
CERRO GRANDE FIRE 
ENVIRONMENT DEPARTMENT BRIEFING 

May 10,2000 /I a.m. 

IMMINENT THREATS 

• Current fire line is at Highway 501, the western boundary of LANL. 

• Several TA's are adjacent or near to the fireline: TA's-8, -9,-16,-58, -62, & -69 

• Open burning/open detonation (OB/OD) operations, and underground storage of high 
explosives (HE) are conducted at TA-16. High explosive (HE) production and research are 
conducted at TA's -8, -9, & -16. 

• Several closed Materials Disposal Areas (MDA's) are at TA-16, many with HE and HE­
contaminated soils. 

• TA-16 also houses the Weapons Engineering Tritium Facility, and HE-contaminated outfall 
from Building 260 (HE milling operations) is present in Caiion de Valle. 

LONG-TERM THREATS 

• Clearly, accelerated erosion and surface-water & stormwater flow due to the fire is the most 
probable long-term threat. Debris flows through areas like Pajarito Canyon, and particularly 
the Criticality Facility at TA-18 where special nuclear material are used, are likely. These 
threats are real, as over 6 feet of sediments have been deposited at the Rio Grande confluence 
with canyons affected by the 1996 Dome Fire. 

• Known surface contaminants located near, downwind, downstream, or downgradient of the fire 
include HE, metals, semi-volatile organic compounds, and radionuclides. 

These contaminants will be more likely to mobilize in the absence of stabilizing vegetation 
in the watershed, creating potential for off-site migration of contamination. 

CONCLUSION 

NMED believes the HE storage facilities are unlikely to be compromised in the event of a firestorm. 
The 1977 La Mesa fire burned over TA-16 HE bunkers with no incident. NMED is unaware of any 
experience with a firestorm overcoming HE-contaminated soils, or HE-product. We would expect, 
however, that any HE would combust, rather than explode. Both TA-16 and TA-8 are old firing 
sites, and high winds combined with fire could suspend metals, depleted uranium (DU), or other 
constituents of munitions. 

At this point, NMED believes it unlikely that the fire will result in any significant impacts to 
NMED-regulated operations. However, forest fires are highly unpredictable, as is DOE. Should 
the fire reach beyond the current fireline, other areas of the lab could be in jeopardy. Facilities 
such as the Chemical & Metallurgy Research Lab at T A-3 handle a veritable potpourri of 
hazardous chemicals and radionuclides, and serious consequences may be expected if the fire 
reaches those facilities. 

NMED hopes to use some of the chemical constituents of the fire retardant as tracers for future 
sediment, surface water, and groundwater transport studies. 
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Figure 1-2. Technical Areas of Los Alamos National Laboratory in relation to surrounding landholdings. 



Description of Technical Areas and Their Associated Programs 

Locations of the technical areas (TAs) operated by the 
Laboratory in Los Alamos County are shown in Figure 
1-2. The main programs conducted at each of the 
areas are listed in this Appendix. 

TA-O: The Laboratory has about 180,000 sq ft of 
leased space for training, support, architectural 
engineering design, and unclassified research and 
development in the Los Alamos townsite and White 
Rock. The publicly accessible Community Reading 
Room and the Bradbury Science Museum are also 
located in the Los Alamos townsite. 

TA-2, Omega Site: Omeg~ West Reactor, an 8-MW 
nuclear research reactor, is located here. It was placed 
into a safe shutdown condition in 1993 and was 
removed from the nuclear facilities list. The reactor 

· will be transferred to the institution for placement.into 
the decontamination and decommissioning (D&D) 
program beginning in 2006. 

TA-3, Core Area: The Administration Complex con­
tains the Director's office, administrative offices, and 
support facilities. Laboratories for several divisions 
are in this main TA of the Laboratory. Other buildings 
house central computing facilities, chemistry and 
materials science laboratories, earth and space science 
laboratories, physics laboratories, technical shops, 
cryogenics laboratories, the main cafeteria, and the 
Study Center. TA-3 contains about 50% of the 
Laboratory's employees and floor space. 

TA-5, Beta Site: This site contains some physical 
support facilities such as an electrical substation, test 
wells, several archaeological sites, and environmental 
monitoring and buffer areas. 

TA-6, Two-Mile Mesa Site: The site is mostly 
undevel~ped and contains gas cylinder staging and 
vacant buildings pending disposal. 

TA-8, GT Site (or Anchor Site West): This is a 
dynamic testing site operated as a service facility for 
the entire Laboratory. It maintains capability in all 
modern nondestructive testing techniques for ensuring 
quality of material, ranging from test weapons compo­
nents to high-pressure dies and molds. Principal tools 
include radiographic techri41.Ues (x-ray machines with 
potentials up to 1,000,000 V and a 24-MeV betatron), 
radioisotope techniques, ultrasonic and penetrant 
testing, and electromagnetic test methods. 

