Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement for

Continued Operation of the Los Alamos National Laboratory
September xxxx, 2006

Ms. Elizabeth Withers, SWEIS Document Manager 

NNSA Los Alamos Site Office 

528 35th St., Los Alamos, NM 87544 

E-mail: LANL_SWEIS@doeal.gov, Fax: 505.667.5948

Dear Ms. Withers: 

I respectfully submit these comments on the Draft Site-Wide Environmental Impact (“DSWEIS”) Statement for Continued Operation of the Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL). Through its preferred “Expanded Operations Alternative” LANL plans to expand nuclear weapons research and production.  I join with hundreds of fellow citizens and the Santa Fe City Council in opposing these plans. 

In summary:

1. 
The draft SWEIS process is seriously flawed and the DSWEIS must be reissued.

2. 
The public comment period should be extended.

3. 
The DSWEIS itself is seriously deficient and should be redone, which is primary. Should NNSA refuse, the rest of my comments should be nevertheless be considered and incorporated into the Final SWEIS.

4. 
LANL should disclose any plans for even greater plutonium pit production above the 80 pits per year considered in the DSWEIS.

5. 
Expanding pit production now is premature and must await pit lifetime studies and national review of “transformation” of the nuclear weapons complex, all of which are pending.

6. 
A new draft SWEIS should fully analyze the programmatic, infrastructure, production and nonproliferation implications of the Reliable Replacement Warhead Program.

7. 
The NonProliferation Treaty’s mandate to disarm nuclear stockpiles must be honored.

8. 
The risks of potential terrorist acts must be analyzed in this DSWEIS. 

9. 
Other alternative Laboratory missions, such as attaining national clean energy independence and addressing the threat of global climate change, must be considered.

10.
Cleanup must not include “cap and cover” of unlined waste dumps.

11. 
LANL must not allow contaminants to reach the groundwater aquifer or the Rio Grande.

12. 
LANL must stringently minimize the use of our precious water. 

13. 
Construction of new nuclear weapons facilities should stop until seismic risks are fully understood.

14.
LANL’s economic benefits should be more widely distributed across northern New Mexico. 15. 
LANL’s potential negative impacts on tourism must be analyzed.

16. 
The DWSEIS must be more specific in all its data and risk analyses.

17. 
LANL should not generate or import more radioactive and chemical wastes until it cleans up what it already has.

18. 
The DSWEIS must incorporate the numerous, serious safety issues raised by the independent Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board.

19. 
The “Radiological Sciences Institute”, the single biggest construction project in the DSWEIS, is premature for consideration given its size and lack of information. It must have its own separate and independent environmental impact statement.

1. 
The draft SWEIS process is seriously flawed and the DSWEIS must be reissued.

This DSWEIS started as a “supplemental” SWEIS focusing on short term environmental and cleanup actions. It then morphed into a completely new SWEIS that lays the groundwork for LANL to become the nation’s permanent plutonium pit production site. It violates National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) regulations to not have published a new Notice of Intent once the decision was made to expand plutonium pit production, which would have triggered a new round of scoping hearings and consideration of public scoping comments.

2. 
The Public Comment Period Should Be Extended

The minimal statutory requirement under NEPA for any run-of-the-mill environmental impact statement is 45 days. The DSWEIS is voluminous, some five inches high, in all comprising approximately 2,000 pages of often-dense material. Yet NNSA granted only a 60-day comment period (later extended by 15 days because of public pressure). This is not sufficient time for the public to make informed comments.

Moreover, the draft SWEIS has 59 pages of lists of approximately 700 reference documents that largely act as the backbone of the SWEIS. NNSA expected interested citizens from around the country to travel to three controlled “reading rooms” in order to review these documents. NNSA should make all of the DSWEIS’s reference documents available online and then restart the public comment period.

3. 
The DSWEIS itself is seriously deficient and should be redone.

In numerous instances the DSWEIS relies on invalid, incomplete or future studies. An example of an invalid study is the Public Health Assessment for Los Alamos National Laboratory by the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The DSWEIS relies on that assessment’s conclusion that there is nothing to link environmental factors with the observed incidence of any cancer in Los Alamos County. However, that assessment was rejected by the Environmental Protection Agency who said, “ATSDR should redo their risk assessment to reduce conservatism and not assume that there is no risk.” That assessment has not been redone, but yet the DSWEIS relies upon it to assert that Laboratory operations have no appreciable negative effects on public health. 

