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A toxic legacy

Nuclear:

Contlnted from Page A-1

Twelve vears and $700 mil-
lion inth s current enyiron-
medital-restoration program,
the lab has 539 sites where
the guestion of contaming-
Eion needs to be addressed,
Tu date, the lob has gone
about environmental cleanup
largely on its own, working
with-and occasionally prod-
ded by the Mew Moxics Envi-
ranment Department,

But things are about fo
change, State regulators are
putting the final touches on
un order that could, among
other things, lay the founda-
tion — and et a =chedule —
for eleanup throughout the
43F-square-mile lnboratory

Ihar plan already faces
challenges. The lab’s cleanup
funding has dropped by more
than 50 percent in the last
decade. Even st current fund-
ing levels, lab officials say,
tha lab will not be able o
met the state’s expectations
in the upcoming order, and
DOE headguarters is propos-
ing to cut the cleanup budget
by anather 37 percent next
vear, Using those figures, the
lnh would nnly be able to
complene sbout kall the work

“If they don't meet the
terms of the srder, then they
nie in noncomplianee, and
wie will tuke enforcement
mction against them," savs
Grreg Lewils, director of the
Water and Waste
Management Division at the
Environment Department

Thi= path leads into a fegal
morsss that is not to be taken
Hghtly, Ultimately, however,
the state can assess 325,000
in Cines epch day loreach
violation until the lab comes
intp complinnee, So says the
law, anyway

Regardless of hinw that
scenario mighs play out, such
Ingally hinding order
hould significantly increase
he state's leverage.: If the
ab 15 bound by law to clean
p ity miss, Lewis explaing,
FOE will be much more like-
¥ b pequest proper funding
i complete the job. For res-
i nof entirely clear, New
exico has never taken this
ep, although other states
ith [A0ME facilitiss have,

“I think there's plenty of
ama o go-around,” Lewis
va, "We haven't been as
gressive as we should have
an historically, and the lab
s certminly been refociant
be regulated.”

The department expects to
ense the document for

il comment this spring

up hazards

oticé: Underground
liopotive Material

» riend signs omoa fence

a5 the street from Randy
th's hardware store, Los
¢ Home [mprovement.
ol witimately leads to
nical Area 21, 8 now-
pet fwcility that

ed plutonium after
Id War 1I. Over the

« the area developed

8 commercial corrider.
all that long ago, the
wasti't there. Weads
from cracks in asphalt
used a5 o parking lot
w; plutonium — like that
ally packaged and sent
Waste [sodation Pilor
in Carlshad 1day —
bt knows what kind of

officials hesitate when
g about cleanup. They

Budg cuts hinder lab cleanug
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pragram in Los Alamos Camyon,

Enow whers the waste i
Removal would Involve
peentinl exposure to work-

ers; not to mention the dis
ruption of business along DP
Road, sceording to Julic
Canepn, whi heads the [abs
Environmental Bestoration
Project. Omce you get it out
of the ground, the waste
wiould need to be repackaged
and put back inte the grousd
presumably in a botters
designed facility

"Where | think thig ik head-
¢d 1=, we are probably not
going to ke digging it op,”
Chnepn says. "Buf then we
haweo the long-term ateward-
ship components as-an insii-
L biar, ™

I ather words, If you don't
dig it up, bow do you monitor
for potential kealth hazards
i the Poture? How do yoo
ensure the contimination
wrill sty put? Nature hasa
wny of dispersing things

The same question will
arise-again and again as the
laboratory looks at this and
other waste-disposal areas
Twenty-six are on the
current list, and more low-
level rodinpetive wiste i
going info the ground & Ares
G gach year.

Cuestions remain abaout the
state’s role in regulating this
diaposal, a5 evidenced by the
New Mexico allorney gener-
al's position that Avea G has
never been praperly permit-
tiad and 15 thus oot of compli-
ance, Stabe regulators plan to
address that and other opeta-
tions in an operating permit
later this summer

Even the current disposal
sites will go throogh e for
mal cleanup process, which
inchisdes Investigntion and
passible remedintion or fur-
ther stabilization. Currently,
the kab in conducting n pilot
project st one dispossl drea
(o see bow the sites can be
addressed.

