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·'·· l"~t 1,, Los Alamos National Laboratory's Area G Radioactivity levels at the federal Hrmt HH <l.wu.II.~:Wt 
contains barrels of radioactive and hazardous wast~. posures to workers h,ave been detectod In the area. 

LAN~,~jlste a~ea in question 
By KEITU EASTHOlJSE 
The P~ew Mexican ··---··-------·.;;..;;;.;;;c;_;_ _______ _ 

l.cvels of radioactivity at the fed
,;r<il limit for annual exposures to 
·.>.. (lrl<ers have been detected in a nu
cJt ;tr waste disposal and storage 
;;1·, a ;1t Los Alamos National Labora
tur v, according to laboratory docu
mc.:rll:>. 

Plutonium in concentrations below 
t,;r/aniom; levels but more than 100 
ll:lib natural background levels 
h<l\ cabo been detected immediately 
(Jlll.sJJe the disposal area, according 
tu :·t J 991 environmental assessment 
uf t ht· ~rea. 

Federal officials said the elevated 
k\ eJ:; do not pose a threat to workers 
h:, anse exposure to the radioactiv
llJ b limited. 

'J he disposal area, called Area G, is 
J, , uted in Technical Area 54, off 
State Road 502 in the southeastern 
corner of the laboratory. 

Area G, which is fenced off, has 
se1:ved as a dump and storage area 
for nuclear and chemical waste gen~ 
crated by the laboratory since 1957. 

Some of the waste is plutonium
contaminated waste bound for the 
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, the con
troversial underground nuclear re
pository near Carlsbad. 

The 63-acre disposal area is rap
idly filling up with waste, and the 
laboratory is seeking permission 
from the U.S. Department of Energy 

: .,';t~~--· t 

A barrel of hai,.rdous waste In Area G exhibits pinhole corrosion. Lab of· 
flclals say ther~ Is no evidence such drums. have leaked. 

. . 
to expand it b:Yh71,acres~ A study of tory, Commission, lab survey docu 
the potentiqt :enyjroO:rri~~al iiripa9ts ments show. 
of the expcfff~1s currently .. ,b,emg 
reviewed by D~ .. · : · ' \: ~ · An. 'annual dose of five rems i 

In September, workers using a ra- equivalent to receiving 250 to 3() 
diation 'detection device found radia- chest X-rays in a year, according t 
tion levels in o~e sec~ion of A.r.e~_G .... , :L\tlar_garet Lopez of the state En vir~ 
that were equivalent to an annual menr- Department's Hazardous af! 
dose of five rems per year, tO&.. maxi- 1 
mum allowed by the Nuclear"lfeg'W~- · Please see WASTE, Page 
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WASTE,·----------..--------..,.. 
',. 1 Continued from Page A-1 

Radioactive Materials Bureau. 
Arjun Makhijani, president 

of the Institute for Energy and 
Environmental Research, an 
environmental consulting firm 
in Takoma Park, Md., and a fre
quent critic of DOE, said the 
levels could be cause for con
cern. 

"With those levels, one 
should be suspicious of internal 
(radiation) burdens in some or 
many of the workers," Makhi
jani said. 

Eddie J. Lujan. one of the lab
oratory tedmicians who took 
the reading, said he believes 
that it and other elevated read
ings at Area G pose a health 
hazard to workers. Lujan has 
provided data on Area G to the 
House Subcommittee on Over
sight and Investigations and 
has requested an investigation. 

Jeff Crater, a staff member 
of the subcommittee, which is 
scrutinizing Energy Depart
ment facilities nationwide, said 
the data had been received but 
has not yet been closely looked 
at. 

Laboratory officials denied 
that the hotspot, located near a 
waste storage building, poses a 
hazard to workers. They said 
the only way a worker could 
reach the five-rem limit would 
be if the person were standing 
on the hotspot eight hours a 
day, 365 days a year. 

"Someone would be on the 
limit if they were there eight 

.. hours every day, but they're 
not so it's not a hazard," said 

·'Keith Jacobson, a LANL health 
physicist. 

Paul Charp, a health physicist 
with the federal ,f\gency for 
Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry in Atlanta, agreed that 
workers wouldn't be put in 
jeopardy by the levels detected 
at the hotspot. 

"There's a distinction be
tween a potential dose and an 
actual one," said Charp, whose 
agency will conduct a study of 
the health effects of laboratory 

'Someone would be on the limit If they were 
there eight hours every day, but they're not so 
it's not a hazard.' 

: Keith Jacobson 
LANLhealth physicist 

operations on the Los Alamos cent to the waste dump. ground in domes. 

i 
I 
I' 
I 

community in coming months. He also accused the lab of 
"In this case, receiving a five- misrepresenting results of con-i "At this time, it would be dif- 1 

rem dose is a hypothetical situ- tamination tests conducted on; ficult to determine if the ele- ; 
ation." pueblo land. . vated activity concentrations 

Charp said if workers were Sanchez said last week the' are du~ to the storage of the 
rece1ving doses of elevated lev- data he referred to at a media· (plutomum-contaminated) 
els of radiation, it should regis- conference last month were r1P- drums or past radioactive I 
ter on radiation detector rimeter readings at Area G. ·-- waste. ha~~dling. and disposal I ' 

badges worn by employees. Lab ff' · 1 h d · d th , pracnces, Jacooson said in the 
L b k B 'll H . o 1c1a s ave eme. at , two-page memo a spo esman 1 eun- they have misrepresented test •. · · 

bach said no worker's badge results. A lab spokesman said; Jacobson said recently in a ' 
has ever recorded a level of ra- Friday that under a 1987 agree- ! teleph~me interview that soil 

1 diation above levels from natu- ment with the u.s. Bureau of i samplmg would need to be con
rat background sources. such Indian Affairs test results on ~ ducted to determine the source 
as the sun and cosmic -rays, in pueblo lanq ha~e been indepen- ~ of the. ra?~tion at the hots~ot. 1 

the 16 years the lab has kept dently analyzed by both the ~ He said 1t IS probably commg 
records. laboratory and the bureau and ~from a nearby radioactive 

Elevated radiation levels that the results have been in ~waste storage dome and not 
have been found elsewhere at 'fro th il 
Area G by devices that detect · agreement. ~ m e so · 
radiation in soil, the documents The spokesman said that low ~ He sai~ the radiation being 
show. Those levels, located at levels of radioactivity are ~detected IS more characteristic 
the waste dump's boundaries, present in a stream channel be- tiof Cesium-137, an isotope that: 
are below worker safety stan- low Area G, and that a finger of emits penetrating gamma rays · 
dards. pueblo land extends up a can- han plutonium, which is only 

Area G, once little known out- yon in which the channel is lo- .. angerous if inhaled or ingest-
side the laboratory, has been a cated. . d. · 
source of controversy in recent Sanchez has asked DOE for · Lujan said he suspects the 
months. money to begin independent ntamination is coming from 

In August, the state Environ- monitoring for soil, air and wa- rums that are leaking, a the
ment Department announced ter contamination on pueblo ry lab officials debunk. 
that more than 16,000 steel bar- land around the lab. 
rels containing a combination 
of radioactive and chemical 
wastes at Area G ·were being 
stored improperly in violation 
of federal regulations. State of
ficials said the waste is not 
stored in a way that allows vi
sual inspection of the 55-gallon 
drums on a regular basis, as re
quired by the federal Resource 
Conservation and Recovery 
Act. 

Last month, Lt. Gov. Gilbert 
Sanchez of San Ildefonso 
Pueblo said he had evidence 
tha~ alarmingly high levels of 
rad1oac~ivity from Area G had 
contammated pueblo land adja-

Jerry Bellows, head of DOE's 
Los Alamos office, said the 
agency would meet with pueblo 
officials sometime this month 
to discuss their concerns. 

"Right now, we're not sure 
what it is they've got," Bellows 
said. 

According to a memorandum 
written by LANL health physi
cist Jacobson on July 31, the el
evated levels at l rea G may be 
due to paat waste handling 
practices. He said in the memo 
that eleva•ed levels may also 
be coming from plutorlium-con
taminated waste stored above 

Drums at Area G have devel
ped surface and pinhole corro- ' 
ion, although lab officials say 
here is no evidence that those < 
rums have leaked. 

~~ Last spring, for example, lab r 
~orkers found that of about 
if;OO buried drums, eight had 

lurface corrosion and one had 
. pinhole in it surrounded by a ' 
tained area. t 

I 

e
That prompted concern on 
e part of the state Environ- a 
ent Department that many t' 

_ ore buried drums could be c 
i;:orroded - and may be releas- p 
ing toxic contaminants into the s 
environment. 1 
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IANLgets 
to keep 
cleanup 
pro~LL 

v 
......- If the Los Alamos National Laboratory's 
cleanup goals are not met, the DOE may 
consider hiring 
someone else to do 
the job. 

BY JOHN FUCK JOURNAL STAFF WRITER 

Los Alamos National Laboratory will not have its massive environmental cleanup program taken away by the Department of Energy, the program's manager said Wednesday. 
An agreement approved this week at Energy Department headquarters in Washington. D.C., gives Los Alamos two years to show it can effectively manage the huge · cleanup effort, said cleanup manager Jorg Jansen. 

"We have the approval and every· thing is in good order," Jansen said. The department had threatened to take the program away from the laboratory and hand the cleanup to a private contractor to speed it up. This week's agreement sets out specific cleanup goals and milestones to be met by the laboratory over the next two years, and Los Alamos Director Sig Hecker has signed a formal letter to the Department of Energy promising to meet those goals. 

If the goals are not met, the letter ~ays, the department may pursue "ctlternative management mechanisms" - a euphemism for hiring someone else to do the job. At Los Alamos, 1,076 sites have been identified as potentially contaminated. As of this summer, 50 had been cleaned up. 
During an August news conference, Assistant Secretary of Energy Tom Grumbly was critical of Los Alamos's handling of the cleanup program, saying laboratory officials 

See LANL.,.. PAGE { 

From PAGE 1 

"have taken some coaxing" to improve their effort. 

Los Alamos has spent more than $200 million on its environmental cleanup program since 1989, and 
Jansen said it is budgeted for another $90 million this year. 

Ultimately, according to the laboratory's preliminary estimates, it could cost a total of S 1.3 billion to clean up Los Alamos after more than 50 years of nuclear weapons work there. Current estimates say 
the cleanup will not be compietec until2007, Jan sen said. Sandia National Laboratories environmental cleanup program i: undergoing a similar review, bu officials there and at the Depart ment of Energy say they expect San dia to retain management oi tht effort 
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Besieged DOE Losing 
By Ralph Vartabedian %0 0 encourages this." LOS ANGELES TIMES 

WASHINGTON - The C.S. Energy Department, charged with cleaning up nuclear debris left over from the arms race, has tied its own hands by signing legal agreements with states and other federal agencies, which it has neither the money nor technology to meet. As a result, the department has been left open to a barrage of lawsuits that are usurping federal policy. 

