
Groundwater information meeting in Santa Fe draws large turnout 
MicJJael Dale, riglll , o f the Ne w Mexico 
Environment DepartnJcnt 's DOE-Oversight 
Bureau discusses groundwater monitoring and 
surveillance strategies and philosop/Jies with 
Charlie Nylander, Jell , program ma nager of 
the Lab's Groundwater Prot ection Program 
(RRES-GP), and Kim Granzow, also of NMED-OB. 
Tlw trio JJa d gatlrered In Santa Pe recently with 
other scientists and members of the public to dis
cuss groundwater issues in Los Alamos a nd 
surrounding areas. The annual public meeting 
l11cluded numerous poster presentations focu sing 
on differing aspects of the geology and hydrology 
of the Pajarito Plateau, the La bora lory's ground
water and drinking water testing results and 
efforts under way to understa nd the flow and 
transport of water beneat.Jr the l..a bora t.ory. Tire 
m cetirrg was well attended and was intended to 
provide t'he public with a wealth of Information 
about groundwater and JJOw It can be affected by 
past or present Labora tory opera tions. As 
part of the Laboratory's ongoing commil_menl 
to environmental stewardship, Laboratory envi
romnenta i scientists have been working 
cooperatively and closely with representatives of 
the sta te Environment Department on subjects of 
n1utual interest . Pl101o tty ) Htllf't, E. RHm1w 

Los Alamos water is safe to drink 
by james E. Rickman 

Beca use of recent headlines a bout the 
possible detection of perch lorate in 

Los Ala mos Nationa l Labora tory tap water. 
Laboratory officials wanted to provide 
employees with information tha t Los 
Ala mos' water supply meets a ll sta te and 
federa l drinking water standards a nd is safe 
to drink. 

La boratory hydrologists. Los Alamos 
County water system operators a nd sta te 
regulatory agency personnel a ll regu larly 
sample the Los Ala mos drinking water 
supply a nd analyze it for a sui te of 
possible conta mina nts. Analyses of these 
samp les have consistently shown tha t the 
drinking water supply in Los Alamos is of 
excellent quality. 

Recent tests of ta p water in the 
La boratory's main techn ica l area by repre
sentatives of the New Mexico Environment 
Department's Department of Energy 
Oversight Burea u were analyzed using a rel
at ively new ulo·a-low perchlorate-detection 
technique tha t has yet to be a pproved or 
adopted by the U.S. Environmenta l 
Protection Agency. which regula tes drinking 
water a t the nationa l level. The resul ts of the 
ta p-water a na lyses using this new method 
- known as Liquid Chroma togra phy/Mass 
Spectrometry/Mass Spectrometry, or 
LC/MS/MS for short - indicated the possi
bility of perchlorate in the ta p water at 
concentrations of 0.24 and 0.5 parts 
per billion . 

Although currently there is no drinking 
water standard for perchlora te, the EPA has 
issued interim guida nce tha t perchlora te 
concentrations in drinking water should not 
exceed four to 18 pa rts per billion. The levels 
NMED recently detected a nd announced are 
sign ificantly below those concentrations. 

Perchlorate is a non-radioactive chemical 
used in gunpowder. rocket fu el, high explo
sives. flfeworks . radiochemistry experiments 
a nd a utomobile a irbags. Perchlorate has 
been linked to thyroid dysfunction. ma king 
it a potential hea lth hazard . 

Perchlora te contamina tion of drinking 
water became a n issue in 1998, when EPA 
added the chemical to its Safe Drinking 
Water Act Contamina nt Candidate List a nd 

released guidance that perchlorate concentra 
tions in drinking water should rema in below 
the four to 18 parts per billion threshold . The 
agency eventually intends to set a drinking 
water standard for the chemica l. 

The Laboratory has been monitoring 
drinking water supplies for perchlorate ever 
since EPA's 1998 a nnouncement. In fact, the 
Laboratory was the first institution to detect 
perch lora te a t concentra tions of two to three 
parts per billion in a Los Alamos drinking 
water supply well (the Otowi-! well) in 2000. 
The La boratory a nnou nced the discovery in 
conjunction with DOE and county oiTicia ls 
once the discovery was confirmed . Otowi-l is 
one of ma ny water-supply wells a nd does 
not regula rly contribute to Los Alamos 
drinking water supplies. 

The La bora tory is interested in potentia lly 
using the LC/MS/MS ultra -low perchlorate 
detection techn ique for its tests of drinking 
water to achieve a lower detection lirrti t. 
However, tl1e method suffers from several 
technical and quality-conn·ol uncertainties 
that have yet to be resolved. La bora tory 
hydrologists are working with DOE a nd 
industry expem to develop methods to over
come these uncerta inties. Once those 
methods have been developed, the 
Labora tory will conduct a performa nce eval
uation of the LC/MS/MS technique to 
determine whether it ca n be used to relia bly 
measure perchlorate contatnination in water. 

Until tha t determina tion is made , the 
Laboratory will continue to use EPA's 
approved detection method to lest Los 
Alamos drinking water supply. The method 
has a nomina l detection limit of four parts 
per bimon. To date, tests using the approved 
method have not detected perchlorate in Los 
Ala mos tap water or in drinking-water-supply 
wells other tha n Otowi-! . All tests indicate 
that Los Alamos' drinking water qua li ty 
is excellent. 

Because perchlorate readily moves with 
wa ter, the Laboratory a lso is working to 
reduce or elitninate perchlorate in the envi
ronment, pa rticu la rly Morta ndad Canyon. 

Last year, a n ion-excha nge fil tration 
system was added to the Labora tory's 
TA-50 Radioactive Liquid Waste Treatment 
Facili ty, which discha rges into Morta nd ad 
Canyon . That filtr ation system has reduced 

perchlorate in RLWTF effiuent to below the 
perchlorate detection limit for EPA's 
approved testing method . 

In addition. in the las t month . the Lab 
completed its Passive Reactive Barrier in 
Morta ndad Canyon . The PRB is des igned to 
scrub the canyon's sha llow groundwater of 
perchlorate from historic discha rges before 
that water can continue downstream or 
towa rd deeper groundwater bodies. 

The Laboratory has an extensive ground 
water mon itoring and surveillance program 
for all a reas of the Laboratory a nd continues 
to install new monitoring wells. The pro
gram has helped researchers gain a better 
understanding of how groundwater moves 
beneath the Paja ri to Plateau a nd how 
legacy a nd current opera tions have affected 
or could affect the deep aquifer. 

"The La bora tory is committed to being a 
good steward of the environment; our opera
tions affect our qua li ty of life a nd the 
quali ty of life of our regiona l neighbors. The 
Laboratory will continue to do whatever it 
takes to mainta in its stewardship responsi
bilities and ensure that our community and 
the region rema in a safe place in which to 
live a nd work," said Beverly Ramsey, Risk 
Reduction a nd Environmenta l Stewardship 
(RRES) Division leader. 

Adventures in 
Supercomputing 

Challenge 

Apri/21-22 
Los Alamos Research Park 

Laborntory staff who wm1 ld 

D like to volu nteer in various 
aspects or the chall enge, can 
contact David Kratzer of High 
Performance Computing 
(CCN-7) a t 5-4444. ext. 811. 

• _ ~~ More information on the 
supercomputing challenge 

can be found online at 
~---'---.. 
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