Environmentolists, mean-
while, & It as 8 simple issue
of priorities. Funding for the
lab's overall operations has
dottbled since the Cold VWar,
which indicates the money is
there, savs Greg Mello, who
heads the Los Alamos Study
Group, a local environmental
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papier only, Canepa savs
many of those sites showed
little or no contamination
The Inboratory and stabe reg
alators have identified about
twocdozen sites that will
require major investigations
g elasnup. :

Tha stabe Environment
Department has cited &ll the
wasie dumps g5 8 primacy
concorn. Although the fedar-
&l government has sale juris-
diction over radivactive
wnste, the dumps also con-
tnin a host of solvents, heavy
metals mnd other muateridls
that ape governed by the
atate, which enforces federal
hazardous-waste Lvws

The waste dumps are on
the fop of bluffs that over-
ook myriad conyons it the
hase of the Jemez Mountains,
Bur thig is only part of the
picture of contamingtion
Ovwer the véars, the laborato-
v has dumped contaminated
sludges, Hguids and solids
directly into the canyond
below,

Much, though certamly pof
all, of the conteminntion Mol
place before the passage of
misdern environmental legis-
Iation in the 19708, Since
then, state officials say, It has
taken @while for the law to
catch up to the laboratory, In

il o aninmle damit] Lhisnd siddesss
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Natural percolation

The probiom has begome
more complex in retent
years: Perchlorate and tri-
tium, 8 radioactive byprod-
oot of nucloar work, turnad
up in a drining-witer well
Ehat raps deep groundwater
in Paeblo Canyon. Before
thiede wnd similar findings,
the laboratory had argued
thet monitoring the regioml
squiler was unnecessary
becsuze the menlopy would
prevent contamination from
percating deep into the
earth, according io the Envi-
ronment Department's
Lewts

“Thit wai the oflicial
atiEnoe until very recently,”
Lewir siys

The Environment Depart-
ment and the iab are now
lpoking Into possible perchle-
rate contamination in springs
along the Rio Grande helow
White Bock. Lewis joined
other department and fab
pfficials on p recen! trip o
sampke the springs. which
the state believes are fod by
deep groundvater below the
Inb; Earlier tests tuined up
positive for perchlorate,
afthaugh the labk gquestions
the resulis.

Working with the state, the

& bianravar b woae Amil s i

e Grabes "Thie Slisw Waxican
Dynatech, a .S, Department of Enorgy subcontractor, drills a well into the deep aquiler as part of the groundwater-monitoring

Fu Pubilic Schools operating
buodget — i= just another way
of delaying real cleanup,

"What's happened is Los
Alamaos has turned ity
cleanup Program inm 6
researcn program,” Mello
Eayy. “Everyons feels like a
scientist if they can just get
more data, but there's no end
o this"

The laboratory is wall
mware of this kind of
mistrust. It cites the Acid
Canyon cleanup as an accom-
plishment, as well as the 51.7
million removal of about
2400 cuble vards of soil con-
taminated with PCBs 8 an
old storage site, That washe
wenl into Area G, the current
disposal site. Anorher $25
million went [nto the recent
cleanig of an Gld landfill in
which fist-sized chunks of
high explosives were littered
among rubshle from ofd build-
ings and the like. Canepa
gays the site was so donger-
o5 that the major work was
dong with o remote-control
hackhoe

From Canepa’s
perapective, environmentsl
remediation i always.a slow
and expeEnsive process, Jost
figoring out what kind of
waste is present ot o particu-
lnrsite requires an-the-
ground work and expansive
analysis. Then comes the
risk enalysiz, nnd finally
cleamp, but each of those
steps involves reams of
paperwork going back and
forth betwoen the lab and
state regulators.

