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Beginning in February 2013, the 

public finally received the 

opportunity to see that the WIPP 

site was in fact, subject to the 

same issues that a normal 

business has - it is vulnerable. 

Is WIPP in danger of extinction? 

No, but operationally it is time to 

look at the situation and make 

some serious decisions to keep 

up with the times. 

I have been involved with WIPP 

since the early 1990s and most 

recently, my company, PECOS 

Management Services, Inc. was 

the Independent Oversight 

Radiological detection instruments recently were lowered into WIPP to test 
underground radioactivity levels. (Courtesy of U.S. Department of Energy) 

Contractor from 2005 through 2010. Through that contract, we studied the heath and safety aspects of 

the site and the processes associated with the operations of WI PP. 

As with any governmental facil ity, it was state-of-the-art when built, and has been maintained to 
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governmental standards since opening its doors. These standards are antiquated and don't serve the 

facility to its best interest. 

The repository ventilation and air filtering and monitoring systems have been in operation for over 30 

years in a very harsh environment- much harsher than most underground mines. There have been 

recent problems with the underground air monitoring system dating back to 2010 that indicate that age 

may be catching up to the infrastructure. 

The reliability of the room and panel closure systems is also in question since one likely source of the 

releases of radioactivity into the environment is a result of a ceiling collapse in one of the filled panels 

that ruptured one or more waste packages. 

Is this the beginning of a multitude of problems at WIPP? Hardly. It proves the point that WIPP is 

vulnerable and DOE needs to correct those vulnerabilities before they encapsulate any more waste. 

As facilities and equipment age, maintenance and replacement costs go up. To make up for shortfalls 

in the annual WIPP budget, there is often the decision to defer replacement or some maintenance with 

the hope that those facilities, equipment or systems will still function as they should. This may be why 

the vehicle caught on fire in the repository. 

There may also be decisions to reduce some preparatory or support work. Similarly, routine service of 

the HEPA filters designed to prevent releases such as the most recent one might have been cut back in 

either detail or frequency. 

Not only is the facility expensive to operate, WIPP has the associated personnel costs. 

When there are budget shortfalls, there is a tough call to decrease staff or not fill vacancies to support 

the operational constraints. When there is not enough money to go around, good people see the writing 

on the wall and move on to other jobs, often leaving without disseminating the institutional knowledge 

that might have helped prevent future anomalies from occurring. 

Thankfully, there were the protections in place to make sure that the possible exposure didn't impact 

the masses. I am not disputing that there is a serious situation that needs specific, focused attention , 

but first and foremost, our most precious asset, the WIPP staff are safe. 

WIPP, like almost every DOE site I have been involved with, has always operated under a cloud of 

anxiety. Not necessarily by the people in Carlsbad but by the regulatory agencies entrusted to keep 

WIPP safe and more prominently by the few that believe that nuclear, in any capacity, is not safe. 

Up until these events, WIPP has had a safety record that many in the commercial world could only be 
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in awe of. 

These recent events only show that WIPP was complacent and not as compliant as they should have 

been. They also show the need for a thorough independent review of WIPP both with respect to current 

operations and proposed future operations. 

WIPP needs to be operated with care and knowledge- not fear and stigmatism. 

I stand behind those who are seeking the answers to ensure that we are not faced with this dilemma 

again. 

WIPP outlines plan to 
investigate radiation 
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