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March 26, 2001 

The Honorable Christine Todd Whitman 
Administrator 
United States Environmental Protection Agency 
1200 Pennsylvania Ave., NW.  
Washington, DC 20460 

Dear Administrator Whitman: 

I am writing in regard to the pending final rule for the Environmental Protection 
Agency's (EPA) public health and environmental protection standard for the proposed high level 
waste and spent nuclear fuel repository at Yucca Mountain, Nevada. I have supported the EPA's 
authority and efforts to establish a scientifically sound, highly protective radiation standard for 
Yucca Mountain, to prevent the devastating impact radiation exposure would have on the 
residents of Nevada.  

As you may be aware, the proposed Yucca Mountain Repository would be located 
approximately 90 miles from Las Vegas, Nevada's largest city. In addition to being home to 
more than1.2 million Nevadans, Las Vegas and its neighboring communities draw more than 30 
million visitors each year. Contamination of groundwater or the surrounding environment from 
radiation would create a human health risk and would threaten the tourism and recreation based 
economy which provides jobs and important tax revenues to Nevada and its communities.  

Although I believe Yucca Mountain is unsuitable for the site of the nuclear waste 
repository, this rulemaking process provides an excellent opportunity to demonstrate our nation's 
commitment to providing the highest level of protection to our citizens and our environment 
from unnecessary exposure to radiation. Our nation faces a tremendous technical and disposal 
challenge, and the need to protect the health and safety of our citizens. Weak standards for 
Yucca Mountain would send a signal that we are not concerned about the health and safety of our 
citizens and our environment.  

To ensure that we send a strong message, I encourage you to utilize the authority given to 
the EPA by the 1992 Energy Policy Act (Public Law 102-486) to ensure the promulgation of 
stringent radiation protection standards for the proposed waste repository at Yucca Mountain.  
Given the agency's history of establishing radiation standards, its tradition of using sound 
scientific methods, and its expertise in environmental regulations, the EPA is well suited to 
completing this task. As you know, the final rule on these standards has not yet been issued,
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although the EPA submitted the final rule for interagency approval in late January 2001. I 
strongly urge you to complete this process by publishing a final rule that meets the following 
four criteria: 

1. Separate groundwater standard. Groundwater represents a unique pathway for 
radiological contamination at the Yucca Mountain site. Nevada communities rely on 
the aquifer below Yucca Mountain to provide water for human consumption, livestock 
production, and other agriculture activities. The importance of this resource and the risk 
of groundwater contamination necessitate a separate groundwater exposure limit that 
provides protection equal to the provisions of the Safe Drinking Water Act.  

2. Stringent exposure dose limits. The total exposure limit from background radiation 
and potential Yucca Mountain sources must ensure that the risks to nearby residents are 
as low as possible. In a January 17, 2001 letter to my office, Administrator Browner 
indicated the final rule would set the maximum exposure limit (1) from all sources at 15 
millirem (mrem) per year, which is consistent with EPA's generic standards for long
term disposal of irradiated nuclear fuel and high-level nuclear waste described in 40 
CFR 191, and (2) from groundwater exposure at 4 mrem, which is consistent with the 
standards of the Safe Drinking Water Act. I am encouraged by these proposals, because 
they help limit the possibility of residents near the site developing cancer and other 
health problems. I urge you, however, to further reduce the maximum total and 
groundwater exposure limits to provide an even higher level of protection.  

3. Reasonable point of compliance. In addition to establishing stringent exposure 
limits, the final regulation should ensure that measurements made to ensure compliance 
with the regulation are made near the point of highest expected dose. Making these 
determinations far away from such a point would mask the true amount of radiation 
produced by the waste repository. Both groundwater and total exposure determinations 
should, therefore, be made at the location with the largest expected dose, based on 
scientific studies of Yucca Mountain.  

4. Length of Compliance. The Department of Energy's studies of Yucca Mountain 
indicate that doses are not expected to peak until the repository has been in operation for 
more than 100,000 years. The final regulation should consider possible exposure for a 
period of time at least this long as recommended by the National Academy of Sciences.  
A shorter time period would ignore the true threats to public health and safety posed by 
the proposed repository.  

Based on the draft rule issued in August 1999, the comments of former Administrator Browner 
in a January 17, 2001 letter to my office, and your comments during your confirmation hearing, 
it appears that the EPA has developed standards that would meet some, but not all of these 
criteria.
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As you know, I fully support the role of the EPA in establishing these regulations. In 
addition, I appreciate the efforts the EPA has made to engage in a comprehensive and 
scientifically sound rulemaking process. I cannot support a final rule that fails to meet one or 
more of the criteria described above and fails to provide the highest possible protection for the 
health and safety of those threatened by the proposed nuclear waste repository. If you have any 
questions please contact me or have your staff contact Dr. Gregory Jaczko at (202) 224-8832, 
Dr. Jack Hess, or Dr. Kai Anderson at (202) 224-3542.  

I appreciate your consideration of my concerns and look forward to hearing from you.

HARRY REID 
Ranking Democrat

HMR/gj 

cc: The Honorable Spencer Abraham, Secretary of Energy 
The Honorable Mitchell E. Daniels, Jr., Director, Office of Management and Budget 
The Honorable Richard A. Meserve, Chairman, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission
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