In other examples, the draft SWEIS was released before either the risk assessment for LANL’s “low-level” radioactive waste dump at Area G or the 2006 seismic hazard study by the Lab’s Seismic Hazards Geology Team were completed. The 2003 Modern Pit Facility Environmental Impact Statement, so heavily used and quoted in the DSWEIS as the bounding analysis for the risks of increased plutonium pit production, remains a draft document. Additionally, a word search of the reference documents shows that 16 other documents used as references are still drafts. The DSWEIS cannot honestly and completely inform the northern New Mexicans of LANL’s potential impacts until the draft ATSDR public health assessment, the Area G Documented Safety Analysis and the report of the LANL Seismic Hazards Geology Team have all been finalized. References to these and all draft and outdated documents in this draft SWEIS need to be qualified. This DSWEIS process itself is invalid until those deficiencies are corrected.

The body of the reference documents itself is deficient by omissions. One example is that NNSA describes Ten Year Comprehensive Site Plans from its individual sites as the key planning documents for the future “intended” nuclear weapons complex. Yet, the DSWEIS lists only the LANL Plans for Fiscal Years 2000 and 2001, which are obviously outdated. The FY 2006 LANL Ten Year Comprehensive Site Plan, which has already been released to the public under Freedom of Information Act litigation, should be incorporated into the body of reference documents and made publicly available (as well as the pending FY 2007 Plan).

In closing, given its Notice of Intent in January 2005, NNSA was not exactly hurried in releasing the draft SWEIS by July 2006, but yet mandated an impractical time period in which the public is supposed to review some 2,000 technical pages and prepare comments. Moreover, to this day NNSA impedes convenient public access to crucial reference documents and substantially bases the DSWEIS on invalid and uncompleted studies. Hence the DSWEIS process is severely flawed and the DSWEIS should be redone.

4. 
LANL should disclose any plans for even greater plutonium pit production above the 80 pits per year considered in the DSWEIS.

The central issue discussed in the DSWEIS is the proposed expansion of plutonium pit production at LANL from 20 pits per year to 80. Pits are the atomic “triggers’ for today’s nuclear weapons. Congress has repeatedly rejected funding for a proposed “Modern Pit Facility” (MPF) to be built at one of five candidate sites, capable of producing up to 450 pits per year. Through the DSWEIS the Lab may be laying the groundwork for a ”MPF-lite.” 

In one reference document an aerial photograph of LANL’s plutonium complex at Technical Area (TA)-55 is superimposed with speculative “Modern Pit Annexes” and “Additional Facility Sites” contiguous to the existing pit production facility. Moreover, the Radiological Sciences Institute, the single biggest construction proposed in the DSWEIS (up to 13 new buildings) and also contiguous to TA-55, could directly support future plutonium pit production. Additionally, Senator Domenici’s appropriations subcommittee recently noted the financial unlikelihood of constructing nuclear weapons-related plutonium facilities other than at LANL. His subcommittee further directed NNSA to study expanding the mission of an advanced plutonium lab now being built next to the existing plutonium pit production facility. All of these factors seem to converge to create a plutonium-manufacturing infrastructure that would enable future pit production levels above the 80 pits per year considered in the DSWEIS. The Final SWEIS should disclose any such plans. The danger is that LANL may be incrementally slipping into becoming the nation’s permanent site for plutonium pit production.  

5. 
Expanding pit production now is premature and must await pit lifetime studies and national review of “transformation” of the nuclear weapons complex, all of which are pending. NNSA is required by legislation to complete “pit lifetime studies” and have independent senior nuclear weapons scientists review the results by the end of this year. Those senior scientists have repeatedly stated that operational plutonium pit lifetimes are more on the order of 60 to 90 years without any declared expiration date, in contrast to NNSA’s currently accepted 45 years. This means that plutonium pits could well last more than a hundred years. The implications could be enormous, strongly undermining the need for the production of 80 pits per year. A new draft SWEIS must fully incorporate the findings of the NNSA pit lifetime studies and their independent review. Even outside of the SWEIS process, any NNSA decision to increase plutonium pit production is premature before those results are reached.

