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October 13,1994 

Judith M. Espinosa, Secretary 
New Mexico Environment Department 
1190 St. Francis Drive 
Santa Fe, NM 87502 

Dear Ms. Epinosa., 

Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety (CC1'JS) requests that the New Mexico 
Environment Department examine current and past operating conditions of the 
Radioactive Liquid Waste Treatment Facility (RLWTf) at the Los Alamos Nation 
Laboratory (LANL). The FY 1996 LANL Capitol Assets Management Plan (CAMP)! 
states that "'[t]he existing plant, built in 1963, provides no separation between . 
radiation work areas and nonradiation work areas. Process tanks in the treatment 
area are open to the outside environment through windows. The design life o£ t1 e 
concrete tankage has virtually eXJ?ired and seepage is occurring through the tank . 
walls. Mechanical areas and the pretreabnent area are crowded with equipment, 
making maintenance difficult and unsafe." The CAMP further states that "[t]he 
effluent produced, using 4Q-year old water treatment technology in the existing . 
plant, contains levels of regulated constituents greater than is allowed by the Cleakt 
Water Ad and by DOE order 5400.5. This may cause higher than acceptable I 
exposures to the public and wildlife." A replacement RLWTF is not scheduled to go 
on line until the year 2003 (if then). In the interim, continued substandard (and 
possibly illegal) operations at the existing RLWTF are not an acceptable 
environmental risk. 

Striking similarities can be drawn between operations at the RLWTF and 
Omega West Reactor. The Omega West Reactor discharged liquid contaminants 
both an undetermined period of time and at an unknown volume. We suspect 
same with the RLWTF. In two respects, however, the violations at the RLWTF 
have possibly even more serious substantial adverse environmental impacts. 
Contaminants from the Omega West Reactor discharges primarily involved 
radioactive tritium with a half life of 12.2 years. In contrast, contaminants at the 
RLWTF are composed of a wide mix of toxic pollutants and radioactive constitu ts, 
including plutonium with a half life of Q4,000 years. The revelations of 
environmental contamination at the Omega West Reactor ultimately led to 
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voluntary termination of its operations by DOE. Hence, there were no further J 
adverse environmental impacts. Voluntary cessation of operations at the RLWT 
cannot be expected because of that facility's critical supporting role for ongoing 
operations at LANL's plutonium processing facility. Therefore,. in the case of the 
RLWTF, we expect continuing substantial adverse environmental impacts unleS$ 
the NMED vigorously intervenes. 

In CCNS1 view, DOE and LANL have consistently diverted funding towards 
their programmatic goals to the gross neglect of environmental, health and sa,fe 
concerns. Faced with current and past operating violations at the RLWTF, NME 
must determine if DOE and LANL have accepted any lessons leamed from. the 
Omega West Reactor contaminations. In order to protect state water resources 
to avoid further environmental contamination on a scale comparable to the Om ga 
West Reactor leaks, the New Mexico Environment Department must immediate y 
undertake effective enforcement action against substandard operations at LANL' 
Radioactive Liquid Waste Treatment FacUlty. 

With reference to applicable New Mexico Water Quality Control Commissio 
Regulations, CCNS requests that NMED act upon responses to the following 
quesHons: 

1) Has LANL provided the NMED with appropriate notification of unpermitte~ 
discharges at the RLWTF (as required under Section 1 .. 203)? I 

i 

2) Has LANL undertaken the necessary corrective activities to contain and rem ve 
damage caused by unpermitted discharges at the RLWTF {as required under Se 'on 
1-203)? 

3) Has LANL, in conjunction with NMED, determined what further corrective 
activities at the RLWTF may be necessary (as requited under Section 1-203)? 

4) Has LANL applied for approval of a discharge plan for the RLwrP (as requi ed 
under Section 3-106}? I 

I 
5) Are all discharges at the RLWTF permitted under a discharge plan (as reqmr!rd 
under Section 3-104)? I 

6) Has LANL met the monitoring, reporting and other requirements for oper1~ons 
at the RLWI'F (as specified in Section 3-10?)? 

NMED RLWTF l.@tter, 10/13/94, page 2 


