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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) states that in order to respond to changing 

conditions that present both challenges and opportunities, NRC is attempting to establish a "clear 

strategic direction" that will enable it to achieve its mission effectively. The strategic "plan" or 

"framework" developed by the Strategic Assessment and Rebaselining Initiative (SARI) will 

guide future NRC decision-making and provide a basis for aligning NRC's budget and organiza

tional systems with its mission and goals. As part of this effort, NRC solicits active stakeholder 

input into this "work-in-progress" project. 

The National Mining Association (NMA) is pleased to comment generally on the SARI 

and specifically on a number of the "Direction-Setting Issues" ("DSI") papers. NMA comprises 

the producers of most of the nation's coal, metals, industrial and agricultural minerals; the manu

facturers of mining and mineral processing machinery, equipment and supplies; and the engi

neering and consulting firms, financial institutions and other firms serving the mining industry. 

NMA is providing comments on behalf of its uranium recovery licensee members whose inter

ests will be affected by the final results of the SARI. 



II. GENERAL COMMENTS 

NMA recognizes that NRC has attempted to address major issues of agency-wide impor

tance that impact, to a greater or lesser extent, all classes of the Commission's licensees and all of 

the core components of its regulatory mission in this SARI. NMA also recognizes that NRC's 

uranium recovery licensees constitute but one relatively limited sub-group ofNRC materials li

censees. Nevertheless, NMA's uranium recovery licensees believe that the concepts underlying 

the SARI justify a strategic review and reconsideration of a variety of issues affecting uranium 

recovery licensees. 

NRC has over time addressed a variety of issues that affect uranium recovery licensees 

and will continue to affect them in the future. Since NRC's treatment of these issues over time 

has evolved essentially in response to the appearance of a given issue rather than as part of a co

herent, strategic assessment, the result is inconsistent, conflicting and confusing regulatory appli

cations. The short illld long term implications of this regulatory maze are potentially significant 

for licensees, NRC, Department of Energy (DOE) and Agreement State programs that address 

uranium recovery facilities. 

NMA will not attempt to discuss these issues in any great detail in these comments due to 

their complexity. However, several brief examples follow: 

• NRC's decision to assert jurisdiction over in situ leach (ISL) uranium mining opera

tions combined with the Staff Guidance on effluent disposal (DWM-95-0 l) has led to 

the treatment of "process" (i.e., production) wastes as l le.(2) byproduct material 
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while "restoration" wastes are considered as mine wastes. These wastes have been 

and are being commingled at ISL facilities. Traditionally, ISL 11 e.(2) wastes are dis

posed in uranium mill tailings facilities (Criterion 2, 10 C.F.R. Part 40, Appendix A) 

but non-11 e.(2) wastes are not to be disposed in such facilities pursuant to the "Final 

Revised Guidance on Disposal of Non-Atomic Energy Act of 1954, Section 1 le.(2) 

Byproduct Material in Tailing Impoundments." Thus, a regulatory dilemma that may 

impact NRC/ Agreement State versus non-Agreement State jurisdiction and DOE ac

ceptance of Title II uranium mill tailings facilities under the Atomic Energy Act 

(AEA), as amended by the Uranium Mill Tailing Radiation Control Act (UMTRCA), 

has been created. 

• NRC Staff Guidance determining that non-Agreement States have concurrent juris

diction with NRC under the AEA, as amended by UMTRCA, over the nonradiologi

cal components of 1 le.(2) byproduct material threatens to create a "mixed waste-like" 

regulatory "sink" and is inconsistent with the maintenance of a "strong" Agreement 

State program. Additionally, this policy position may further exacerbate the problems 

noted in the preceding paragraph. 

NMA is concerned that the dilemmas posed by NRC decisions, positions or guidance on 

a series of significant regulatory issues will affect uranium recovery licensees well into the fu

ture. Any attempt to address these issues in a patchwork fashion will only lead to more illogical , 

inconsistent and complex regulatory applications. A strategic reassessment and rebaselining ef

fort to address these issues in light of current and likely future circumstances, including the 
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results of the agency-wide SARJ, makes good sense. NMA, therefore requests that NRC con-

sider these comments to constitute a "placeholder" for a strategic reassessment of these and other 

critical uranium recovery-licensee regulatory issues. At the present time, NMA's uranium recov-

ery licensee members contemplate preparing a "White Paper" outlining these issues and identify-

ing their significance to the uranium recovery program and, where relevant, to larger issues such 

as the Agreement State program, the low-level waste (LL W) program, risk-informed, 

performance-based regulation, the decommissioning of non-reactor facilities and the like. 

Finally, NMA notes that, Director of the Utah's Division of Radiation Control, William J. 

Sinclair's testimony at the NRC's Colorado Springs hearing on the SARI echoes NMA's concerns 

regarding the necessity for a strategic assessment of uranium recovery issues as follows: 

Just another comment, and this is a State of Utah comment: One 
thing that I was disappointed in this area that I thought we might 
have looked at in more detail was the uranium mill program and 
some of the waste issues dealing with the uranium mill program. 
Even though it's not low-level waste -- call it a different thing -
there are a lot of issues in that program that I think would be valu
able to look at as part of the strategic assessment, and I guess I was 
just disappointed that some of those issues that were raised and that 
I have seen raised at meetings such as the American Mining Con
gress meeting weren't raised as part of this paper. 

In the interests of full disclosure, NMA notes that Mr. Sinclair's view regarding the ura-

nium recovery issues that need to be strategically reassessed may differ substantially from those 

of NMA's uranium recovery licensee members. 
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III. SPECIFIC COMMENTS 

a. DSI 2: Oversight of DOE 

Question: Should NRC seek to expand its regulatory authority and responsibilities 
to include DOE facilities? 

The DSI paper poses four options as follows: 

Option 1: Support broad responsibility for NRC regulation of DOE: 

a. Advisory Committee framework; 

b. Existing division of responsibility for commercial nuclear facilities; and 

c. Modifying the existing division of responsibility to minimize jurisdic
tional conflicts; 

Option 2: Support broad responsibility for regulating certain types of DOE facilities; 

Option 3: Oppose broad NRC responsibility for regulating DOE facilities; 

Option 4: Take no position on broad NRC responsibility for DOE facilities. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor Option 4, but if asked, NRC could provide 

the necessary oversight with adequate resources and a reasonable time schedule. 

NMA agrees that it is appropriate for the Commission not to actively seek oversight of 

DOE facilities, but should NRC be the outside regulator for DOE, NMA supports Option lB 

which reflects the current division of responsibility for commercial facilities . 

The current division of responsibility has been thrashed out over the past several decades 

in various legislative, judicial and regulatory fora. While the current division of responsibility is 

still somewhat problematical and far from perfect. it would not be cost-effective or useful to 
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begin anew. For example, it makes little sense to thrust the Occupational Health and Safety Ad

ministration (OSHA) into radiological protection for AEA regulated facility workers or the Envi

ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) into site specific regulatory oversight -- tasks which those 

Agencies are at best ill-prepared to perform, especially when compared with NRC. Mixed waste 

issues can be solved readily under the existing division of responsibility as well. (See "Mixed 

Waste: A Way to Solve the Quandary," Anthony J. Thompson and Michael L. Goo, 23 ELR 

10705-10719 (December 1993) ["Thompson/Goo," Attachment A.] To the extent that there ex

ists a need for external regulation of DOE facilities (and there is significant agreement with that 

proposition), NMA believes that NRC's expertise places it in the strongest position of any exist

ing federal m: ~ agency to assume such responsibilities. NMA believes that there may be 

questionable benefits and potentially significant problems associated with authorizing Agreement 

State regulation of federal DOE facilities. 

As one further note, NMA supports the concept expressed in Suboption 1 C regarding the 

appropriate way to address the "mixed waste" issue -- Whether the waste is DOE or commercial 

low-level mixed waste, (DSI 2 at p. 23), ifradiation poses the primary hazard, then NRC's cur

rent LL W standards in 10 C.F.R. Part 61 (and/or any modifications thereto pursuant NRC be

coming DO E's external regulator) should govern the disposal of the waste. The expensive and 

unnecessary efforts to treat the hazardous waste component of mixed waste pursuant to RCRA 

requirements could be obviated with great cost savings and no loss of protection for public 

health, safety and the environment. Id. Similarly, if the chemical or other nonradiological com

ponent of the waste poses the primary hazard, then relevant hazardous waste or hazardous mate

rials disposal criteria should govern the disposal of the waste. 
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b. DSI 4: NRC's Relationship with Agreement States 

Question: What should be NRC's strategy regarding States becoming and remaining 
Agreement states? 

The DSI paper poses five options as follows : 

Option 1: Turn the Agreement States Program over to EPA; 

Option 2: Strongly encourage States to become Agreement States; 

Option 3: Continue the current Agreement States program, including adopting current 
incentives; 

Option 4: Treat Agreement States as co-regulators; and, 

Option 5: Devolve regulation of AEA, Section 274 materials to the States. 

The Commission's preliminary view favors Option 3 including encouraging more States 

to become Agreement States through intangible incentives although perhaps providing some 

"seed-money" or grants as tangible incentives. The Commission also favors providing training 

to Agreement States without charge on a "space available" basis. 

NMA is opposed unequivocally to Option 1 because it would destroy decades of continu-

ity in NRC/ Agreement State regulatory oversight of uranium recovery facilities as well as those 

of other AEA licensees. Additionally, EPA does not have either the quality or depth of expertise 

(particularly operations-related experience) on these issues at headquarters or in its regional 

offices. 

NMA questions whether it is appropriate or wise for NRC to "strongly" encourage states 

to become Agreement States. As NRC notes, as more states become Agreement States, it will be 

difficult for NRC to maintain a critical mass of technical expertise to oversee a national level, 
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national quality regulatory program. "Strongly" encouraging additional Agreement States would 

seem to be inconsistent with the goal of a national regulatory program for radioactive materials 

as envisaged under the AEA. While some current (and perhaps future) Agreement States may 

have relatively sophisticated programs, others do not and likely will not. It is difficult to believe 

that even the most sophisticated Agreement State programs can or likely will bring to bear the re

sources and expertise that NRC can and has on complex issues such as site decommissioning 

(DSI 9) and low-level waste disposal (DSI 5). The very fact that Agreement States (including 

those with sophisticated programs) have objected so vigorously to any cuts in NRC funding for · 

training of Agreement State personnel essentially proves this point. 

NMA further objects to giving Agreement States credit for performing NRC inspections 

or to allowing Agreement States to provide reimbursable services to NRC licensees. The poten

tial for "disconnects" between the state inspectors and NRC rule and policymakers would be too 

great. If there was a downside to NRC's Uranium Recovery Field Office (URFO) operations, it 

was precisely such disconnects between the "field operatives" and headquarters rule and policy

makers. NMA believes that a national regulatory program is necessary under the AEA, as 

amended, and that, while NRC may discontinue direct regulatory control over Agreement State 

licensees, Agreement States exercising their sovereign authority may do so only within the 

bounds of NRC's defined national regulatory policies. The greater the flexibility and discretion 

afforded States, the greater will be the inconsistencies between State regulatory programs. Thus, 

while Agreement States do and should have some autonomy and independence, they are not "Co

Regulators" nor should they be considered as such. For these same reasons, therefore, NMA op

poses both Options 4 and 5. 
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NMA generally supports Option 3, but continues its objection to NRC licensees funding 

Agreement State oversight and training. NMA supports changes to the Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act (OBRA) that would either fund such activities from appropriated funds or 

permit NRC to charge Agreement States for such activities. In the latter case, however, some ba-

sis for reduced charges could be justified in the name of preserving a consistent national regula-

tory program. 

NMA believes that Option 3 does strike a balance between maintaining a coherent na-

tional program and allowing states some flexibility to "accommodate individual state prefer-

ences, state legislative direction, and local needs and conditions." On the other hand, a coherent 

national program requires that in some instances States must have "identical" regulatory 

requirements. 

Finally, NMA notes that NRC's 1980 policy position to allow non-Agreement States to 

regulate the non-radiological constituents of l le.(2) byproduct material runs directly counter to 

any policy to "strongly" support and maintain a viable Agreement State program. This issue is 

one that NRC should reconsider as part of the strategic reassessment of uranium recovery regula-

tory issues requested in several places in these NMA comments on NRC's SARI efforts. 

c. DSI 5: Low-Level Waste 

Question: What should be the role and scope of the NRC's low-level radioactive waste 
program? 

The OSI paper poses six options as follows: 

Option 1: Assume a greater leadership role; 
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Option 2: Assume a strong regulatory role in the National LL W program; 

Option 3: Retain the current program; 

Option 4: Recognize progress and reduce the program; 

Option 5: Transfer the LL W program to EPA; and 

Option 6: Accept "assured" long-term storage. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor Option 2. 

NRC has traditionally had a policy favoring disposal and discouraging long-term storage 

as a method of managing LL W. NMA concurs with this policy assuming that sound and cost

effective disposal alternatives are available. If such alternatives are not available then storage be

comes a necessity for some period oftime but long-term (i.e., permanent) storage should never 

become the goal both because of potential health and safety concerns and potential ongoing con

tingent liability concerns of licensees. 

Option 6 ("assured" long-term storage) is a somewhat confusing concept. It raises ques

tions of "perpetual" licensing that conflict with traditional assumptions regarding appropriate re

liance on "institutional/active" controls. It could also cloud the issue of whether on-site disposal 

is a viable option and it appears to conflict directly with the assumptions underlying NRC's final 

regulations governing the "timeliness" of decommissioning. (59 Fed. Reg. 36026, July 15, 

1994). (See also NEI Petition for rulemaking; 61 Fed. Reg. 43 ,193, August 21 , 1996). Finally, it 

raises the obvious question that if "assured" storage is somehow different than long-term storage, 

how then is it different than disposal? 
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NMA believes that NRC needs to maintain a strong presence in the LLW field for a vari

ety of reasons. First, as noted in its comments on DSI 4, NMA believes it is unlikely that any (or 

at best more than a few) Agr.eement states can bring to bear the necessary resources and expertise 

to maintain a sound, natipnal quality program to address the many complex regulatory issues that 

are inherent in LL W disposal activities. As noted, NRC has done a significant amount of per

formance assessment work since the 1970's that should continue if LL W waste disposal practices 

are ever going to satisfy the concerns of the general public. Second, both NRC and Agreement 

State practices will have inevitable effects on uranium recovery licensee disposal practices and 

vice-versa and, finally, concerns about LLW disposal would only intensify greatly ifNRC were 

to become DOE's external regulator. 

lfNRC were to withdraw from the field the resulting vacuum would almost inevitably be 

filled by EPA and not the Agreement States. NMA does not believe that EPA possesses the nec

essary experience and hands on expertise to handle such a program. NRC already has effective 

LL W disposal regulations in place that were developed in a major rulemaking proceeding involv

ing all of the major stakeholders including DOE, EPA, Agreement States, industry and the gen

eral public. It makes no sense to abandon an existing program that is sound. Rather it makes 

more sense to aggressively address some of the LL Wand related waste disposal issues (e.g., 

mixed waste, use of uranium mill tailings facilities for disposal of non-11 e.(2) byproduct mate

rial and/or NORM. potential groundwater contamination issues, federal or state site ownership 

requirements, restricted use and on-site disposal) to find ways to resolve them with the Agree

ment States, DOE, EPA and the general public through Agency agreements or where necessary 

targeted regulatory or legislative changes. 
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NRC needs to take an active role in the continuing development of probabilistic and de-

terministic risk-informed, performance-based regulatory approaches to LL W disposal. In this re-

gard, NRC and EPA have proposed radiological decommissioning criteria (15 mrem/y) to be 

effective for 1,000 years based on the cleanup of residual radioactive contamination and site use 

controls such as deed restrictions and zoning. The proposed 15 mrem/y limit is not a risk-

informed regulatory limit. Additionally, these proposals ignore traditional assumptions regard-

ing the reliability of institutional controls (even where government ownership is required), do not 

adequately consider the possibility of federal ownership of sites under § § 151 (b) and ( c) of the 

Nuclear Waste Policy Act (NWPA) and leave unclear the credit for and undeniable benefits of 

engineered barriers and "waste form" requirements. As such, the NRC and EPA decommission-

ing proposals simplistically address the clean-up of residual radioactive contamination and arbi-

trarily ignore the "real world" implications that the proposals have for existing LL W disposal 

requirements and the potential impacts on existing and future LL W disposal capacity. NRC 

needs to work with its federal and state counterparts to encourage a coherent national approach to 

these issues and to explain to the general public how public health and safety is properly pro-

tected in the process. 

d. DSI 9: Decommissioning -- Non-Reactor Facilities 

Question: What should be NRC's strategy to take advantage of new and different ap
proaches to optimize site remediation of the site decommissioning management 
plan and other problem sites? 

The OSI paper poses nine options as follows : 

Option 1: Continue the existing program; 

Option 2: Change the decommissioning review process; 
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Option 3: Change residual contamination criteria and review scenarios; 

Option 4: Adopt EP A's Superfund approach; 

Option 5: Regulate source material consistently with naturally occurring and accelerator 
produced radioactive materials (NARM); 

Option 6: Focus on decommissioning cases in which progress can be made; transfer 
stalled sites to the EP A's Superfund program; 

Option 7: Take an aggressive position to develop regulatory frameworks for lower cost 
decommissioning waste disposal options; 

Option 8: Develop a strong litigation strategy; and 

Optjop 9: Seek Superfund authority. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor a combination of options, including Option 2, 

Option 6, Option 7 and Option 8. 

In combination, these options would place appropriate responsibility on licensees to 

remediate their sites while giving NRC appropriate tools to deal with problem sites and licensees. 

The Commission suggests that pilot projects be used to test implementation of Option 2 and with 

regard to Option 6, believes that, consistent with DSI 12, the staff should examine a level of risk 

associated with each site. Thus, the NRC would focus on the higher risk sites where progress is 

being made and place lesser emphasis on lower risk sites, while considering the feasibility of 

transferring the low risk, stalled sites to EP A's Superfund program on a case-by-case basis. 

With respect to Option l, NMA believes that continuing the existing SDMP program is a 

reasonably viable option. It represents a comprehensive effort to address decommissioning prob-

!ems on a site-specific basis, the only way in which such problems can be addressed meaning-

fully. The entire SDMP program, however, raises one major concern that ultimately led to the 
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"back fit" rule in the reactor sector and which has been called the "movable regulatory goal post" 

or in the Superfund context the "reopener." There is an ongoing concern as represented by the 

SDMP program, that one may never be able to finally decommission a site and terminate a li

cense because some GAO report or EPA initiative will cause NRC to reopen decommissioning 

decisions. There must be some finality to these decisions. Barring some clearly identified immi

nent and significant threat to public health and safety, NRC cannot continue to reopen decom

missioning decisions merely because policies or standards change at a later date. Accordingly, 

since throughout this strategic assessment document, materials licensee sites are routinely re

ferred to as low risk sites, it would appear highly unlikely, absent extraordinary circumstances, 

that reopeners could be justified for such sites. 

Option 2, at least with respect to the materials licensee sector, including uranium recov

ery licensees, likely would not be acceptable. Given the problem noted above with respect to the 

SDMP program, and given the experience of all NMA member company uranium recovery licen

sees with regulators, it is highly unlikely that licensees would proceed to develop decommission

ing programs and to implement them without some NRC blessing. The potential for expending 

enormous resources and then having to "begin all over again" as a result of the Agency changing 

its view is simply too large a risk to accept. Additionally, the potential for continuing contingent 

liability unabated by a "blessed" closure plan is not something that most licensees would like to 

have hanging over them after license termination. Therefore, NMA members would expect and 

require NRC's "blessing" which finally will be demonstrated by termination of their licenses. 
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With respect to Option 3, NMA heartily agrees that NRC should modify its proposed re-

sidual contamination criteria in a number of respects including an exclusion for "uranium recov

ery facilities" as opposed to just uranium mill tailings facilities and a 500 mrem/y intruder dose 

associated with a failure of institutional controls at a "restricted use" site. NRC also should allow 

more realistic and less conservative dose assessment scenarios and it should not finalize its pro

posed 15 mrem/y annual dose limit. The 15 mrem/y dose limit is not "risk-informed" in any 

way. It is unreasonable because of implementation difficulties, because it represents a tiny frac

tion of annual average natural background exposure, and because NRC (and for that matter, EPA 

as well) has no evidence suggesting that members of the public are likely to receive multiple ex

posures from nuclear fuel cycle facilities (including decommissioned sites) the cumulative im

pact of which likely would exceed the 100 mrem/y per year annual dose limit. NMA recognizes 

that EPA has the authority to effectively force NRC to adopt a 15 mrem/y dose under its author

ity to set "generally applicable standards" under the Reorganization Plan #3of1970, however, it 

is up to NRC, perhaps with DOE as an ally, to forcefully argue within the higher councils of gov

ernment for a realistic residual radiation limit. 