The department signed about 100 legal agreements in the 1980s and 1990s with states and the federal Environmental Pr(}tection Agen.cy to clean up heavily contaminated sites. And since then, Congress passed the Federal Facilities Compliance Act, allowing states to sue the Energy Department for noncompliance. 
But the $6.1 billion in annual spending is "woefully short" of what is necessary to meet those agreements and in many cases the government is failing, said Victor Rezendes, a key General Accounting Office watchdog. Unable to· comply with its own deals, the federal government is embroiled in some nasty legal disputes. What's more, the compliance agreements have forced the Energy Department to treat each plant as a separate program. 

Colorado sued when the Energy Department couldn't meet its cleanup schedule. ~evada sued to keep out Ohio's radioactive dirt. South Carolina went to federal court in an effort to block a shipment of foreign fuel rods. 

As matters stand, deciding which contaminated places to clean first "is being left up to courts and who has the most powerful congressional delegations and the meanest attorneys general," said Bob Alvarez, deputy assistant energy secretary. "That is not the way we should be doing business. We have a regulatory framework that 

To comply with a deal signed in Ohio, for example, the Energy Department wants to ship 16,000 truckloads of radioactive dirt to its Ne\·ada Test Site, triggering an acrimonious lawsuit a few months ago hy Ne'-'Clda officials who don't want Ohio's c ·n~an ma-

Control of Nuclear Cleanup >n relocated to their state. 
Harry Swainson, Nevada's senior deputy :orney general, said the dirt would fur!r contaminate a 20,000-year-old aquifer ming along Nevada's Pastern border that 1tains enough water to supply a million lilies for 800 years. 
We can't shame the federal government 1 stopping these shipments," Swainson 1ed. 

mong other problems, the dirt would be :ked through downtown Las Vegas, raisthe risk that even a minor incident or would generate horrific publicity that d maim the tourist industry, Swainson 

many cases, the lawsuits and the risk of are forcing the Energy Department to 1 money in seemingly absurd ways. 
~ dep~ent is spending about lOO per year pumping water at the mall River plant in South Carolina to ain an artificial lake - solely to comith state regulations that have desigit as a wetlands. 

The pumps originally drew cooling river water for nuclear reactors, which have been shut down for years. The-water is discharged into what is known as "L Lake"an eyesore that has nevertheless attracted fish and alligators. 
By shutting the pumps, the lake would go dry and kill the fish. To comply with state regulations, the Energy Department must continue pumping 25,000 gallons of water per minute into the lake, according to a Savannah River plant spokesman. 

And at the Nevada Test Site, the department has yet to conduct an environmental ·study of about 1,000 bomb craters left from underground nuclear tests that created serious radioactive contamination in the water table, state officials complain. 
To deal with such inconsistencies, the Energy Department is attempting to renegotiate the agreements, hoping to create a more realistic cleanup'schedule. 

Colorado Assistant Attorney General Daniel Miller said his state is being reasonable, talking with other states and federal 

groups to find an alternative to court fights. 
Nonetheless Colorado also brought an administrative complaint against the Energy Department for failing to meet a 1991 cleanup agreement at the Rocky Flats bomb plant. The federal department paid a $2.8 million fine last summer. 

Political battles between state congressional delegations for cleanup funds are ns-: ing, said Alvarez. 
· 

"That pressure is there and it is growing· because of the amounts of money involved,". he said. "Progress · is measured by bow much you spend." 

But outsiders express it a different way: "It is pork, that's the cynical way of putting it," said Edward Merrow, president of Independent Project Analysis, a firm hired by the Energy Department last year. "Each: site views getting their cleanup dollars in; survival terms, and court orders help them· with that survival ... by putting pressure on: headquart.ers to keep money flowing." 
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lab workers ignored rules in '93 accident 
>- The doses of plutonium 
were less than the EPA limit 
set for workers 

BY JOHN FLSCK ·~ ; 
JOURNAL STAfF WRITER ~---; 

Los Alamos National laboratory workers 
were not wearing their required respirators 
when two of the workers accidentally inhaled 
plutonium in January 1993, an Energy Depart
ment investigation found. 

One of the workers inhaled enough plutoni-

urn to receive a radiation dose equivalent to 
180 chest X-rays in the year following the Jan. 
19, 1993, accident, and the other received a 
dose for the same period equivalent to 210 
chest X-rays, according to a laboratory report. 

Los Alamos officials said that neither work
er has suffered noticeable health problems as 
a result of their exposure. 

While plutonium has been linked to cancer 
if inhaled, Energy Departmen~ and laboratory 
invesHgators argued there is little risk to the 
two people because the doses were less than 
the legal limit set by the federal Environmen
tal Protection Agency for workers. 

I 

A report on the Energy Depart
ment's investigation shows 
that the workers were violating 
rm;~tine safety procedures. 

The doses, according to laboratory esti
mates, were less than half the amount permit
ted by federal regulations for nuclear work
ers. 

A report on the Energy Departnwnt's inves
tigation, obtained through the Freedom of 

lntorm:tlinn :\d, shc>ws that the workers we 
vioLitin~ routine s:tfl'ly procedures when ti 
:Kritlcnt nccnrred. 

In the following weeks, Los Alamos and tl 
Dt>partmcnt n[ Energy refused to release 
copy of tlw investig:ttion report. 

'l11e Ent>rgy lkpartment prodckcl the Jan 
ary 1993 report this week in response to 
March ~ ~J!J3 Freedom of Informatir )\ 
request hlt'd by the Journal. \ 

Los Alamos voluntarily provided the Journ 
this week with a second report summa.rizh 
the radiation doses received by the worker~ 

St'•~ LAB.,.. P.-\CE 

lab workers ignored. rules in '93 accident 
From PAGE 1 

According to the two reports, 
tests done immediatdy after the 
leak showed that two of the eight 
peoph' working in the area had 
inhaled plutonium, a radioactive 
nuclear material used in nuclear 
weapons. 

Urine and feces were collected 
from the two workers and analyzed 
for plutonium content to determine 
how much they had inhaled, the 
reports said. 

TI1at data was used to estimate the 
workers' radiation doses, said Joe 
Graf, radiation protection progran1 
manag-er at Los Alamos. 

Inhaled plutonium stays in the 

body, sometimes settling in bone Us
sue, emitting radiation for the rest of 
the person's life, said Gene Runkle, 
director of the health protection 
division at the Department of Ener
gy's Albuquerque OperaHons 
Office. 

1l1e estimated level of radiation 
emitted from the plutonium in the 
workers' bodies over the next 50 
years is higher than the amount of 
radiation they will receive as New 
Mexico residents from natural radi
ation in the soil, outer space and oth
er sources, according to Rick Brake, 
head of the laboratory team that 
investigated the accidenl 

Plutonium, a metal used to pro
vide a major portion of a nuclear 
weapon's blast, is highly radioat·· 

tive. Workers generally handle it in 
sealrrl boxes. called glove boxes, fit
ted v.ith leaded glass windows and 
sealed portholes with leaded ru bbl'r 
gloves. 

ThP workers use the glow~ to 
reach in and work with tlw plutoni
um without being exposed to it. 

According to the Department of 
Energy investigation report. the 
eight employees were working in 
the plutonium laboratory area with· 
out respirators, despitt· a k-ak earli· 
er in the week in tllc plutonium 
glove box they were using. 

According to the investigation 
report, the workers were trying to 
dean up after a p:evious rxpPrimrnt 
in one of the glr1ve boxes when a 
leak developed, spewing plutonium 

into the room. 
Six days earlier. a radiation alarm 

in th<' saml' room had trippt·cl. But 
ks\~ don•· tlw m·xt day found no 
kak in tht' ~doH· box. so workers 
;tll<'mptl'd tht' clcanup operation1 

witlwut n·~pirators, <ll'Conling to. 
thL' report. ; 

Laboratory aiHI Energy Ilt>part-' 
ment officials said they do not 
believe the workers are at risk as a 
rt':wlt of tlwir exposure. Both con· 
tinue to work at tlw laboratory in 
radiation-rclall'd job~. said Brake. 

But Graf acknowkdg{'d that sci
entific uncertainty still exists about 
the risks of low-dose radiation and 
that E!lf'rj!V I '"p;1rtnwnt ancllahora· 
tory safety procedures attempt tu 
l'limina~(' all radiation risk. 
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LANL l\1ake~ Portable N-Detectors 
------------~b"--L_{) assessment, home radon monitoring and the U.S. Department of Energy quickly 
THE ASSOCIA'TE:) PP::ss _______ global nuclear nonproliferation, scien· assess radioactive contamination of its 

tists said. nuclear bomb making and research 
Scientists at Los :\lamos :'\ational Lab

oraton· saY the•: ha·;e de\·eloped 
portable radiation ·detectors that could 
usher in a new era uf secu:tty and prn-

The devices could be used to help facilities, including at LA.~L and Sandia 
catch nuclear material smugglers or National Laboratories. 

find in\'isible, naturally occurring radia- "The big ones are at Rocky Flats (Col-
t !On in homes. orado), Savannah River (South Carolina) 

"We believe this could lead to $50 or and Hanfor·d (\'Tash1"ngton), not to men-
The detectors can quid:ly f1:1d e\·en 1 h d d h · '' 

ess orne ra on etectors.so t at some tl·on all the Department of Defense 

tection. 

smaU qua:1tities of radio<.:ctlve c:emer!ts h d · ff d · ·· 
homeowners w o nee lt can a or lt.' bases which in some cases rna·.• "e 

and can inform ins pee! ors :t.' ~·.ell a.' the said L-\:'\L physicist .James Koster. "It h . d 
public about the danger or :-:Jft:ty of might be something that looks like a worse," e sm •. 

their environment, the lab s.:uJ smoke detector, only you detect ions He said the most practical device so 

Tbe ad\·ances were outlmed here this I charged elementsj in the air directly." far is a flat-plate detector mounted on 
week at the 28th annual International He said rhe portable detector is small the shovel arms of a small tractor. The 
CarUahan Conference of Security Tech- enough to be carried on a shoulder strap mobile instrument is being used to make 
nolti(p•. hy nonproliferation in<:pectors of the envi!·onmental assessments of suspect-

The radiation detectors an· expected lntema:ional Atomi: h.•tergy Agency. ed contamination sites at LANL and oth-
to adv.mce the areas of en·, :ronme:.!al Koster said the dc!eC'.,rs ha\·e helped er DOE facilities. Koster said. 

Mountains out of junk science···"' 
There are two .. environmental"' st(Jries in The 

Advocate (OcL 13) that deserve comment: the 
water leak at Week's Island and the EPA's pro-' 
posed ban on pesticides. , 

The water leak at Week's Island mine. where: 
oil reserves are stored, is estimated at two gal
lons a minute. There are few salt mines in the 
Gulf Coast that have notexJ>(!ri~·nced leaks of 
this magnitude. 