An air of mistrust

Then again, it can be diffi-
cult to view the laboratory as
an agency beleaguered by
unfair criticism. Only five
yoears-ago, for example, the
laboratory was dumping
highly comtaminated water
without treatment a1 Techni-
cal Area 16. Technicians ran
water over pieces of THT and
other explosives as they were
ground down and shaped for
proper combuation,

The water was pink with
TNT Officials with the
stnie's Oversight Buresw are
only hall joking when they

mingting a canyon hecaus
nedbody told them not to.

The lab has since built
freatment plant o remov
high explosives from the
charge water, But it shou!
be obvious that it would b
besn much cheaper fo £to
polluting vears ago. Clear
as the lab says: is expens|

Az Il W illustrate the o
term eosts, the ek found
traces of high explosives
the deep groundwater aft
drilling & well a1 Technie
Ares 16, Yanicak wasn't 5
prised; but the well proie
wiss 50 beset with problen
that =ome people have spi
lated the contamination w
intrpduced into the deep
aguifer when the well wa
drilliad

For Joni Arends, & Sant
Feé activist with Concerne
Citizens for Nuclear Safe
the lab tends 1o use its 1o
nical expertise o underm
environmental discussion
with eitizens. One relresh
exception, she savs, is the
Community Hadiation Mo
toring Group, & lab-
sponsored citizen group 1
tricks air emissions at Lo
Alamns.

But establishing that g
required & Clean Ab Act |
sl Nled by Concerned C
#ens m 1994, The group
bypassed the lab's agreen
with EPA, reached after t
lab was found to b oot of
compliance at 31 of 33 fix
tees that emit redionuclid
and argued in federal cou
the lab was still failing 10
properiy monitor emissio

Arends aivs thi lab has
gifice fome into eomplisn
and now pays Tor indepen
dent scientific review to |
the citizens growp
understand and debate ted
nical issues. She would 1k
to see the lob take this
approach on ather issues.

“It's an excellent model
Arepds savs, "Many fime:
we don't speak in scientifi
(BT, GUr cCoRCerns are d
migsed.”

The environment
and public health

For the most part, lab o
cials say thraats to public
health do pot appear imm
nent, The quality of well
water is of concern to bot
Los Alamos Coonty and 5
[defonso Pueblo, but tha
1o its remode location, mo
of the current problems £
ing the lab are environme
tatl. With proper cleanup 2
long-term monitoring, the
siress, the public shokd b
safe. '

Not evervbody shares t
view, of courde. Practicall
speaking, radioauclides a
forever, It's difficult topl
[or that.

Fred Brueggeman is the
dieputy administrator for
Alamos County. He has be
working on an effort to
tranafer more laboratory
land into county hands fm
development, First and fo
0] COMES an agre¢men
that the lob will maintdin
respansibility for contam
tion found in the future, b
Just in ease, the county is
loiking at environmental
insurance as g second lay
of defense against the un
pected,

The current rownd inch
Innd along DF Road, and
many have sugpested one
day using the buildings ai
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Bush plan would squeeze cleanup funding

Hr JEFF TOLLEFSON
The New Ma;mn

The Bush administration’s
proposal to reform cleanup
ol the nation's defeénse com-
plex would cul the bkaseling
cleanup funding ot Los Alnm
os National Laboratory by
A7 percent nextl year

This year's clennup bidget
of atout $47 million — about
2.4 pereent of the lab's over-
all apending — would
decrease by about 518 mil-
liom pext year, according L
Julle Canepa, who heads the
luby's Environmental Hestora-
thon Project, That is down
from a high of atout
130 million in 1992, she sald,
although the rumbers are mot
entirely comparable because
of changes in the program.