NMA's view of Option 4 is that it would be absurd to adopt EP A's approach for site clo

sure at sites involving radioactive contamination. Both EPA and NRC have developed extensive 

regulatory standards covering operations and decommissioning of uranium recovery facilities 

through a decade of rulemaking and judicial activities. NRC has developed and Agreement 

States are implementing the requirements of 10 C.F.R. Part 61 for regulation of low-level radio

active waste disposal facilities . NRC has vigorously opposed EPA proposing additional criteria 

for low-level waste sites. The standards for control of chemical contaminants are different and 
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and in many instances inconsistent with those for uranium recovery and low-level waste disposal 

facilities. [See Thompson/Goo, Attachment A]. 

With respect to Option 5, NMA categorically opposes the transfer of regulatory authority 

over source material to EPA and to the states. Again, with NRC having developed extensive 

regulatory programs over decades, and having the expertise and experience to manage a national 

level program for control of source material, it would make no sense to transfer jurisdiction over 

those materials from NRC to EPA, states or any other agency. If anything, it might make sense 

to modify the AEA to provide NRC with the authority to regulate discreet NARM as opposed to 

diffuse NORM, which is a component of NARM. 

With respect to Option 6, NMA cautions NRC that it may not be a wise precedent to 

regularly transfer or attempt to transfer stalled decommissioning cases to EP A's Superfund pro

gram. At present, it is EPA's policy to not put NRC licensed sites on the National Priorities List 

(NPL). To the extent that NRC regularly seeks to have sites wider its jurisdiction placed on the 

NPL list, it may erode the basis for EPA's current policy. In the end, it could lead to any and all 

NRC regulated sites, including reactor sites, becoming more readily subject to Superfund. This 

would pose an entirely unattractive alternative to reactor licensees and could lead to NRC be

coming a somewhat useless governmental appendage over the long term. If absolutely neces

sary, NRC should seek to transfer sites only in situations where there are no funds available for 

site closure. A better alternative in such cases would be for NRC to seek to obtain funds from 

Congress to supervise closure of such sites. Solving the problem of lack of funding should be 

addressed directly with Congress rather than by conceding authority given to NRC by the AEA. 
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NMA supports the basic concept which underlies Option 7 which is to allow licensees to 

propose alternatives for final decommissioning of sites based on site specific circumstances. 

NMA will address some of the specifics associated with the discussion of Option 7 hereinafter. 

With respect to Option 8, NMA is somewhat confused by NRC's discussion of this op

tion. To the extent that NRC is suggesting that it can (or should) modify its basic regulatory ap

proach (i.e., the so called "audit" approach), wherein it can react swiftly to imminent and acute 

threats to public health and safety, but otherwise must rely on the primary responsibility of the 

licensee to protect public health and safety, NMA would object. The NRC regulatory process, 

which has been in place for many years and applicable to a broad spectrum of licensees, is gener

ally speaking more risk-informed and performance-based than that of most of its sister agencies, 

particularly that of EPA. NMA would object to any basic change in the NRC's regulatory pos

ture. NMA would not object to NRC developing policies and guidance, or rules with the in

volvement of the regulated community, to address potential concerns about licensee bankruptcy, 

surety or other nonperformance issues to avoid situations in which the capability to decommis

sion sites is dissipated actively or passively by a licensee. 

With respect to Option 9, NMA does not believe that Congress is likely to give NRC Su

perfund authority in the same fashion as it has been so unwisely doled out such authority to EPA. 

However, as noted above, NRC may be able to make a case at some point in time for amend

ments to the AEA to allow NRC to request appropriated funds for decommissioning of some 

sites where there simply is no licensee or no licensee resources for site closure. It is presumed 
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that in virtually every case the risk to public health and safety would not be imminent or NRC 

would have moved to take some form of protective action. 

As noted above, DSI 9 begins with an introduction and summary of Commission views. 

Included in the summary is the following statement: 

In decommissioning non-reactor facilities, NRC must balance the 
need to proceed expeditiously to provide assurance of long-term 
protection of public health and safety against the need to cost
effectively use its resources and, as appropriate, those of the 
licensees. 

NMA takes exception to the above statement because it represents an inappropriate regu-

latory posture. This can be highlighted by asking the following question: When is it appropriate 

for the NRC to waste the resources of a licensee? NMA would expect that there may be times 

when NRC staff and a licensee disagree about the use of resources, however, arbitrarily and ca-

priciously forcing a licensee to waste its resources is unacceptable regulatory action. . In terms of 

licensees authorized to possess and dispose of byproduct material, Section 84a.(l) of the AEA, as 

amended, states: 

84a. The Commission shall insure that the management of any by
product material, as defined in section 11 e.(2), is carried out in 
such a manner as ( 1) the Commission deems appropriate to protect 
the public health and safety and the environment from radiological 
and nonradiological hazards associated with the processing and 
with the possession and transfer of such material taking into ac
count the risk to public health, safety, and the environment, with 
due consideration of the economic costs ... (emphasis added) . 

NMA, therefore, recommends that the summary statement be amended as follows: 

In decommissioning non-reactor facilities, NRC must balance the 
need to proceed expeditiously to provide assurance of long-term 
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protection of public health and safety against the need to cost
effectively use its resources, with due consideration of the eco
nomic cost to licensees. 

NRC notes (DSI at p7) that where non-radioactive hazardous or solid wastes are in-

volved, remediation time tables and options are sometimes dictated by state or EPA require-

ments. "Because non-radioactive hazardous and solid wastes requirements are based on 

somewhat different objectives and requirements, differences have resulted in project delays be-

cause of the use of schedules and administrative processes mandated by EPA requirements and 

technical provisions that placed additional conditions on licensees." Id. As NMA noted above, 

the differences in the approach to disposal of hazardous and solid waste versus low-level radioac-

tive waste and uranium mill tailings, are significant and NRC needs to take a far more aggressive 

posture on these issues. The conflicts between the two systems have led to a virtual dead-lock in 

the disposal of mixed waste that is unnecessary and extremely costly. [See Thompson/Goo, At-

tachment A]. Additionally, the NRC's position with respect to non-Agreement State authority 

over the non-radioactive constituents in 1 le.(2) byproduct material, poses the potential or <level-

oping a similar "mixed waste conundrum" for uranium recovery licenses. NMA is requesting, as 

part of these comments on NRC's strategic assessment, a reconsideration of a variety of regula-

tory issues and decisions effecting uranium recovery licensees on a strategic basis. Again, NMA 

is making this request for Commission consideration as a placeholding component of its com-

ments in this proceeding. 

NRC also notes (DSI at p.8) that in general, Agreement States use similar decommission-

ing criteria as NRC, but several have terminated licenses using deed or other zoning restrictions . 

It is also true that NRC has allowed the waiver by a state of one of the basic components of its 10 
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C.F .R. Part 61 regulations (the requirement for state or federal government ownership of low

level waste disposal sites) without a thorough examination of whether this precedent strikes at 

one of the fundamental underpinnings of the 10 C.F.R. Part 61 regulations. [~ Umetco Miner

als Corporation's comments to NRC's advanced notice of proposed rulemaking (ANPR) on land 

ownership requirements for low-level radioactive waste (LL W) sites, Attachment BJ. For exam

ple, NMA believes that with respect to NRC's and EP A's proposed decommissioning regulations 

where complex sites are involved , the requirement to assure that no individual receives more 

than 15 mrem/y for 1,000 years based on institutional controls such as deed restrictions and zon

ing restrictions is fatuous. 

Although the proposed rule does not purport to require (or proscribe) the use of any par

ticular type of institutional control to achieve the 15 mrem/y or 100 mrem/y default standards, 

NRC does provide the following examples of possible controls: deed restrictions on future use, 

such as restrictive covenants, equitable servitudes and easements, land use regulation through 

zoning, deed notices, government ownership of property, trustee arrangements, other restrictions 

such as site-access restrictions, soil-excavations, and groundwater use restrictions, and coopera

tive agreements. (NUREG-1496, p. F-1.) In any event, as noted above, the proposed 

100 mrem/y default standard should be changed to a 500 mrem/y default standard. 

Some of these institutional controls are inherently speculative and clearly inadequate to 

provide the long term assurance of control and maintenance required for a "restricted use" site. 

For example, zoning restrictions can be easily modified by the local zoning authority (or the state 

legislature), meaning that zoning restrictions lack the durability needed to assure long-term 
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control over restricted use sites. Moreover, the zoning process is highly susceptible to political 

and economic pressures that may be completely divorced from any concerns for radiological 

safety. As one commentator has noted, "[t]he essence of modern zoning is the pervasive sacri

fice of permanent property rights to transient property values." (James Bovard, "Lost Rights" as 

quoted by The Washington Times, June 11 , 1994, p. 03.) These factors combine to make zoning 

particularly ill-suited for controlling the use of a site to provide long-term protection against pos

sible exposure to radioactive materials. 

Other types of controls discussed by NRC, in particular, equitable servitudes and ease

ments, are facially more appealing and were viewed favorably by NRC. However, these two 

mechanisms also have substantial limitations. Broadly speaking, both of these mechanisms lack 

consistency and predictability. For example, the types of controls that can be imposed through 

an equitable servitude or easement, the mechanics of imposing a particular restriction, and the 

enforceability of restrictions imposed through these devices will vary from one jurisdiction to the 

next. In addition, the meaning and scope of a particular restriction imposed through an easement 

or servitude will depend entirely upon the intent of the drafters of the relevant property docu

ments and on the local courts that interpret those types of documents. 

At a more fundamental level, equitable servitudes and easements are inappropriate for as

suring long-term control over restricted use sites because they permit, and in fact contemplate, 

that site ownership will remain in private hands following decommissioning. However, private 

O\vnership or restricted use sites is inherently unstable, particularly when compared with the op

tion of government ownership. 

21 



Among other things, private ownership means that restricted use sites are owned by enti

ties that are motivated by economic concerns and subject to economic pressures, which may at 

times conflict with concerns for long-term radiological safety. Moreover, in a system of private 

ownership, the same entities that own a decommissioned site will also be in a position to under

mine the restrictions on site use imposed by these institutional controls. (For example, a state 

government might be lobbied to assume ownership of a site through exercise of its eminent do

main powers, which could have the effect of nullifying any restrictions contained in an equitable 

servitude.) 

In addition, there can be no assurance that the owner of a restricted use site will remain in 

existence over the extended time frame required for the control of the site. For example, NRC 

has not fully evaluated how the durability and enforceability of these institutional controls would 

be effected if a site owner declares bankruptcy. It is conceivable, and perhaps even likely, that a 

trustee in bankruptcy would not want to retain the restricted use site. NRC has not addressed the 

consequences of this scenario, and the possibility that the property in question might revert to the 

state -- which might not be bound by an equitable servitude, or which, as the beneficiary of an 

easement, might be in a position to terminate the easement. 

Finally, private ownership has the potential to complicate enforcement of applicable site 

restrictions. To enforce a use restriction, the government would be required to bring suit against 

the private owner -- who could be expected to resist such an enforcement attempt. Indeed, NRC 

states that " [ w ]hatever type of [institutional] controls are proposed by the licensee, the licensee 

must demonstrate that the controls proposed have a reasonable expectation of enforcement. " (59 
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Fed. Reg. at 43,225.) In light of the above discussion, how could a licensee comply with such a 

requirement? How could a licensee demonstrate that the likelihood of enforcement for 1,000 

years is not "speculative" when the ultimate decision will be in the hands of an unknown federal, 

state or local judge? 

Most, if not all, of these uncertainties about the "permanency of restriction" would be 

eliminated to the maximum extent practicable if the federal government were to assume owner

ship of restricted use sites following decommissioning. Under this scenario, the government 

would exercise direct control over the use of the site. Clearly, the federal government would be 

immune from the types of profit and loss motives that animate private owners, and that have the 

potential to conflict with concerns over the long-term control of exposure to radioactive materials 

from the site. Moreover, government ownership would provide a more durable and stable 

mechanism for control than could be achieved with shorter-lived private entities. For example, 

there would be no concerns over whether the actions of a trustee in bankruptcy would be com

patible with the long-term controls required for restricted use sites. In addition, government 

ownership would largely eliminate potential difficulties pertaining to enforcement of the use re

strictions against third parties, since the government would be the owner of the site in question. 

Accordingly, NMA believes that the most effective and most appropriate mechanism for 

imposing long-term controls over restricted use sites (particularly those candidates for on-site 

disposal and/or indefinite licenses) would be for the federal government to be able to assume 

ownership of these sites following decommissioning. NRC should consider a mechanism similar 

to that already in place for government ownership of low level waste disposal sites under the 

23 



NWPA of 1982. (42 U.S.C. § 10,101 ~ ~-) Under Section 151 of this Act, the government is 

authorized to take ownership of a site after the licensee has met NRC's requirements for site clo

sure and if the Commission determines that "federal ownership and management of the site is 

necessary or desirable in order to protect the public health and safety, and the environment" 

( 42 U.S. § 10, 171 (b ). ) Land and waste acquired by the government must be maintained so as "to 

protect the public health and safety, and the environment." Id. NRC should consider seeking an 

interpretation of this legislation that would enable DOE to take title to decommissioned sites that 

are to be released for restricted use. 

NRC acknowledges that "[g]overnmental ownership provides for ultimate controls over 

the use ofland [for restricted use sites];" however, the Commission concludes that this option is 

too expensive -- presumably because of maintenance costs and potential the liability for off-site 

damages. (NUREG-1496, Vol. II, pp. F.15, F.17.) NMA disagrees with NRC's conclusion that 

government ownership of restricted use sites is "too expensive." In the first place, the proposed 

regulations would require the licensee to provide adequate financial assurance to enable a third 

party to "assume and carry out responsibilities for any necessary control and maintenance of the 

site." (59 Fed. Reg. at 43,229) These financial assurances should be adequate to address most if 

not all of the costs of site ownership that NRC contends are "too expensive." Thus, there is sim

ply no support for NRC's conclusion that federal ownership of restricted use sites would be too 

expensive to implement. 

It would be arbitrary for the Commission to dismiss this option without thorough analysis 

and adequate support in the record. 
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As another threshold matter, NRC should clarify that "passive," "engineering" controls as 

well as institutional controls should be permitted to be used to achieve the 15 mrem/y standard 

(and the default standard) for "restricted use" sites. As currently drafted, the proposed rule is am-

biguous on this point. 

For example, in addressing the 15 mrem/y standard, the proposed rule focuses solely on 

institutional controls, stating that a licensee seeking release of a site for restricted use must pro-

vide for "institutional controls that provide reasonable assurance that the [15 mrem/y limit will 

be achieved];" and that "[i]nstitutional controls must be enforceable by a responsible government 

entity or in a court oflaw." (59 Fed. Reg. 43,229 (emphasis added) Similarly, in the context of 

the 100 mrem/y default standard, the proposed regulations focus on institutional controls (or the 

breakdown of those controls), addressing passive engineering controls only in exclusionary 

terms. Specifically, the regulations would provide that residual radioactivity must be: 

reduced so that if the institutional controls were no longer in effect, 
there is a reasonable assurance that the (100 mrem/y limit will be 
achieved]. Calculations used to show compliance with this provi
sion may not assume any benefits from earthen cover or other 
earthen barriers unless specifically authorized by the Commission. 
(59 Fed. Reg. at 43,230) 

Despite this language in the proposed rule, there is some question whether NRC intended 

to exclude engineering controls when considering whether the 15 mrem/y and default standards 

for restricted use have been satisfied. First, in the preamble discussion of the restricted release 

provision, the Commission explains that one criterion that must be satisfied before a site can be 

released for restricted use is that "[t]here are adequate provisions for institutional and/or other 

passive controls to provide reasonable assurance that the (15 mrem/y standard will be met]." (59 
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Fed. at 43,220 (emphasis added). ~ NUREG-1500, p. E-2.) The clear implication of this lan

guage is that passive engineering controls may be used in addition to institutional controls in or

der to achieve the 15 mrem/y standard. Similarly, the language in the proposed rule that 

excludes the use of earthen barriers to achieve the default standard suggests, albeit by negative 

inference, that passive engineering controls other than the use of earthen barriers can be used to 

attain the default standard without the specific authorization of the Commission (and that earthen 

barriers can be used, with NRC's consent). 

Moreover, it would be inappropriate and inconsistent for the Commission to exclude pas

sive engineering controls in assessing whether a site satisfies the 15 mrem/y and default limits 

(or whatever final limit(s) might be established) for restricted use. In other contexts where NRC 

and EPA have sought to limit potential long term exposure to radioactive materials, both agen

cies have relied upon a mix of institutional controls and passive engineering controls. For exam

ple, the regulatory programs set out at 10 C.F.R. Parts 40 and 61 rely upon passive engineering 

controls to minimize potential long term exposure to radioactive materials. Implicit in both of 

these programs is the assumption that institutional controls alone, even government ownership of 

a site -- arguably the single most reliable and effective type of institutional control -- is inade

quate to provide the requisite long term protection from potential public exposure. 

Finally, NRC has not articulated any rationale for abandoning the use of passive engi

neering controls as a means of achieving the 15 mrem/y or the default standard for restricted use 

sites, and it would be arbitrary for the Commission to take that position in the final rule . 
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Despite NRC's intention to the contrary, many complex sites may become "de facto dis

posal sites because large volumes of waste will be generated as sites try to comply with the crite

ria." (59 Fed. Reg. at 43,215.) NRC does not consider the generation of large volume waste 

disposal issue in any depth except to note that "decommissioning to radiation levels approaching 

background may produce large volumes of low-level waste which could affect the availability of 

regional disposal capacity." (59 Reg. at 43,210.) Presumably, NRC did not evaluate this issue 

realistically because any such analysis would have to consider that there is not now, and is not 

likely to be in the near future, sufficient disposal capacity for any significant quantity of such 

wastes. NRC's generic analyses then would have to confront directly one of the numerous prob

lems raised by setting a standard at the low end of the variations of natural background. Before 

these criteria are finalized, NRC must find real world solutions to the waste disposal problems 

created by the 15 mrem/y limit. 

As noted, one solution is on-site disposal for sites with large volumes of low-level radio

active waste. Assuming the appropriate restrictions, passive and institutional, are in place and 

access to the site limited, on-site disposal may be the most viable means of protecting the public 

health and the environment. Such a scenario is particularly true where the risks and costs to the 

public and those involved in the removal and transportation activities of moving the contami

nated material off-site outweigh the benefits to the public health and the environment. 

Therefore, as discussed above, NMA suggests that Sections 151 (b) and ( c) of the NWP A 

or similar amendments to the AEA should be the focus of NRC and other federal agency activity 

with respect to assuring government ownership of complex sites where "restricted use" and on-
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site disposal is expected. The provisions of the NWP A and the similar provisions of UMTRCA 

that respectively allow or require government ownership of such sites make entirely too much 

sense to be ignored. If the ba,sic assumptions underlying the development of uranium mill tail

ings and low-level waste regulations are that institutional controls, including those of the federal 

government, cannot be relied upon for periods in excess of 100 years, then relying on deed re

strictions and zoning restrictions is flimsy at best. Thus, either the fundamental assumptions 

need to be changed or looking to NWP A and UMTRCA precedent seems logical. It is time to 

recognize that restricted use (which may include on-site disposal areas) of major portions of 

large, complex commercial licensee facilities that have wide ranging contamination, as well as 

major portions of federal DOE facilities similarly contaminated, is a reasonable, cost-effective 

component of controls necessary to protect public health and safety. And, if there truly is con

cern about long term protection of public health associated with on-site disposal at such sites, 

then federal or perhaps state ownership makes the most sense. 

NMA also notes that a very important open issue with EPA at materials licensee sites, in

cluding uranium recovery facilities, is groundwater protection. There is an extensive regulatory 

program under UMTRCA, based on EPA regulations to which NRC has conformed its 10 C.F .R. 

Part 40, Appendix A criteria, that addresses groundwater protection at uranium recovery sites. 

At a recent Commission briefing by the Uranium Recovery Branch staff, Chairman Jackson 

asked whether or not the uranium recovery staffs experience with groundwater protection and 

control issues could be relevant "to other parts of our program?" The staff acknowledged that it 

could and NMA agrees. The Title I and Title II uranium mill tailings programs have developed, 

and are continuing to develop, a great deal of experience with respect to addressing groundwater 
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protection issues including the use of "alternative concentration limits (ACLs)," "supplemental 

standards," and possibly other alternatives that give regulators and licensees significant flexibil

ity in addressing what are likely to be the most problematic issues associated with site decom

missioning at complex materials licensee sites. In keeping with the importance of groundwater 

issues, as noted above, NMA is requesting as part of a requested strategic review of a variety of 

uranium recovery licensee related issues, that NRC reconsider its policy to allow non

Agreement States co-regulatory authority over the non-radiological components of 11 e.(2) by

product material. 

NRC raises several subsumed issues for comment and discussion. 

Subsumed Issue No. 1. What is the optimum rate of removal of sites from the 

SDMP? 

The optimum removal rate is that rate which.finally removes sites from the list in a cost

effective manner. Since there is no imminent hazard associated with virtually any of these sites, 

it is far better to take whatever time is necessary within reason to close such sites once and for 

all, than it is to develop some artificial "optimum rate" of removal. 

Subsumed Issue No. 2. What is the best strategy to implement NRC's non-reactor 

decommissioning regulations? 