NNSA has recently announced the process will soon start for national programmatic review of the nuclear weapons complex intended for the year 2030, and has clearly indicated that much of that review will center on future plutonium pit production. That review may also involve consolidation of special nuclear materials, particularly plutonium, at a site other than LANL.  This draft LANL SWEIS, which proposes to dramatically expand pit production and plutonium storage at the Lab, could be in conflict with the pending programmatic environmental impact statement of “Complex 2030.” The LANL SWEIS process must be halted until that broader review is completed and LANL’s role in the future nuclear weapons complex is better defined. To do otherwise defies logic.

6. 
A new draft SWEIS should fully analyze the programmatic, infrastructure, production and nonproliferation implications of the Reliable Replacement Warhead. 

The RRW program is a program for new designs of nuclear weapons. U.S. nuclear weapons have already been proven reliable through extensive full-scale testing and subsequent certification since the testing moratorium began in 1992. To introduce new, untested designs will undermine stockpile confidence and could well lead to resumed full-scale testing in the future, which would have disastrous non-proliferation implications. Further, RRW is likely a Trojan Horse whose real purpose is to introduce new-design nuclear weapons with different military characteristics for new purposes, again with potentially disastrous nonproliferation implications. Finally, RRW is becoming a means unto itself, justifying the resurgence and revitalization of a nuclear weapons complex that should be ramping down under the framework of the NonProliferation Treaty. A new draft LANL SWEIS should fully analyze the programmatic, infrastructure, production and nonproliferation implications of the RRW Program. 

7. 
The NonProliferation Treaty’s mandate to disarm nuclear stockpiles must be honored.

The 1970 NonProliferation Treaty (NPT) obliged all nuclear weapons states signatories to Article VI, which states “Each of the Parties to the Treaty undertakes to pursue negotiations in good faith on effective measures relating to cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament...” The DSWEIS’s preferred “Expanded Operations Alternative” of increased nuclear weapons research and production at LANL directly contradicts that Treaty obligation, especially given NNSA plans to increase nuclear weapons production, including new designs under the so-called Reliable Replacement Warhead Program. The final SWEIS for Continued Operations at LANL should comport not only with the NPT’s mandate to disarm nuclear stockpiles, but also with the critical need for the U.S. to lead by example in ridding the world of weapons of mass destruction. Nuclear weapons are simultaneously the most militarily useful and destructive weapons of mass destruction. 

8.
The Risks of Potential Terrorist Acts Must Be Analyzed In this DSWEIS. 

NNSA should follow a recent court decision (San Luis Obispo Mothers for Peace v. Nuclear Regulatory Commission) and fully analyze and consider the effects of potential terrorist act at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in a new DSWEIS.

9.
Other alternative Laboratory missions, such as attaining national clean energy independence and addressing the threat of global climate change, must be considered.

There are three alternatives analyzed in this DSWEIS:

1) 
No Action Alternative: Operations would continue at current levels consistent with previous decisions made in the Record of Decision for the previous 1999 LANL SWEIS. 

2) 
Reduced Operations Alternative: Operations would be reduced at High Explosive Facilities and eliminated at the Los Alamos Neutron Science Center and Pajarito Site. 

3) 
Expanded Operations Alternative: Actions would be implemented to upgrade or replace aging facilities and systems, improve security, and remediate obsolete buildings and contaminated lands. Selected operations would increase, including the production of plutonium pits. This is the preferred alternative. 

Two additional alternatives must be analyzed:

1)
Onsite Aboveground Waste Storage Alternative: LANL should develop an aboveground waste storage site where radioactive low-level waste is stored in engineered mounds. This monitored waste storage site would be large enough to receive all of the Lab’s legacy waste after it is exhumed, all of the debris from future demolished buildings, and all future waste from future operations. This alternative would protect the regional aquifer while the waste would be easily retrievable for when future advanced technologies can actually make radioactive waste safe. As an example, an analogous, albeit smaller-scale, program was recently completed at the Fernald, Ohio, Department of Energy site.

2) 
Energy Security Alternative: LANL should initiate a Manhattan-Project-like effort to solve the world's global-warming and clean, sustainable energy problems. This would do more for true, long-term national security than expanded nuclear weapons operations will ever do. 