These leaks are routinely grouted, and later 
there are new leaks that have to be grouted. So 
what? The integrity oftbemine and the safety of 
the people who work in It are not threatened. 
Talk of land subsidence because of a leak of this 
magnitude is absurd. 

This is a minor operating problem, if that's all 
the leakage experienced. and there is no reason 
to move the oil somewhere else because of this. 
This is making a mountain out of a molehill, 
based on my experience with ground water in 
salt mines. . ; 

Then there is the,EPA settleJliCn~ th~t could 
lead to pesticide ba'DS. The who It thrng ts based 
on the ''junk" science which got C-ongress to pass 
the Delaney Clause ...... zero toler.mce of harmful 
substances at a time when if you(:ould measure 
one part per million, you were c!>ing well. Now 

we can measure parts per trillion (a standard a 
million times more sensitive than tests could 
measure when the Delaney Clause was adopted). 

And, based on the erroneous assumption of 
zero tolerance to harmful material, the EPA is 
about to increase the cost of all foods that are 
now produced with the use of pesticides -Carol 
Browner, EPA administrator, is totally unin
formed of the economic consequences, since 
there was no economic evaluation of the costs 
and benefits. Pesticides increase production of 
agricultural commodities at a minimum price. 

There is no proof that the traces of pesticide 
that have been detected will have any effect on 
people- it is assumed that they will, hence the 
proposed ban. The court should be made aware 
that even table salt is a hazardous substance if 
you eat a lot of it- but it doesn't hurt in small 
quantities. 

This whole matter is based on "junk" science, 
and I await Bob Anderson's more complete 
analysis since this letter is as short as I can make 
it 

Raphael G. Kazmann, professor emeritus I 
Civil Engineering. LSU 

231 Duplanti<'r Blvd. 
Baton Rouge 
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LANL: .J':·!Y·J.CL_~~:~-~b . 
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. . : r '.~p;..:.;,; • ·.:. • ~ ~ .rt ..... ,..·.. , ...... 
rep~~"-~~~y~~ ~-::.· -.... . . 
No immedj.ate·da.ng~r~--- ... · .. ·.: . .
EPA doettirient:.€lilim s ... _,~:.:;;(~~·> ~~',.- · .. · --. ·.::,~:;z:~:~:,;:rT .. ~· · 

. . :~· ... ~--~.':."":::~'2::~.~!:. ' ..... ';,· '· .- .. 

. Los Alamos Nat:Uicaf.LatioTatory is-violating nu· . 
inerous federal eiwfronmentallaws, but none of 
the violations poseBan:miii;Iediate danger to public 
health or the environmcat, acccrding to a· 58-page 
report by the . u.S.::·· ·-~~ental . Protection 
Ageocy. .. .. : ·. . _,· :·:·.:. · · : · .. ; . .-. 

·. The report, whiCh b.U·;.)uSt ·been released, is 
.. based on a two-week investigation conducted 'f?y 

the EPA last year. . . ::.:~~- . ·. . : ·:· ~ :. -.. : 
The · report · 

echoes a criti- . VJOLI\T!ONS ~· 
cism madEdff~S: ': .. .-.. : -: < ... 

Department:. of· .. ~rding to· an: EAviron.:.: 
Energy· inspec-. menta~ Protection Agenc:y re- : · 
tion team in . POrt, . Los .-Alamos National 
1991 by sayirig . ·.laboratory is out of complf-
that laboratory ance with several 1edcrel en-
management Yironmentallews: · 
has failed to •. Nineteen secticins of the 
address enVi· Rasoorce ConseM!ltfon and 
ronmental · . Recovery Att, -which· governs 

·problems at the · . the' management· of harard-
lilb adequately, · ... -e OUS'Wu•n. . . . 

. "De~ite .. · -... a:Nine· seCtions of the 
rn.anagement's Clean Water Act. ·. : 
efforts, (there· · · · · 
is still a) iack · . · · • Six -sections o1 the Toxic 
of individual . ··SubStances Control Act. . 
accountability~ · • Four sections of the 
ca> failure . to Clean Air Act. •. 
esteblisb effec: • One section of the Safe . 
tive laborato- _. Drinking Water Ai:.t.· 
ry·wide com
-munications 
and lack ot an 
effective sys- . 

Keith Easthouse 

tern to ensure complia:.l;e with environmentaJ reg
ulatory requirements/t the report said. 

Walt Helmick. an EPA orticiJU in Dallas, said that 
a reorganization of the laboratory's manarolllent 
structure last year has not solved a basic problem: 
responsibility for eD.!u.ring environmental regula
tiom are met has not been suffici!mtlY centralized. 

"A lot of envircmmental mmqement functions 
have been redistributed. but there ia still no clear· 
cut ob.ain of rcapolllibihtyt" Helmi~ sa:i4. .· 

. . . 

-AJB.nMcMillan, deputy director of the lab's Envi
ronmental, Safety and Health· division, said the re-

. port did not, unco~er anything that the laboratory · 
already doesn't know. · . . 

"There is ~othi.Dg ·in here that was not known to 
~-througb our own int~ reviews,"·McMillan 
said. . · .. · 

Helmick said th~· EPA ism ·the process of deter
mining whether any of the violations are serious . 
enoug}J to justify taking ellforcement action 
against the lab. .. . · ·. ·· 

Such action could result in financiaJ.penal!ies"·ot ~-' ' · · 
in· emblishi.ng deadlines by which tbe Jao1riuSt > 

eome into compliance, Hellniek Said. . , ' · 
Both Helmick and Jim'Dmmeskiold. a lahnN~fnrv 

.l 
Continued from Pagtl's-:1· . : .. , . :· =~. ' . ; . . .. ; ·; · ... tor: to consolidate · 'tfurcn:;: 

·char~ ·poixltS that should be 
~po~m'an_. said many nf the ·'. fmished by 1996. He said the 

_-'li.olati.ons are_ minor .. md in- · di!charees themselves 10 into 
_voJve failures of procedure. ·: drJ areas and do not ~teD 
·.:-:~- example, .duril:l.g. the .. groDJidW.ter. 
·.EPA • .iD&pection, ~ laboratory · · one ••area of C:oncern ;, · c:tted 
. :workers tra.n.Sported ·hazard· · b he· • tha •L• 1a ' 

·.· ou.S :wasteS witha.ut. the proper · Y t r.eRart 1S t ~ b · 
c:a.Dnot prove to EPA's satf&. 

,'pitpcrwork describing the na- !action that:a-4.5-mile pipeline . 
. ture of the wastes ... ,._ · · : .. · 1 

:· . Some 0-f the·· . ..:..:1-+L....;~,· ~~-~-·· that rima to the lab's radioao- ~ 
uuua""'.... •"""'' ti.Te was~ewater treatment 1 

·as.a leak in the lab's radioac.: plantdoea-.not_leak. . j 
. tive :Wastewater treJtmeat fa- · Danncskiold ·said that the I 
--~already have' been rem· 1em L-- do .~t." 1 
edied Danneskiolchaid.. . prob ·uaco to· w u.n mlltl'U-
: :· ile • said:. thar."otb.er·.;VioJa-.· . m~ "We :can~t ,abso-:. . __ 
,.tioas. · sucb as. severil loca- ·. lutely prove that e~~ drop 1 
·. tioas where· the laboratory is · ·. · of _.~tfluent pLmlped . g~ to . 1 

·discharging treated wastewa-. .the plsnt,. Dannesk:iold ac-. 
ter into · .QllfOD.!'' ·~Without . · kDowJ~ed. .• 
proper !cd.e:raJ penz;Uta;:-ue ·: · : -H~ wd ~ . efiluent: ~ 
befzqr fixed. · · · '. · · ·.-. ' · · · · · treat£d·· · .. pnor · to belni ·, 
.. .Damleskiold said the labora- ·pumped, which reduces. jts · 
tory is in tb·e l!2idst of. axr e.t- _ . ~olhitio~ bazanL · 
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~estionnaires Seek Lab Cleanup Comment 

LOS ALAMOS- The U.S. Department of Energy and Los Alamos 
National Laboratory have mailed questionnaires seeking comments 
from the public about the lab's environmental cleanup and waste-
management efforts. )) () 0 

Questionnaires were mailed this month to about 500 citizens, business 
leaders, elected officials, environmental groups, homeowner associa
tions and others, the lab said. 

The survey includes a fact sheet descnbing the Energy Department's 
five-year plan _for environmental restoration and waste management. 

It asks people to list concerns about the environmental restoration 
and waste-management programs and seeks suggestions for improve
ments in managing the programs . 

. The lab said the programs' objectives are to reduce the risk to the 
public and to the environment, to eliminate potential for future 
environmental contamination and to address known and potential 

, contamination from past laboratory operations. 

Patricia Trujillo-Oviedo of the lab's community-relations group said 
the lab and the Energy Department will evaluate questionnaire results 
and will use them to set priorities and budgets for future environmental 

.I and waste-management projects. 
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Tumor-List Initiator Wants Canyon Closed 
By Tamar Stieber C!JOO 
JOURNAL NORTHERN BUREAU 

:SANTA FE- The man whose list of brain 
tumor victims spurred a federally funded study 
of cancer in Los Alamos has asked a federal 
health agency to close public access to a popular 
Los Alamos canyon because of possible radiation 
exposure. 

In a letter dated March 18, Tyler Mercier sent 
documentation to the Agency for Toxic Sub
stances and Disease Registry which he said 
shows that "the current level of (plutonium) 
contamination in Acid Canyon is above federal 
standards" for children ingesting dirt there. 

Mercier, father of a 22-month-old son, said 
Tuesday he knows from experience that chil
dren sometimes eat dirt, which be said increases 
20 times the risk factor for contamination. 

Mercier noted in his letter that children have 
access to Acid Canyon from paths connecting it 
to three nearby playgrounds. Five other pedes-

. . 

trian entrances lead directly into the canyon, he 
wrote. 

"Acid Canyon should immediately be closed to 
the public and warning signs posted," Mercier, 
34, said in the letter. 

Paul Charpe, chief of the agency's Energy 
Facility Assessment section, said it received 
Mercier's letter and will decide today whether to 
conduct a "health consultation" for Acid 
Canyon. 

Charpe said such an evaluation would take 
anywhere from a few days to about a week. The 
agency could recommend a course of action to 
the U.S. Department of Energy Department 
and/or the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency. 

Acid Canyon, a tributary of the much larger 
Pueblo Canyon which bisects Los Alamos, is so 
named for the untreated and treated liquid 
nuclear waste Los Alamos National Laboratory 
dumped there for 20 years. 

Mercier and others suspect radioactive or 
chemical emissions from the laboratory, which 

developed the world's first atomic bomb, may be 
responsible for what scientists have determined 
to be some higher-than-expected cancer rates in 
Los Alamos, including brain cancer. 

