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Mike Weber
US Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Washington, D.C. 20555

Dear Mike:

Attached is the planning document I referred to in our phone conversation today, which shows
that DOE and its contractor, Fluor Daniels, are assuming that the N-reactor fuel, once removed
from the K-basins and dry-stored on the Hanford reservation, will be suitable for direct geological
disposal. I am also enclosing BNFL's original comments to the DOE ETS on N-reactor fuel,
dated May of 1995.

Since DOE's decision to remove the N-reactor fuel from the basins for interim dry storage, at an
estimated cost of S600,000,000, no fuel has been removed, the cost estimate has more than
doubled, and no one has checked with NRC or the DOE Office of Civilian Radioactive Waste
Management to determine whether the fuel would be acceptable in its current state for permanent
disposal. Based on similar experience in England with Magnox metal fuel, BNFL believes that
further conditioning of the N-reactor fuel will be required prior to disposal. That is a position that
the NRC is better placed to deal with than is BNFL. However, the fact that DOE is not even
consulting with the NRC on such a matter is disconcerting.

Perhaps it is time for the NRC, in conjunction with the Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board
and the DOE-OCRWM office, to take a closer look into this matter.

Please call me if you want to discuss this further. It *vould be good to see you again, and give my
best to Carl Paperiello.

Yours truly,

Marilyn F. ?eigs&
Vice President
Fuel Cycle and Material Processing

Attachments: (I) Fluor Daniels HNF-SP-1104, dated January 29, 1998
(2) BNFL written comments on DOE EIS on N-reactor fuel, dated May 12, 1995
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1776 Eye Street. N W.. Suite 750Inc. Washington, D.C. 20006-3700

Tel: 12021 785-2635
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May 12, 1995
Suzanne Clark
Document Manager, K-Basins EIS Scoping Comments
US Department of Energy
P.O. Box 550
Richland, WA 99352

Ref: Fed Reg Notice of Intent to Prepare an EIS on N-Reactor Fuel and K-Basins

Dear Ms. Clark:

The following comments to the Federal Register notice dated March 28, 1995 (Fed Reg,
vol. 60, p. 15905), are submitted on behalf of BNFL Inc.

First, BNFL would like to commend the Department of Energy for undertaking the first
important step toward resolving the safety problems with respect to the Hanford N-reactor fuel
and the K-Basins within which that fuel is now stored.

Since DOE published the announcement concerning its intent to prepare a draft EIS on
the Hanford N-reactor fuel, DOE subsequently published the Notice of Availability of the final
PEIS for Programmatic Spent Fuel Management (Fed Reg. vol.60, no. 82, p. 2-979), which is
the underpinning document through which all decisions regarding DOE spent fuel management
will be made. A key to this underpinning document is the recognition (previously absent from
the draft versions) that ultimate disposition of some of the DOE spent fuel may require chemical
processing of the fuel in order to stabilize the material for ultimate acceptance in a repository.
This will certainly be the case for N-reactor fuel, based on BNFL's expertise and experience in
handling similar metal fuel from its Magnox reactors, and based on DOE's previous practice of
processing this fuel soon after its removal from the N-reactor core.

It is also important to note that the document accompanying this PEIS, entitled "Spent
Nuclear Fuel Management Cost Evaluation Report" (Fed Reg vol. 60, no. 72, p. 19030),
concluded that the total life-cycle cost of processing spent fuel compares favorably to the total
life-cycle cost of Direct Disposal, and that it is not possible to determine which is least
expensive. This document also recognizes the fact that, despite DOE's decision to phase out



reprocessing for purposes of recovering fissile material, DOE policy nevertheless does not
preclude processing (at a US or overseas facility, whichever is available) for waste management
purposes (immobilization and volume reduction), which is precisely the case for N-reactor fuel.

Turning back to the issue of the N-reactor fuel and the K-basins, BNFL agrees with the
DOE on the urgent need to remove the fuel from the K-basins in order to remove the
environmental hazards related to further operation of the aging K-basins. Cleanup and
decontamination of the K-basins cannot proceed until and unless the fuel is removed and stored
elsewhere.

BNFL also recognizes the need to prevent further deterioration of the N-reactor fuel
which has been stored under less than optimal conditions in the K-basins to the point that, as one
DOE official described at a recent conference, some of the fuel is virtually "unrecognizable".
Removing this severely damaged and deteriorated fuel, and storing it in some other manner
under some other storage regime will be tricky at best and potentially dangerous at worst. The
metallic fuel is hydrided and is pyrophoric, posing potential environmental and safety hazards
during fuel handling and conditioning for another storage regime.

Selecting an interim storage regime must be done with extreme care, realizing that no
experience exists (other than wet storage in a pool) concerning treatment of metal fuel for
"interim storage" on such a large scale and with such heavily damaged fuel. A path forward
must be carefully scrutinized so as to not make matters worse, and so as not to preclude the
ability to eventually process the fuel for final geologic disposal.

It has been estimated that any on-site, interim conditioning and storage regime for the
N-reactor fuel will cost $600 million (estimates from DOE). If more intense research and
development of a conditioning/storage regime were required, as it probably will in order to
prove the safety case, then these cost estimates will increase substantially.

While any interim conditioning and storage regime may, in fact, prove safe for the near-
term, the fact still remains that the fuel will not be chemically or physically acceptable for final
disposal without chemical processing at some point. Thus, one has to question the fiscal
responsibility of spending $600 million on an interim solution, when one could proceed
immediately toward the final processing step, within the timeframes required for the K-basin
cleanup, and thereby save all costs associated with the interim program. In view of the fiscal
constraints facing DOE in general and Hanford in particular, it would seem prudent to proceed
directly into the final processing step and thereby save the high costs of an interim measure.

In conclusion, DOE should examine the ADDITIONAL environmental, health and safety
effects of proceeding to an unproven interim step when those effects can be avoided altogether
by proceeding directly to the proven and necessary final step of processing the fuel. Thus, one
option that should be considered in the ETS is the direct processing of the fuel and the
environmental, health, and safety benefits of eliminating the interim step. Furthermore,
proceeding directly to the final stabilization process avoids the additional costs of an interim
step. Tlese costs, as mentioned above, are not trivial.



BNFL thanks DOE for the opportunity to comment on this matter.

Yours truly,

Marilyn F. Meigs
Program Manager
Fuel Cycle and Materials Processing