TA-9, Anchor Site East: At this site, fabrication 
feasibility and physical,Prpperties of explosives are 
explored. New organic compounds are investigated 
for possible use as explosives. Storage and stability 
problems are also studied. 

TA-11, K Site: Facilities are located here for testing 
explosives components and systems, including vibra­
tion testing and drop testing, under a variety of ex­
treme physical environments. The facilities are ar­
ranged so that testing may be controlled and observed 
remotely and so that devices containing explosives or 
radioactive materials, as well as those containing 
nonhazardous materials, may be tested. 

TA-14, Q Site: This dynamic testing site is used for 
running various tests on relatively small explosive 
charges for fragment impact tests, e:(l:plosives 
sensitivities, and thermal responses. 

TA-15, R Site: This is the home of PHERMEX (the 
pulsed high-energy radiographic machine emitting 
x-rays) a multiple-cavity electron accelerator capable 
of producing a very large flux of x-rays for weapons 
development testing. It is also the site where DARHT 
(the dual-axis radiographic hydrotest facility) is being 
constructed. This site is also used for the investiga­
tion of weapons functioning and systems behavior in 
nonnuclear tests, principally through electronic re­
cordings. 

TA-16, S Site: Investigations at this site include de­
velopment, engineering design, prototype manufac­
ture, and environmental testing of nuclear weapons 
warhead systems. TA-16 is the site of the Weapons 
Engineering Tritium Facility for tritium handled in 
gloveboxes. Development and testing of high explo­
sives, plastics, and adhesives and research on process 
development for manufacture ~f items using these and·. 
other materials are accomplished in extensive 
facilities. 

TA-18, Pajarito Laboratory Site: This is a nuclear 
facility that studies both static and dynamic behavior 
of multiplying assemblies of nuclear materials. The 
Category I quantities of special nuclear materials 
(SNM) are used to support a wide variety of programs 
such as Stockpile Management, Stockpile Steward­
ship, Emergency Response, Nonproliferation, Safe­
guards, etc. Experiments near critical are operated by 
remote control using low-power reactors called criti-



cal assemblies. The machines are housed in buildings 
known as kivas and are used primarily to provide a 
Gontrolled means of assembling a critical amount of 
fissionable material so that the effects of various 
shapes, sizes, and configurations can be studied. 
These machines are also used as a large-quantity 
source of fission neutrons for experimental purposes. 
In addition, this facility provides the capability to 
perform hands-on training and experiments with SNM 
in various configurations below critical. 

TA-21, DP Site: This site has two primary research 
areas: DP West and DP East. DP West has been in the 
D&D program since 1992, and six buildings have 
been demolished. The programs conducted at DP 
West, primarily in inorganic and biochemistry, were 
relocated during 1997, and the remainder of the site 
was scheduled for D&D in future years. DP East is a 
tritium research site. 

TA-22, TD Site: This site is used in the development 
of special detonators to initiate high-explosive 
systems. Fundamental and applied research in support 
of this activity includes investigating phenomena 
associated with initiating high explosives and research 
in rapid shock-induced reactions. 

TA-28, Magazine Area A: This is an explosives 
storage area. 

TA-33, HP Site: An old, high-pressure. tritium­
handling facility located here is being phased out. An 
intelligence technology group and the National Radio 
Astronomy Observatory's Very Large Baseline Array 
Telescope are loc~ted at this site. 

TA-35, Ten Site: This site is divided into five facility 
management units. Work here includes nuclear safe­
guards research and development that are concerned 
with techniques for nondestructive detection, identifi­
cation, and analysis of fissionable isotopes. Research 
is also done on reactor safety, laser fusion, optical 
sciences, pulsed-power systems, high-energy physics, 
tritium fabrication, metallurgy, ceramic technology, 
and chemical plating. 

TA-36, Kappa Site: Phenomena of explosives, such 
as detonation velocity, are investigated at this dynamic 
testing site. 

TA-37, Magazine Area C: This is an explosives 
storage area. 

TA-39, Ancho Canyon Site: The behavior of 
nonnuclear weapons is studied here, primarily by 

photographic techniques. Investigations are also made 
into various phenomenological aspects of explosives, 
interactions of explosives, explosions involving other 
materials, shock wave physics, equation state 
measurements, and.P.'!I~~-power systems design. 

TA-40, DF Site: This site is used in the development 
of special detonators to initiate high-explosive sys­
tems. Fundamental and applied research in support of 
this activity includes investigating phenomena associ­
ated with the physics of explosives. 

TA-41, W Site: Personnel at this site engage 
primarily in engineering design and development of 
nuclear components, including fabrication and 
evaluation of test materials for weapons. 