10.
Cleanup must not include “cap and cover” of unlined waste dumps. 

The DSWEIS analyzed two options for LANL’s legacy buried waste. The Capping Option would leave all radioactive and chemical wastes in place in the major disposal areas and cover them with a surface rain barrier. The Removal Option would remove all legacy waste from the ground. The DSWEIS correctly notes that future cleanup decisions will be largely driven by the New Mexico Environment Department (NMED). However, internal Lab documents already point to predetermination, saying “Many contaminated sites will be remediated to industrial use standards, in part because cleaning up to residential or unrestricted use standards is prohibitively expensive.” Cleanup that will protect ongoing generations cannot be dictated today’s short-term fiscal considerations. If more money is needed for comprehensive cleanup, take it from the ever-expanding budget for the Lab’s nuclear weapons programs. Don’t generate more radioactive and chemical wastes when cleanup costs are already “prohibitively expensive.”

LANL still is burying its radioactive wastes in unlined dumps, in contrast to all new State-regulated landfills in New Mexico. The 1999 LANL SWEIS allowed more unlined waste pits, called Zone 4, near the existing unlined waste pits that NMED may require to be exhumed. The whole concept of Zone 4 should be reexamined because waste volumes are substantially higher than in the 1999 SWEIS. A new DSWEIS must consider the benefits of lining Lab dumps.

11. 
LANL must not allow contaminants to reach the groundwater aquifer or the Rio Grande. Recharge to the regional aquifer from the shallow contaminated perched groundwater bodies occurs slowly because the perched water is separated from the regional aquifer by hundreds of feet of dry rock. (DSWEIS, p. 463) Is the DSWEIS suggesting, because the contaminants reach the aquifer slowly, that everything is OK? The fact is that tritium, perchlorates, chromium, and high explosives contaminants from Lab operations have already reached the regional aquifer. Lab computer models show a five-year travel time from the surface to the aquifer in some areas. LANL must prioritize protecting our precious aquifer. 

Sadly, the interpretation of groundwater data is complicated by problems that affect the sampling wells. Specifically, the bentonite clay used in well drilling can mask many radionuclides and other contaminants. The use of circulating muds and other drilling fluids can have a similar effect by more complex mechanisms. The groundwater data in the DSWEIS could represent systematic underestimates of the actual contamination, and cannot be relied upon in the SWEIS.

Lab analysis of stormwater runoff and surface water also shows high contamination. Americium-241, strontium-90 and plutonium-238 & 239 in particular have been measured at levels up to ten times the drinking water standard. There is a witch’s brew of hundreds of other contaminants in the soil at the bottom of the canyons. Contaminated stormwater either seeps into the ground, posing a threat to groundwater, or, in intense storm events, drains to the Rio Grande. During every storm event, these contaminants migrate closer to the Rio Grande. LANL must publish its raw data, including storm-by-storm migration reports and the totals and locations of all the contaminants released. The Lab was self-serving in its choice of references that it used for this DSWEIS. Independent, outside research by experts such as Bob Gilkeson and George Rice were not included.  

12. 
LANL must stringently minimize the use of our precious water. 

Estimated water usage for the expanded alternative will exceed LANL’s current capacity. Many DOE nuclear weapons facilities have been historically located next to abundant water sources, but LANL was not. When it was primarily a design laboratory, lack of water was not quite a problem. But now that the Lab is poised to become the nation’s plutonium pit production center, LANL is starting to covet the scarce water resources of the desert Southwest. The Lab plans to obtain more water rights, but what about the future? Will the Lab start buying up ever-increasing water rights, perhaps depriving others northern New Mexicans of their most precious resource?

13.
Construction of new nuclear weapons facilities should cease until seismic risks are fully understood.

A report in preparation by the LANL Seismic Hazards Geology Team will document a comprehensive review and re-evaluation of…activity in the Pajarito Fault system.  This study is being prepared to recalculate the probabilistic seismic hazard at LANL.  The reanalysis of the seismic hazard will incorporate data from studies completed since the 1999 SWEIS (LANL 2004e).  Both the comprehensive review and reanalysis of seismic hazard are planned for completion in the fourth quarter of 2006. (DSWEIS, p.4-25)

The previous 1999 SWEIS stated that the last seismic activity occurred 45,000 years ago, and now this DSWEIS states it was less than 8,000 years ago. Will the next SWEIS, due in 2011, find even less time? The mapping of the fault lines and fracture zones under the Lab is presently incomplete, yet many new nuclear weapons facilities are being planned. The fact is that LANL is located in a severely fractured fault zone between a rift valley and an extinct volcano. This draft SWEIS is premature in its consideration of seismic risks without the new report that is to be completed by the end of the year. There should be a new DSWEIS that fully incorporates the implications of the new seismic report.