But the majority on a steering committee 
overseeing a study of all cancers in Los Alamos 
agreed that nothing at this time points to the 
laboratory as a culprit. The New Mexico Depart
ment of Health study, funded by the Energy 
Department - parent agency to the laboratory 
- was prompted by a brain tumor victim list 
Mercier began compiling in August 1990. 

Mercier said in his letter that despite two 
major cleanups of Acid Canyon in 1966 and 1982, 
the canyon still has some of the highest 
plutonium levels of publicly accessible areas in 
New Mexico. 

The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry, a branch of the U.S. Public Health 
Service, is deciding whether it will undertake a 
detailed health assessment of Los Alamos to 
determine if residents are in danger from 
environmental exposure . 
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Agency To See 
If Acid Canyon 
Poses Danger 

By Tamar Stieber 
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER 

A federal health a·gency will 
begin today to evaluate whether a 
canyon in which Los Alamos Nation
al Laboratory dumped radioactive 
waste for 20 years poses a danger to 
the public, a spokesman said. 

The Agency for Toxic Substances 
and Disease Registry, a branch of 
the U.S. Public Health Service, will 
review data on levels of radioactive 
plutonium in Acid Canyon, now a 
popular Los Alamos recreation spot. 

Depending on its findings, the 
agency may a recommend a 
particular course of action to the 
U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency or the laboratory's parent 
agency, the U.S. Department of 
Energy. 

"We're pulling together the folks 
we have that know the most about 
plutonium in the soil," said Mike 
Greenwell, spokesman for the 
Atlanta-based agency. "They will 
look at the levels indicated in the 
data presented to us and perform a 
health consultation." 

Greenwell described a health con
sultation as "one of the mechanisms 
to quickly provide someone a health 
perspecti\'e on specific data they 

..... . :~ 

send to us." It's also used to make 
rapid recommendations on sites 
that may present immediate 
hazards, he said, explaining the 
process generally takes no longer 
than two weeks. 

Greenwell said most health con· 
sultation requests and supporting 
data come from the U.S. Environ· 
mental Protection Agency or state 
health departments. In this case, he 
said, the request came from Santa 
Fe sculptor Tyler Mercier, a former 
Los Alamos resident who believes 
that activity from Los Alamos Na
tional Laboratory may be causing 
excess cancers in the county. 

Mercier, 34, said in his March 18 
letter that Acid Canyon should be 
closed to the public. Among the data 
he sent with the letter was a 
laboratory chart showing higher 
levels of plutonium in Acid Canyon 
than in other Los Alamos canyons 
where the laboratory released 
radioactive waste. 

Mercier claims that for any chil
dren who eat dirt while playing in 
Acid Canyon, the contamination 
risk factor would increase by 20, 
which he said amounts to more than 
federal standards for plutonium. 

Plutonium is a man-made isotope 

Tyler Mercier 
Says canyon should close 

used in nuclear weapons and as fuel 
for nuclear reactors. It has a half. 
life of 24,360 years. 

Greenwell said that while Mer
cier's request does not appear to be 
an emergency, "We don't consider 
it a frivolous request by any 
means." 

ATSDR officials plan tentatively 
to be in Los Alamos the third week 
in April as part of a process to 
determine whether the agency will 
embark on a full-scale assessment 
of environmental dangers in Loo
Alamos, Greenwell said. 

Alan Stoker, who wrote a report 
on Acid Canyon for Los Alamo~ 
National Laboratory, declined tc 
talk to a Journal reporte~ 
Wednesday. 

"I think he'll tell you what the lab 
has alwavs said- that the le\'el~ ( r: 
plutonium) are so low they cic: · 
present a problem,'' labJ:c.:._,·-. 
spokesman John Gustafson sG.:::. 

' L 
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~Group To Sue 
Los Alamos Lab 
Over Emissions 

.; \ 
\ 

Tamar Stieber --({'{) 
JOURNAL NORTHERN BUREAU 

SANTA FE- A Santa-Fe based 
nuclear watchdog group on Friday 
filed its intent to sue Los Alamos 
National Laboratory to force it to 
comply with the federal Clean Air 
Act, even if that means shutting 
down the laboratory. 

In a letter dated March 27 and 
sent by registered mail to various 
agencies, Concerned Citizens for 
Nuclear Safety said it will seek an 
injunction against the continued 
operation of laboratory sites that 
don't comply with portions of the 
Clean Air Act regulating federal 
standards for radioactive air emis
sions. 
~f ~e laboratory doesn't comply 

w1thin 60 days, CCNS will sue the 
U.S. Department of Energy, which 
ow~s th~ lab, and the University of 
California, which operates it, said 
John Stroud, co-director of CCNS's 
Project for the Economic Conver
sion of Los Alamos National La bora· 
tory. 

"We're putting them on notice 
that we insist on a cessation of all 
non-cou.plying releases and on 
fines and penalties for all unlawful 
conduct," Stroud said at the after
noon news conference. "If theY 

cannot operate m llCCOrutw~,;e w n.l 
the law, we will seek an injunction 
in federal district court." 

CCNS is calling the violations 
"massive and continuing" and 
claims the laboratory and the DOE 
have failed to make good-faith 
efforts to remedy the violations. 

"The lab is working with the EPA 
(U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, which regulates the Clean 
Air Act) right now to put into effect 
a plan to bring us into compliance," 
said laboratory spokesman John 
Gustafson. "A draft of a federal· 
facilities compliance agreement 
along with a remedial-action plan 
are in EPA's hands right now." 

Stroud noted that the EPA first 
released the proposed regulations 
in March 1989 but the lab only 
recently came up with a compliance 
plan. Had the lab instituted a pro
gram in December 1989, when the 
act went into effect, it could have 
amortized the estimated $200 mil
lion price tag over time, he said. 

Gustafson said the laboratory ac
knowledged in 1990 that it might be 
out of compliance with the Clean 
Air Act and drafted a letter to that 
effect in 1991. 

"So we did not ignore the issue for 
two years and then do something," 
he said. 

At the news conference, Stroud 
said the lab's admission is not 
enough. "They still have to follow 
the law," he said. 

Gustafson called untrue CCl\S 1 allegations that the DOE and the 



laboratory lied to the public and to When asked why there was no the EPA by representing in a 1990 explanation to that effect in thr annual report some 1988 monitoring annual report, Gustafson said i1 that the lab called "measured "seems like a small point." radioactive releases from LANL in "We honestly admit that these 1990." composition measurements are Stroud had presented at the news from 1988," he said. "It doesn't conference some internal lab explicitly say it in the report but Wf memos stating that a 1990 analysis admit it freely and willfull~ unde:-of radioactive emissions from the questioning." · Los Alamos Meson Physics Facility Stroud said that because the 1990 was based on 1988 numbers be- data are based on "unreliable" data cause, one of the memos says, there's no scientific basis for the "there were no adequate composi- lab's claim that the radiation dose tc tion measurements for 1990." the public is below the federal 1(l LAMPF houses the laboratory's millirem limit. He referred to a linear accelerator and is responsi- DOE chart showing that the laborable for about 90 percent of the tory's exposure dose is just belov: laboratory's airborne emissions. the 10 millirem limit- higher than "Because of the undisclosed use any of the DOE's other nuclear of 1988 monitoring data as a substi- weapons laboratories. 
tute for 1990 data, with no qualifica- Connie Soden, director of the tion or explanation, the 1990 annual Environmental Protection Division report is materially false," CCNS's at the DOE's Albuquerque office. letter states. said the DOE has confidence in the Gustafson said the 1988 measure- laboratory's ambient air monitorin§' ments were the "best measure- system, which gives quarterly anc ments available of the composition yearly readouts. She acknowledged. breakdown of emissions from however, that the system cannot be LAMPF." used to demonstrate compliance He explained that the laboratorv with EPA standards. accurately reported the overail CCNS's allegations are the samE 1990 LAMPF emissions but extrapo- as those made by LANL scientis·, lated the percentage breakdown of David Nochumson, whom the 'C.S. -specific radioactive components b\' Department of Labor granted offi-using the 1988 percentages. - cial "whistleblower" status lc,s~ - October after he claimed his supe'

visors harassed him for pointing ou·: 
that the laboratory was not con~ 
plying with the Clean Air Act. 
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'Management 
OfLANL 
Stirs Protest 
By Tamar Stieber 
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER voc-. 1.....) -· 

A Santa Fe nuclear watchdog 
group says the University of Cali
fornia should be more responsible 
in managing Los Alamos National 
Laboratory or "step aside." 

Concerned Citizens for Nuclear 
Safety made those and other com
ments in a July 13 letter to the 
board of regents of the University 
of California, whose contract with 
the U.S. Department of Energy to 

·operate the laboratory will run out 
in September. J 

No one at the university could be 
reached Monday evening for com
ment. Attempts to contact LANL 
deputy director Jim Jackson, who is 
leading contract negotiations for 
the laboratory, were also un
successful. 

Letter author Jay Coghlan, co
director of CCNS's Project for the 
Environmental Conversion of Los 
Alamos National Laboratory, said 

MORE See NUCLEAR on PAGE 3 



"Nuclear Watchdog Group Protests Management of LANL 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1 

Monday he sent the seven-page 
letter to the regents by fax that 
afternoon. 

In the letter, Coghlan said the 
DOE's nuclear weapons complex, of 
which Los Alamos is a part, "has 
been disgraced by its record of 
environmental degradation caused 
by a management policy that has 
historically valued aggressive re
search, development, testing and 
production above environmental 
considerations." 

His examples included: 
• Suits against the university and 

the labOratory by brain tumor vic
tims or their relatives alleging 
negligence in managing radioactive 
and chemical wastes. 

• An independent finding that Los 
Alamos has a thyroid cancer rate 
almost four times the national rate 
in recent years. 

• Laboratory violations of the fed
eral Clean Water and Clean Air acts. 

• A DOE environmental checklist 

showin~ that the lab d?esn'~ me~t "In many respects, LANL is the 
reg.ul~tiOns for 149 radioactive air worst offender of all Department of 
emiSSions. Energy facilities," he wrote. 

• Allegations of harassment by a The letter calls it "inappropriate" 
lab scientist who drafted a plan to for an institution of higher learning 
bring the laboratory into com- to manage "an inherently secret 
pliance for radioactive air emis- entity." He suggests the regents 
sions. "consider the reputation of the 

• Lab violations of federal regula- university and its legal liability in 
tions for storage of mixed (radioac- its management of an institution 
tive and chemical) waste. that is so blatantly out of com-

• A University of California suit pliance with environmental law." 
charging the state Environment De- When asked Monday who CCNS 
pa'rtment isn't authorized to moni- would recommend to manage the 
tor mixed waste incineration at the lab if not the University of Califor
lab. nia, Coghlan said Monday, "That's a 

"The regents should consider the really difficult question, who might 
reputation of the university and its do a better job. All we know is that 
legal liability in its management of it's clear there's a need for a 
an institution that is so blatantly out greater degree of responsible man
of compliance with environmental. agement." 
law," Coghlan writes. The letter also accu~es the uni-

Coghlan calls it "ironic" that Los versity of favoring White men in 
Alamos National Laboratory, along top management and ignoring the 
with the two California laborator- state's "tri-cultural heritage" in the 
ies, are considered the "crown scientific and technical ranks. 
jewels" of the DOE's nuclear "Furthermore," writes Coghlan, 
weapons complex. "UC demonstrates no concern for 

economic equity in northern New 
Mexico." 