NMA notes that NRC has promulgated timeliness in decommissioning regulations which 

ostensibly are designed to provide NRC the enforcement authority to promote and to alert licen

sees to the necessity to promote s.ite decommissioning. NMA has noted in its settlement of 
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litigation with NRC and in its comments on NEI's petition for rulemaking that the timeliness in 

decommissioning regulations are unrealistic. They do not provide for "standby authority" for li

censees who demonstrate through maintenance of appropriate surety and fulfillment of license 

requirements that they are adequately protecting public health and safety and that their operations 

are in the public interest. The concept of "assured storage" discussed in DSI 5 for Low-Level 

Wastes seems to raise the possibility (which also is discussed in NRC's proposed decommission

ing regulations) of perpetual licensing, which is antithetical to the concept of aggressively using 

legal tools to promote prompt decommissioning. Thus, NRC has muddied the waters considera

bly as a result of its proposed decommissioning regulations versus the discussion in other por

tions of the SARI. As noted above, NMA would agree that developing tools to enable NRC to 

move quickly in the event of a "midnight dumper," or if a licensee to plans to "leave the keys in 

the mailbox" and jump ship, would be appropriate as long as there is adequate stakeholder in

volvement from the very beginning of the "scoping" process to develop such tools. This could 

include a reconsideration of the surety requirements, including ways to protect unused surety 

funds from bankruptcy proceedings, which may assist licensees in getting more reasonably 

priced surety arrangements. 

Subsumed Issue No. 3. What is the best strategy for dealing with unlicensed posses

sors of licensable material? 

It is NMA's understanding that NRC, (witness the SDMP program), asserts that it has the 

authority under the AEA to proceed against former licensees to require them to re-open sites or 

to complete decommissioning if left incomplete in some fashion. NMA again raises the concern 
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regarding the "movable goal post" which denies finality to the decommissioning process. With 

respect to property that is contaminated based on legal releases, NMA would assume that such 

releases would be essentially an anomaly and may no longer be subject to the authority of the 

NRC under the AEA. With respect to contamination of an innocent party's property by the ille

gal act of a former licensee, the NRC should certainly proceed against such licensee, however, if 

the licensee cannot be determined, it should be the responsibility of the federal or state govern

ment to clean up the site and not that of the innocent land owner. 

Subsumed Issue No. 4. How can NRC assure the bankrupt or non-viable corpora

tions appropriate use their assets to complete site remediations? 

NRC cannot assure that bankrupt or non-viable corporations will appropriately utilize 

their assets to complete site remediation. NRC can, as noted above, consider modifying the pro

visions of the standby trusts and reevaluate its surety requirements to provide that surety funds 

are placed in a trust that is protected from bankruptcy proceedings. This would protect surety 

funds from being used for other purposes than site closure, and to the extent that funds left over 

from forfeiture of a surety instrument are returnable to the surety and are not subject to bank

ruptcy proceedings, it should improve the basis upon which licensees can get surety 

arrangements. 

The other prime means by which NRC can assure that nonviable and bankrupt operations 

can achieve closure of sites is to provide those responsible whether it be a trustee or the "non

viable corporation" with the utmost flexibility to propose alternatives for site closure. NRC and 

Agreement States will have to be realistic with respect to what can be done with resources 
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available, and particularly in view of the low-level risk that is associated with a large number of 

materials licensee sites, including uranium recovery facilities. An example of NRC taking a 

flexible approach, can be seen in the context of the NRC's treatment of the State of Wyoming's 

efforts to decommission the formerly operated American Nuclear uranium mill tailings facility in 

Wyoming. 

Subsumed Issue No. 5. How much flexibility should be given to licensees who want 

to propose alternative approaches for complying with decommissioning regulations? 

NMA has noted above that much that has been learned in conjunction with the develop-

ment, and more recently the application, of the uranium recovery decommissioning and reclama-

tion regulations is relevant to other types of materials licensee decommissioning decisions. 

Experience at closing Title I and Title II sites indicates that flexibility is one of the most critical 

elements of licensee and NRC efforts to finally close sites. Section 84( c) of the AEA, as 

amended by UMTRCA, explicitly provides licensees with the authority to propose alternatives to 

requirements of the Commission, based on site-specific considerations such as local or regional 

conditions, including geology, topography, hydrology and meteorology, as long as the altema-

tives will provide essentially equivalent protection of public health and the environment. The 

provisions of 10 C.F .R. Part 40 Appendix A similarly provide for flexibility and licensee alterna-

tives as follows: 

In many cases, flexibility is provided in the criteria to allow 
achieving an optimum tailings disposal program on a site-specific 
basis ... Licensees or applicants may propose alternatives to the spe
cific requirements in this appendix. The alternative proposals may 
take into account local or regional c.onditions, including geology, 
topography, hydrology and meteorology. 
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Moreover, the Commission acknowledges that in making a licens
ing decision based upon the criteria set out in the Appendix (or 
based upon alternatives proposed by the licensee), it is appropriate 
for the Commission to consider economic costs as well as impacts 
on health, safety and the environment. 

All site specific licensing decisions based on the criteria in this Ap
pendix or alternatives proposed by licensees or applicants will take 
into account the risk to the public health and safety and the envi
ronment with due consideration to the economic costs involved and 
any other factors the Commission determines to be appropriate. 
(10 C.F.R. Part 40, Appendix A) 

As noted above, with respect to groundwater contamination and protection issues, the 

flexibility provided under the provisions of Appendix A which conform to EPA requirements is 

critical, particularly, where a licensee may be looking at on-site disposal which may be the only 

cost-effective means of decommissioning a complex materials site. Licensees should be able to 

seek to utilize ACLs, supplemental standards, some mix of the two, and perhaps other alterna-

tives. Therefore, NMA urges NRC to consider modifying its rules or developing policy guidance 

for other materials licensees that would permit them to apply for ACLs, supplemental standards 

and other alternatives that the licensee can demonstrate provide an equivalent level of protection. 

This means either NRC must propose regulatory changes or change its current posture with re-

spect to allowing exceptions and exemptions to the rules. If there is to be risk-informed, 

performance-based decommissioning, then this kind of flexibility is critical. 

With respect to NRC (and EP A's) current proposed decommissioning standards, to the 

extent that they are relevant to the uranium recovery facilities, NMA urges that they be reconsid-

ered. The facilities , as NRC acknowledges, essentially will not address decommissioning of 

complex sites. Thus, the Agency is in the position of proposing regulations which will be 
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effective for ninety to ninety-five percent of the sites that pose five to ten percent of the potential 

risk and totally inappropriate and ineffective with respect to those five to ten percent of the sites 

that pose ninety to ninety-five to ninety percent of the potential risk. That alone should raise a 

question about a usefulness of the current proposal. The Advisory Committee on Nuclear Waste 

(ACNW) has questioned the 15 rnrern/y limit (as did AMC, now NMA) in its comments. NMA 

recommends a change in the proposed criteria. A good starting place would be to allow for a 500 

rnrern/y intruder dose at "restricted use" sites rather than the currently proposed default value of 

100 rnrern/y or EPA' s proposed 7 5 rnrern/y. To the extent that the standard is to be based on ap

portioning the 100 rnrern/y annual dose limit for members of the general public, it should con

sider a more reasonable division of that dose limit based on some affirmative evidence, or at a 

minimum reasonable assumptions, regarding the likely exposure of members of the public to 

multiple nuclear facilities. Perhaps, as the ACNW suggests, the limit ought to be on the order of 

one-quarter or one-third of the 100 rnrern/y dose. This would be reasonably compatible with the 

current 10 C.F.R. Part 61 public exposure limit. NRC should consider and discuss with sister 

agencies the applicability of sections 151 (b) and ( c) of the NWP A to provide satisfactory institu

tional controls through federal government ownership of some of the complex existing sites. 

With respect to whether or not uranium mill tailings facilities can be utilized to dispose of 

some similar types of radiological wastes, NMA has noted this issue is a placeholder that should 

be part of a strategic reassessment of uranium recovery issues. Criterion No. 2 of Appendix A to 

10 C.F.R. Part 40 suggests that it is NRC's policy not to encourage multiple disposal sites, and 

given the difficulties associated with permitting new sites, it only makes sense to utilize existing 

facilities which are subject to a comprehensive regulatory program such as that applicable to 
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uranium recovery facilities. This program involves NRC regulation not only of the radiological 

components of such facilities but also the non-radiological and components as well. 

e. DSI 12; Risk-Informed. Performance-Based Regulation 

Question; What criteria should NRC use in expanding the scope in applying a risk
informed, performance-based approach to rulemaking, licensing, inspection, and 
enforcement? 

The DSI paper proposes four options as follows: 

Option 1: Continue the current process; 

Option 2; More rigorously assess the relationship to public health and safety; 

Option 3: Perform a comprehensive assessment ofNRC regulatory approaches; and 

Option 4: Consider risk-informed, performance-based approaches/primarily in response 
to stakeholder initiatives. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor Option 1, to continue current efforts in coop-

eration with industry (including pilot programs) and particularly in the context of the Agency's 

Probabilistic Risk Assessment (PRA) Implementation Plan. With regard to enhancing the PRA 

Implementation Plan, the Commission would direct the staff to move towards implementing ele-

ments of Option 3. In particular, the staff should perform a thorough review of the basis for nu-

clear materials regulations and process, and should identify and prioritize those areas that are 

either now, or can be made, with minimal additional effort/resources, amenable to a risk-

informed. performance-based approach. 

NMA agrees with the proposed preliminary approach and, in keeping with Option 4, spe-

cifically requests that the Commission consider NMA's proposal set forth in its comments on 
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DSI 13 to perform a comprehensive reevaluation of a variety of NRC regulatory decisions related 

to uranium recovery licensees with risk-informed, performance-based regulation as a component 

thereof. 

NMA notes that statutory and regulatory provisions applicable to uranium recovery licen

sees (e.g., decommissioning of uranium recovery facilities to provide assurance of compliance 

with regulatory limits for radon emissions and groundwater impacts for 200-1,000 years primar

ily through "passive" rather than "active/institutional" controls) necessarily implicate the use of 

PRA in conjunction with deterministic and performance-based approaches to provide the neces

sary, "reasonable assurance" of defense-in-depth protection of public health and safety that is re

quired. Radiological and nonradiological (e.g., seismicity, PMP/PMF, actuarial risks of 

reclamation, potential nonradiological groundwater contamination) risk assessment are already 

necessary components of evaluating new license applications and final decommissioning plans 

for uranium recovery licenses. [~"Risk/Cost Analysis: A Case Scenario in the Decoromis

sionin~ of a Radiolo~jcal Site," Article by Anthony J. Thompson and Douglas B. Chambers, at

tached hereto as Attachment C, and~~' "Earthquake Hazards in the Interroountain U.S.: 

Issues Relevant to Uranium Mill Tailin~s Disposal," Article by Ivan G. Wong, Susan S. Olig, 

Bruce W. Hassinger and Richard E. Blubaugh, attached hereto as Attachment D.] It is also true 

that risk assessment in some measure has and will continue to drive enforcement decisions. 

NRC has invested substantial resources since the mid- l 970's in performance assessment 

methods for low-level and high-level waste disposal which are of necessity informed by PRA. 

60 Fed. Reg. 42622, 42628 (August 16, 1995). Finally, if as ICRP has suggested, major 
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regulatory decisions such as those associated with final decommissioning of complex sites (par

ticularly existing sites), "should do more good than harm" then risk-informed, performance

based decision making is an absolute necessity. (~, "1990 Recommendations of the Interna

tional Commission on Radiological Protection, ICRP Publication 60 ( 1991 ), p. 28, 59; ~ Alsil 

Health Physics Society (HPS), "Scientific and Public Issues Committees Position Statement: Ra

diation Standards for Site Cleanup and Restoration (June, 1993) p. 7 ,9). In this regard, the NRC 

and EPA proposed decommissioning limit of 15 rnrem/y is not a risk-informed regulatory limit. 

Neither is it performance-based in the sense that it may be difficult (and only at great expense), if 

not impossible, to determine compliance at complex sites involving significant soil or groundwa-

ter contamination with naturally-occurring radionuclides. 

Thus, the suggestion on pages 21 and 23 that it is not apparent that nuclear materials li

censees will benefit significantly from risk-informed, performance-based decisionmaking, at 

least with respect to NMA's uranium recovery facilities and materials licensees subject to the 

proposed decommissioning limit, simply is inaccurate. Although involving lower risk and less 

complexity than many reactor-related regulatory issues, materials licensees face many issues that 

allow for, and indeed often require, risk-informed, performance-based decisionmaking to provide 

the necessary flexibility to satisfy regulatory requirements. 

A comprehensive initiative by NRC, as well as in response to stakeholder initiatives, to 

evaluate risk-informed, performance-based regulatory approaches will increase pressure on NRC 

to resolve dual regulation issues (e.g., risk harmonization, mixed waste, use of uranium mill tail-

ings for non-l l .e(2) byproduct material and diffuse NORM disposal), and to explain the 
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potential benefits and impacts through public communication efforts. NMA believes that NRC 

has both the responsibility and capability to do so. More efficient, cost-effective regulation that 

provides the necessary reasonable assurance of public health and safety will benefit all 

stakeholders. 

f. DSI 13: The Role of Industry 

Question: In performing its regulatory responsibilities, what consideration should 

NRC give to industry activities? 

The DSI paper poses five options as follows: 

Option 1: Continue the current program; 

Option 2: Expand the role of industry; 

Option 3: Increase accreditation and certification of licensee activities; 

Option 4: Increase interaction with industry and professional groups, and 

Options 5: Use a "designated industry representative." 

The Commission's preliminary views favor Option 1, which is to continue to evaluate in

dustry initiatives proposing further reliance on industry self regulatory activities as an alternative 

to NRC regulatory activities, on the basis of evaluation guidance to be developed by the staff de

scribing process and decision criteria. Additionally, the NRC should increase interaction with in

dustry groups, professional societies and technical institutes pursuant to Option 4. The 

Commission also thinks that Option 5 may have some potential where NRC oversight through 

inspection is infrequent. 
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On the one hand, the OSI paper suggests that NRC needs an overall policy "regarding the 

credit that should be given to industry activities that contribute to the achievement of necessary 

safety objectives." (DSI 13 at p.2) On the other hand, NRC notes that its recent enforcement 

policy expands credit to licenses that promptly identify and correct violations -- as it should! 

This raises the question of what is meant by the term "credit?" Credit in a specific enforcement 

context may be relatively easy to identify in both qualitative and quantitative terms. In address

ing the broader question of how much reliance NRC can place on industry self-policing, the term 

credit may really mean "credibility." This will always be a difficult issue to address in light of 

the necessary tension between the prime objectives of the regulator as distinguished from those 

of the licensee. However, in the context ofNRC's regulatory program, where the licensee has the 

primary responsibility to assure the protection of public health and safety and the NRC uses an 

"audit" approach to regulatory oversight, it should be more readily achievable than in some other 

regulatory contexts. Further, NMA believes it is a worthy goal that has led to and will in the fu

ture lead to more efficient and effective regulation. NMA believes that Option 1 with appropri

ate guidance, combined with Option 4, provide a platform for further progress. 

NMA, however, heartily disagrees with the OSI paper's rather negative assessment of ma

terials licensee industry groups' involvement(~ OSI 13 at pp. 6,12,14; App. A, pp. 23-37)-

particularly, with respect to uranium recovery licensees. NMA has participated actively on be

half of its uranium recovery licensees in legislative, judicial and regulatory proceedings relating 

to its members for several decades. In that time, NMA and its licensee members have developed 

technical and regulatory expertise on relevant issues second to none, including that of NRC staff. 
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In keeping with its comments on DSI 14 (Public Communication Initiatives), NMA be

lieves that the best way to establish credibility (on both sides of the regulatory equation) is to 

seek early and ongoing involvement on regulatory issues of generic importance with relevant in

dustry groups like NMA. An ongoing dialogue that preserves the necessary dichotomy between 

the regulator and the licensee can contribute substantially to a mutual understanding of the criti

cal issues and, thus, inevitably to more efficient and effective regulation in the public interest. 

It is worth, noting in this regard, a number of success stories that are not reflected in the 

DSI paper. First, after NRC, over NMA's strenuous objections, closed the Uranium Recovery 

Field Office (URFO) in Denver, a collaborative effort developed between NMA on behalf of its 

members, some individual licensees, and NRC's Waste Management Division staff to minimize 

the inevitable delays and confusion caused by the loss of institutional memory at NRC as a result 

of URFO's closure and the obvious cost increases associated with dealing directly with NRC 

headquarters in the Washington, D.C. area. NRC formed a transition oversight team (TOT) that 

joined with NMA and others to attempt to make the new system work. As part of this effort, 

NMA suggested and ultimately co-sponsored with NRC a conference in Denver, Colorado in 

March, 1994 to introduce NRC's new uranium recovery staff to licensee arui Agreement State 

personnel and issues, and vice-versa. This joint conference has been held each year since that 

initial effort and has attracted over 100 participants annually from the licensee community, NRC, 

Agreement States, DOE and EPA. There have been additional ongoing formal and informal 

meetings between NRC staff and NMA representatives which continue to address preexisting 

and "cutting edge" issues of regulatory concern. This process has stimulated creative efforts on 

the part of all involved that have resulted in, or will result in, reduced regulatory oversight where 
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appropriate. For example, the concept of performance based license conditions (PBLC's) was 

addressed and a policy to encourage them ultimately developed for uranium recovery licensees. 

In another context, the Fuel Cycle Facilities Forum (FCFF), a materials licensee group, 

co-sponsored a "tabletop" exercise to assess the feasibility of compliance with NRC's proposed 

15 mrem/y residual radioactivity standard for decommissioned sites. This excellent exercise 

demonstrated to NRC staff that, at complex sites with naturally occurring radionuclide contami

nation, compliance with the proposed limit may be essentially impossible and certainly ex

tremely difficult without largely unwarranted costs for the benefit to be derived. 

Thus, NMA, on behalf of its uranium recovery licensees, and other groups such as FCFF 

believe that they have participated effectively and aggressively with NRC to address cost

effective regulatory oversight. In that regard, NMA notes that a variety of NRC decisions re

garding regulatory issues affecting uranium recovery operations under the AEA, as amended by 

UMTRCA, are leading to a series of complex and puzzling problems for uranium recovery licen

sees. These NRC decisions (e.g., NRC's assertion of jurisdiction over ISL wellfields, NRC's de

cision to afford non-Agreement States jurisdiction over the nonradiological component of 11 e.(2) 

byproduct material, NRC's staff guidance on effluent disposal, NRC's policy guidance on placing 

non 11.e(2) byproduct material in uranium mill tailings pile, etc.) were made a differing times 

and for differing reasons without the benefit of a strategic overview. The result is that uranium 

recovery licensees are facing a bewildering, crazy-quilt of regulatory contradictions and inconsis

tencies in the uranium recovery program. NMA has proposed to NRC staff that NMA present a 

White Paper or petition to the Commission outlining these issues and their related problems with 
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a proposal that the Commission reevaluate its positions as part of a "strategic" reassessment of 

uranium recovery regulatory issues. NMA believes that it is entirely appropriate to note this pro-

posal as a "placeholder" in its comments on NRC's overall strategic reassessment. 

NMA will continue its dialogue with NRC and develop a timeframe for presenting such a 

proposal to the Commission. NMA, therefore, specifically requests that the Commission take 

note of this comment and provide an opportunity as a part of, or as an adjunct to, this proceeding 

to reconsider these critical issues for uranium recovery licensees. 

g. DSI 14; Public Communications Initiatives 

Question; What approach should NRC take to optimize its communication with the 
public? 

The DSI paper poses three options as follows: 

Option 1; Continue the existing approach; 

Option l(a): Focus on maximizing effectiveness and economy; 

Option 2: Place a priority on early identification of public concerns and methods for 
public interaction; and 

Option 3: Place a priority on expanding general public outreach. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor Option 2 and Option l(a). 

NMA is of the view that all of the options are essentially subsumed in Option 1 which re-

fleets a "maximum" dissemination of agency documentation to the public, timely and prof es-

sional response to inquiries, and structuring of NRC activities to facilitate public participation. 

NMA believes that public participation cannot be facilitated effectively without "early 
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identification" of public concerns and methods for public interaction -- this is true for the "licen

see" public and the general public as well. 

The failure to develop public input at the earliest stages not only leads to less useful in

put, but also to less efficient use of resources and often public resentment. For example, NMA 

has continually expressed its desire to be included in "scoping" discussions on proposed regula

tory guidance (e.g., effluent disposal guidelines) and other relevant NRC efforts (e.g., the Law

rence Livermore study regarding seismicity concerns at uranium mill tailings facilities). The 

failure to involve the "licensee" public at early stages of both of the cited documents has led to 

less competent documents and, by definition, wasted resources. 

NMA also believes that it is important for NRC to expand its general public outreach per 

Option 3. Those who deal regularly with NRC understand its statutory authority and resulting 

regulatory posture. Most members of the media and general public (which apparently often in

cludes sister federal and state agencies) do not! The DSI paper acknowledges this in the discus

sion on public confidence in paragraph 4 on page 7. For example, the general public is not aware 

that "the Commission's role in protecting the radiological health and safety of the public is a lim

ited one, confined primarily to granting applications with or without conditions or denying appli

cations and does not include authority to undertake developmental programs." ( 49 Fed. Reg. 

