CCNS NEWS UPDATE

Runs 2/8/13 through 2/15/13

(THEME UP AND UNDER)  This is the CCNS News Update, an overview of the latest nuclear safety issues, brought to you every week by Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety.  Here is this week's top headline: 
* DOE Plans to Eliminate Sampling of Waste Coming to WIPP

 Since 1999, the Department of Energy (DOE) has been required to conduct chemical sampling and laboratory analysis of the TRU waste before it is shipped to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP).  The requirement is in the New Mexico Environment Department operating permit for WIPP. Transuranic or TRU waste is radioactive because it has been contaminated by plutonium, which is 100 percent carcinogenic if as little as a microgram is inhaled or ingested.  Much TRU waste also contains toxic chemicals. The sampling and laboratory analysis can be used to identify the chemicals and their concentrations. The permit provisions about sampling were developed according to Environmental Protection Agency regulations.  

More than 20 DOE sites store TRU waste. The WIPP permit specifies the amount of sampling and the quality assurance measures that are required to ensure accurate results. Sampling is done for a certain number of containers of a waste stream, that is, of the waste generated by a single process.  Identification of the chemical composition is important because the WIPP permit prohibits wastes and chemicals that explode, ignite, corrode, react or are chemically incompatible.  Careful sampling protects workers at the originating sites and all those who handle the waste during transportation and at WIPP.

The DOE request states that the reason to discontinue the sampling is to eliminate redundancy and thus reduce the “complexity, cost, and personnel radiation exposure” of waste characterization. The request says that the information gained from sampling is not used for decision-making. http://www.wipp.energy.gov/rcradox/rfc/com_menu.htm 

Despite the DOE statement, sampling results were used in 2010 to identify which waste streams contained the carcinogen carbon tetrachloride that arrived at WIPP in higher than expected concentrations.  Shipments of those waste streams were curtailed while measures were taken to reduce carbon tetrachloride in the underground air.  

Moreover, the DOE request anticipates a continuing need for sampling. 

Numerous waste streams that are supposed to come to WIPP over the next decade have not been sampled. For instance, at the Hanford, Washington site, tens of thousands of cubic meters of waste have not been sampled. 

Furthermore, the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) recommended in 2004 that DOE should use a “systematic and quantitative approach to determine the value of the information currently obtained by its waste characterization activities” and the impacts of changes to them.  The NAS suggested using this analysis to support requests for permit modification. No such analysis accompanies the DOE sampling modification request, nor has the public been provided with any of that information. 

Please submit your comments to Trais Kliphuis at the Environment Department. Her email is trais.kliphuis@state.nm.us. You can mail your comments to:  Ms. Trais Kliphuis, New Mexico Environment Department, Hazardous Waste Bureau, 2905 Rodeo Park Drive, Building E, Santa Fe, New Mexico 87505. The deadline for comments is Monday, February 18th. 

This has been the CCNS News Update.  To support the work of CCNS, please make your tax-deductible contribution at our website at nuclearactive.org.  