“It's pehy,” Cancpa said.
“As dizappalating a3 the bed-
get reduction is, we heed ta
be motivated and dnderstand
there is a sense of urgency
and ook fonr creative waysof
galting out job done,”

A will the New Mexico
Environment Department’s
Owersight Burean, an inde-
pendent program that has
hrad public support for its
independent review of envi
rommental matters at ULS,
Department of Energy facill-
ties. The burean is funded by
DOE, which has proposed
cutting the budpget to
£725 (Wi — less than half
what bureau officials say |s
needed to maintain a viable
RN,

The some thing happenad
[ast year, but the DOE in
Albvguergue scraped up an
sddithonal $950,000 to keep
Funding level, secording to
Gearge Rael, director of the
Environmental Restoration
Division. This compares b a
budget of more than %3 mil
Dewny im the earty 19905,

Congress will have the
final =ay, but Energy Secre-
tary Spencer Abrabam s

roposing the creation-of an

SO0 million sceount that
widld be allocated compeii-
tively o facilities that can
secure expedibed or altema-

By JEFF TOLLEFSOMN
The Mew Mexican

Log Alamos National Labo-
ratery plans to install an
sEperimentad barrier made
of pecan shells and [ish
homes, sandwiched betweon
kavers of limestone and grav-
el, to contain contaminants n
Mortandad Canyon.,

The lab's pilod project
rings in ot nearly $1 million
angd conld be in place later
this summer, years before
the planned investigation and
any formal eleanup

But not everybody is happy.
Onve bocal critic says e lab
should tnke that money and
begin n full-seale clegnug.

Roughly M yoards thick, the
underground barrier will si
& trench thet traverses the
width of Mortapdad Canyon,
where the Lib's Higuid
radivactive-wiste-freatmenl
plant has discharged waste-

tive cleanup agreements with
Etale regulotors. (verall
funding for the Environmen-
tiul Managemeant program
would remain the same at
6.7 billlon, Including the
pew cleinup secount. That
means heseline Munding
would decrease natinnwide,
a5 evidenced by the projec-
tions for Los Alamos

Skeptics sav the reform
armounies to blackmail, fear-
ingr “expedited cleanup
agreements” conld trianshete
into lower cleanup standards.
At the ssme time, the call for
reform 5 an old one. The
[HOE has been widely crith-
cized — by environmental
groups, politicians, even the
THIE's Difice of Inspector
Gencral — for wasting
mney on overhead and
bureaucracy rather than get-
ting things done. Las Alanios
5 ot free of such criticism.

Citing such inefficiency
and 4 5300 billion cleanup
forecast, Abraham last year
ordered a "top-to-boltom
review” of the program. The
rézalt is the current incen-
tive palicy

Canepa says the laboratory
hias a few proposals that
might be able to tagp intc that
aceount, For instance, the lab
might b able 1o wark with
the state o break off its cur-
rent study of contamination
in Log Alemos and Pusblo
canyons and try to chimplete
on-the-ground clegnap within
several years

The state is open 1o such
ideas, Many believe such an
approach conld work. 1F the
work gets done more guickly
— gndd properly — why com-
plain?

But appasition o this
approach is growing. DOE
annnonced this week the [rss
propesal Lo tap inte the new
account. DOE's Hanford site
in Wizhingion state would
receive 5433 hillion for a
plan o accelerate cleanu ;LIW
A3 1o 40 years. This soun
like a fob of money, but it
actually adids up to aboul the
same amount Hanford
received this vear, sineé the

baseling budpet would be sig-

Toxin-containment

wiRler since 1963,

Sediments in the canyon
comtain industrial chemicals
suchas perchlorate, nitrates
i radisacitee matertals
such as uraniom, plutoniom,
tritium ahd strontinm-0, The
latter two are hyproducts of
nuclear-wespons waork. The
CHfyon remuns one of Hhe
mast challenging clesnup
projecis at the liboratary.

The barrier wall features
four layers: a gravel mixturs;
a fish-hone mixiure desipned
0 remove stronbium ;o
pecan-shell mixture for
nitrates and perchiorate; and
A final secrion of limestone
control acidity, Together,
thiey are designed (o remove
eontaminants from shallow
groundwater as it moves
down the canyon,

"Most of the top contami-
nants of concorn would be
caphured,” said Mat Johansen,
a [MOE official who oversees
groundwater issues at the Lob,

fuilln Sirotasd MThie Wew Wdsioen

The DOE's Mat Johansen shows sreas of Pueble Canyen whare
groundwater wells have beaen drilled to test for contaminants.

nificantly cut.