In his letter, Coghlan compares 
Los Alamos County, which has the: 
highest per capita income in the 
state, to neighboring Rio Arriba, 
"where per capita income is one
third that of Los Alamos County." 

He points out that Los Alamos 
receives more dollars per capita 
than any other New Mexico county 
and keeps nearly two-thirds, which 
he said, "dovetails with its cultural 
isolation from the surrounding 
areas." 

Coghlan calls LANL's five-year, 
$750 million budget plan an "unwise 
investment in a shrinking market" 
because it dedicates 87 percent of 
its budget to weapons research and 
support. 

The University of California re
ceives $12 million a year to operate 
the Los Alamos nuclear weapons 
laboratory and its California coun
terpart, the Lawrence Livermore 
Laboratory in Livermore, Calif. 

J 
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Los Alamos L~b, EPA Join 
Forces Against State 

By Tamar Stieber 
JOURNAL NORTHERN BUREAU 

Los Alamos National Laboratory 
and one of its regulators, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
are joining forces - at least philo
sophically - against the state En
vironment Department. 

The state is demanding that the 
nuclear weapons laboratory adhere 
to what the two federal groups 
consider overly stringent regula
tions for discharging pollutants into 
the canyons of Los Alamos. 

"We're getting double-teamed on 
this," Jim Piatt, chief of the En
vironment Department's Surface 
Water Quality Bureau, said 
Wednesday. "I'm not coinfortable 
with this at all, quite frankly." 

At stake is the laboratory's pend
ing National Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System permit, which 
is issued by the EPA - but only 
after certification from the state 
Environment Department. 

The state agency says it is simply 
trying to protect tributaries that 
might feed lab pollutants into the 
Rio Grande. 

Lab spokesman John· Gustafson 
stressed that most of the labora
tory's "outfalls" - 89 of 138 -
discharge non-toxic water. 

"We're not talking major industri
al pollution in the canyons," he said. 

What the laboratory and the EPA 
find particularly troubling is the 
state's requirement that the lab 
apply the same water quality stan
dards to discharges in dry arroyos 
or ephemeral (short-lived or sea
sonal) streams as for fisheries. 

"As far as I've been able to 
determine, virtually none of this 
ever leaves the main acreage of Los 
Alamos (National Laboratory prop
erty)," said permit writer Fred 
Humke of the EPA's Dallas office. 

But Piatt said his department has 
no data indicating the streams in 
question are in fact ephemeral. 
Even the "tiger team" the labora
tory's parent agency, the U.S. De
partment of Energy, sent out last 
year to inspect the lab's health, 
safety and environmental practices, 
referred to LANL documents show
ing that some of those streams 

reach the Rio Grande, he said. I permit "fascinating." 
Piatt said the EPA always has 1 

listed those streams as governed by 
the same water-quality standards as 
fisheries. 

Gustafson said the lab "disa
grees" that the streams and dry 
arroyos in which the lab's 138 
discharge p•'ints are located cculd 
be considered fisheries. 

"They look at what the Rio 
Grande is used for and apply those 
same standards way, way uphill," 
Gustafson said. "It's a lack of 
agreement over how to characterize 
the canyons." 

Piatt said the pending permit is 
the third the EPA has issued to the 
lab that classifies the streams as 
fisheries. He also said the state 
doesn't have the resources to do a 
study that could change those clas
sifications. 

"Consequently," he said, "we 
have no other alternative but to call 
them tributaries of the Rio Grande 
and to protect them." 

Humke, however, said the state 
has expanded its \ requirements 
"from no uses to all uses." 

"The state is insisting that, while 
none of their standards applied in 
ephemeral reaches before, now 

I they're saying everything applies," 
he said. "We can't see it." 

: Piatt said he prefers to err on the 
side of caution - both for legal 
reasons and "because of the kinds 
of work and research ·done up 
there" in Los Alamos. 

"Pollutants discharged from 
LANL are not discharged anywhere 
else in the state," he said in an 
earlier interview. "Consequently, 
we have to do a much better job and 
a much more thorough review." 

He added, "When you are dealing 
with a permit that is as complex as 
the one from Los Alamos National 
Laboratory, there are items out 
there that are overlooked - items 
that we feel are necessary for the 
permit to be protective of the 
streams." 

HOW TO COMMENT 

Interested parties have until July 
16 to request a public hearing from, 
or send comments to, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency 
about Los Alamos National Labora
tory's pending National Pollutant 
Discharge Elimination Systems 
permit .. 

The EPA will hold a public hear
ing if it finds a "significant degree 
of public interest," according to t 

·procedures in the Federal Register. ' 
The agency will notify each person 
who sends a written comment or 
requests a hearing of its final 
decision on the permit. 

All comments or requests should 
be sent in writing to: Ellen Caldwell, 
Permits Branch (6W-PS), U.S. En
vironment Protection Agency, 1445 
Ross Ave., Dallas, Texas 75202-
2733. For further information, call j 
(214) 655-7190. . 

"It has literally been described as 
the second most complicated per
mit in the country," he said, putting 
at No. 1 the Oak Ridge National 
Laboratory in Tennessee, part of 
the DOE's nuclear weapons com
plex. 

Piatt said that while radioactive 
discharges would most likely 
"touch the public nerve," he 
thought heavy metals should be of 
equal concern. 

"They (the public) are not as 
familiar with those concerns as my 
staff and may not be aware of their 
significance," he said. 

Piatt said there are probably 
more dischai-ge points at the labora
tory that have not been charted. 

"The point, in all honesty, is that 
every time we or they walk in a 
canyon, we'll find additional dis
charges," he said. "It's going to take 
two staff people sitting down for 30 
days to get on top of this." 

Because of the large number of 
outfalls and the variety of pollu- , 
tants - including radioactive mate-

1
1 

rial, heavy metals, human sewage 
1 
I 

and organic compounds such as ~·~: 
solvents - at the Los Alamos 
laboratory, Piatt called the LANL 

Humke said the state can put any 
conditions it wants into the permit 
but it will have to defend them to 
the state Water Quality Control 
Commission. 

"And I'm sure the University of 
California will seriously challenge 
them," he said. 

The Universitv of California ooer· 



ates Los Alamos nuclear weapc;:J.s 
laboratory under a contract with 
the lab's parent agency, the U.S. 
Department of Energy. 

Piatt pointed out that it was the 
Water Quality Control Commission, 
of which he is one of nine members, 
that approved the state's water 
standards in question. As to a 
challenge from the University of 
California, he replied, "It's a real 
possibility." 

The Environment Department is 
already embroiled in a legal dispute 
with the University of California 
and the DOE over an environmental 
permit regulating treatment of haz-

ardc::: '.V:!ste at the laboratory. May 14 but has granted a 30-day 

The state has placed restrictions extension - though July 16 -- fvr 
on hazardous waste the lab wants to the state and the nuclear weapons 
burn in an incinerator that also laboratory to hash out the terms. 

burns radioactive waste. The En- The state last 'year rejected· the 
vironment Department is con- first draft permit-primarily, Piatt 

cerned that the hazardous waste said, because the laboratory in- ) 
burning could trigger a release of eluded in its 3-inch thick application 
radioactivity. But the university an "add-delete clause" allowing it to 
and the energy department insist add discharge sites without ptiblic 
the state has no authority ·over notice or state certification. . 

radioactive air emissions. Once approved, the pending per-

The EPA originally gave the state mit will last two years instead of the 
Environment Department 30 days usual five because of lab activities 
to review a draft pollutant dis- that may result in more and dUfer
charge permit it issued to LANL on ent types of discharges. 
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EPA Will Cite Los Alamos Lab 
Radioactive Waste Storage Problem Has Halted Programs, Idled Workers 
By John Fleck some of its radioactive air emissions. 

<100 The notice of violation comes amid hurried negotia-
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER ~ · tions between EPA officials and representatives of Los 

Los Alamos National Laboratory will be cited for Alamos and the Energy Department to come up with an 
storing radioactive chemical waste at the laboratory acceptable plan to deal with the mixed waste. 
longer than permitted by federal regulations, an Like most Department of Energy facilities around 
Environmental Protection Agency attorney said the country, Los Alamos has known for more than a 
Monday. year that it wasn't complying with the mixed waste 

The citation follows the laboratory's admission in 'regulations, but the Energy Department hasn't yet 
early May that it is violating the law, said Bruce Jones, 'provided funding to enable construction of the treat
assistant regional counsel for the Environmental ment plants and disposal dumps required to obey the 
Protection Agency:s Dallas office. law. 

EPA regulations prohibit storing the waste, called The DOE and lab officials have been in intense 
"mixed waste" because it contains a mix of radioactive negotiations with the EPA since early May, when an 
materials and dangerous non-radioactive chemicals, exemption to the mixed waste rules expired. 
for more than a year, Jones said. They are trying to come to terms on a formal 

A laboratory spokesman characterized the citation as agreement outlining steps the laboratory will take over 
a procedural step in ongoing talks over mixed waste the next decade to safely treat and dispose of the waste. 
handling, but the laboratory's leading environmental so it doesn't pose an environmental threat. 
critic said it is a sign that the Department of Energy Department officials initially said they hoped 
Energy-run nuclear weapons laboratory can't comply the agreement could be worked out by mid-June, but 
with the law. officials on both sides of the talks now say it could be at 

Faced with the pending citation, laboratory officials least another two months, and possibly three, before 
have halted all work that produces mixed waste. · the idled Los Alamos workers can get back to their 

Some 40 research programs and 350 workers have research. 
been idled since May, laboratory officials say. laboratory spokesman John Gustafson said the EPA 

It would be the second major citation for the citation was just a procedural step, and that the 
laboratory's radiation operations in the last year. last laboratory is working hard to comply with the law. 
fall, the EPA cited the laboratory for not monitoring Jones wouldn't say when the Citation will be issued. 
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DOE Eyes Los Alamos Lab fol- Plutonium Work By John Fleck ~(:'<_) 
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER 

. When a Department of Energy team convened in January to consider the future of U.S. plutonium supplies, it faced a simple fact: Los Alamos National Laboratory is the most capable plutonium-handling site in the country. 
Los Alamos can store plutonium, process the substance and make nuclear bomb parts out of it, according to a report from the January meeting. 
And the DOE is considering Los Alamos 

as the location for all three of those jobs, the report said. 
While non-government experts have long contended Los Alamos was a likely candidate for the plutonium work, the task force report is the first DOE acknowledgment that such a possibility is under active consideration. 
A move toward nuclear weapons production work could shift the New Mexico laboratory away from its traditional research and development role, the report acknowledged. 
Los Alamos officials repeatedly have said 

. ,.. 
they oppose such a shift. 