9352, 9356, March 12, 1984; See~ OSI 13 at pp. 2-3.) 

NMA also agrees that as NRC develops risk-informed, performance based regulatory ap

proaches. the need for effective communication will be increased substantially. For example, the 

public needs to understand the difference in regulatory approaches taken by NRC and EPA. The 
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public will not understand that although NRC's re2ulations may appear less restrictive then 

EP A's regulations, the final result is much the same when NRC guidance documents and the 

ALARA principle are factored into the equation. [Thompson/Goo, Attachment A, p. 10715-16; 

~ filfil!; "Status of Risk Harmonization with the EPA under the 1992 MOU," SECY-93-134, 

p.7-8]. 

While NMA encourages general public involvement at an early stage, in certain circum

stances such involvement can be premature and destructive of an effective dialogue between the 

regulator and the licensee. NRC's public meeting policy goal is designed to provide meaningful 

opportunities for the public to be informed but without unduly affecting open and candid discus

sions between licensees and NRC staff. As NMA has stated in the past, if the public becomes 

involved at the stage when "preliminary" ideas, proposals and data are the focus of the dialogue, 

it could have a "chilling" effect on the willingness of licensees to work with NRC staff to solve 

regulatory problems. Additionally, since NRC does not regard inspections as public meetings, 

NMA unequivocally objects to public participation in enforcement conferences resulting from 

such inspections. 

With respect to NRC's proposed standards for site decommissioning, NMA again states 

its opposition to any requirement that formalizes the mode of public involvement such as by re

quiring Site Specific Advisory Board (SSAB). NRC should follow its basic approach to per

formance based regulatory requirements and allow licensees the flexibility to develop the most 

appropriate site specific mode for public involvement. 
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h. DSI 21: Fees 

Question 1: In making decisions about what activities the NRC should perform in sup
port of its mission, to what extent should fees be considered? 

The DSI paper poses four options as follows: 

Option 1: Continue existing approach; 

Option 2: No consideration of fees for mandated activities; 

Option 3: No consideration of fees; and 

Option 4: Fees for service. 

The Commission's preliminary views favor option 2. 

NMA also supports Option 2. Under this option, NRC would 1) not consider fees when 

making programmatic decisions in response to NRC mandates; 2) require those requesting NRC 

to perform non-mandated activities to reimburse NRC for the cost of performing such activities; 

and 3) seek to have Congress explicitly address the payment of fees when adding new statutory 

responsibilities to NRC. NMA believes that where NRC has a statutory mandate to conduct cer-

tain activities, NRC must perform such activities, regardless of fees. NMA also supports reim-

bursement from parties requesting non-mandated activities; reimbursement would insert 

appropriate fairness into the fee process by ensuring that the party who benefits from the NRC 

action also pays for the cost of pursuing the action. NRC, under this option, also addresses some 

of the inequities of the fee system by attempting to deal with Congress regarding new statutory 

mandates. In this way it is possible that Congress may either exclude these costs from the fee 

base or grant NRC the authority to assess charges for new activities from any party benefiting 

from the activity. 
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While NMA believes that pursuing Option 2 could permit NRC to address some of the 

inequities inherent in the fee system, NMA still has some serious concerns about the underpin-

nings of the fee structure. In particular, the inequities caused by the OBRA-1990 mandate that 

NRC recover approximately 100 percent of its budget each year. Without legislative changes to 

OBRA, there is no way to alleviate completely NMA licensees' major concerns about the fairness 

and equity of the NRC fee schedule. 

In the second major issue raised in the DSI on fees, NRC discusses legislative changes to 

OBRA as a possible solution to the inequities in the fee system. The Commission does not sup-

port the approach and would instead continue current policies. 

Question 2: What funding mechanism should the NRC pursue, in addition to annual ap
propriations with fee recovery, to fund activities that are not required to be 
funded through appropriations, for example, certain international activities? 

The DSI paper poses four funding mechanisms as follows: 

Funding Mechanism 1: Recover the cost of providing requested services from the re-

quester, using fees and reimbursable agreements. The cost of activities that serve the interest of 

the general public would be recovered from general revenues raised from taxes; 

Funding Mechanism 2: (Current Approach) NRC applicants and licensees would con-

tinue to pay for approximately 100 percent of the appropriated budget authority. Reimbursable 

agreements would be used to fund all non-mandated activities; 

Funding Mechanism 3: Amend OBRA-1990 and AEA of 1954 to give the NRC maxi-

mum flexibility to assess fees; 
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Funding Mechanism 4: Rescind the Independent Offices Appropriation Act of 1952 

(IOAA) and OBRA-90 so that the NRC would be fully funded through taxes, as was the case un

til 1968. 

The Commission's preliminary view is to support Funding Mechanism 2. 

NMA supports a mix of funding mechanisms 1and3. By pursuing these options, NRC 

would put into effect the recommendation made by the Commission in its Report to Congress 

that OBRA be modified to relax the 100 percent budget recovery requirement and remove certain 

costs from NRC's fee base, thereby eliminating many of the inequitable burdens imposed on 

NRC licensees. (NRC, "Report to Congress on the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission's Li

censee Fee Policy Review Required by the Energy Policy Act of 1992," February 1994 (NRC 

Report.) In its report to Congress, NRC acknowledges the problems, both real and perceived, 

with its present fee structure but claims that it is not authorized to undertake the changes noted in 

its report to Congress without express modification to OBRA or the AEA. NMA believes it is 

time therefore, for NRC to actively pursue a legislative agenda with Congress by drafting spe

cific language to modify OBRA or the AEA. NMA is committed to assisting NRC in this en

deavor. NMA acknowledges that the pressure on the Federal Government to achieve a balanced 

budget may make this legislative solution difficult to achieve but believes that fairness issues and 

the impact of the current system on competitiveness require that the attempt be made. 

Too heavy a burden is falling on uranium recovery facilities , particularly those sites on 

standby or awaiting approval of reclamation plans or approval to resume operations, without a 

comparable benefit. The realities of the uranium market have forced many cease operations to 
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either go on standby or to begin the decommissioning process. Sites that are awaiting NRC ap

proval of reclamation plans or are on standby require considerably less active NRC supervision, 

yet they must continue to pay an annual fee that is not commensurate with the benefit of holding 

a license. In fact, uranium recovery licensees even have to seek extensions of standby status in 

light of the timeliness in decommissioning rules apparently to some extent as a result of de

creased NRC oversight. 

This problem of the lack of a reasonable relationship between annual fees and services 

rendered by NRC, moreover, will be exacerbated in future years as more states become Agree

ment States, leaving fewer NRC licensees to bear an even greater share of the burden. The state 

of the domestic and international uranium markets, however, cannot support the imposition of 

even heavier financial burdens on NRC licensees. The number of operating sites can be expected 

to decline ifNRC does not find a more equitable means of assessing annual fees on its licensees. 

The current system also, in effect, gives preferential treatment and therefore, a competitive edge, 

to licensees in Agreement States. 

If the attempt to achieve a legislative solution fails, NMA recommends that NRC pursue 

its current approach to recovery of fees. NMA agrees with NRC that within the current system 

some improvements can be made administratively. NMA has supported several NRC proposed 

administrative changes that help make the fee system more equitable including: l) changes to 

the method for allocating budgeted costs by treating some ofNRC costs that do not directly 

benefit NRC licensees as if they were "overhead;" 2) changes to the methodology for calculating 

48 



annual fees; 3) pursuit ofreimbursable agreements with agreement states, DOE and DOD; and 4) 

attempts to stabilize fees by establishing a base fee . 

Question 3: In performing reimbursable work, how should the NRC address the full-time 
equivalent (FTE) constraints that limit the number of NRC staff! 

No specific options for dealing with the FTE question are posed but the Commission's 

preliminary view is to support the NRC's identification of FTEs associated with reimbursable ac-

tivities as "business-like" activities, thus removing FTEs used for such activities from the NRC 

ceiling. 

NMA agrees with the Commission that it is inappropriate for the Federal Workforce Re-

structuring Act of 1994 (FWRA) to limit the number of NRC FTEs available to do reimbursable 

work. Since the reimbursement arrangement will provide NRC with the funds to do the work re-

quested, no ceiling should be placed on the FTE levels for accomplishing such work and thus, 

may fit under FWRA's "business-like" organization exception. NMA adds however, that the 

same reasoning applies to most of the work done by NRC, not just the work that is reimbursable. 

Since NRC is required by OBRA to recover nearly 100 percent of its budget from its licensees, 

NRC will be reimbursed by its licensees for the actions it takes in any given year. Therefore, 

NMA believes all work done by NRC that is recovered through licensee fees may also be consid-

ered "business-like" activities and not affected by the FWRA ceiling on FTEs. 
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Other fee issues that merit attention during the Strategic Assessment Process 

Lack of Oversight 

Problem: Lack of oversight is a problem that might exist even without OBRA, but the 

existence of OBRA exacerbates the problem. A system that allows an agency to recover 100 per

cent of its costs, in essence, is an invitation to regulatory abuse. There is little oversight or qual

ity control. These are serious flaws that can lead to gross inequities in the system. For example, 

uranium recovery facilities are charged an hourly rate for inspections, but there are no limits for 

how often a facility can be inspected leaving open the possibility for excessive inspections and, 

accordingly, excessive fees. 

The regulations have no provisions to allow licensees to object to unreasonable costs. 

Without such a mechanism, the licensees are at the mercy of the regulators and must pay for 

services rendered, regardless of the necessity, efficiency, advisability or value of such "service". 

There is no assurance that any given regulatory function performed by NRC will be completed 

expeditiously, efficiently or within a reasonable range of costs. 

Proposed Solution: The fees charged by NRC are intended to recover operating costs. 

The licensees, accordingly, should be given the ability to oversee and have input into the NRC 

budget. If licensees are to be charged for the costs incurred by the regulatory agency for their 

own regulation, the licensees should be able to have some control over the costs incurred by that 

agency through, for example, a licensee review board established to review NRC fees annually 

and to make recommendations to the Commission. 
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Hourly Rates 

Problem: The professional hourly rates established annually are arbitrary and do not re

flect the costs of providing regulatory services to licensees. NMA believes the hourly rate is too 

high for NRC staff and cannot be justified. The current $116 hourly rate equals or exceeds the 

hourly charges of senior consultants, principals or project managers at major consulting firms 

and exceeds the generally accepted rate for similar work in the private industry. 

Proposed Solution: As NMA has advocated in previous comments, NRC should, at a 

minimum, set certain standards for the "services" provided by the Commission. These standards 

would help insert more fairness in the fee system and can be implemented without any modifica

tions to OBRA. For example, standards regarding consistency in charges, deadlines for comple

tion, and itemization of bills should be adopted. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

NMA is pleased to have the opportunity to participate on behalf of its uranium recovery 

licensee members in NRC's SARI process. NMA hopes that its comments will be considered as 

intended -- that is, as constructive input into NRC's Agency-wide process. NMA also again re

quests that the Commission recognize the "placeholder" request for a strategic reassessment of 

uranium recovery regulatory issues which NMA believes is both appropriate and necessary in 

light of the SARI process. 
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Mixed Waste: A Way to Solve the Quandary 

by Anthony 1. Thompson and Michael L. Goo 

E.ditors' Slmurtary: CIUTaflly, mi:ud ~ wmu is repiaud 
by bode tlw NRC and DOE IDtda' tlw Atomic lNrgy Act (ALt) and by EPA 
wnd6 RCRA. DapiU tlw aimcia · ""1nOOiU and elaborau attempts to minimiu 
and avoid conjfict;J between tMse two replatory schema, a fandamenzal conflict 
rnnabu between tlw approacha tlra1 tM two statMta tlJU to replating wasu. 

Aft6 rnVwing tM disparau mi:ud-wam repJ,atcry sclrlma of tM ALt and 
RCRA, tJw tzllthcn OlllJiM some of tM key incon.sistencia between havudoMS 
and radioactiw wmu 1MNlgemmt and disposal reqidrmtnllS wnd6 tlw Acu, 
and uamiM tlw effect tJwsc conjfict;J N:r.ie had on tM existing miud-wmu rysum. 
17lly concu.M that tM dual repiation of miud ~ prtJVidu no difcerraibk 
'benefit to luurta7t Maltlt "' tlw mWonmmt. In ~ ro tlw apparen1 and 
"1tlJbautJ problou of tlw currmt ~ wlticlt dt!riw jrOlll tJw NRC '.s. DOE '.s, 
and EPA 's claims ro commonjMrisdiction, tlw IJlldwn •aut tlw ~ 
of a mi:ud-wmu replatory sclwrM baud on t1w recognition of tM plrysical 
propertia of tM maurial.s in qMUtion. 17lly maintai1I that th6e an primarily 
two rypu of miud wmu '4'GSU that is predominauly radioactiwtly havudoMS 
and wmu that is predominauly clwmicaJJy ~-and that rep.Jatory 
reqidrnrun:s sJwu.Jd rejUct tMse diffuenca. Unda' tlwil' approach, RCM 's 
replatory sclinM 'WOfJd apply to a mi:ud wa.m that contain.r low kwu of 
~ and is predominauly clwmicaJJy havudou.s, wMna.s tM ALt 's 
replatory reqMiremenls WOMJd control tlw management of a mi:ud wcz.su tlra1 
contaiM mry significant amount of radioactMry. TM IJlldwn rmew as modeu 
for tMil' ~approach, tM cooperatiw sclrnta that tM NRC and EPA 
N:r.ie dlwlopetl wnd6 botJa tlw AEA. tU amenMd by tlw Uronilurt MiU Tailinp 
and Roditrtioft Control Act, and tlw Nuclar Wu. Policy Act, in repJating, 
rupecriwly, Mn1IWuft Mill tailinp and Jaiglt-kwl wa.1fe at silo that will id:imauly 
be uwn«l in~ by iM DOE. TM fact that tM approoclt iM authon 
nconvnmd 1ta.f work.edfor Mill tailinpfor owr a decade kad.s them ro concluM 
that a similar program can al.so be $UCCasfally applWJ to tM mi:ud-wa.su crisis. 
17lly al.so concluM. ~. that Mlltil key reguJatcn ncogniu and accept tlra1 
tJw CllTrart miud-wa.su crisi.s staru not from tlw ~ plry$icaJ propertiu of 
tlw wmu butjr'Olll tlwir ~jMri.sdictjonaJ amrwta, tM rni.ud-wmu rep.Jatory 
S'J*1fl can only b«OIM 1n0n intractabl.e and ~ 

23 EI..Jl 107~ 

The cumm l}'1teDl for control and permanent disposal of 
mixed wuie ii neither functiooal nor rational. Funda

mentally ill-conceived, the larply oooellsienl mixed-wu&e 

Mr. Thompeoa ii a pan:ner and co-coordiJwor of the Environmental 
and Nlblnl Reaourcea poup 11 the law (um of Perkim Coic, in 
Wuhillston. D.C. He lpec:iaJ.i.z.ea ill aiviromMAtal law, c:oacencratin1 
ill radi.atioo, riak uaeaameat. and occupa&ioaal bealth and aafety-re
lated maaen. Mr. Goo i1 an lllOCia&e 11 the 11m11 office and allo 
apecialiua in enviromMAtal law. The autbon wish IO puefully IC· 
lmowled1e the uaiJwice of MJ. Patticia O'Toole, wbo labored ov• 
repc&ted drattl of this llWluacripc. 

ditpcml system ia not bued on the physical properties of the 
wu&e in question, but rather on artificial distinctions between 
the replatory propma under the Atomic Energy Act (AE.A) 1 

and the Retource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA). 2 

Despite RCRA f 1006 '1 mandate that RCRA yield to the AEA 
to prevent inconsistencies ca~ by cl.uhina reauJatory re
simea, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the 

I. 42 u.s.c. 112011-2297. 
2. 42 u.s.c. lf6901~ EI.A STAT. RCRA 11-78. 
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, Department of Energy (DOE), and the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commmion (NRC) have never realistically addressed the 
thoroughgoing inconsi.steocies between the acts, much less 
successfully invoked the authority of f 1006. Consequently, 
the management and disposal of "mixed waste" bas become 
a dilemma. 

The problem stems from the failure of Congress and the 
regulators to acknowledge the incompatibility of the AEA 
and RCRA regulatory regimes. This failure bu led to both 
the creation of increasingly complex regulatory schemes 
by the regulators in an effort to avoid the appearance of 
incompatibility, and to the spending of millions, if not 
billions, of dol.lan on new technological "fixes" for mixed
waste disposal. Yet despite the proliferation of regulations. 
extensions, clarifications, and guidance, the basic situation 
remains unchanged: Permanent disposal capacity for much 
of the mixed waste in the United States is virtually nonex
istent, and intractable political and regulatory barriers im
pede its development. 

The present system is ineffective. First, given the AE.A 's 
stringent regulation of low-level radioactive waste (LLRW), 
for wastes that arc significantly radioactive, EPA' s assertion 
of RCRA jurisdiction over the chemically hazardous com
ponent of mixed waste provides. at best. a marginal envi
ronmental bcnefiL At worst, it detracts from public health 
and the environment by unnecessarily divertin1 resources 
to deal with an artificial problem and by requiring long-term 
storage of some dangerously radioactive materials. Simi
larly, for wastes that arc primarily hazardous. such u many 
scintillation fluids containing low levels of radioactivity, 
assertion of AEA jurisdiction may also be unnecessary and 
ill-advised. 

For the large portion of the mixed-waste stream tlW 
contains significant levels of radioactivity and cannot be 
readily incinerated. the primary long-term hazard is radio
activity, not chemical toxicity. Potentially lethal doses of 
radioactivity from these wastes cannot be perceived by 
human senses and. whereas the toxic components of chemi
cal mixtures can be treated. neutralized, or destroyed. only 
time and transmutation can eliminate radioactivity. More
over, some radioactive materials remain hazardous for hun
dreds or even thousands of years. 

One solution to this problem is relatively straightforward. 
It would address the severalfold problem of the current 
system by focu..ing on the physical properties of the mate
rials. their relative potential haza.rm, and the mandate of 
RCRA § 1006. By focusin& on waste chancteristics, better, 
more efficient regulation ii more readily achievable. Cai. 
gorizing waste based on its hazardous characteristics alloww 
simple placement of control of the waste under the authority 
of the agency best equipped to regulate the particular ma
terial. Under this system. where mixed waste is composed 
primarily of chemically hazardous components, such u 
fluids that arc readily incinerable and contain very low 
levels of radioactivity, the NRC and EPA should be directed 
to exempt such materials from most applicable AE.A re
quirements in a fashion similar to the NRC"s proposed 
below-regulatory-concern policy. Where the primary hazard 
from a mixed waste is radioactivity, the AEA. not R~ 
should assume the dominant role in the regulation of mixed 
waste. Accordingly, mixed waste would be subject to only 
one set of regulations that arc designed to eliminate and 
minimiu, respectively, both the chemical and the radioac-

tive hazards of mixed waste. Disposal could take place at 
commercial LLRW disposal sites or at the DOE-owned and 
operated sites li~ in perpetuity by the NRC. EPA would 
retain both an advisory role through the Federal Radiation 
Advisory Counsel and an affirmative regulatory role 
through its authority under Reorganization Plan No. 3 to 
promulgate "generally applicable standarda" for the pro
tection of the public from off-site releases of radioactivity.> 
A role for public participation and oversight at the DOE's 
LLRW disposal sites could also be incorporated into such 
a system. 

Ample statutory and practical precedent exists for such 
a system. and is discussed in this Article. Although RCRA 
§1006 provides a means to resolve the existing inherent 
regulatory conflicts. all parties involved in the mixed-waste 
quandary would be far more comfortable with an explicit 
congressional blessing. To justify any such congressional 
action. the cue must be made through an analysis of both 
the origins of the mixed-waste crisis and the merits of 
deferring to the AEA radioactive waste management system. 
This Article is a preliminary attempt at such an analysis. 

The Ori&im ol Mhed Wute 

TM AEA: A CompnMn.riw SySkMp N11.d~ar-&laud 
Mauriai.J 

Analysis of the present mixed-wast.e system and the u
sociated quandary requires an understanding of the origins 
of the AEA system for defining and regulating radioactive 
wast.e. Contrary to popular opinion, the AEA. not RCRA. 
wu the nation's first "cradle-to-grave" waste manage
ment system, predating RCRA by almost 30 years. Two 
important face ts of the AEA regulatory scheme for radio
active materials bear on the mixed-waste issue. First. the 
AEA does not have the scope of a 1eneral environmental 
statute. It is deliberately limited to regulation of nuclear 
materials created by, used in, or associated with the nuclear 
fuel cycle and the use of radioactive material in medical 
or experimental activities. Second. its system for control
lin& hazudl from radioactive materials wu envisioned 
to be both stringent and comprehensive, despite its limited 
scope. 4 By enactin1 the AE.A in 1947, and amend.in& it 
in 1954, Congress surely did not contemplate that another 
equally complex system, namely R~ would be simul
taneously imposed on materials fallin1 within the AEA's 
scope. 