14. 
LANL’s economic benefits should be more widely distributed across northern New Mexico. Three counties, Los Alamos, Rio Arriba, and Santa Fe, were analyzed for socioeconomic effects in the DSWEIS. Please state if Los Alamos County is expected to continue to receive a disproportionably large percentage of the economic benefits from the Lab and remain the richest county in the U.S. The DSWEIS must analyze whether alternative missions would be of greater economic benefit to all of northern New Mexico.

15. 
LANL Impacts On Tourism Must Be Analyzed. Tourism is a major contributor to Santa Fe’s and northern New Mexico’s economy. Please analyze the effects of a major accident at the Lab on tourism.

16.
The DWSEIS must be more specific in all its data and risk analyses.

The DSWEIS is too full of vague and general terms. For instance, the words “likely” and “unlikely” are used over 300 times. One example, from page S-63: “In the event of a wildfire that would impact LANL, and if the fire were to burn the waste storage domes at TA-54… Should such an accident scenario occur in which the contents of the waste storage domes actually caught on fire and burned, the MEI [maximally exposed individual] would likely develop a fatal cancer during his or her lifetime and an additional 55 “Latent Cancer Fatalities” could be expected in the general area population. Any onsite worker located about 110 yards (100 meters) of the facility during such an accident would likely develop a fatal cancer during his or her lifetime.” The word “could” is used over 1200 times. “May” is used over 1100 times. In order to better understand the impacts of operations at the Lab, ratios should be used, for example, “A worker would have a 99% chance of developing a fatal cancer.”   

17. 
LANL should not generate or import more radioactive and chemical wastes until it cleans up what it already has. Another component of the Expanded Operations Alternative is the increased onsite storage of highly radioactive sealed sources. A sealed radioactive source is a radioisotope that is fully encapsulated in metal or other container such that the radioactive material cannot be contacted. Sealed sources have medical and well-drilling applications. It has been estimated that 21,000 sealed sources within the commercial sector will become excess and need to be managed in this Off-Site Source Recovery Project. Except for those containers of defense-related sealed sources that would be eligible for shipment to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, this waste has no disposal path.  The waste containers are placed in storage and held until an appropriate waste disposal facility becomes available. The total volume of actinide sources with no disposal path is expected to be approximately 260 cubic yards. Is there a plan to research technologies to dispose of these safely, or is the plan to bury these? Where? 

Further, the DSWEIS estimates that if the Lab were to be fully cleaned up, 100,000 offsite shipments would be required. Why make or import more chemical and radioactive wastes when the legacy waste inventory is already so immense?

18.
The DSWEIS must incorporate the numerous, serious safety issues raised by the Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board. Risk analyses in this DSWEIS are based on normal operations at the Lab. The Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board (DNFSB), an independent safety board chartered by Congress to oversee the nuclear weapons complex, has often reported that operations at the Lab are chronically unsafe. The Safety Board has repeatedly declared that federal safety oversight at LANL has deteriorated over recent years and that many safety issues at the Lab remain unresolved. Instead of the bland assurances that all is well, the DSWEIS should fully incorporate, analyze, consider and resolve the serious safety issues raised by the DNFSB.
19.
The Radiological Sciences Institute should not proceed until it has a separate environmental impact statement.

The information and data on this proposal is insufficient and the project itself is too preliminary. A complex of this size, with up to 13 new major buildings, and multi-purpose missions, including “support for weapons manufacturing, material property evaluations for stockpile stewardship… and nuclear-weapons-related research,” should have it’s own environmental impact statement when the reference data are complete.

NNSA’s preferred alternative of Expanded Operations requires the decontamination, decommissioning, and demolition (DD&D) of 52, or 80 percent, of LANL’s existing radiological facilities and consolidating their missions in the RSI. This massive overhaul will involve handling and disposing of contaminated structures, contaminated equipment and adjacent soil contaminated from 40 to 60 years of nuclear weapons work. The DSWEIS states this DD&D “would result in some release of radionuclides”, but amounts are not given. How can this lack of detail constitute a credible environmental impact statement? Operations at the new RSI, like many other nuclear weapons facilities at LANL, have so much potential for environmental impact that they should be analyzed far more closely than is done in this DSWEIS.

These comments respectfully submitted, 

Name:

Address:
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