But faced with a surplus of plutonium and a shortage of options, the DOE may have no choice but to tum to Los Alamos, said Brian Costner, a South Carolina environmentalist and author of a separate, independent study of U.S. plutonium operations. 
It will be months before the Energy Department makes public its plutonium 'plans. 
Agency officials have not responded to written questions about their deliberations. But the report from the January meeting of the DOE's Plutonium Strategy Task 

Force Steering Committee, along with other documents recently made public, shed light on the agency's thinking. What they spell out is that Los Alamos plays a central role in that thinking. With no current plans to build more nuclear weapons, the DOE is scrambling to decide what to do with plutonium al~dy made for bomb production. 
Used at the heart of nuclear bombs, plutonium is a metal made in nuclear 

MORE: See DOE on PAGE A5 
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DOE Eyes Los Alamos for Plutonium Work 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1 

reactors and not found in 
nature. It is valued by bomb design
ers because it can release enormous 
nuclear forces when rapidly com
pressed by high explosives. 

It also is extremely toxic, and 
nuclear weapons workers only han
dle it remotely, in sealed boxes with 
glove holes in the side called "glove 
boxes." 

The size of the excess plutonium 
stockpile is secret, and all specific 
numbers were deleted from the 
copy of the report obtained by the 
Journal. 

But most of the excess plutonium 
is believed to be in storage vaults at 
the department's Rocky Flats plant 
near Denver, according to Costner. 

With the DOE closing Rocky 
Flats, the agency is faced with the 
question of where to send that 
plutonium. 

The Rocky Flats closure also 
leaves the Energy Department 
without a place to do the plutonium 
processing necessary to build parts 
for nuclear bombs if the need arises 
in the near future. 

The dominant option is Los Ala
mos, the plutonium task force re
port concluded. 

On the question of storage, Los 
Alamos has by far the largest 
available plutonium storage capac-

ity in the nation- enough room for 
60 tons in a new complex called the 
Nuclear Materials Storage Facility. 

The next largest available storage 
site is an aging vault complex at 
Hanford Nuclear Reservation in 
Washington, with room for 20 tons. 

The Energy Department's Savan
nah River Site in South Carolina, 
considered by Costner to be another 
leading candidate for storage, has 
room for little more than half a ton 
of plutonium, according to the re
port. 

"It really dwarfs everything 
else," environmental engineer Jim 
Werner of the Natural Resources 
Defense Council said of Los Ala
mos' storage capacity. 

Filling Los Alamos' vaults could 
take 250 or more truck trips, with 
the plutonium to be shipped in the 
same 18-wheelers used to ferry 
nuclear warheads around the 
country. 

The vaults would have to be 
modified before they could store 
the Rocky Flats plutonium, but the 
work could be completed by 1995, 
according to the report. 

That dovetails with the timeframe 
set out in the DOE's plan for the 
future of Rocky Flats, which envi
sions keeping the plutonium at the 
Colorado plant until 1995, while it 
decides where to store the pluto
nium from around the country. 

On the question of processing 

plutonium, which is necessary to 
prepare it for building nuclear 
bombs and to convert it into stable 
chemical mixes for storage, Los 
Alamos' abilities are matched only 
by Savannah River's, according to 
the report. 

In addition, the Energy Depart
ment faces a decision on where to 
manufacture plutonium bomb parts 
if the need arises over the next 
decade. 

For now, the Energy Department 
plans to keep two buildings at 
Rocky Flats in a "stand-by" capac
ity to build plutonium bomb parts if 
called upon. But the DOE, in a July 
report to Congress, says it will 
maintain that capability only until 
sometime next year. 

After that, one option is to assign 
a "limited production" role to Los 
Alamos so the United States could 
maintain its ability to produce new 
nuclear weapons, according to the 
DOE task force report. 

The only other option considered 
in the report is to retain backup 
production abilities at Rocky Flats 
for the next decade or longer, an 
option Costner said would be diffi
cult to sell to Congress with Los 
Alamos waiting in the wings. 

In the long run, the Energy De
partment plans to build a new 
Rocky Flats-type plant, to be com
pleted sometime early in the next 
century. 

The DOE gave another clue to its 
hopes for Los Alamos in a recently 
released environmental report that 
says plutonium-processing labor
atories at Los Alamos should be 
upgraded "to allow curtailment of 
plutonium operations at the Rocky 
Flats plant." 

The task force report acknowl
edges the likelihood that any site 
chosen for plutonium storage will 
face public opposition. 

But a move to large-scale pluto
nium storage and possible nuclear 
weapons production work at Los 
Alamos also is likely to face opposi
tion from the laboratory itself. 

"We are an R&D (research and 
development) facility," laboratory 
spokesman John Gustafson said. 
"We are not a production facility." 
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DOE Confirms Los Alamos Lab 
-By John Fleck 

JOURNAL STAFF WRITER 

The bead of the Energy Department's 
environmental programs confirmed Tues
day that the DOE is considering Los Alamos 
National Laboratory as a backup site for 
plutonium work required to build nuclear 
weapons. 

At a news conference in Albuquerque, 
Assistant Energy Secretary Leo Duffy 
acknowledged that Los Alamos is one of 
five sites across the country that could be 
designated as a backup plutonium produc
tion site for nuclear weapons by as early as 
next summer. 

The other sites are at Savannah River, 
S.C.; Hanford, Wash.; Oak Ridge, Tenn.; 

and the Rocky FlatS Plant near Denver. 
Of those five sites, Los Alamos has the 

most complete plutonium handling, pro
cessing and storage capabilities, Energy 
Department documents show. 

It is the only place among the five with 
the current capability to build plutonium 
"pits," the radioactive metal spheres at the 
heart of nuclear weapons. 

A sixth option, to leave the nation with no 
nuclear weapons production capability 
until a new, permanent factory is built 
sometime after the turn of the century, will 
also be considered, Duffy said. 

Los Alamos is not a candidate site for the 
new permanent plutonium plant. 

Los Alamos spokesman Bill Heimbach 
said the laboratory opposes any shift to 

production work, but left the door open to 
the possibility. 

"We are a research and development 
facility and have no interest in going into 
the production business," be said Tues.1ay. 
"On the other hand, we realize that Los 
Alamos National Laboratory's facilities are 
owned by the Department of Energy and 
they have a final say on our mission." 

The University of California, which man
ages Los Alamos for the Energy Depan
ment, also objects to production-scale plu
tonium processing and the manufacture of 
bomb parts at Los Alamos, a university 
official said this week. 

"The university has taken the stance all 
along that it doesn't get in the business of 
manufacturing. nuclear weapons," said 

Could Get Plutonium Work 
Tommy Ambrose, head of the university's 
Office of Laboratory Affairs. 

But Ambrose did say the university could 
turn over management of weapons produc
tion to a private company. 

The question of where to build plutonium 
parts for nuclear weapons arose after the 
Energy Department's Rocky Flats Plant in 
Colorado, where the work was done in the 
past, was closed because of environmental 
and safety problems. 

Duffy confirmed that plutonium process
ing is also being considered for Los Alamos,· 
but would not comment on plutonium 
storage. 

Ambrose said the University of Califor
nia has not taken a position on the question 
of storing plutonium removed from Rocky 

Flats at Los Alamos. 
According a survey in March, conducted 

for. Los ~os National Laboratory by the 
UmverSity of New Me:rico Institute for 
Public Policy, found 51 percent of New 
Mexicans polled opposed the idea of ex
panded nuclear weapons work at Los 
Alamos, said laboratory spokesman· Heim
bach. 

Thirty-six perCen.t of the 557 New Mex
icans surveyed supported expansion of Los 
Alamos' nuclear weapons work, Heimbach 
~d. The poll's margin of error was plus or 
mmus S percentage points. · 

"I predict a firestorm of public opposi
tion," said John Stroud, of the Santa 
Fe-based Concerned Citizens for Nucleat 
Safety. 
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N ·Waste Plant 
Inferior, Could 
Fail, _Lab Says 
By John Fleck '661:::> waste, meaning discharges into a 
-:-::-:--::------------ laboratory canyon do not meet cur-
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER rent radiation standards. 

Los Alamos National Laboratory's • Lack of air filters to prevent 
aging radioactive waste water radioactive materials from 
treatment plant lacks modem safe- escaping. 
ty features, is in danger of leaking • The building does not meet 
and violates emission standards standards for withstanding earth
according to documents and inter~ quakes or severe weather. 
views with laboratory officials. Officials at the laboratory and the 
~ure of the plant is possible, Department of Energy, which funds 

which would shut down major and direc~s work at Los Alamos, say 
laboratory projects, according to a the plant 1s not leaking, and there is 
Los Alamos budget document no threat to public health and 
obtained by the Journal. safety. 

The laboratory is pushing for a But the recently writtep. planning 
new plant, but that could be 10 document said a possible plant fail
years and $100 million away, Los u~ could conld halt major opera
Alamos spokesman Jim Dannes- uons, such as plutonium 
kiold said. processing; research and develop-

Among the problems listed in the ment work supporting Energy De-
document are: partment work around the country 
• 'l:'ank~ ~d pipes for holding and an~ environmental cleanup work, 

~ovmg hqwd radioactive waste are which produces radioactive waste. 
m danger of leaking. 

• The plant is failing to fully clean 
MORE: See N-WASTE on PAGE A7 
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N-Waste Plant Inferior, Could Fail, 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1 

The document describes the cur
I'E!nt plant as "not reliable," and 
adds, "Department of Energy/Los 
Alamos National Laboratory mis
stbns (are) in jeopardy." 

·· Perched behind a fence on one of 
LOs Alamos' long fingerlike mesas, 
the Radioactive Liquid Waste Treat
•nt Facility is linked by a network 
d{ pipes to buildings throughout the 
l'boratory that produce liquid 
nldioactive waste. 
: Using a process similar to tradi
~nal sewage treatment~ the plant 
~eparates radioactive material 
ti'om the water. 
: The radioactive material is put in 

lpiTels and sent to a laboratory 
1f&ste storage and disposal area. 
Ueftover water is piped to· Mortan
cOld Canyon, a small canyon that 
tl'reads down between laboratory 
llesas to the Rio Grande. 
~One of the plant's chief problems i* that its aging equipment cannot 
hove all the plutonium and other 
f2ldfoactive materials from the 
water, which means soil on the 
Gmyon floor has been contaminated 
,_ith traces of radioactive mate
rials, according to laboratory en
\Gronmental reports. The canyon is 
ttl lab property and not open to the 
jJublic. 
~ Los Alamos studies say none of 

the radioactive discharge bas left 
'-boratory property or reached the 
Rio Grande. 
.: The treatment plant's problem, 
•id Jerry Bellows, manager of the 
JlOE's Los Alamos Area Office, is 
that modem nuclear safety and 
environmental standards are tight-

Loa Alamos National Laboratory aaya Ita aging 
liquid radioactive waste treatment plant lacks 

JOURNAL FILE 

safety features and violates environmental 
rules. 

er than those in force when the 
plant was built. 