0 TM Li1'1iUtl Seo,,-. The enactment ol the AEA .,.... a 
reaction to the Manhattan Project weapoo1 development pro
pm and the su1-quenl creatioa and growth of the civilian 
nuclear power industry. >.. a resuJl, and because naturally 
occurrin& ~ve mat.eriala are ubiquitous in the environ
ment, Congrem and the Atomic Energy Commi.aioo (AEC), 
which subeequently split to become the NRC and the DOE, 
del..t"berately limited the~ of A.EA regulation to specifically 
defined nuclear materiala. 

3. Recq. P!aa No. 3 al 1973, 35 Fed. Rq. 15623 (1970). rrprV!ud 
ill 5 U.S.C. 1pp. • 112. llNI Ill 84 Stat. 2Q86 (1970). 

4. NRC. NUREO 1310. NATULU.1.Y 0c:cvuJMo AHD AcaJ.l.IA· 
roa Plooucm R.u>toAcnn MATUJAU 16, 17 (1987). 

5. Id.• 16. 
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The narrow circumscription of the definitions of materials 
subject to the AEA demonstrate this limited scope. For 
example, Congress and the AEqNRC created a definition 
of regulated "source material" that excludes natural ura
nium and thorium ores until they are removed from their 
place in nature and unless they equal or exceed 0.05 percent 
by weight of thorium or uranium. 6 Congress defined "spe
cial nuclear material" (used in nuclear weapons) by refer
ence to .. uranium enriched in the isotope 233 ... or 235, •• 7 

and the NRC added that such material must be "capable of 
releasing substantial quantities of atomic energy."• Simi
larly, the definition of "byproduct material" is keyed to 
either the production and use of special nuclear material or 
to uranium mining or milling. 9 F"mally, both Congress and 
the NRC defined the LLRW by reference to radioactive 
materials that either contain. or are themselves, materials 
subject to AEA regulation. but which are not high-level 
waste, transuranic waste, spent nuclear fuel. or uranium 
mill tailings. 10 

Through its language, the AEA attempts to be exclusive 
in its approach to determining the materials it regulates, u 
opposed to RCRA. which tends to be inclusive. This ap
proach is also reflected in the ovenll regulatory philosophy 
of both the AEC and the NRC. Moreover, the AEA defini
tions, such u that for byproduct material. are inherently 
process-specific, whereas RCRA definitions are based on 
both a wute's characteristics and/or the processes from 
which the waste arises. 

0 The Comprthensiw Natllrt of AEit Coverage. Neverthe
less, becau..e the AEA represents perhaps the first attempt by 
the U.S. government to respond to an environmental and public 
health haz.a.rd, it goes to great lengths to ensure complete 
control over materials falling within its scope. Indeed, in the 
early days of the AEA and the AEC, the entire nuclear industry 
was created, owned, and monopolized by the federal govern
ment 11 'The government owned all source material and, even 
today, requires a license for its mere posseaion. Congrea also 
made clear that, like no industry before it, the nuclear power 
industry would be comprchcmively regulated from its incep
tion on a cradle-to-grave buia. Moreover, the AEA preempted 
state regulation of radiOKtive hazards for materials subject to 
the AEA. 12 Thia comprehensive and preemptive authority wu 
implemented through regulatiom that required the tracking, 
accounting, and regulated disposal of all the materials through
out the United Stat.ca that are subject to the AEA. >..originally 
conceived. that system wu intended to address permanently 
the hazards from radiOKtive waste. 

6. ~' 42 U.S.C. 12014; 10 C.F.ll f20.3(a)( l S). 

7. 42 U.S.C. 12014; 10 C.F.R. 120.3(16). 

8. 10 C.F.R. f20.3(a)(l6). Coapeu allo defined the tam " spenl 
nuclear fuel" by reference to the nuclear racier cycle and defined 
the term "hish-level ndioactive ww.e" by reference to ' 'reproceued 
spent nuclear fuel." ~e Train v. Colonido Pub. Interest Research 
Group, 426 U.S. l , 6 El.R 20S49 (1976). 

9. 42 U.S.C. f2014(e): 10 C.F.R. 120.3(3) . 

10. 42 U.S.C. f202lb(a); 10 C.F.IL 161.2. 

11. MltC, NUREG 1310, 111pra ooce 4, ll 17. 

12. ~'· 1.1 .. Nonbenl Slalel Power Co. v. Minnacu, 447 F.2d 1143, 
l ELR 20218 (81.b Cir. 1971), a/I'd. 40' U.S. 103,, 1 ELR 204~1 
(1972): Pacific Gu .t Elec. Co. v. Swc EnerJy Resowt:ea CooJcr. 
varioa .t Dev. Comm'n. 461 U.S. 190. 191, 13 ELR 20519. 20~20 
(1983). 

RCRA: Mi:ud Waste Coma /file /king 

In 1976, because of the limited, though pervasive scope of 
the AEA 's regulatory scheme, Congress purposely excluded 
from the definition of solid waste under RCRA those ma
terials falling under the purview of the AEA. 13 RCRA 
§1004(27) excludes AEA controlled materials, including 
source, special nuclear, and byproduct material. from the 
definition of a solid waste. 14 This exclusion is also present 
in RCRA implementing regulations, issued by EPA at 40 
C.F.R. §261. 

Furthermore, Congress made clear that in cases of incon
sistency, RCRA would .. yield" to other preexisting pro
grams, such as the AEA. According to RCRA § 1006: "Noth
ing in this Act [RCRA] shall be construed to apply to any 
activity OI' substance which is subject . . . to the Atomic 
Energy Act of 1954, except to the extent that such appli
cation is not inconsistent with the requirements of such 
Ac:L" 1' This language has two equally important effects. 
rust. it contemplates, to the degree practical. a system of 
dual regulation for materials falling under both RCRA and 
other statutes. To that extent, it can be viewed as important, 
although indirect. support for the concept of mixed waste 

and a complementary AEA/RCRA waste management sys
tem. Second, however, it makes clear that such a system 
must be complementary, rather than inconsistent, and that 
in cases of inconsistency, RCRA yields. 

RCRA t 1006, however, has never been used successfully 
for the proposition that RCRA must yield. In 1984, the DOE 
invoked §1006 for the proposition that aU of its activities 
falling under the purview of the AEA and relating to the 
nation's national security interests were exempt from regu
lation under RCRA whether involving RCRA materials or 
not. 16 The DOE lost the argument, the court ruling that 
RCRA applies to the DOE's facilities, absent a specific 
finding of incompatibility. 17 The court concluded that '"the 
most reasonable reconciliation of the RCRA and the AEA 
is that AEA facilities are subject to the RCRA except as to 
those wastes which are expressly regulated by the AEA: 
nuclear and radioactive materials." 11 

In the wake of this decision, congressional attention 
turned to the issue of mixed waste. Although the 1984 
amendments to RCRA retained the status quo, the recog
nition of the importance of the mixed-waste question by 
two key members of Congress. Senators John Chafee and 

13. Coop-ea Ibo took limillr measures under ocher major enviroa
mm&al ICalUlel. For imwx:c. under the Comprehensive Enviroa
lllClll&I R.eapome. ~rion.. and Liability Act (CERCLA), 42 
U.S.C. H9601-967S: STAT. CERCLA 7-61, any releases ol 
aource. special nuclear, or byproduct material in accordance witb a 
permit ilsued under the AEA are exempc from CERCLA. ~. id. 
f9601(10)(k), ELR STAT. CERCLA 7. Similarly. releua of source, 
special nucu, and byproduct material are also exempt from the 
definitioa ol a pollullDl under the Federal Wat.er Pollution Control 
Aci, 33 U.S.C. fl.362(6), ELR STAT. fWPCA 99. 

14. 42 U.S.C. l6903(27), ELR STAT. RCRA 13. 

1'. 42 U.S.C. '690', ELR STAT. RCRA 14. 

16. Lepl Envtl. Aaaista11Ce Found. v. Hodel, 586 F. Supp. 1163, 14 
ELR 2042.5 (E.D. Tenn. 19&4) (UAF). 

17. The DOE bll been criticiz.ed for takin1 thiJ po1ition. In reaospcct, 
had the DOE limiled iu exempcioa claim solely to the AEA ' a 
repl.alcd awaiall ra&ber than the entirety of I.be AEA '1 facilities, 
the DOE mipa bave prevailed, tbeRby larJely avoidi.n1 I.be mi.xed
wur.e i.uue. 

18. LEAF, '86 F. Supp. ll 1167. 14 ELR at 20426. 
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Alan Simpson. both of whom were members of the Senate 
Committee on Environment and Public Works. ultimately 
led to agency action. The two Senators mued ditectJy con
flicting policy statements regarding mixed waste. According 
to Senator Chafee: 

The exclusion of Atomic EnersY Act materi.ala applies 
only to the radioactive materi.ala theluelve9 and not to 
any wastes with which the AEA materi.ala may be 1111>

ciated. RCRA applie9 to hazardous wuu. that are mixed 
with radi06Ctive materiala. Otherwiae the mixin1 of small 
amounts of radia.ctive materiala with hazardous wastm 
could transform the entire waste stream into an AEA 
material exempt from RCRA. 19 

Chafee further noted. regarding § 1006: 

Section 1006(a) of RCRA does not in any way exempt 
mixed hazardous and AEA wast.ea from RCRA . . . except 
to the extent that application of RCRA would be incoo
sistent with specific requirements of the AEA. Thus, only 
in the rare cue where compliance with both RCRA and 
the requirements of the AEA would be physically impos
sible are these materiala exempt. 20 

Senator Simpson believed otherwise: 

It sttaina credibility to interpret . .. [RCRA) to mean that 
. the mere presence of hazardous subctancea in a waste 

stream that is othervriae primarily made up of 90urce. 
special nuclear and byproduct material. [subjec:U such a 
waste stream to RCRA requirements] since thia would 
have the effect of renderina thia particular exemption a 
nullity, . . . [thereby] effectively ext.end[ml] the requll. 
men ts of [RCRA ], u amended, to virtually all radia.ctive 
waste streama. 21 

Simpson noted that the language of §1006 "contemplates 
more than a demonstration of mere physical impossibility, 
.. . [i]ndeed I can envision a wide range of situations where 
compliance would not be a 'physical impossibility' but 
would nevertheless be inconsistent with the requirements 
of the AEA." 22 Simpson included a letter from NRC Chair
man Nunzio I. Palladino that set forth numerous incom
patibilities between RCRA and the AEA that were bued 
largely on the different app~hea taken by the NRC and 
EPA to minimiu potential hazards from radioactive and 
chemically hazardous waste. 23 

Senator Chafee's views ultimately prevailed at EPA. On 
July 3, 1986, EPA published a Fukral /Ugisur notice 
indicating that states with authorized RCRA hazardous 
waste programs must apply for pennission to regulate the 
hazardous portion of mixed waste, thereby effectively u
serting RCRA jurisdiction over mixed waste. 24 Su~ 
sequently, EPA explicitly extended its interpretation of its 
jurisdiction to include states without authorized RCRA pro
grams, effectively admitting that EPA had not previously 
regulated ~ed waste. 2' 

19. 130 CoNO. Ru:. 59269-70 (daily od. July 26. 1984) (st•tcmesM ol 
Sen. Cb&fee). 

20. Id. at 59382·83 (emphuia added). 

21. 130 CoNO. Ru:. 59727-29 (daily od. AUJ. 6. 198"') (m•erncnc of 
Sen. 5impeoa). 

22. Id. 

23. Id. 

2'. 51 Fod. Rc1- 24504 (July 3, 1986). 

2!1. 53 Fed. Rea- 37045 (Sept. 23. 1988). 

EPA and the NRC al.so Wued a document, Joint Guidanct 
011 tM D~jinition of Commercial Low-Level &.dioactiw 
and HazardoUJ Wa.s'U, to ail of the NRC's licensees in 
March 1987. » This document provides a method for iden
tifying low-level mixed waste u mixtures of the LLRW 
and hazardous waste. According to EPA. 

NRC resuJadom exist to control the byproduct. source 
and special nuclear material components of mixed 
[U.RW], and EPA baa the authority and continues to 
control. the hazardous component of mixed [low·level 
wute]. However, when the components are combined to 
become mixed [U.RW], neither agency baa excl111ive 
jurildiction under federal law. Thia baa led to a situation 
of dual repladona where both agencies, NRC and EPA 
resulate the same wute. 27 

~ Paradoz of Dual Mi.zed-Waste Regwlaticn 

Although initially appealing, component-by-<:omponent 
regulation of mixed radioactive and hazardous waste fails 
to reflect accurately the realities of mixed waste. This is 
apparent in EPA's statement that both the NRC and EPA 
"regulate the same waste." 21 

Although it is logically possible to distinguish between 
hazardous and radioactive components of a waste, in prac
tice, each component is oft.en one and the same. ~ the 
DOE explained in its final interpretation of its AEA/RCRA 
responsibilities: 

DOE usumed that the exclusion wu intended by the 
Conpam to be applied to radia.ctive wast.es in their real 
worid coafisuradoL Virtually all radia.ctive waste sub
stancel are contained. dislolved or suspended in a non
radioactive medium from which their ~tion is im
practical. AccordinsJy, DOE noted that in proposing the 
direct proc:ca appra.ch, that unlesa some radioactive 
wuie stteama were considered to be byproduct material 
i11wirtntinty,RCRA'sexclusionofbyproduc:tmaterial 
misJit reuonably be perceived to have little effect. be
came RCJlA'1 applicadoo to a nuclear wute's non-ra
dioactive medium would apPCU co entail at leut the 
i.ndirec:t ~ of the radionucl.ide9 dispersed in the 
medium. 

Despite the DOE•s recognition of the basic conflict between 
joint EPA and NRC/DOE regulation of the same material, 
the ooE·s final Nie defined byproduct material subject to 
the AEA to refer ··on1y to the actual radionuclides dispersed 
or suspended in the waste substance.··• Accordin1 to the 
DOE, "the non-radioactive hazardous component of the 
waste substance will be subject to regulation under the 
Resource Conservation and Recovery Act.•• >1 

The OOE•s acceptance of a position it had already rejected 
u impractical exemplifies the "Alice-in-Wonderland" at-

26. EPA. PoUCY Omcnn 9432.00.2. Iol!'ff GumANCZ ON THJI Dm
NmON a. Co"MDOU. Low-Uvu. RAD~ iUo1D HALUD
ous W ASTI (1987). 

27. ltL. 2. 

28. ltL 

29. 52 Fed. Rea- 1.5937, 1.5939 (May 1, 1981). Sn al.so'° Fed. Rea-
4.5736, 4.5737 (NO¥. l, 198.5) (ootiq that u.nleu AEA fl l(e)(l) 
byprodua m&ICriala include !be cntimy of !be waste. RCRA exc:l11-
sioo Cm byprodul:I aweria1 would be "reduced to a virtual nullity''). 

30. .52 Fed. Rea- 15937, 15941 (May l, 1981): 10 C.F.R. 1962.J. 
31. 52 Fed. Rea- 15937, 15941 (May 1, 1981). 

' 

I) 

• 



• 

• 

• 
I 

1 

12-93 NEWS .I: ANALYSIS 23 EI...R 10709 

titudc of those involved in the mixed-waste dilemma. Taken 
to its logical extreme, acceptance of EPA's and the DOE's 
interpretation leads to atom-by-atom regulation of mixed 
waste and. in many key instancea, effectively nullifies 
RCRA's exclusion for source, special nuclear, and b~ 
duct material. M ooe commentator bu stated: 

[I]f the phrue ''nldioective material .. refen only to 
radionuclidat-the radioKtive atoma contained in a 
material. then there la DO such thiJ1I U a pure byproduct 
material. except perhape under controlled laboratory con
ditiom for fleetiq periods of time. All material yielded 
in or made rMlioKdve by any technique will C001ain at 
least 101De noandiOKtive atoma and durini the pause 
of time, radioective decay will sraduailY increue the 
ratio of nonndiOllCtive to radioective atoms. ... The 
notion that an individual atom pe-=s from the AEA to 
RCR.A control at the im&ant of ha decay la UDt.enable. 32 

The DOE's endorsement of this view establishes the degree 
to which regulators have distorted physical reality u a result 
of EPA 's assertion of RCRA jurisdiction over mixed waste. 

EPA's RCRA rules have only added to the problem. 
Under EPA 's mixture rule,» any mixture of a listed haz
ardous waste and any other material is considered, in iU 
entirety, to be a listed hazardous waste. Thus, to the extent 
that a listed hazardous waste i.s mixed with any AEA ma
terial, the AEA material itself, including the wholly radio
active component, would become a hazardous waste under 
the mixture rule. M EPA. the NRC, and the DOE guidance 
have suggested, no distinction would exist between the AEA 
and RCRA components of the waste. lo4 The DO E's rationale 
for accepting the largely fictitious notion that mixed waste 
can. in significant measure, be separated into its hazardous 
and radioactive components is revealing. 

RCR.A ia a remedial statute and u such must be liberally 
construed for the remedi&l purpoee for which it wu 
enacted. 'The intended comprehensive nature ofRCR.A '1 

regulatory scheme ia evident from the lesialative history. 
'The House Committee .. . reprded h u cloGni the lut 
remainin& loophole in the framework of environmental 
laws .... Ac:cordinily, DOE decided that RCR.A'1 ~ 
finitional exclusion of IOUrCe. apecia1 nuclear and bypro
duct material aauma a narrower sipific:ance than wu 
suuesiect in the propoeed nde. 35 

The notion of RCRA u a pp-fillina environmental stat
ute, which wu meant to be broadly applied to all situations 
that arc not clearly covered by another statute, bas played 
a key role in the creation of the mixed-Waste quandary. 
RCRA. drafted in the pro-environmental fervor of the 1970., 
i.s intended to be a broad statute of 1eneral applicability, 
and EPA's implementation of RCRA bas reflected this 
thrust. In contrast, while the AEA wu always intended to 
be a comprebemive system for regulating specific radioac
tive materials, both Congress and the NRC have always 

32. John-Mm sicuvua. H.u.uoous w A.STI l.\w AHO PIAcna It 
'-62, 63 (Sept. 1986). 

33. 4'° C.F.R.. 1261.3 . 

3". The United Swes Court al Appeala for the Diltrict of C>lumbia 
Circuit invalidated the mimlre rule in SheU Oil C>. v. U.S. Eavi
romnen&al Procectioo AaencY. 9~ F.2d 741. 22 ELR 20~ (D.C. 
Cir. 1991 ). The mixture rule remaim temponrily in effect. however, 
until October I. 1994, peadina EPA'a decision whether to reprom
ulpic the rule or abaDdoa iL 

3.5 . .52 Fed. R.e1. 1.5937 (May 1. 1987). 

resisted efforts to expGd the AEA 's scope and the mission 
of the NRC beyond these puameters. These differcnus in 
approach have allowed EPA to intrude into reghlatory areas 
previously construed to be reserved entirely to the NRC 
under the AEA. 

Incoamtency and I.acompatibillty 

71te NRC '$ Initial View 

The clear import of RCRA §1006 is that RCRA must yield 
where there is conflict between the AEA and RCRA. Yet 
EPA. the NRC, and the DOE have interpreted this section 
narrowly, insisting that it applies only where it i.s "physically 
impossible" to comply with both statutes. 

Where regulatory requirements with built-in flexibility 
arc involved. however, it is hard to imagine precisely the 
ex.act contoun of such a conflict. For example, RCRA 
regulations that encourage regular opening and visual in
spection of waste containers for sampling appear to conflict 
with the NRC's principle of keeping eXposw-es "u low as 
reasonably achievable," which, if read fairly, forbids such 
practice.. The word "reuonably," however, can be 
stretched to accommodate such a practice. Yet physically, 
it is impossible to sample radioactive wastes without in
creasing exposure, unless extreme methods, such u robotic 
sampling, arc used. By insisting on "physical impossibil
ity," regulators have committed themselves to the unenvi
able task of continually attempting to reconcile fundamen
tally inconsistent regulatory systems. 

Many obvious inconsistencies have been identified since 
the start of the mixed-waste debate. In 1984, the NRC made 
the following statement to Congress. 

We believe resulation by EPA under RCR.A of radioac
tively coatamiNted chemical wasiea currently under 
NRC and apeement state jurisdiction ia inconsistent with 
our replatory requirements establ.l.shed pursuant to the 
Atomic EnersY Act. RadiOllCtively contaminated chemi
cal wutea replat.ed by NRC and apeement states should 
not be replat.ed under RCR.A. 36 

The current state of the mixed-waste system establishes that 
this statement bu been given little attention. 

71te NRC/AEA Approach to Radioacriw Waste Management 

Radioactive waste and chemically hazardous waste are not 
the same. Systems for managing and permanently disposing 
of each differ significantly. The basic difference between 
radioactive and chemically hazardous waste is that hazard
ous waste can usually be destroyed by processes such u 
incineration, whereas radionuclides cannot be readily de
stroyed n -ftdioactive waste can only be eliminated by 
time and transmutation. Treatment or solidification alone 
i.s ineffective. M the NRC bas noted. "because the hazard 
posed by low-level waste is of an atomic nature, its hazard 
i.s inherent, i.e., independent of its chemically bound state. 