From & reform standpoint,
it looks good: sume price,
Faster cleanup. HBul groups
like the Allinnce for Mochenr
Accountability in Washing-
tan, [LE., are nlready lining
up againae it saying the pro-
posal would require the stule
af Washington to roll over
and mllodwy cortain gud
nuclear waste (o remain in
the andergruund stofages
tanks.

“It Is @ podr wiy 1o do envi-

ropmental planning, pod in
many etaies, o violation of
the legal obligation to fully
fund existing cleanup agree
ments,” said the Alliance's
Bob Schuefer, who belicves
the proposal 15 a long =hot ko
Congress. *'The notion that
Conjgrress 18 pang b @i
BOE & blank eheck to spend
3800 million at the discretion
of the secretary ... seems
hypothetical.”

Most agree it would be
maore dif fieult for Log Alam.
o o tap ik the Tund, as the
lak isn't on line for closure
amd be sl tn the investipa
tian phase of most contami-
mated sites. At the current
funding Eevel, the lab's pro-
Jections extend the cleanup
project throogh 2034, With a
budger of 70 million 1w 80
million onoually, the timeline
decranses by a decade or
more

She says her current bod-

et b splin up this way: M
percent poes to proondwork,
ineluding sampling and chafr-
acterization efforts, risk
assesaments and clesnup;
andther 25 pereent oes to
processing mormation sbot
hyndreds of sites that do oot
require groundwork but have
it been ol fieially removed
from the environmental piro-
Eram: the last 25 percent
poes to overhead — lights,
phones, aalaries and othey
HPOTELE

Ope INE official, however,
sald the lab's overhead is
pobunlly around 44 to 45 per-
cent, depanding on livw yoy
count

Such Flgures lead some
critiés to eall fur real relorm,
perhaps shifting cleanup
from the University of Cali-
fornia, which s the lab, to
IHIE and & team of contrac-
tors. Greg Mello of the Los
Alnmos Study Group also
sEuggests [ HOE set aside part
of the ¢leanup funding for
the Mew Mexioo
Environment Department,
which would promate both
independent review and pub-
I trui6t in the process,

1 tinnk nationakiy the
states should play a larger
role i the cleanup program,”
Iz saidl

Which brings us to the
Uhversight Porean

“Everybody agrees that
thie markup in the president's

Lab cuts water use
and pipe pollution

By JEFF TOLLEFSON
T New Nexican

Only nine vears agn, 141
different pipes dumped
different lquids into the
cumryons thut make up Los
Alarmos National Laborato-
v, Today, the kb has dis-
charge permits for 21
snch pipes, und it hopes to
he dowm 1o 15 in n couple
of years

Photo laba that once dis-
charged water on a regn.
Inr hagiE now run on olrog-
lor systems that recycle
water continyously, Cer-
thiin cooling systems For
Insiars and other fectlities
do the same thing, as do
speam-cleaning and keot-
Ing syatems.

At Techndeal Area 16,
whers explosives such as
THT are machined for
fnb r combustion; the

reduced its water
use from 12 million gal-
lona anrually o 130,000
gallons — a 99 peroent

dles dischapge permits for
thﬂnhnrlmrﬁ

At one of the most noto-
rious of Techndeil Area

bodget was insdeguste,” asid
John Parker, who heads the
buremy. Parker is still wor-
ried about the gensral
deciing in cheqnup mimey,
but his once-stinging criti-
elsm has goltened with the
arrival of more money for
this year, at lemst.

“We feel that bodes well
for the Futurs,” he qaid.

This is the bureau that
found hot spots of plutonium
dontamination in the publicly
pecessible Acid Camyon. Lab
afTiciais say they would have
Peen cought o futere investd-

16's pipe outfalls, the Inh
wias discharging unirested
witler; pink with
explosives, through 1996,
But the good news is, with
o little push by the stake
Environment Department,
the lob has eliminsted that
it fall a5 well 4520 others
in the area, The water now
rins thriough n treatment
facility and then exits
Through one of -:m]:.r T
pipes.