"The facility is 30 years old," 
Bellows said. "The technology is 30 
years old. The stringency of the 
environmental requirements bas in
creased." 

Waste water discharged from the 
plant exceeds euiTent Energy De
partment standards for plutonium 
and americium, two highly radioac
tive substances regularly used in 
the nuclear weapons work done at 
Los Alamos; 

The plant. also does not meet 
federal Environmental Protection 

Agency rules requiring air vents to 
be strictly monitored to detect any 
radioactive emissions, according to 
the planning document. 

It says the plant lacks systems to 
prevent stray radioactive dust from 
escaping, as required by Energy 
Department regulations. 

Also, pipes used to transport 
waste to the plant and tanks used to 
store it before treatment are old 
and vulnerable to leaking, the docu
ment said. 

There bas been one identified 
leak at the plant, in August 1990, 
which laboratory officials said at 

the time contaminated only dirt 
beneath the ·plant building, accord
ing to Danneskiold. 

Built to 1960 building codes, the 
plant does not meet cuiTeDt seismic 
safety standards, the .document 
said. Danneskiold said laboratory 
records show no significant earth
quake damage at the laboratory 
since it was built in the 1940s. 

He estimated the cost of a new 
plant at $100 million. With the 
environmental reviews required be
fore construction, it would take 10 
years to build, he said. 

But there is no guarantee the 
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Lab Papers Say 
Energy Department will fund it, 
said Bellows. 

"We're competing for the same 
resources with other DOE facilities 
around the country," Bellows said. 

So far, he said, a replacement 
plant has been given a low funding 
priority because there is no evi
dence of an immediate threat to 
public or worker health and safety, 
Bellows said. 

The Energy Department is spend
ing $200,000 on a study of technolo
gies that could be used in a new 
plant, and another $350,000 to study 
safety issues at the treatment plant 
and surrounding buildings that deal 
with radioactive waste. 

John Stroud, of the Santa Fe 
environmental group Concerned 
Citizens for Nuclear Safety, com-

plaiDed about the plant's failure to 
meet environmental laws. 

"This facility is in violation of 
environmental laws governing all 
media- water, air and ground," 
Stroud said in an interview. "Wher 
will we get compliance instead r 
excuses?" 
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Los Alamos 
reports soil 
contamination 
lly LAWRENCE SPOHN 
Staff reporter 

~Dv 
Heavy chromium contamination has been 

detected in the soil near a leaking nuclear
reactor coolant pipe at Los Alamos National 
Laboratory, authorities said. 

lt is unclear what health threats the 
chromium contamination poses, said Bob 
Charles, who is directing the team trying to 
repair the Omega West Nuclear research 
reactor in Los Alamos. 

But he did acknowledge that the levels 
measured are well above standard. 

About 167 parts per million were found in 
soil that would ~rmally have a level of less 
than 1 part per ·million, he said. 

The contamination was detected beneath 
asphalt paving near the cooling tower, he 
said 

Chromium, a heavy metal, is toxic but is 
part of the chemical compound commonly 
used in commercial cooling towers to kill 
algae, Charles said:-

Tbe reactor remains shut down since a 
leak was discovered last month. 

Workers believe they have isolated the 
leak tD a portion of the 104-foot-long pipe 
near the cooling tower. 

The pipe nonnally carries water, radioile
tively contaminated with _tritium, to the 
cooling tower and back into the reactor 
core. -

Workers as early as today may begin 
removing its 33 .~ lUghJy radioactive fuel 
elements to a protective holding pool next to 
the reactor core. · 

Charles said this safety step continues to 
await approval, as would a more drastic step 
of further moving the fuel elements tD the 
lab's more protective Chemistry and Metal
lurgy Research building. 

That move, which would require closing 
some Los Alamos roads for safety, would be 
undertaken if workers discovered other 
problems or leaks closer to the reactor itself. 

Whether to proceed with the repairs will 
be detennined by the Department of Energy, 
which will assess whether the isotope 
production program is worth the repair 
costs. 

Charles . also reported that tritium con
tamination levels have dropped dramatically 
in shallow groundwater tested by the 
laboratory. 

Originally measured at more than three 
times the federal drinking-water standards, 
Charles said measurements closest to the 
reactor now shoW the water is well within 

federal standardS. 
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Chr9mium Levels Above Nonnal 
In Soil Near Lab Nuclear Reactor 
By Tamar Stieber . 9iJO. · : considered hazardous according begin excavating around the pipe 

· to the toxicity char~teristic · . on Friday pending acquisition of JOURNAL STAFf:: WRITER · leaching process. )1 the proper jermits, Charles said. 
LOS J\l.M40S -While tritium , "The assumption is, if you can The exca'tation shouldn't take levels have ;dropped mar~edly _; leach out that much chromium in more than a week, Charles said. near Los , Alamos National $ soil by this procedure, then this Then the •boratory must deter-I:aboratory .. ~. nuclear reactor ! is the amount available to the mine the ,extent of the damage smce workers stopped a reactor t groundwater •• McQuillan said. and the price to repair it, which. leak, the laboratory has discov- i: ·'· ·'• . Chai'les llid could cost between 'ered chromium in soil at the ; YJordkersil~~~ the ~m1um- . $500,000 and $1.5 million. reactor. at.levels above normal a 1 tamte 80 u.uuer. asp~~ cover- If the U.-S. Department of Ener-Scienttst sa:fi1·:ruesday: ··- ·· ' ;~:in~ a ~04-foot ~ction '#PIPe that gy, whidl oversees the nuclear Bob Charles, leader of a lab ' SClentists believe mJ1 be th~ weapons laboratory, decides the team trying to restart the Omega source of the reacto~leak. f!ntil 37-year1)ld reactor is not worth West :reactor, said during a press 1 Feb. 17•. when wo~r drained reJ)airi8, that would put an end brief"mg ~non samples shoW!ed~~:: .the cooling water fr the reac- to the.;Jlboratory's hopes of bechromi~ at 167 ~·per mil-:~, tor and- stopped . __ leak, the comiJIIIthesoleU.S.manufacturlion. A _po~entially toxic heavy; reactor was releas about 75 er of't.medical radioactive itometal, .~mium usually occurs · ~allons per ~ay oft ~ ted water topes; wbich are used in uuclear at less than one part per million mto the enVU"'DDlle ~ medicine for ilriaging and treat-in soil,· he said. Tritium is a rad" ·ve fomL~ ment - . The· chromium ·came from a of hydrogen that's in nucJe.. .>~' · Replacing the r~~tor would j product· used in the reactor's: . ar weapons and is . roduct of ..t !cost about $25 million, a lab coolirig tower to reduce corro-i nuclear experim · · tion. It'.t74 ~sman said last week. J sion from algae-Charles said. : · alsci commonly fo in glow-m.;,::::' 

Dennis McQuillan of the state the-dark items. · - f!':, - · : 
Environment Department's Since filling thefipe with clean:., 
Groundwater Bureau said 167. water, tritium leV)IIa in surface ··~~ parts per -lililliop sounds high wate.r arouad th' reactor have 
enough. to warrant an extraction dropped from ne~ly three times test. _ -·.... . · federal and state standards to 
If the extracted.chromium ex- about one-tenth those standards, 

ceeds S. parts per million, Charles said. 
McQuillan said Tuesday, it is The laboratory expects tl 
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LANL Radioactivity . 
-Found in County Dump 

By John Fleck ~00 radiation sensors at the landfill'~ 
entrance. 

JOURNAL STAFF WRITER But the investigation report ac-
Accidental disposal of low-level knowledged laboratory officials 

radioactive waste from Los Alamos have no idea how much radiQactive 
National Laboratory in the county mC~.terials it takes to set off the 
landfill is a common problem, a detectors. · 
team of laboratory investigators The devices did not detect any of 
has concluded. the incidents uncovered by the 

The investigative board found investigation team, but laboratory 
that two incidents in May and June ·health and safety director Lee 
in which laboratory radioactive McAtee said he believes the sensors 
waste was sent to the dump were would detect anything radioactiv~ 
not isolated incidents, but a symp- enough to pose a health threat to 
tom of a larger problem. landfill workers or the public. . 

"I think the board was somewhat The investigation began after a 
surprised at the number of occur- paper towel used to clean up a 
rences that it discovered in the countertop contaminated with 
course of the investigation," said . t~aces of radioactive waste was 
laboratory official Rick Brake,. who discovered at the county landfill on 
headed up the investigation team. May 28. : 

Brake and other laboratory offi-. ~o weeks later, gloves COJ1-
cials said the levels of radiation tammated with traces of radioac
uncovered by the investigation did tive uranium were discovered at the 
not pose a threat to public health landfill. . 
and safety. The subsequent investigation by 

Brake's review team nevertheless Brake and his team found three 
termed the rate of incidents "un- other incidents of radioactive trash 
acceptable," and the laboratory has going to the landfill during a six
begun a series of procedural week period. : 
changes to better control its McAtee said the radiation in-
radioactive waste. volved 4id not pose any risks, but 

The laboratory provided a copy of said it was nevertheless umiccept
the review team's report to the able because of public perceptions. 
Journal. "The public, for right or wrong, is 

Laboratory regulations require intolerant of the laboratory releas- . 
low-level radioactive waste to be ing any radioactive materials into 
sent to a licensed dump site on the public domain," McAtee said .. 
laboratory property, where it is As a result of Brake's investiga-
buried. tion, the laboratory is implementing 

Laboratory officials said they be- strict new rules governing segrega
lieve no dangerously high levels of tion of . radioactive and no1 -
radiation could get into the county radioactive trash to try to preven: 
landfill undetected because of problems. 
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lab waste disposal under fire 
8Y JOHN FLECK c) cial 'd th 1 1 · · JOURNAL STAFF WRITER (S00 S sat e ev; S 0~ nl:diation uncovered by the mvestigation did 

Accidental disposal of low-level not pose a threat to public health 
radioactive waste from Los Alamos and safety. 
National Laboratory in ·the county Brake's review team nevertheless 
landfill is a common problem a termed the rate of incidents "unac
team of laboratory investigators has ceptable," and the laboratory has 
concluded. begun a series of procedural 

The investigative board found that changes to better control its radioac
two incidents in May and June in . tive waste. 
which laboratory radioactive waste · The laboratory provided a copy of 
was sent to the dump were ~ot iso- the review team's report to the Jour
lated incidents, but a symptom of a nal. 
larger problem. . Laboratory regulations require 

"I think the board was somewhat low-level radioactive waste to be 
surprised at the number of occur- sent to a licensed dump site on labo
rences that it discovered in the ratory property, where it is buried. 
course of the investigation," said ~boratory officials said they 
laboratory official Rick Brake who believe no dangerously high levels 
headed up the investigation te~. · of radiation could get into the coun-

Brake and other laboratory offi- ty landfill undetected because of 
radiation sensors at the landfill's 

".. 

entrance. 
But the investigation report 

acknowledged laboratory officials 
have no idea how much radioactive 
material it takes to set off the detec
tors. 