36. Leuer from Nwmo J. Palladino, Chairman. NRC. to Morris K. 
Udall, U.S. Sawer 1(Mar.16, 1984), rtpnnwl in 130 CoNo. REC. 
S9727·29 (daily ed. Aua. 6, 1984). 

37. NRC. NUREO Clt-44~. BNL NUR.EO .51944. MANAGE.WENT OF 

RADIOACTJn MotltD WASTU IN CowwucIAL Low-LEVEL 

W ASTU 13 ( 1915). 
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Destruction of the [LLR W] hazard. a.side from transmuta
tion pl'O«'Sses, is impoaible ... 31 

The need for long-term management of the LLRW is the 
primary influence on the NRC's Put 61 radio&etive-waste 
disposal system. ~ NRC Chairman Palladino noted to 
Congress, in 1984: 

NRC hu empbuiz.ed a r;suwu •pproKh to low-level 
wute dispou.l includin1 consideration of site 1elec:tioo, 
site delip and operation. waste form and dispoul facility 
closure. In addition to focuain1 on dispoul site perform
ance, NRC hu specified a number of requirements which 
muat be accomplished by the wute 1enentor, includin1 
requirements for wute form and content, wute cluaifi
cation and wute manifests. Jt 

Because of both the unique hazards associated with expo
sure to radioactivity and because radioactive waste may 
remain hazardous for hundreds of years, the NRC's ap
proach to the management of radioactive wastes uses "pu
sive 0 rather than "active" systems to minimi:ze and retard 
releases to the environment over the extremely long periods 
contemplated for control of radioactive material. The NRC's 
system relies on a performance-objectives approach by 
which control of hazards posed by a chemical waste (that 
may be equally a.s long-lived u radioactive hazards) is 
subsumed under the long-term hazard minimii.ation frame. 
work for radioactive wastea. 

The AEA 's systems are designed to isolate the waste 
permanently from virtually all human contact. The use of 
institutional controls such u government site ownership. 
site security measures, and permanent monuments prevents 
such contact. "Natural materials, .. such u clay liners and 
covers or engineered surface barriers, that can last for long 
periods of time and permanently minimi:ze contact of the 
radioactive waste with water are used to isolate the waste 
in the disposal unit. 

The NRC performance objectives assume no "active" 
controls at the disposal site aft.er 100 years and. further. 
depending on the waste classification. site stability for up 
to 300 to 500 years. 40 Intruder barrien are designed to 
prevent entry into the disposal unit even if ''institutional 
memory 0 is lost at the site aft.er the 300- to $00-year period 
following initial disposal. To minimiie tbe potential for 
institutional memory loss. a state or federal aovemment is 
expected to own the site in perpetuity. 41 Tbe NRC sites use 
the area surrounding the site to retard releuea to the envi
ronment. Thus the site itself, including the subsurface zones, 
is considered part of tbe containment mechanism, which 
by design slows the expected release of acceptably small 
quantities of radioactivity. 43 

RCRA 's Approach to Radioactive Wa.su ManagetMlll 

By contrast, the RCRA "minimum technolOSY .. standards 
expressly require disposal units to be equipped with dual 

38. Id. 111 3. 
39. Leaer from Nunzio J. Palladmo, supra aoce 36. 11 1. 

40. NRC, NUREQ ()9.4,, FINAl. ENVmONMUITAl. OOAC1' STATDOHT: 
UCVCSIMO R!.QllUUOM"S PO• I...um OlSPOS.U. OP RADIOACTIVS 
Wuns Vol L '-18, 7:1 (1982). 

'41. 10 C.F.R. t6U9. 

42. DOE. UMTRA-DOE/~l.0000. RuloND TO STAHDAU>I 
roa Rnw>LU. AcnoNI AT b•ACTin U&AHitJM hoasslNo Srru 
PloPOGD Rl.11.& 7-1 (1981). 

synthetic liners and leachate collection systetn.!. 43 Regular 
and frequent groundwater and leachate sampling, monitor
ing. and analysis are conducted to ccnfirm constantly the 
status and location of the waste."' The RCRA standards 
contemplate a normal time frame of approximately 30 years 
and rely on "active0 controls to isolate the waste from any 
contact with the site or the sum>UDding environment. Re
leases to any put of the environment are prohibited, and 
prompt action to correct such releases are required. 45 Aft.et 
30 years, the site may be sold. .. 

lnconsisunciu &~en the TMIO Approacw 

Clearly. these two regulatory methodologies are fundamen
tally inconsistent and EPA has recently stated u much: 
"[U]nder the current regulatory framework., the disposal of 
mixed waste must satisfy both RCRA and AEA regulatory 
requirements. which are not entirely compatible ... 47 

One inconsistency between the two systems ii clear from 
the following scenario. Although it is physically possible 
to install a synthetic liner and leachate collection system in 
an AEA-type disposal unit. the NRC has consistently main
tained that a synthetic liner prevents any infiltrating rain
water from escaping the disposal unit-hence the necessity 
under RCRA, which requires the liners, for an active 
leachate collection and pumpina system to prevent the unit 
from fillin1 up like a bathtub. A strona possibility exists. 
however, that over hundreds of years, pumping may be 
discontinued, and the unit will inevitably overflow, resulting 
in exactly the type of sudden, catastrophic release that the 
AEA 's system is designed to prevent. Furthermore, assum
ing that pumping were to continue over the. extended period. 
pumping of radioactive leachate creates additional hWIWl 
exposure to radioactivity--. clear violation of the NRC's 
lon1-adhered-to principle of maintaining exposures u low 
u reasonably achievable (Al.ARA). 

Several other aspects of RCRA 's system also violate the 
Al.ARA principle by creatina more waste to dispose of. 
Active pumping ofleachate generates additional radioactive 
mixed waste in liquid form. Moreover, under RCRA 's mix
ture rule., treatment and disposal solutions are complicated 
and obstructed because_ for instance,, leachate containing 
listed wastes may carry listed waste codes for all listed 
wastes disposed of in a putic:ular landfill. F"uWly, additional 
radioactive waste is generated through the treatment and 
packaging of radioective waste which contaminates treat
ment and pacbgina facilities and equipment. because ra-

43. 40 C.P.Jl 1264.301. 

44. 40 C.P.Jl f264.~101. 

4,. Id. It ii wurdl DOdn& dllt ._. dlM ii c:omidered "ablcxbed" midlr 
die NJlC sy-. would be coaGlkted "oo!ictified" by die cbemally 
bazardoua •-bandliq community. Sn NUR.EG CR-44'°- swprri 
ooce 31.. 11 20. lDdeed. 101D1 1ta1e laww COil lw.-cloua IUbswicea 
set rdale limill It detectiaa leve.ls wilhoul reprd 10 any eujmeted 

risk to bu.mall beallb ar the mviroo.meat. The Au.' a dispoal scheme 
ClllDOI av.ly be !'O""iled widl such a aysiem. 

46. 40 C.F.R. 1264.110-.120. 

47. EPA. Oma OP IUD&AnoN AHD IHDooa Am. OLUT Isst1B P Ana 
ON RADIAT10M Sin Cl.Lun1P R!aUUTIONS 6 (May'· 1993). Al 
EPA rec:eady occed ill the DLUT lssuu PAPU ON RAD1AT10N 
Sm Cl.Lun1P RwuunoNt. the Superfund ll&tioClal coatingency 
plu "~ • allow the 1111 ol pusive instilUDoaal COCW'Ols u a 
su""iOIM (Oil acUW rapoalC meuura unleu such acUW mcaura 
ans decamimd 1111 be ... pncricable" Id. 1t 21. 

~ 

• 

t) 

• 



I • 

I • 

' • 
~ 

12-93 NEWS ct ANALYSIS 23 ELR 10711 

dioective contamination occurs simply through contact with 
radio.ctive subsWK:cs. 

Uncertainty also exists regarding the safety and durability 
of synthetic linen. Performance characteristics of synthetic 
liners med for more than 50 years are not well-known. such 
that their effectiveness over hundreds of years is certainly 
unclear. The DOE has noted that "synthetic materials in
corporated into RCRA sites probably will not last for 200 
to 1,000 years.''" Synthetic liners eventually will "drain 
out" due to gravity, or fail because of subsoil settlement. 
puncture by rocks. splitting seams, or entrapped air bub
bles. 4t EPA bu acknowledged that "eventually, liners will 
either degrade, tear or crack and allow liquids to migrate .... 
[I]t is therefore important that li~ds be removed during 
the time a liner is most effective." Mon'JOver, EPA recently 
stated "synthetic covers also have a limited life, especially 
in dry, sunny, windy areu. '''1 Repm of ruptured liners is 
also a concern. When a synthetic liner ruptures, unlike a 
clay liner, it is not self-healing. ' 2 Ruptures are a significant 
concern with synthetic liners because synthetic liners pose 
the potential for more concentrated discharges of contami
nation by funneling all liquids in the landfill to the liner's 
breach. Fm.ally, synthetic liners may cause moisture reten
tion in waste materials disposed of in them. and, due to 
slower dehydration. cause differential settlement or crack
ing of both clay caps that cover disposal sites and the liners 
themselves, which can lead to either additional infiltration 
of rainwater or exfiltration of moisture. 

The inconsistencies between the plans are not limited to 
the liners. The plans differ in their approach to intrusion. 
The NRC's controls are designed to eliminate any potential 
for intrusion into disposal units. however, standpipes and 
leachate collection systems. which are integral to the RCRA 
system. are designed to provide exactly such access. The 
plans' approaches to statutory state liability are also incon
sistent The NRC's disposal sites are required to have state 
or federal site ownership, which can raise serious questions 
of state liability under hazardous waste statutes such u 
RCRA and the Comprehensive Environmental Response. 
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA). Not surpris
ingly, states want to avoid such liability. At the Envirocare 
of Utah. Inc. site, in Utah. where mixed waste is being 
disposed of, the state of Utah flatly refused to accept site 
ownership bued on RCRA- and CERCLA-type liability 
concerns, thereby fomng the Utah State Division of Ra
diation Control to waive the site ownership requirement 
specifically for the Envirocare site. 

The NRC and Congress have been aware of the incon
sistencies between the AEA and RCRA final disposal 
approaches for nearly a decade. ~ the NRC noted in 
1984: 

48. DOE. UMTRA-DOE/~l .0000, R.Ul'OND TO STAN'DA.&Dt 
POI Rnaoi.u. AcnoNs AT INACTrVB UIANTIJl( PIOCESSINO Snu 
PloPOUD Ruu 12 (1988). 

'49. NRC, NUREO 0706, NRC FINAL GENDJC ENVtaOHJaHTAL IM
PACT STAn.aa.HT ON UIANTIJl( M'LUNO Vol. I 9--16, 17 (1980). 

50. EPA. EPA .520r'l-83~. FINAL ENVtaOHWEHTAL OOACT STATS· 
IJO!HT, POI STAN'DAU>S POI Till Co..-noL or BYPIODUCT MAn
IW.S F10M UIWllVlil Ou PlocuslNo 1-13 (1983) [bereinaficr 
FEISJ. 

.51. EPA. EPA '402-0..93-0001. TlcmocA1. SUPPOIT POI AlilHI>iNO 
STANDAIDS POI MANAoua.HT or ULVmJM BYP1ooucr MAn· 
11ALS f>.1-4 (1993) [berei.naf1cr D IAl'T 8 co]. 

.52. NRC, NUREG 0706, 1wpra DOCe -49. at 12·2.5, 1-13. 

the resuJatory l)'ltem embodied in 10 CF.R. pt. 61 , 
inc:ludin1 poetat« responsibility, and reliance on pack· 
ini. wuae ll&bilization and site cbarac:teristic: provides 
a more effective Iona-tam apprc6Ch to mjnjmjrin1 the 
formation and miptioa of leachate from radioactive 
wute than a policy that relies heavily on the me of linera 
in burial treachea. EPA iUelf recosniz,ed the limitationa 
of linen in its ltaDdardl that . . . only (require] linen (to] 
prevent mipation durin1 the "active life" and subeequent 
closure of the landfill . .. . EPA'1 appra.ch may well be 
appropriate for ... chemical wast.ea .. . (however) for 
burial of low level radic:JKtive waste . . . we do no< believe 
that linen will toeally eliminate the potential for sround
wat.er c:ontamiNtion . . . (and] we have c:oocem1 that 
linen will c:ontribut.e to the accumulation of leachate, 
which will fill up the dispoMl unit and poaibl y overflow. 
Removal and treaanent of thia leachate will almost cer· 
tainly involve a releue of aome of the contaminants to 
the enviroament. u 

Despite the NRC'1 concerns regarding the incompatibility 
of ming liners within the AEA's system. in 1987, the NRC 
and EPA released a joint guidance on the conceptual design 
for commercial mixed-waste disposal facilities. 54 Accord
ing to the agencies, the design concept set forth in the 
guidance "dcmoostrate[s] the integration of EPA 's regula
tory requirements for two or more liners and a leachate 
collection system ... and the requirements of the AEA that 
require the contact of water with the waste to be mini
mized."" The design calls for an above-ground disposal 
unit with nm~ controls, dual synthetic liners, a clay liner, 
and a leachate collection system.,. Such a unit would be 
capped by either a clay cap or an engineered vault with a 
clay cap. 57 Both agencies, however, were careful to state 
that ''the concepts proposed ... are presented as general 
guidance ... this guidance will not affect the requirements 
for waste disposal facilities to comply with all applicable 
NRC and EPA regulations." sa 

No facility meeting the design concept described above 
bas been builL" Moreover, questions continue to arise 
regarding the suitability of synthetic liners for disposal units 
containin1 radioective waste. For in.stance, in 1990, the 
NRC's State Programs Director, Carleton J. Kammerer. 
wrote to the California Department of Health Services re
garding EPA Region IX's recommendation that California's 
proposed LLRW facility use a synthetic liner. The NRC's 
clear conclusion wu that such an approach is ill-advised 
for a host of reasons. For instance, 

inc:orporatina a liner and leachate collection system .. . 
would require the applicant to demomtrate that the per
formance objectives would not be violated ova the 
loq-term (e.g., 500 yean or more) u a result of water 

.53. Leas from Numio J. Palladino, swpra noce 36. 11 2. 

.5'4. EPA, PoUCY OIUCttW 9487.00.8, JOINT NRC-EPA GumAMa 
oN A CoNCUruAL Dl!SION APnoACB POI CoaoaaaAL MIXED 
Low-Uvn. RADIOACTIVB AN'D H>.uaoous W .un DWOSA1. 
FAcu.mu (1987) [ba'einaftcr ]olJ(J' NRC·EPA CoNcuruAL 
GumAMa). 

.5.5. Id. at -4. 

.56. Id. ll 4-.5. 

.57. Id. ll .5 . 

.58. Id. ll I. 

.59. AJlboup mixed Waste ii bein& land dispoled ll the E'.nv\rocare Of 
u lah. loc:. f aciliry in C1i vc. u lah. the En virocare dispolal wlit does 
oat meet the joiDl NRCJEP A daip criteria. 



23 ELR 10712 ENVIRONMENTAL LI.W REPORTER 11-93 

accumulation within the dispoul trencbca. Such a dem
omttatioa could be difficult since water accumuJadoa 
could theoretically result in a continuin1 need to pump 
and treat the leachate. in direct ctiacbarp of contaminated 
leachate to the Land surface, or in a coaceottated d.bc~ 
of leachate to the vadme zone when the Liner failed. 

The NRCs recommendation also questioned the long
term liner stability and the inability to deal both succes.Uully 
and with certainty with the increased potential for rainfall 
in.filtration caused by the use of synthetic linen. Thus, 
despite jointly releasin1 the report. the NRC specifically 
declined to endorse without qualification the joint 
EP A/NRC cooceptual guidance. The NRC noted: 

It is important to recopiz.e that the [Joint NltC/EPAJ 
Juidance prmezm a ''conceptual'' de.sip only; any ap
plication adop«in1 thia de.sip approKh would have to 
demonstrate ... that the dispoul system does not suffer 
from the same limitatiooa and pocential problems de
scribed above for dispcm..l units that include linen and 
leachate collection syllema. 61 

In light of the NRC's other comments regarding liners. it 
. is difficult to imagine such a demomtration. In fac:t, a 1987 

DOE study concluded that an above-ground vault con
structed in accordance with the NRC/EPA. Joinl Gwidanc• 
would result in a peak dose of radionuclides approximately 
one order of magnitude higher than traditional AEA below
ground disposal units and would not meet the requirements 
of 10 C.F.R. part 61 for maximum effective dose limits. a 
Moreover, as the DOE has noted, in the context of requirina 
RCRA-type controls at uranium mill tailings sites: 

Lonpvity requirements have led to dbpaa1 desipa that 
use only natural materials and that incorporue (or coo
sider) the subsurface zone u an intesraJ part of the natural 
dispou1 sysaem. . .. The differenca between RCRAsitel 
and [Uranium Mine Tailinp Radiation Control Act 
(UM1RCA)] project sites reflect differart tec:lmoiosical 
choices. . . . [T]be.e diffemit tec:lmoloaical choica ... 
have led to what the DOE believea are conflictina and 
mutually incoaaistent requirements with respect to im
plementi.ns loqevity requiremema and tbe meetins ol 
propmed poundwater standarda, [for UMlltCA lites) 
only natural material and sy'ltema have tbe ~and 
chancteristic::a eac::ntial to IUC.b a de.sip life. 

The DOE also notes that RCRA systems requirin1 
leachate collection will be extremely difficult to reconcile 
with the NRC's puaive-systema apprmch. Accordina to 
the DOE: 

60. NllC. RuloHSa to CwJiomnA OIPunmn' "' Ha.u.TB s .... 
ICU lUQuuT ~ TllCIDnCA1. AMI> JlaouutoaT A.ssl:rrAHa Oii 
TH11 I.mu Issm 4 (1989). Altboup die NllC1 a&tf has Aallld 
~ I double limr and leachale c:olledioa IY*S mi&bt ol.f• ...... 
banced l"JUDdwlla' procectioa. it abo DOlllld m. such jXcwQoa 
mi&b& only be c.empanry. Sa Lcaer from llobert M. Bcmcro, NllC. 
to Alan Puiemak, California R adjoectjve Mmria1I fcnma (Mar. 
8. 1989). 

61. NllC. RuloNsa TO CwPoUllA Du.unmn"' HJ.u.m Suv-
1cu IUt}IJIST POI TICJUOCAl. AMI> R..ouutoaT A.SllsrANa ON 
nm I.mu Issw 4. 

62. DOE. DOE/U..RW~. CoNCUTUAJ. DISIOM Ruorr. Auu
l'fATTVW CoHCUrS PO• Low-Uvu. RAD~ W ASTa D• 
POSA1. ( 1987). 

63. DOE, UMTRA-DOPJ~l.0000. RuloNsa to STAHDA&De 
POR RnaJ:>w. ACTIONS AT UcACT1\'S UIWmllll PIOaSIDtQ Snu 
hoPOGD Ruu 12 (1981). 

it would be necaaary to relax the [UM1'RCA] project 
requiremenca for minimum po.a clcxure maintenance 
before thecoocepc of intepatins the leachate fortreatment 
can be applied on the [UM1'RCA) project. It can be argued 
that (if] [UM1'RCA J project wastes Weft placed on very 
low permeability linen and provided with underdraina 
or leachate collec:tioa systems. tbe leachate could be 
brouaJu to evaporadoa poodl that could open&e with 
minimum or DO human intervention. To prevent inadver
tent human accea to the leachate, the leachate could drain 
into rock-filled, lined sumps or toe aprom. . .. However, 
it may be diffic:ult to arsuc that such an appro.ch could 
proc.ec:t the environment and ensure human health and 
safety for periods extendiq to l ,000 years.. 64 

Thus, not only ii it the case that the joint NRC/EP A 
design concept may result in higher exposures than a tra
ditional radioactive waste disposal unit, but, more impor
tantly, with synthetic materials and active leachate collec
tion. the long-term passive control necessary over the ex
tremely long periods required for radioactive waste control 
may be impossible.~ it exists, the NRC/EPA. Joinl Guid
anc~ remains unproven and provides a good example of an 
attempt by the NRC and EPA to mask an obvious incom
patibility between the AEA and RCRA requirements iden
tified by the DOE. 

/nco111palibClity Fro111 RCRA. 'JP~~: TM Land Bala 

From a RCRA pe1speaive. the inconsistencies between the 
AEA and RCRA waste management approaches arc as. if 
not more. dramatic. Perhaps the most compelling of these 
is the application of RCRA land disposal restrictions (LDRs) 
to mixed waste. Under the LOR.s, the land management of 
certain Wltre:ated hazardous wastes is prohl'bited. This pro
hibition includes both the stonge and disposal of untreated 
waste without a permit. 65 

Because treatment and disposal capacity for many mixed 
wasiea ii extremely limited and because the presence of 
radioactivity complicates required treatment solutions for 
mixed waste, incineration in particular, EPA has been forced 
to grant a ••national capacity variance•• for the DO E's mixed 
wast.ea. 6' Yet even this varianc:e has already begun to expire, 
and all such variances will end by mid-1994. 67 For instance, 
in 1990, EPA lflDl.ed a national capacity variance for ''third
third"" mixed wastes;.. this variance expired in 1 m ... 
Although the DOE has applied for an extension. EPA bu 
not yet lflDl.ed i1. In any event, under RCRA it can only 
be renewed until May of 1994.,. 

