
systems. The measurement of basic chemical and/or physical parameters that control
contaminant fixation may allow the development of a predictive capability of contari-
nant transport through a variety cf soils.

Determining the magnitude of these contaminant transport pathways will assist in
the assessment of the environmental hazards posed by these contaminants as well as
aid in the development of effective waste disposal technologies.
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