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Mr. Melvyn Leach, Acting Chief
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Fuel Cycle Licensing Branch, FCSS
Mail Stop T8A33

Washington, DC 20555-0001

Subject: May 9, 2001, Visit to the Church Rock, New Mexico, UMTRCA Title II Site
Dear Mr. Leach:

On behalf of the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), I appreciated the opportunity to accompany
the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) staff on the recent visit to the UNC Church
Rock site. These visits are especially welcome because DOE will ultimately be responsible for
maintaining the integrity of the Title I sites. Addressing that responsibility, I wish to point out
for further discussion concerns DOE has about some of the site features we observed.

The DOE was informed that the erosion protection layer of the cell cover consists of 4 inches of
soil compacted into 3 inches of rock. The profile of the erosion protection layer was observed in
an excavation and in livestock tracks. Rock is absent in the soil exposed on the surface. The
DOE is concerned that without the rock homogeneously distributed in this layer the slope will be
susceptible to erosion. Additionally, the rock that is present seems too sparse to meet the
construction specification.

It is not clear if a self-sustaining, vegetated cover is planned for the cell top. The DOE’s
experience indicates that 4 inches of topsoil is not adequate to sustain grasses. Vegetation on
surrounding, undisturbed land appears to consist primarily of short grasses and deep-rooted
shrubs. This flora will likely colonize the cell top. This combined with the low slope of the cell
surface, makes it imperative that the cell design will continue to function adequately without
avoidable maintenance. The DOE seeks to avoid unnecessary or excessive vegetation control at
this site to remove sage, rabbitbrush, and other deep-rooted native species.

It was observed that the drainage ditches constructed across the top of the cell complex are

nearly horizontal; the ditches have accumulated significant sediment and vegetation is

establishing in the ditches. Mr. Larry Bush of UNC thought the source of the sediment was an

unstabilized soil slope overlooking the cell. The low slope of the ditches may not provide

sufficient gradient and flow velocity for sediment removal, which may compromise the proper

functioning of the drainage system when the full capacity of the system is needed. The situation

is exacerbated by vegetation growing in the sediment. Sediment accumulation may also result in

off-site sediment transport. The DOE seeks to avoid perpetual sediment removal to prevent )

overtopping or off-site sediment transport. ' ' Q \J\Q" v
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We also observed that a recent large storm had created streams of water that caused significant
erosion and moved 9-inch (Dso) riprap downstream in the principal arroyo. The riprap protected
a jetty, which apparently functioned as a sediment trap during the storm event. The DOE is
concerned that if the riprap is an essential part of the design, it will not withstand another severe
storm event and clearly not a design event. The on-site arroyo must be able to convey probable
maximum flood water across the site from the cell top as well as from the upstream catchment
area with minimal damage. This system must operate as closely as possible to a stable, natural
system.

According to Mr. Bush, the site was not designed to accommodate grazing. We do not think that
the annual visit to the site will provide sufficient site presence to discourage livestock grazing on
the site, nor does DOE anticipate that it will be able to effectively prevent grazing on the site
through fence maintenance. An effective grazing plan must be developed by the licensee to
mitigate the effect of grazing. This might include maintaining arrangements with local
landowners to manage limited grazing, maintaining arrangements with law enforcement agencies
to enforce grazing restrictions, conducting additional visits or subcontracting private security,
hardening fences, or installing interior fences around the cells and other vulnerable structures. In
the present site configuration, DOE anticipates that extraordinary fence maintenance will be
required to control grazing.

The DOE understands that the embankment on the southeast edge of the cell will be left in place.
In its present configuration, the embankment sides are quite steep and unprotected. Also, gully
formation was observed near the southern end of the “A” embankment. The DOE requests that
these structures be modified to withstand expected site events without the need for extraordinary
maintenance.

The DOE acknowledges that UNC has not completed reclamation at the Church Rock site and
that DOE has not reviewed the site design. My efforts are to avoid incurring a DOE liability for
nonroutine maintenance or corrective action when the site enters stewardship. I look forward to
discussing future plans ensuring adequacy of the cell and assurance construction meets the
objectives of the cells placement. We wish to ensure that, upon transition into stewardship, site
integrity will continue without undue, extraordinary intervention by DOE. Please call me at
970/248-6037 so we can arrange to address these observations in the context of long-term
stewardship.

Sincerely,

ot gt~
Art Kleinrath

Program Manager
Long-Term Surveillance and Maintenance
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