Meanwhile. a!tboop the DOE his idmtifiM acceptable 
treatmm« tec:tmo&oPea fer approximately 75 percenl of im 
mixed-wuae meam volume, treatment capabtlity fm the r&-

64. /& 

6'. Sa RCRA. 42 U.S.C.16924, EUl STAT. RCRA 23-29. 
66. .5.5 Fed. Rq. 22.526. 22.532. 22689 (lam l, 1990). Sa also .57 Fed. 

Rq. .57170, .5717.5 (Dec. 3. 1992). 
67 • .57 Fed. Rea. .57170, .5717' (Dec. 3. 1992). 
61. Thinkbird ........ die final third ol bazardaua wuia restticted 

from land dispoa1 ICCCX'dia1 to die ICbedule specified in §3004(J) 
of die Kuardom and Solid Ww Anw:ndmmc Act ol 1984. Final 
s&&Ddarda for die tbird-Wrd wusea. includins EPA'• aatiocW c:a
picity vwilDce far third-Cbird mixed wuiea, were promulgar.ed by 
EPA ca Jum l, 1990, 11 .5.5 Fed. Rq. 22.520 (Jam 1, 1990). 

69 . .5.5 Fed. Res. 22.520 (1im l, 1990). 
70. /& 

~ 

M 

.l 

' . • 
' 

9' 
1 • 

' , ; 



• 

• 

• 
j 

12-93 NEWS A ANALYSIS 23 ELR 10713 

maining 25 perc:cm does not e.xi1t and is hampered by a lack of 
technologie9 cap&bie of properly mtNgMI the ramo.ctive 
compooem of the wute. 71 Evcn ISl'!Dling the exi1tenc:e of such 
treatment t'JlnAhilitv. treatmmt capacity for mixed waste is 
extremely~~ Comtruction of future treatment~ 
is esrimwttd by the DOE to take between 5 and 15 years. 
Dispcml ~for mixed wutes is also extremely limited.,. 
The severe diffic::uhy of c#Jtining a RCRA permit. puticuWty 
for incinlnton and landfills. furtb« complic:atea the picture. 
Thus, the mixed-wute dilmnna bu been cbcribed .. a situ
ation in wbicll "EPA and the state autboritia. via RCRA and 
the LDRs. are in the poGtioo of ftlqUirina the DOE and the other 
mixed waste genenton to do 90ml"thing dwt everyone ac
knowledges is impcmlble and then makes the same~ 
subject to ma and pmattim for not doina the impossible. .. 75 

Regardless of the fines and penalties, it ii evident that 
for the foreseeable future, the DOE will continue to violate 
RCRA LDRs. " Recognizing this, Congress enacted the 
Peden.I Facilities Compliance Act of 1992 (FFCA). 77 Un
der this Act. Congress expressly revokes RCRA §6001 '1 

waiver of sovereign immunity as it applies to the DOE's 
compliance with the LDRs for mixed waste. 71 The DOE 
has three yean to comply with the LDR ·s requirements. 
After that time, the DOE may still fail to meet the LDR ·1 

standards, but it must then meet other requirements under 
the FFCA." Thus. although technically the mixed-waste 
situation causes the DOE to be in continuous violation of 
RCRA. Congress bas decided that the DOE will not be 
subject to fines or enforcement for at least another three 
yean. 80 EPA, in tum. bas also indicated. via its RCRA 
enforcement policy, that mixed waste will be Jiven a low 
priority. 

The RCRA LDR situation presents a clear example of 
the absurdity of the current mixed-waste treatment and 
disposal system. Application of RCRA to mixed waste bu 
resulted in an ongoing violation of RCRA itself that can 
only be cured by Congress and bas forced EPA to give 
mixed-waste-related RCRA violations a low enforcement 
priority. Ironically, RCRA baa been forced to yield, albeit 
temporarily, u is consistent with the spirit of RCRA f 1006. 
Yet while the DOE, EPA. and the NRC remain hopeful that 
the situation can be resolved through the development of 
increased and innovative treatmenl capKity, such devel~ 
ments clearly will not occur by mid-1994, at the expiration 
date of the national caP"ity variance. Even if sufficient 
treatment caP"ity becomes available, all mixed-waste gen
erators and storcn will atill face the root problem of find.ins 
sufficient disposal cai-city that meeca both RCRA'1 and 
the AEA 's requirements. 

71. Id. 

72. Id. 

73. Id. 

74. Id. 

7'. s_,, of l>UcKuioft..· HtlZIU'dotu Wcuw Aciioft ~ Ml:ud 
WOJV Fo,,_, Wuhiq1oD. D.C. (Ms. 20. 1992) It 2 (oa file wilb 
audlon). 

76. "Fed. Rq. '7170. 5717' (Dec. 3. 1992). 

n . Fedcnl Plcilitiea comp1;..,.... A.ct ol 1992. Pub. L. No. 102·386. 
106 Sa 1~ (1992). 

78. Id. 

79. Id. 

80. Id. 

~ /mponanc~ o/Wa.ite Fonrt 

Another buic and significant difference between the NRC's 
and EPA 's final disposal requirements is the importance 
the NRC scheme places on waste form. Although initially 
the NRC, like EPA, focused on the disposal unit itself, the 
NRC ultimately recognized that the form of the waste is 
equally import&DL 11 Al the congressional Office of Tech
nology Asaeament (OTA) bu noted, "NRC [U.RW] regu
lations are baud on the stability of the waste and the stability 
of the dispolal site." 12 

The NRC'a standuda require all Cla.sa Band C LLRWs 
to meet muctural stability requirements and Class A wastes 
to be processed, u appropriate, to remove free liquids. 
Requirements for Clasl B and C wastes can be strict, re
quirina encuement of wastes in high integrity containers 
consistina of sWnlea steel and concrete. u The waste-form 
standards are designed to ensure that the waste does not 
degrade or subside within the disposal unit"' The NRC's 
requirements include standards for testing of waste form in 
accordance with leaching, compression. thermal cycling. 
and biodegradation puamet.ers. ~ Structural stability is also 
required to provide greater protection against exposure to 
an inadvertent intruder.• Because the NRc·s emphasis is 
on the entire disposal system's performance, which must 
provide long-term stability without active controls, disposal 
trench stability ii achieved in large part by waste forms 
meeting long-term stability requirements. f7 

In contrast, RCRA does not specifically include waste
form requirements, emphasizing instead the overall ability 
of the disposal unit to isolate wastes completely, regardless 
of form. from any contact with the environment Although 
EPA• s regulatioos prohibit the addition of liquids to landfills 
and place reatrictioos on waste form, which are designed 
to eHmimte subsidence, unlike the NRC's standards, they 
rely lea heavily on waste form u an integral part of the 
overall containment method. Thu,,, while liners and leachate 
collection systeml may be DCCeSS1ry for RCRA wastes 
disposed under relatively lenient waste-form requirements, 
for wastes meetina the NRC's waste-form requirements. 
such controla may not be necessary and may actually be 
barmfuL 

An example of the succeaful application of the NRC's 
waste-form requirements is instructive. By volume, the larg
est non-DOE category of mixed waste is the LLRW con
tainina organic solvents and scintillation media, such u 

81. NRC. NU1tEO 0945, F'JNAL ENVm<>NlW'ITAL lxPAcr STAnJaHT 
ON 10 c.F.R. PUT 61 '1..lc:zMSINO IUQutUMEHn PO& l..AND 
OW09AL or RADIOAcnva WASra" Vol 1. 2-7 (1982); NRC. 
NU1tEO 0712. DIAIT ENVIaONiaNTAL ooAcr STATEMENT 101 
10 c.F.R. PUT 61 "I.iaMSINO Rl!QUIUWENTS FOi 1..1.HD 015-
POLU. OP Low-Llvll. RADIOACTIVB W.un" Vol. I. 6-15, -19, 7-4, 
-6 (1981). 

82. OTA. GPO Sroa No. 052-003-01171-9, OTA RE.Pott Pur
NUSBIPS UNI>U Pussuu: MANAOINO CoKME&CL\L Low
Lavu. RADIOAC11VI W.un 7 (1989) (emphasis added). 

83. NRC. NRC B&ANca TlcRNJcAL PosmoN ON w .un Fow 1 
(1991). 

14. /IL 

8.5. Id. It app. A. 

86. Id. 

87. Sa NRC. NU1tEO CR-o4450. BNL NURECi ~ 1944, sMpra DOte 37. 
ll 4. 



23 ELR 10714 ENVIRONMENTAL LAW REPORTI:R 12-93 

toluene and xylene." The organic solvents in these wast.es 
are precisely the types of constituents that present the chemi
cal hazards the RCRA program is designed to eliminate 
through controls on leaching and migration. Although the 
great majority of this waste is suitable for incineration 
without regard to its radio.ctive content. in the past. some 
of these wastes were disposed of at existing U.RW land 
disposal sites. Notably, this disposal does not appear to 
have resulted in significant environmental contamination. 
Indeed. a 1986 NRC analysis suggests that mixed waste 
that is solidified or absorbed" in accordance with the NRC's 
waste-form requirements at 10 C.F.R. §61.~6 is unlikely to 
leach and be re leased from wastes buried in a put 61 facility. 

Water (includin1 or carryin1 with it acquired materiala) 
is a.uwned to be the principal leachate to which wastes 
will be expoeed (it should be noted that a tarp put of 
the rationale behind the required NRC Clua B and C 
waste stabilization in 10 CF.R. Part 61 wu bued on 
minimiutioa of contact of waste pacbaea with water). 
Di.saolution of orpnica in water is unl..i.kely u the mecha
nism of removal (bMed on the coocept of chemical 
dissimilarity and immiscibility of aqueous and orsanic 
phases); this is further substantiated by the documented 
ability of many ab.orbenca to retain sorbed orsanica in 
the presence of, OI' even surrounded completely by, water. 

*** 
· In summary, removal of sorbed organics should be con
sidered from the point of view ofbein1 caused by thermal 
gradients, pressure, aptation or vibration. leach.ins by 
"pwe" water, and water c:ont&inin1 acquired com~ 
nenta. It is not clear whether thermal or presure fon:es 
can effect removal of the8e materials but. in any event. 
fOI' the removal to occur, the conditions must be different 
(and, most likely more severe, i.e., hiper temperature 
and preuure) from thc.e under which thetorption proc:ea 
originally occ:urred. It is not lik.ely that hiper tempera
tures would be encountered by sorbed waste.a fOI' sisnif!
c:ant periods of time and certainly not at ail ajtu bwiaL 90 

Thus. the NRC waste-form requirements may well provide 
significant protection against the migration of chemical (u 
well as radiological) hazards, thereby further calling into 
question the need for dual EP A/NRC regulation of mixed 
wastes that contain significant amounts of radio.ctivity. 

Increased Occ!lpQlional EzposMn 

Yet another key inconsistency between RCRA and the 
AEA • s requirements is that the RCRA regulations encour
age and require extcmive sampling and manual inspection 
of waste in order to ch.anctcrize the material." Under the 
NRC's guidelines, radioactive waste stonge requirements 

· are designed to minimize and discourage human access and 
exposure to the waste since radiation cannot be perceived 

88. ~c NRC. NUREG/CR-44()6. AN ANALYSIS OP Low-Uvu,. 
w un: REvmw OP H.u.uoous w -Un Rurul.AnoNS AND lDSN
TlFlCATION or MJXm W.uns, Swnnmy 11 I (1985). 

89. W a.a.e that ii coaaidered ''ablorbed' ' under tbc NRC' S lystem would 
be considered "solidified" by the cbemic:ally bazardoua waae ti.. 
dlin1 community . NRC, NUREO 1183, NoHJ.ADIOLOOJCAL 
GaoUHD WAtu Qu.unY AT Low-1.avu. RADIOACTin Wun 
Srru 32 (1986). 

90. NRC. NUREO CR..W'°, BNL NUREO .51944, svpra noce 37, 11 
32. 33 (emphuia added). 

91. ~c 1mcraily 40 C.P.ll ft264. l.5, 265.1'. 

by human senses and can have potential effects long after 
exposure. Furthermore, RCRA wastes are generally more 
uniform then AEA 's wastes and thus can be more effectively 
characterized through sampling. Because of these differ
ences. compliance with EPA's RCRA standards could lead 
to increased occupational and. perhaps. public exposure to 
dangerous radioectivity. A report by the Nuclear Power 
Industry notes that EPA requires a 100 gram sample of 
waste for testing that could increase worker radiation ex
posure and the need for visual inspection under RCRA could 
also increase such exposure. 92 

Although the NRC and EPA have released a Draft Guid
ance: Clarification of RCRA. Testing /Uquirem41W for 
Mi.:ud Wa.su (March 1992), which acknowledges these 
problems, EPA attempts to resolve the difficulty by simply 
noting that: "a combination of common sense, modified 
sampling procedures and cooperation among ... regulatory 
agencies will minimize any hazards as.10Ciatcd with sam
pling and testina mixed waste." 93 Unfortunately, EPA fails 
to provide any support for this convenient conclusion. 

DuaJ Regidalory Regimu: A Lack of Corresponding &Mfit 

M RCRA becomes increasingly stringent and complex. the 
readily apparent inconsistencies caused by joint EPA. NRC, 
and DOE regulation of mixed waste can only multiply. The 
NRC and EPA insist. however, that there are no regulatory 
inconsistencies and that they have not found a situation that 
requires the application of RCRA § 1006. They support th.is 
claim by noting that nearly all RCRA and AEA requirements 
are potentially subject to case-by-ax waivers that provide 
the flexibility needed to resolve any inconsistencies. To 
make such a claim. however, the NRC and EPA must 
continually abrogate their own regulations. The LD R's situ
ation plainly shows this. For regulators to claim that Con
grcsa intended such a result is to change the meaning of 
"not inconsistent .. to ••not impossible." as suggested by 
Senator Chafee." Yet where EPA and the DOE are author
ized to waive requirements oo their own. nothing can ever 
be considered "impossible,·· and. therefore. RCRA 's § 1006 
inconsistent standard will never apply. 

Despite the agencies' attempts to dismiss the conflicts, 
the incomistencies and burdens created by dual regimes 
are well-recognized. In 1990, NRC Commissioner James 
Curtiss uked the NRC's Advisory Committee on Nuclear 
Waste (ACNW) to compare the NRC's and EPA's disposal 
requirements for mixed waste. In respome, the ACNW 
identified a number of ''fundamental differences between 
the requirements of the two agencies."" These differences 
included the use of synthetic versus clay liners. the use of 
active versus passive waste management systems. means 
of packagin1 and treatin1 radioective wastes, disposal time 
frames (for example. 30 versus !100 years), and the rapidly 
evolvina nature of RCRA requirements that is not typical 

92. NUCLU MAHAODGHT AND R.uoUICIS CoUNai.. INC., RuolT 
ON nn MAHAOUOHT OP MIUD Low-Lavu. RAt>IOAcnv. 
W -Un IN nD1 Nucu.u Powu INDUSTU 3-.51 ( 1990) [bercinaftcr 
NUMARC Ruon!-

93. EPA/NRC. Da.vr(ltJJDAllQ. c..wnc...TION cw RCRA ~is 
W ASrw T!S11NO ~ PO& MIXm W MB 16 (1992). 

94. Sa svpra text accompuyiq aoce 21. 

9.5. Leaer from Didi W. Moeller, Oairman. the ACNW. to Kennetb 
Cart, Chairman. the NRC. 2 (Feb. 21. 1991) (Oil file witb llUbor). 
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of the more It.able A.EA ltaDdarda." The ACNW also noted 
that although "ltlft members of the EPA and NRC have 
been auempdn1 for IOIDe time to develop an approach 
through which dual regulation could be made more practi
cable .. . the efficacy of theae [EP AJNRq joint aWdance 
reports ii not entirely clear.''" According to the ACNW, 
"disc:uaiom with state repraentativca indicate that addi
tional ,Wdance ii necesury . . . [and the joint guidance 
reports] do not alleviate the dual regulation burden.''" As 
is evident, EPA '1 and the NRC'a attempCI to peper-ova
the conflicts caUICd by the dual regulatory regime have 
generally not been IUCCCSlfu1. 

Significantly, the mixed-waste quandary may also be 
hued on the different configuration of EPA '1 and the 
NRC'a regulatory frameworb. EPA '1 RCRA regulations 
arc extremely prescriptive and extremely complex. fre
quently imposing extraordinarily precise standards and 
methods and even specifying particular materials. The 
NRC'a regulations appear lea complex and less prescrip
tive, because they focus more on overall and lon1-term 
sysum T>Dfonnance. The NRC's regulations, however, arc 
supported by a large body of the NRC' 1 regulatory guides 
and technical position papers that detail acceptable meth
ods or requirements to meet the regulations' performance 
goal. The combined eff cct of the regulations and support
ing criteria documents ultimately achieves an equivalent 
or greater level of protection. 

The differences in the two progrum may make sense if 
one coosiden that while EPA must permit and license bun
drcda and even thousands of hazardous waste sites. the 
n\DDber of NRC-licemcd sites. puticularly new sites, ii 
sign.ific:antly smaller (approximately 7,500). The smalla
burdcn affords the NRC the opportunity to ICrUtinize more 
carefully individual licensing decisions. The level of detail 
actually found in the NRC's regulations might lead one to 
conclude that the NRC's regulations arc generally less strin
gent, and, further, to conclude cmmeously that the more 
prescriptive EPA regulatiom can be imposed without con
flict and will result in an additional level of protection. As 
described below, this ii not the cue. 

The NRC's standards arc designed to prot.cct agaimt 
potential public health and saf cty threats for periods of time 
that arc several orders of magnitude lonaa- than the RCRA 
standards. By DOMaity, the NRC'a site-selection parame
ters arc more stringent. The NRC'a waste-form require
ments arc more integral to the NRC'a program and arc 
signific:antly more stringent than arc relevant EPA stand
ards. As the NRC bu noted, ••overall the pert 61 regulatory 
system provides a more effective. loq-term approach to 
minimizing formation of leachate from radioactive wutca 
than a policy that relics heavily on linen."" Both the DOE 
and the Nuclear Management and Resources Council, Inc. 
(NUMA.RC), have also indicated that the NRC's regulatory 
scheme may provide protection a1ainst public exposure to 
radioactive wute that ii superior to that at a joint 
AEA/RCRA facility. 100 

96. Id. 

97. Id.• 4. 
98. Id.•~ . 

99. Leaer from Nwmo J. Palladino, 111pra noce 36, • 2. 

100. NUMARC RDo1T, 111pra noce 92, • 7-26; DOE. DOf.IU.W~. 
111pra noce 62 (1987). 

Projected kq-term performance of the [RCRA) 40 
C.F .R. 264 facility . . . may be inferior to that of the l 0 
C.FJt 61 facility ysnmjnl mixed WUle com.mingled 
with [U..RW] is dispoeed al the latter . . . . [T]be effect of 
i.mpwin1 40 C.F .lt 26' requirements oo cllspo&al of 
mixed wute may be to increue the potential individual 
doeel &om what they would have been had the waste 
been~ u [U..RW] without reprd to its hazardoua 
COlllllllL 01 

A recent study of tank requirements under the AEA and 
RCRA reached a similar conclusion regarding hazardous 
waste/radioactive waste tanks. 1112 

EPA's scientific buia for asserting RCRA jurisdiction 
ova many mixed-waste streams is thin. In most instances, 
the A.EA 'a system a.lone has adequately controlled both the 
chemical and radiological hazard from mixed waste. For 
instance, one of the most frequently encountered mixed 
wutel at the AEA '1 sites is scintillation vials containing 
toluene. The risk of potential off-site groundwater contami
nation from toluene is often used to justify dual mixed-waste 
regulation. Yet a 1986 NRC study noted that toluene has 
previously been detected in groundwater from trench sump 
samples at perticular sites, but concentrations decrease over 
short time periods, indicating a relatively brief persistence 
in groundwater. 103 Thus, it docs not appear that toluene, 
known to be disposed of at existing LLRW sites, has actually 
presented a significant environmental hazard that would 
require EPA to assen RCRA jurisdiction. tCN 

The NRC's study of nonradiological groundwater quality 
at existiJia LLRW sites supports the notion that concern 
about the effect to off-site groundwater of chemically haz
ardous constituents found in the LLR W disposed in the 
AEA 's regulated facilities is overstated. According to the 
NRC, at the Sheffield. Illinois. site, where significant 
amounts of chemically hazardous LLRWs arc known to be 
disposed of, "the sample results do not indicate that con
tamination from toluene and xylene scintillation liquids, 
chromate wutea or lead is occuning . .. . " 105 These wastes 
comprise the largest volume of known mixed wastes. 1°' 
Notably, the clOled Sheffield site wu actually lcs,, strin
gently controlled than a current site regulated under 10 
C.F.R. pert 61, primarily because of part 61 's waste clas
sification l)'ltem and related waste-form requirements. 

