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State Says U.S. Backing Off

on LANL Cleanup

By Raam Wong
Journal Staff Writer

The federal government is attempting to

wiggle out of its commitments to clean up
decades worth of hazardous waste at Los
Alamos National Laboratory, state
regulators alleged Thursday.

New Mexico Environment Department
Secretary Ron Curry said in an interview
that recent events have led him to believe
the U.S. Department of Energy wants to
renegotiate and weaken the terms of its
cleanup agreement with the state.

Federal nuclear officials dispute that,
saying they're committed to carrying out
the 2005 agreement.

The so-called consent order calls for the
identification and cleanup of legacy waste
over the lab's 40-square-mile property by
2015. Regulators fear that if left untreated,
contaminants could pollute regional
drinking water supplies, among other
problems.

Curry's tough talk could signal rocky
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times ahead for the relationship between
the Environment Department and the lab.
The state agency already has fined the lab
$750,000 for violations of the cleanup
agreement. And tensions have grown as
DOE has signaled it may miss some future
cleanup milestones due to budget
constraints.

Last week, a federally funded citizens
advisory board wrote a letter suggesting
more time was needed to understand
contaminants before further cleanup
remedies can be considered.

"Now is the time for a mid-course
evaluation/corrections in the multi-year,
multi-bilhon dollar cleanup effort at
LLANL," states the Northern New Mexico
Citzens' Advisory Board's letter to federal
officials.

Without additional data, state regulators
will continue to shoot down LANL
cleanup projects, states the letter by board
chairman .. Campbell.

The group added that the cleanup
agreement should reflect the unanticipated
delays that have occurred in shipping
thousands of drums of transuranic waste
from Los Alamos to a disposal site near
Carlsbad due to safety and other concerns.

"The Consent Order schedule must
accommodate and put safety first for all
aspects of work on the cleanup at LANL,"
the letter states.

Curry responded: "I don't think they
raise one valid point." He noted that one
criticism of the consent order has been
that it was long on analysis and short on
actual work.

"We can't study this to death and not
take any action until there's a real dire
emergency,” Curry said.

The secretary said the letter was
evidence that DOE was attempting to
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renegotiate the agreement through
backdoor channels.

"This letter proves to me that they're
being the tool of DOLE," Curry said of the
advisory board.

Members of the board were unavailable
for comment Thursday.

Curry added he has also been
approached by National Nuclear Security
Administration officials based in Los
Alamos seeking an arrangement in which
the lab would meet certain milestones, 1f
state regulators looked the other way when
others were missed.

The NINSA's site office in Los Alamos
said 1 a statement 1t 1s committed to
carrying out the agreement's milestones
completely and on time.

"The DOE is evaluating the numetous
comments provided in the NNMCAB
letter and has not provided a response,”
said Mat Johansen, a DOE environmental
manager in Los Alamos.

Johansen said the advisory board is
independent of the Energy Department
and provides recommendations on
environmental projects.

The controversy comes as the NINSA is
proposing to make Los Alamos the
manufacturing center for plutonium bomb
parts. Curry and some watchdog groups
oppose the plan, saying Los Alamos
should mstead focus on cleanup.
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