"We've
reduced the volume of
witer being discharged,”
Saladon said, “The quality
of the waber hes greatly

§ improved, nnd o has aar

complignee récord.”

This ik ane pccomplish-
ment thit receives kudos-
trom often-critical offi-
cialz with the
Environment Department.
0OF course, the state lob-
Bled heavily 1o eliminate
these discharge sites,
moted Steve Yanicak, whn

; hepds the depirtment's

Dversight Bureau in
White Rock. Nonetheless,
e said, the lab has made
Progress, .

*They get a big star an
their forehead for that,”
Yanicak said.

gating and note the plotoem
e has since been clasnod |
bevond the required risk-
assesament levels

Buit everyang
acknowledges that this kind
of independent evaloatiomn i
what gives the buresu itd
villue

“We use them to hopelfully
show the public we are not
lying sbout our Information
eald Joo Veesils, who heads
the Environmental Matiage-
ment progrom for DOE in
Los Alnmos. “They give (he
public an independent view

wall scheduled at Mortandad Canyon

It waitld not contain
tritinm, however, nor plutoni
im, bat Johansen nofes thal
plutonium tends wsHck o
sails rather thoan move with
groundwster

Lab eritic Greg Mallo of
the Los Alamos Study Group

wees this as an expensive way

of sidestepping the real solu-
tiom, which is-cleaning up the
sedinents and possihly trest-
ing the water

“I1's research as ritual As
Iong as-it can e sold as cut
hng-edge scicnce, then it
musi be-goed,” Mello sald

Aceording o the current
schedule, which moves
canyon by canyon scross the
Iaboratory, the lab will not
conduet a formal charmetiar-
ratinn sfudy of confaminants
in Mortindad for at loast a
cougle of vears, A& follow-up
study of pessible cleanup
alternatives woukld Dollow
Ladl comnes Cleantp,

If the |loh knews Mortan

dad is n highly contaminsted
caryon, why walt? That ts
Mello's guestion. He says the
Inb shauld spend s money
address the most immediate
problems firse. An
undergronnd barrier wall
does not remove conbioming-
ton, address possible runoff
fiows scross the surface or
protect deep groundwster.
e ih alreacy has detect-
ed low levels of tritiom and
nitrates — and posaibly per-
chiorate — in the deep
groundwater, according to
Johansen, These concentra-
tions are below federal
drinking-water standards,
He stresses the barrieris
st ong interim sep thot can
b puit in place immediately
until the contemination itsalf
cien be addressed. Later this
month, thee lnh alse plans to
mistall o new system ot the
treatment plant 1o reduce
perchlorate contaminstion to
about four parts per billion

Current perchlorsie levels
oltén top 250 parts per bil-
lion, That far excesds a pro-
pused health standacd of one
prrt per billinn recommend-
&d it & recent toxicological
assezsment by the 115, Envi
ronmental Protection
Agency. The docoment indi-
cates the chemical con
impair the thyroid gland and
cause cancer al hgher levels
af exposure,

Limee there ig ool Fletal
standard for perchlorste,
however, the lab hasn't bro
koo nny lews with these dis-
charpes. From o regulstory
srandpednt, the L is gerting
abewd of the game:

The good news, from the
lahy's perspactive, iy the
canyon generally does not
Tedature Mowing water, It's
not &n accident the treatment
plant at Technleal Aray 50
wd placed here

Located youghly in the mid-
die of the laboratory, Mortan-

dad Canyon (s carved ou of
s, s dpposed biv other
canvons that collect spring
runolf from higher up io the
Jemer Mountaing, Less wat
pends to mean logs
dispersion

The canyon geology also
resiricts phallow ronchaie
ter flow, which should make
et efsior to test the effiects o

the Bivrrier witll, according |
Johansen. “It's & pood pilot
projece.”




