WIPP Panel Closure: Will it reduce safety?

The Department of Energy (DOE) is proposing to change the approved robust barriers for underground panels filled with defense transuranic (TRU-plutonium-contaminated) waste at the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP).  The new plan would save money, but reduce safety protections for workers and the public.  But people can speak out regarding DOE’s plans! 

What is the existing Panel Closure System (PCS)?

In 1998, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and in 1999, the New Mexico Environment Department (NMED) approved a PCS for how each of the panels that contain seven football-field-sized rooms would be closed once they were filled with nuclear waste.  The PCS was designed to protect workers and the public during WIPP’s operations from releases of radionuclides and toxic chemicals while nuclear waste is being placed in other panels and protect the public after all the panels are filled.  The robust system included a 12-foot-thick concrete block explosion-isolation wall, a 30-foot thick open tunnel, and a 26-foot-thick poured concrete monolith (wall) that would extend into the non-salt interbeds above and below the waste tunnel.  The robust barriers were to prevent radionuclides or toxic chemicals from being released into the underground operating mine from an explosion in a closed panel.

Although that robust PCS design was one of four options in DOE’s applications to EPA and NMED, DOE never preferred that option.  DOE has maintained that the barriers were more robust than needed and therefore more costly than necessary to prevent releases.  DOE also did not want a monolith because of the difficulty of constructing and the requirement to use salt water, rather than freshwater.  In 2002, DOE proposed that only the explosion-isolation wall be required for the initial closure while the agency developed an alternative PCS.  EPA agreed, as did NMED after conducting a public process.  The explosion-isolation wall was built in Panel 1 in 2003 and in Panel 2 in 2006.  In 2005, DOE proposed that in panel 3 and subsequent panels to not build the explosion-isolation wall but instead install a steel bulkhead so that measurements could be taken of the amount of hydrogen and methane in the closed panels to have better data about the likelihood of an explosion.   After a public process, NMED approved that change.  The steel bulkhead and instruments were placed in Panel 3 in 2007 and Panel 4 in 2009.  After another public process, an explosion-isolation wall was installed in Panel 5 in 2011.  
What new PCS is DOE proposing?

Except in panels 1, 2, and 5 that have explosion-isolation walls, DOE now wants to close panels with a steel bulkhead at both ends of the panel tunnel and put in approximately 100 feet of the salt mined from WIPP.  In panels 1, 2, and 5 the explosion-isolation wall would remain at one end of the panel tunnel and the approximately 100 feet of mined salt would be put in and a steel bulkhead would be installed at the other end.  DOE states that the new system would be faster, easier, and less expensive and that the more robust system is not needed because there is no likelihood of a hydrogen or methane explosion in a closed panel.

What is the decision-making process for EPA and NMED?
On December 3, 2013, EPA announced a 60-day public comment period on the rulemaking to approve the DOE proposal.  After considering the public comment, EPA will make its decision.  On March 18, 2013, DOE submitted a class 3 permit modification request to NMED for the PCS and two other changes to the underground operations of WIPP.  Public comments raised questions and concerns about the proposal, which NMED is considering.  NMED currently plans to release a draft permit for public comment in February 2014, which would be followed by negotiations and a public hearing some months later.

What are concerns about proposed PCS?

The proposed system is definitely less robust, and provides less safety protection for workers and the public, than the approved PCS.  In case of an explosion or roof collapse or other accident, the proposed system would not provide a complete barrier to prevent releases.  The bulkheads can control air flow, but are not a barrier to an explosive release, which is provided by the explosion-isolation wall.  The approximately 100 feet of run-of-mine salt would not close the tunnel from floor to ceiling, thereby allowing pathways for releases for decades.  Although requested to do so, DOE has not provided a public technical analysis of any alternative to its proposal.  Possible options include using one explosion-isolation wall, 100 feet of salt, and a bulkhead in each panel; and using two explosion-isolation walls plus approximately 100 feet of salt in each panel.  

Because EPA is considering the effectiveness of the PCS starting 100 years after WIPP has been totally closed, it does not consider worker and public exposures during the next several decades to be relevant to its approval decision.  However, NMED must consider those operational safety issues in its permit modification decision.

Are there other DOE proposals to reduce safety at WIPP?
Yes.  DOE is proposing many other changes in WIPP that would also reduce safety measures that have been in place for 15 years.  DOE also has several proposals to expand WIPP to high-level and commercial wastes.  It is important for continued public involvement to resist those actions that endanger public health and the environment from WIPP’s current operations and to prevent New Mexico from becoming the nation’s high-level nuclear waste dump.

How do I comment to EPA?
Come to the public meeting: Thursday, January 23 from 1-4 pm at Albuquerque Embassy Suites Hotel (in the Sandia Ballroom), 1000 Woodward Place NE (off Lomas near I-25).
Submit written comments to EPA by February 3, 2014:

By email:  a-and-r-docket@epa.gov; Subject: Docket ID No. EPA–HQ–OAR–2013–0684.

By fax: (202) 566–1741

By mail: Air and Radiation Docket and Information Center, Environmental Protection Agency, Mail Code: 6102T, 1200 Pennsylvania Ave. NW., Washington, DC 20460.
How will I comment to NMED in the future?

After NMED issues the draft permit – currently expected in February – there will be a public comment period.  Submit written comments during the comment period to:

Trais Kliphuis, New Mexico Environment Department, 2905 Rodeo Park Drive East, Building 1, Santa Fe, NM 87505, or  

E-mail: trais.kliphuis@state.nm.us
For more information:

Southwest Research and Information Center.  (505) 262-1862.  www.sric.org
Citizens for Alternatives to Radioactive Dumping.  (505) 242-5511.  contactus@cardnm.org
Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety.  (505) 986-1973.  www.nuclearactive.org
Nuclear Watch New Mexico.  (505) 989-7342.  www.nukewatch.org
Environmental Protection Agency.  www.epa.gov/radiation/news/wipp-news.html
NM Environment Department.  www.nmenv.state.nm.us/wipp/index.html
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