TA-43, Health Research Laboratory: This site is 
adjacent to the Los Alamos Medical Center in the 
townsite. Research performed at this site includes 
structural, molecular, and cellular radiobiology, 
biophysics, mammalian radiobiology, mammalian 
metabolism, biochemistry, and genetics. The 
Department of Energy Los Alamos Area Office is also 
located within TA-43. 

TA-46, WA Site: This TA contains two facility 
management units. Activities include applied photo­
chemistry research including the development of 
technology for laser isotope separation and laser 
enhancement of chemical processes. A new facility 
completed during 1996 houses research in inorganic 
and materials chemistry. The Sanitary Wastewater 
System Facility is located at the east end of this site. 
Environmental management operations are also 
located here. 

TA-48, Radiochemistry Site: Laboratory scientists 
and technicians perform research and development 
(R&D) activities at this site on a wide range of 
chemic;al processes including nuclear and radiochem­
istry, geochemistry, biochemistry, actinide chemistry, 
and separations chemistry. Hot cells are used to 
produce medical radioisotopes. 

TA-49, Frijoles Mesa Site: This site is currently 
restricted to carefully selected functions because of its 
location near Bandelier National Monument and past 
use in high-explosive and radioactive materials 
experiments. The Hazardous Devices Team Training 
Facility is located here. 

TA-50, Waste Management Site: This site is divided 
into two facility management units, which include 
managing the industrial liquid and radioactive liquid 



waste received from Laboratory technical areas and 
activities that are part of the waste treatment 
technology effort. 

TA-51, Environmental Research Site: Research and 
experimental studies on the long-term impact of 
radioactive waste on the environment and types of 
waste storage and coverings are performed at this site. 

TA-52, Reactor Development Site: A wide variety 
of theoretical and computational ac~ivities related to 
nuclear reactor performance and safety are done at 
this site. 

TA-53, Los Alamos Neutron Science Center: The 
Los Alamos Neutron Science Center, including the 
linear proton accelerator, the Manuel Lujan Jr. 
Neutron Scattering Center, and a medical isotope 
production facility are located at this TA. Also located 
at TA-53 are the Accelerator Production of Tritium 
Project Office, including the Low-Energy 
Demonstration Accelerator, and R&D activities in 
accelerator technology and high-power microwaves. 

TA-54, Waste Disposal Site: This site is divided into 
two facility management units for the radioactive solid 
and hazardous chemical waste management and 
disposal operations and activities that are part of the 
waste treatment technology effort. 

TA-55, Plutonium Facility Site: Processing of 
plutonium and research on plutonium metallurgy are 
done at this site. 

TA-57, Fenton Hill Site: This site is located about 28 
miles west of Los Alamos on the southern edge of the 
Valles Caldera in the Jemez Mountains and was the 
location of the Laboratory's now decommissioned Hot 
Dry Rock geothermal project. The site is used for the 
testing and development of downhole well-logging 
instruments and other technologies of interest to the 
energy industry. The high elevation and remoteness of 
the site make Fenton Hill a choice location for 
astrophysics experiments. A gamma ray observatory is 
located at the site. 

TA-58: This site is reserved for multiuse 
experimental sciences requiring close functional ties 
to programs currently located at TA-3. 

TA-59, Occupational HealthoSite: Occupational 
health and safety and environmental management 
activities are conducted at this site. Emergency 
management offices are also located here. 

TA-60, Sigma Mesa: This area contains physi.cal 
support and infrastructure facilities, including the Test 
Fabrication Facilhy and Rack Assembly and the 
Alignment Co~~lei. 

TA-61, East Jemez Road: This site is used for 
physical support and infrastructure facilities, including 
the Los Alamos County sanitary landfill. 

TA-62: This site is reserved for multiuse 
experimental science, public and corporate interface, 
and environmental research and buffer zones. 

TA-63: This is a major growth area at the Laboratory 
with expanding environmental and waste management 
functions and facilities. This area contains physical 
support facilities operated by Johnson Controls 
Northern New Mexico. 

TA-64: This is the site of the Central Guard Facility 
and headquarters for the Laboratory Hazardous 
Materials Response Team. 

TA-66: This site is used for industrial partnership 
activities. 

TA-67: This is a dynamic testing area that contains 
significant archeological sites. 

TA-68: This is a dynamic testing area that contains 
archeological and environmental study areas. 

TA-69: This undeveloped TA serves as an 
environmental buffer for the dynamic testing area. 

TA-70: This undeveloped TA serves as an 
environmental buffer for the high-explosives test area. 

TA-71: This undeveloped TA serves as an 
environmental buffer for the high-explosives test area. 

TA-72: This is the site of the Protective Forces 
Training Facility. 

TA-73: This area is the Los Alamos Airport. 

TA-74, Otowi Tract: This large area, bordering the 
Pueblo of San Ildefonso on the east, is isolated from 
most of the Laboratory and contains significant 
concentrations of archeological sites and an 
endangered species breeding area. This site also 
contains Laboratory water wells and future well fields. 