The devices did not detect any of 
the incidents uncovered by the 
investigation team, but laboratory 
health and safety director Lee McA
tee said he believes the sensors 
would detect anything radioactive 
enough to pose a health threat to 
landfill workers or the public. 

The investigation began after a 
paper towel used to clean up a 
counter top contaminated with 
traces of radioactive waste was dis
covered at the county landfill on 
May28. 

Two weeks later, gloves contami
nateo with traces of radioactive ura-

nium were discovered at the landfill. 
The subsequent investigation by 

Brake and his team found three oth
er incidents of radioactive trash 
going to the landfill during a six
week period. 

McAtee said the radiation 
involved did not pose any risks, but 
said it was nevertheless unaccept
able because of public perceptions. 

"The public, for right or wrong, is 
intolerant of the laboratory releas
ing any radioactive materials into 
the public domain," McAtee said. 

As a result of Brake's investiga
tion, the laboratory is implementing 
strict new rules governing segrega
tion of radioactive and non-radioac
tive trash to try to prevent future 
problems. 
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Radioactive Tritium 
Found in Water 
Beneath. Los Alamos 
By John Fleck 
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER 

Discovery of low levels of radioactive tritium in groundwater beneath Los Alamos ·has raised a concern among officials that surface contamination could be 
reacl:~ing the groundwater, Los Alamos National Laboratory officials said Tuesday. 

The tritium itself, discovered in a Los Alamos County drinking water well, is a tiny fraction - one-tenth of 1 
percent - of the federal safe drinking water level, according to Los Alamos National Laboratory scientists. · 

But while the tritium does not raise a public health concern, its appearance raises the possibility that other types of contamination could be making their way into the 
deeply buried groundwater used to supply Los Alamos, 
said laboratory spokesman John Gustafson. 

Los Alamos announced the tritium discovery Tuesday in 
a carefully worded news release. "The tritium levels do not · 
represent any health risk," the laboratory said in the statement. 

The statement goes· on to say that the tritium test results "do raise a· concern about possible migration of contamina-
tion from the surface to the deep aquifer." . 

Located under 1,000 feet of rock, the groundwater 
beneath Los Alamos was always believed to be safe from 
contamination from lab~ratory ope:r:ations. : 

Studies done by the laboratory in the past have indicated -
the groundwater, seeping into the earth from the Jemez Mountains, is between 1,000 and 30,000 years old, Gustaf
son said. 

Because tritium quickly decays within a few years into 
harmless hydrogen, it would be absent from any water that 
old, Gustafson said. Its presence therefore suggests that 
newer water may be somehow leaking from the surface 
into the aquifer. 
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Tritium raises groundwater concern· 
BY JOHN FLECK 
JOURNAL STAFF WRITER '606 

Discovery of low levels of radioac
tive tritium in groundwater beneath 
Los Alamos has raised a concern 
among officials that surface contam
ination could be reaching the 
groundwater, Los Alamos National 
Laboratory officials said Tuesday. 

The tritium itself, discovered in a 
Los Alamos County drinking water 
well, is a tiny fraction- one-tenth of 
1 percent - of the federal safe 
drinking water level, according to 
Los Alamos National Laboratory sci
entists. 

But while the tritium does not 
raise a public health concern, its 
appearance raises the possibility 
that other types of contamination 
could be making their way into the 
deeply buried groundwater used to 
supply Los Alamos, said laboratory 
spokesman John Gustafson. 

Los Alamos announced the tritium 
discovery Tuesday in a C¥efullY 
worded news release. 

'1he triqum levels do not repre
sent any health risk," the laboratory 
said in the statement 

The statement goes on to say that 
the tritium test results "do raise a 
concern about possible migration of 
contamination from the surface to 
the deep aquifer." 

Located under 1,000 feet of rock, 
the groundwater beneath LOs Alam
os was always believed to be safe 
from contamination from laboratory 
operations. 

Studies done by the laboratory in 
the past have indicated the ground
water, seeping into the earth from 
the Jemez Mountains, is between 
1,000 and 30,000 years old, 
Gustafson said. 
B~use tritium quickly decays . 

within a few ·years into harmless 
hydrogen, it would be absent from 
any water that old, Gustafson said,_ 
Its presence therefore suggests that· 
newer water may be somehow leak_... 
ing from the surface into the aquifei. 

Another possibility, which has not 
been ruled out, is a faulty test, 
Gustafson said. A 1992 test of the 
offending well showed up clean for 
tritium. The trace was discovered in 
a test done this year. 

State officials took samples from 
the well at the same time, but have 
not received their results yet, said 
Kathleen Sisneros, director of the 
state Environment Department's 
Water and Waste Management Divi
sion. 

Sisneros said the state is still eval
uating the Los Alamos test results 
before determining what, if any, 
action to take. 

bjl 
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State Launches Study 

On Thyroid Cancer Rate 
Record 6 Cases Diagnosed in Los Alamos in ~92 
By Tamar Stieber 9J;Q 
JOURNAL NORTHERN BUREAU 

SANTA FE - While no doubts linger that 
Los Alamos County has had four times as 
many thyroid cancers as elsewhere in New 
Mexico since 1987, a mystery still remains
what's causing the increase? 

And why was 1992 the highest year ever, 
with six cases of the rare but generally cur
able disease? 

The state Department of Health is hoping 
that a planned "case control study" funded by 
the U.S. Department of Energy will yield 
some answers. 

"The incidence rate is provocative," said 
health department epidemiologist William 
Athas, who is heading the new study. 

The study, which officially begins Thurs
day with the first public meeting of a techni
cal steering committee in Los Alamos, will try 
to find common denominators among thyroid 
cancer cases, including 46 diagnosed in Los 
Alamos between 1970 and 1992. 

Only one death occurred among the Los 
Alamos cases and that was in 1990. 

The new study also could include data from 
communities near Los Alamos, including the 
Indian pueblos where there is great concern 
about high cancer rates and a suspicion they 
may be related to radioactive or other toxic 
emissions from Los Alamos National Labora
tory. 

The SO-year-old nuclear weapons laborato
ry designed, built and detonated the world's 
first atomic bomb. It is part of the DOE's 
nuclear-weapons complex. 

Athas said it will cost the DOE "several hun
dred thousand dollars" and will take two to 
three years to complete. 

Athas, who describes himself as a "hired 
gun," came to New Mexico from Arizona two 
years ago to oversee an ongoing study of all 

cancers in Los Alamos. 

That study, prompted by concerns of a 
brain cancer cluster in Los Alamos, surprised 
all involved when it turned up a high rate of 
thyroid cancer. 

The question about brain cancers remains 
unresolved. 

"We were concerned about thyroid cancer 
and that something be done," Athas said to the 
three people who showed up Monday night 
for a public information session in Santa Fe. 

"We couldn't simply walk away from it," he 
said. "The community had to feel comfortable 
that we were investigating the cause of the 
four-fold elevation." 

Among the causes the study may explore 
are environmental exposures, particularly to 
ionizing radiation, which is one of the few 
known causes of thyroid cancer; better diag
nostic techniques that may be resulting in 
more diagnoses; and increased public aware
ness of thyroid cancer, which could also 
result in an increase in diagnoses. 

Athas said the more you look for thyroid 
cancer, the more you'll find. Only 10 percent 
to 15 percent of all thyroid cancers are actu
ally diagnosed, he said. 

The bigger problem lies with looking at 
environmental exposures because very little 
data exist, Athas said. 

However, the federal Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention is conducting a "dose 
reconstruction study" to determine what, if 
any, toxic releases came out of the Los Alam
os laboratory. 

Findings from that or other environmental 
studies could be incorporated into the case 
control study, Athas said. 

Scientists know very little about thyroid 
cancer except that it takes between 15 and 40 
years to show up after exposure to ionizing 
radiation. Athas said thyroid cancer makes up 
only 1 percent of all cancers diagnosed in this 
country. 



• 

Albuquerque Journal 

N!<w' Mexic.c>Prels Cllpp\n9 !!urea~ 
Al~tti 

State Begins 21J2-Year Study Of 
Los Alamos Thyroid Cancer Cluster 
By Tamar Stieber 7()D could be the cause of the cancer with strong opposition from 
JOURNAL NORTHERN BUREAU 

LOS ALAMOS - By mid-1994, 
Los Alamos residents should begin 
receiving detailed questionnaires 
that state officials hope will explain 
why the county's thyroid cancer 
rate is four times higher than the 
state or the nation. 

The questionnaires will mark the 
beginning of a "case-control" study 
designed to compare individuals 
diagnosed with thyroid cancer since 
1987 to residents with similar demo
graphics who didn't get thyroid 
cancer. 

A panel of experts on Thursday 
chose 1987 as the starting point 
because that's when the county's 
thyroid cancer rate showed a sharp 
increase from previous years, Wil
liam Athas, an environmentalist 
with the New Mexico Department 
of Health, told a Los Alamos audi
ence Thursday night. 

The study will try to answer 
whether radioactive or other toxic 
emissions from Los Alamos Nation
al Laboratory or something else 

cluster. neighboring Indian pueblos because 
Of the county's 46 cases of thyr- the expansion would require razing 

oid cancer since 1970, 26 of them several ancient Anasazi Indian 
occurred since 1987, according to ruins. 
statistics from the New Mexico But a lab employee group pre-
Tumor Registry. sented a study showing that Area G, 

And 1992 was the highest year now 63 acres, need only expand by 
ever, with six cases of the rare but another 15 to 25 acres. 
generally curable cancer diagnosed That would not only save the 
in Los Alamos. ruins, but could accommodate 

A major task of th.e experts will waste for another SO years, said the 
be to reconstruct the residential study by Our Common Ground. 
makeup of Los Alamos since 1987 to John Bartlit, one of seven mem
find suitable individuals to use as bers of the volunteer group, said the 
comparisons, Athas said. lesser expansion is possible only if 

Athas said he expects to have the lab minimizes the radioactive 
some answers to the thyroid cancer waste it generates and makes cer
mystery in 21f2 years. tain that suspected radioactive 

Another topic at Thursday's meet- waste i~. in fact radioactive. 
ing was Los Alamos National The lab also would have to com
Laboratory's nuclear waste disposal pact waste more tightly - closer to 
and storage area, called "Area G," commercial standards, Bartlit said. 
which holds only low-level and sus- He acknowledged that Our Com
pected radioactive waste. It is ex- , mon Ground's suggestions would 
pected to be filled to capacity require cutting through many 
within two years. levels of bureaucracy at the lab and 

The laboratory's proposal to ex- its overseeing agency, the U.S. 
pand Area G by 71 acres has met Department of Energy. 