At the Barnwell. South Carolina, site, which the NRC 
stated eaentially mccta 10 C.F.R. part 61 requirements, the 
NRC reached the same conclusion: "[T]hc [LLRW] dis-

101. NUMARC. _,,. DOCe 62. • 7-26. 

102. EA~ Compllly, C""'IJGITlliw AuullflDll of tJw Enviroft
~ Prot«tlolc At0te1'1 IU1"'4tiotu/or Ha:sudotu WaN Tank 
s,,,_., ONJ COlllporabl6 Nw:llar !Uplalory C-WIOfl ReqMin
w. Ea"itolpbere Co .. New Jeney (July 1988). Aa:ordioa to !his 
repan. ''mere ii lime or DO iDaeme!llal Wet)' bmefit IO be derived 
from applyiq lbe [RCJlA) Subput 1 aandarda IO nuclear power 
pi&D& radw.ae tallk syaam IDd applicable NRC proviaioaa, ovcnll. 
provide ID equivalalt lnel ol procectioa of human he.allh IDd the 
eaviroameal." Id. ea 88. Indeed, the report al.so DOCea t1w "appli
catiaa ol a 1-se percencqe of lbe EPA provUioas 10 mixed-waste 
llCnp IDd lreltmall llDlt sysieau ll nuclear power planu wouJd 
provide DO incremeaW wety bmefic or would ralllt in lll'necetury 
Cxpomrel ID rwtio.:U"¥e awaials. .. Id. ll 6. 

103. Sa NRC. NU1lEO 1183, 111pra noce 89, ll 43. 

104. Sa o'1o NRC. NU1lEO CR-4450, BNL NU1lEO 15944, 111pra noce 
38, ll 32-33. 

!OS. NRC NU1lEO 1183. 111pra noce 89. ll 27. 

106. Sa NRC. NU1lEO CR-4450, BNL NU1lEO 15944, SMI'"° DCCe 38. 
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posaJ units have had a very minor effect on the nonradi
ological quality of on-site groundwater ... . [C]oncentta
tions of individual organics are very low in on-site wells 
and are below detection at boundary wells." 107 Thus, the 
best available evidence sugaesu that EPA's concerns re
garding substantial groundwater contamination from mixed 
waste at the LLRW's disposal sites are misguided. 

As these examples demonsttate, the principal hazard 
from land disposal of mixed waste stems from the lona
term radioactive hazard. not from chemical constituents. 
The mixed-waste regulatory system. however, does not 
reflect this facL The current mixed-waste regulatory sys
tem arises from the failure of regulators to acknowledge 
the unique properties of radioactive wastes and to affirm 
that for such wastes, RCRA and the AEA cannot be rec
onciled. This failure bas led to a multitude of conflicting 
guidance, statements, and policies aimed at reducing the 
appearance of conflicL 1°' The mixed-waste situation bu 
spawned an entire generation of environmental profes
sionals seelcing to develop treatment technologies that are 
intended to solve by physical means what is essentially a 
legal infirmity. 

The only two credible reasons for imposina RCRA 
requirements on non-treatable AEA regulated wastes-«> 
enhance groundwater protection and alleviate concerns 
regarding impermissible mixing of hazardous and radio
active wastes---ue easily dealt with in ways that avoid 
forcing mixed-waste generators to run the gauntlet of 
RCRA requirements. EPA' s RCRA rules already prohibit 
impermissible dilution and mixing of hazardous wastes 1°' 
and could easily be modified to provide additional pro
tection. In addition. the ACNW has concluded that "the 
disposal of mixed wastes can be accomplished under the 
umbrella of NRC requirements for [LLRWs] if these re
quirements are modified to provide for enhanced ground
water protection." 110 

Finally, a resounding lack of corresponding benefit from 
the dual regulatory regime arises from the expected overlap 
that often results in duplicative reportin1 and paperwork 
requirements. Both the NRC and EPA require a compre
hensive manifest and recordkeeping system. They also re
quire strict security protections that are not always identical. 
and both the NRC and EPA have financial assunnc:e re
quirements, which can force site operators to commit large 
sums of money to the NRC and EPA for essentially the 
same purposes. 

107. NRC, NUREO 1183, l"P'f' 110111S 89, 11 39. 

I 08. lbua far, EPA and tbe NltC haw iamed tbe foDowinsjoilll s\lidaDce: 
GtJtDANa ON nm DU1NTI10N AND lD&H1111CA110N or Coaooa
ctAL MJXD> Low-Uvu. RADIOACTtVW AND HAZA&DOUI w AS'T1I 
AND ANswus TO NmcP4nD QuunoHI (1987): Dmacnvs 
No. 9480.00..14, ColODW> NRC-EPA S111No GtJtDEUNU POa 
DISPOSAL OP CoMJ•naq, MIDD Low-Uvu. RADll>4.Cr1n AND 
H.u..u..oous Wun (1987); Dm..acnv. No. 9"417.00-I, 1olHT 
NRC-EP A Gt1tD4NCll ON 4 CoNCUTUAl. Dl!SIOM ArnoACB POa 

CoMJOtaU. MIDD Low-1..ivn RADIO~ 4HD H.uAaoout 
Wun Dmos.u F 4cn.m!.I ( 1987); EP A/530-SW -90-057, Low
LEVU. Mxxm WUT'I!., A RCRA Pusncnn POa NRC Ucut
su.s (1990); DIUCTTVS No. 953'.004ll, MUfO TO Au NRC 
LlaNuu: GtJtDANa oN Tm l.AND DIS10S41. RunlcnoHI' 
EP'RCn ON STO&Aoa 4HD DISPOSAL OP CoMJa&C1A1. MJXD> 
w .un ( 1990). 

109. SH. 1.1 .• 40 C.F.Jl. 1261.J. 
110. Leaa from OW W. Moeller, 111pra noce 95, II 7. 

DeveJopiq a Solutioa 

TM U1'rV'Wl1fc Mill Tailings M~l "'c 
The illogic of imposing RCRA on the LLRWs that pose 
significant radiOKtive hazards is perhaps best seen by com-
parina the status of mixed waste with an AEA counterpart. 
uranium mill tailings. Although many uranium mill tailings 
piles are composed of radio.ctive waste containing signifi-
cant amounts of chemically hazardous components. includ-
ing acids. solvcnlS. and heavy metals. they do not fall with.in 
the scope of the mixed-waste system and EPA's RCRA 
requirements. Thia disparity of treatment derives mainly 
from the language off lle(2) of the AEA. 

Section 11e(1) of the AEA defines "byproduct material.·· 
which encompasses the LLRW, u ''any ra.diotu:tiw mau
rial yielded in or made radioactive by exposure to the 
process of producing or utilizing special nuclear mate
rial." 111 Section lle(2) defines '"uranium mill tailings 
byproduct material" u "the tailings "' wastu produced by 
the exttaction of uranium or thorium from any ore processed 
primarily for its source material content." 112 While the 
§ l le(l) definition applies only to radioactive materials. the 
fl le(2) definition applies not only to radioactive tailings. 
but to any wa.stu produced by the exttaction or concentra
tion of uranium or thorium. This small difference in wording 
bas meant that under RCRA 's exclusion for byproduct ma
terial. 11> 111e(1) byproduct material falls within the purview 
of the mixed-waste system, whereas fl le(2) material docs 
not. 114 In many instances,. flle(l) and f lle(2) byproduct • 
materials may be virtually identical. physically, chemically, 
and radiologically.'" The fact that physically identical ma-
terials presentina essentially identical potential radiological 
hazards can be subject to disp&rate regulatory requirements 
establishes clearly the overall absurdity of the current 
mixed-waste legal framework. 

The legal framework that Congress created for uranium 
mill tailings sites is instructive in the mixed-waste conteXL 
Under the Reorpaizatioa Plan No. 3 of 1970, 11

6 EPA ac
quired the AEC's authority to promulgate "generally ap
plicable environmc:ntal standards" includin1 "limits on the 
radiation exposurea ... in the general environment outside 

111. 42 u.s.c. 12014e(l). 
112. /d.. t2014e(l). 
113. 42 U.S.C. f6903(27). ELJl STAT. RCRA 13. 

114. See Memonndum from Pllll Loblm, NltC. ID all NltC Unnium 
Reco¥my I ic eat m 1 (Ms. 5, 1989). DOtia1 thM all II le(2) WWW, 
i.ocludiq ~an residua and proc:eu fluids 1re b~ 
duce mMaial fallins oullide tbe dcfinitioa of IOlid WUle. SH a.l.lo 
NltC. NltC SEC'Y DoculWn' 91-347, U11.AN1UM Fm> MAlDl
ALS 0TRu THAN NATVLU. Ous (1991). Noce, however, thM tbe 
additioa al bazmdaUI wam ID fl le(2) marcrW aft.er llld outside 
tbe unaiam or lhorium eXlnCtioa and~ proc:eu would 
came tbe mMaial ID become I mixed Wiiie. Because of this fac:s, 
tbe DOE and tbe NltC baw m.ade clear to ownen and operuon al 
uranium mill tailinp piJa dial !hey should take care to preveat tbe 
additioa al bazardoul wuie and ma&eriala coo&aininl baz.ardoal 
wuia iDIO fl le(2) tailinp pileL 

115. AA NltC'1 clocvmm« DOCa thM many bulk aoo-1 le(2) waste1.,. • 
similar ~p IO mill llilinp IO be dispoMd in mill tailinp piles. 
NltC. SEC'Y Docmwn'91-243, DISPOSAL OP MATULU. Orau 
THAM ATOllllJC ENUGY Acr OP 1954. .u Axnrow, Sl!C110M 
1 le(2) BYPIODUCT MATUIA1. IHTO UIAHIVW MnJ. T4JUNGS Iw
POUNDllDHn 4 (1991). 

116. R.ecq. Pm No. 3 al 1973, 3$ Fed. Iles. 15623 (1970). rqriNd 
ill$ U.S.C. app. 113,altltbl14 Sii&. 2086 (1970). 
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the boundaries of locatiom under the control of persons 
possessing or using radioactive material." 111 The AEC (and 
later the NRC) retained exclusive responsibility for the 
implementation and enforcement of on-site radioactive 
standards through its licensing authority. Under this plan. 
EPA wu to promulgate standards that would protect against 
off-site releases of radioactive materials, and the AEC/NRC 
would regulate on-site activities in accordance with these 
requirements and its own responsibilities under the AEA. 

In 1981, Congress used essentially the same framework 
for uranium mill tailings in the Uranium Mill Tailings Ra
diation Control Act (UM'IRCA). 111 Under the UM1RCA. 
all uranium mill tailings are disposed of on land owned or 
to be owned by a state or the DOE in perpetuity. 11

' At 
inactive uranium mill tailings sites, described in Title I of 
the UM1RCA. the DOE owns and regulates a site until 
closure, at which time the site ia licensed in perpetuity by 
the NRC. The NRC reviews the DOE'• site closure plan to 
determine if it will meet the NRC's perpetual licensing 
requimnents. At active sites, which fall under Title D of 
the UM1RCA. a private operator is licensed by the NRC 
until closure. At closure the DOE or a state becomes the 
site owner. Thereafter, the site is licensed in perpetuity by 
the NRC. 

Under the UM1RCA. and using essentially the same 
language as it did in the 1970 Reorganization Plan. Congress 
imposed on both active and inactive uranium mill tailings 
sites "generally applicable" EPA standards '"for the p~ 
tec:tion of public health and safety from radiological and 
non-radiological hazards. n llO Congress decreed that these 
standards "sh.all. to the maximum extent practicable, be 
consistent with the requirements of the Solid Waste Disposal 
Act." 111 Congress also specifically noted that for active 
sites, "no permit is required under the Solid Waste Disposal 
Act." 111 Thus, at active uranium mill tailings sites, the NRC 
licenses the sites in accordance with its own regulations 
found at 10 C.F.R. put 40, Appendix A. The NRC's licens
ing of the sites must conform to EPA's ''generally appli
cable" standards found at 40 C.F.R. put 192. 

Given the identity of language used in both the Reor
ganization Plan and in the UM1RCA for "generally appli
cable" standards, it wu plain that Congress intended for 
EPA's put 192 regulatiom to provide protection only for 
off-site release at mill tailinp sites, especially Jiven that 
the AEA-licensed tailings piles, like 10 C.F.R. put 61 sites, 
expressly contemplate and use on-site releases u put of 
the containment mechanism. In Ammcan Mining Congre.u 
v. Thomas, 123 however, the United States Court of Appeals 
for the Tenth Circuit held that EPA could promulgate "gen
erally applicable" standards that have on-site effects. ll' As 
a result of that decision, the current legal framework for 
uranium mill tailings piles is flawed in one important re-

117. Id. 

118. Ul"llliam Mill Tlilinp RadWioa Qiotrol Act. Pub. L No. 9,-604, 
92 Sw. 3022 (codified in IClaered MICtiom of -42 U.S.C.). 

119. ~ ....... -42 u.s.c. 1791-4 . 

120. -42 u.s.c. 12022(1), (b). 

121. -42 u.s.c. f2022(b)(2). 

122. Id. 

123. m F.2d 6-40. 16 ELR 20069 (10th Cir. 198~. mt. daUld. -476 
U.S. 11'8 (1986). 

12-4. Id.• 647-41, 16 ELR 20072. 

spect. l2' Nooethelea, it provides an important model for 
use in the mixed-waste context. 

~ Higlt-Lewl Waste Legal F~rlc Model 

The c:oocept of having the NRC licen.se the DOE in perpe
tuity at a DOE-owned and operated site was also used by 
Congress in creating a regulatory framework for high-level 
waste. Under the Nuclear Waste Policy Act, the DOE is 
responsible for selecting and establishing permanent dis
posal facilities. 1» Generators and owners of high-level 
waste ue to contribute to a fund to pay for the DOE's 
costs. ll7 The DOE is to be licensed at the site by the NRC. 121 

EPA is to promulgate "generally applicable standards for 
protection of the general environment from off-site releases 
from radioactive materials." 119 These standards are found 
at 40 C.F.R. put 191. The NRC implements them through 
its licensing authority. 

EPA 's propoaed put 191 standards are designed to protect 
against off-site releases but are also designed to be consistent 
with the overall design concept of the high-level waste 
repository. In particular, like other radioactive waste dis
posal sites, the high-level waste sites will use the area within 
the disposal unit u put of the containment structure. As 
noted in the House Report for the Nuclear Waste Policy 
Act. .. the primary feature o( the site ... consists of a rock 
medium about 1,000 feet or more underground that will 
provide one of the primary containments of the waste." 
EPA 's propoeed standards ue consistent with this approach 
and allow limited releases to the accessible environment 
over a 10,000-year period. 1JO 

According to the standards, and consistent with the NRC' s 
long-term approach toward radioactive waste, the 

per{onmnce '*""[fat ,,.Jc:nl•tin1 relews] need not 
provide compiee-.mce that the requirements of 191.13{a) 
will be IDlt. Became al the ma time periods involved ... 
there will inevirably be ••hmntiaJ uncertainties in projecting 
dilpam1 l)'llllD per{ormm:e. Proof al . .. future per{ormance 
ii DDt llO be bad in the ardiDlry mlle o{ the word in ain11tiaw 

dllt dllll1 wUh much lhalw time fnmm. what ii required ii 
a ,_...hie upec:bban . •. that compliance wUh [40 CP .R.] 
191.13(•) will be Khieved. 131 

Thus, the propoeed EPA high-level waste standanU recognize 
the very diffeiait and long-tenn nature of radioactive waste and 
work within the NRC framework. Accordingly, the NRC's 
liceming ot'the high-level waste site to be managed by the DOE 
mmt be cnnsistent with EPA standards. 132 

A Sollaion to tJw Mi.ud-Wa.ste Quandary 

The legal framework of the high-level waste management 

12'. AJ a pncQca1 maaer, lisnificanl replaiory coof1i<:u becween the 
AEA'a and RCRA ayuam have been limited under the UMTRCA 
l)'llem. 

126. -42 u.s.c. 110131. 

127. Id. 

128. -42 u.s.c. l101'41(b). 

129. -42 u.s.c. 1101-41(1). 

130. SH 40 C.F.lt 1191.13. 

131. 40 CJ:.Jt 1191(b). 

132. -42 U.S.C. 110141. SH al.Jo H.R. Ru. No. 97-491. 97th Coo1 .• 2d 
Seu.. • " (1982). 
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program provides an ex~llent model of a system in which 
the NRC bu lead authority in licensin1 the DOE for a 
radioactive waste site pursuant to, and consistent with, 
EPA· s requirements for the protection of the general envi
ronment from off-site releues. A similar legal framework 
could be applied to all the DOE and commercial mixed 
wastes in the United States that contain more than de mini
mis amounts of radia.ctivity. Disposal of mixed waste 
(including the relatively small volumes of commercial 
mixed waste) could occur either at the DOE-<>wned and 
operated disposal sites licemed in perpetuity by the NRC 
or at privately operated commercial LLRW sites (such u 
the exist:iq Compect sites) 1» on I.and owned (or to be 
owned) by a state or the DOE and subject to perpetual 
licensing by the NRC. These sites would be subject to a 
single set of the NRC's standards that could be drafted to 
include enhancM groundwater protection and to conform 
to EPA• s standards of general applicability for protection 
against off-site releues. 

Under such a system. mixed waste with very low levet. 
of radioactivity (such u those identified by the NRC in 
its recently withdrawn below-regulatory-concern policy) 
would be exempt from the AE.A 's regulation and would 
fall under exclusive EPA jurisdiction. Nearly all other 
mixed wutes would be subject to exclusive AEA juris
diction and perha1>9 some enhanced NRC standards re
flecting current chemical waste control practices. 134 For 
wastes that are easily treated. such u scintillation fluids. 
some provisions for incineration. prior to final disposal 
could be included. These wastes would remain the AEA '1 
regulated wastes subject to exclusive NRC jurisdiction. 
however, unless levet. of radioactivity were below tho 
NRC's regulatory concern. 

This program design is logical for several important rea
sons. First. most. if not all. mixed waste would become 
subject to a sinpe set of regulations. This bu lon1 been 
sought by many in the mixed-waste field. includina the 
DOE, the NRC. some memben of Conpaa. and virtually 
all generators and holders of mixed wuce. Not only would 
it put a permanent end to inconsistency and duplication of 
mixed-waste regulation. it would abo brina 1-dly needed 
predictability to the mixed-waste field. This result would 
ultimately benefit the environmmL 

Although the RCRA replationa would need to be 
amended to ma..ke it clear that RCRAsubtitle C requiremenla 
do not apply to mixed wu&e manased by the NRC/DOE, 
such a proposal bu already been sugated by the DOB 
and entertained by EPA in EPA '1 recent deh"beratiom re
garding the definitiona of 10lid and hazardous waste. In tho 
context of that proposed rulemak:iq (which EPA later with
drew entirely), EPA stated that it 

133. UDder !be Low-Level Rldioectiw w ... Policy A...,,...,.....,. A.ct, 
42 u.s.c. f2021d, Coner- llllhariz.ed m. aaac. ol rqianll 
cnmpecta for !be devekJpmml ol lilel for !be lLRW'a diJpouL 
Wbaa Coasrea amended !be Act ill l 98S. !be 11ne cmana ailel 
in W uhincu-, Nevwia. and Soudl CaroliDa wen required ID remaim 
open IUllil 1993, wbea new dispolal capcUy WU ID be ill place. 
Altboqb DO new aJIDl*l ailel are yet openDonal. oaJy !be Soudl 
C&roliD& lice mnaim open ID !be u.R.W from dln:lupoua !be udm. 
The Nevada lice ii c:lceed and !be W•wn..- .U. now oaJy ICCep:I 
w ... from withia !be Nonbwat ~ Rep.. A "008 '*Ui*S 
sice ill Utab ICCep:I aome limited typee ol lbe u.RW. 

13'. The NllC'a u.RW rqWIDoal • 10 C.P.JL 16U6(a)(I) a!radJ 
reqain "1nagjmum lreamlllll" to redam ~ baz.mdl. 

expec:t1 that the pmnl approech i.n today's n:(Ulatioa 
wouJd allow for exempcioa o{ mixed wutea that c:ontaha 
VU'f low c:oocentrUiom o{ c:bcmically haza.rdous coo
stituema ... there ia aJ.o a sugestion that for mixed 
Wutel with biper CODCe1ltntiom o( c:bemia!Jy hazard. 
OU. c:omtituema resuJ.ated became of RCRA lisdnp. 
reiuJadon under the AP.A already require9 meuure. 
intended to control exposure to, and releues of, radlo.c
tive hazardl that would aJ.o proc.ec:t human health and 
the enviroamena by limitiq exposure to, and releue of, 
c:bemially haardoul c:omtituentl from mixed Wille. 

EPA 1e>Uci1a commenta • to wbdher it . .. [shoWd) 
develop .. . an tppr09eh for mixed wute where the 
conditional ex.empdoa c:rit.erion would be c:ompliance 
with re~ that emt to c:onaol the ra.dioectivity 
bazardL JlS 

It appears reuonable to assume that EPA would not reject 
this idea out of band. because EPA. like others in the 
mixed-waste arena. recogniz.ea the potential benefits to be 
derived from applyin1 a sinp set of regulations to some. 
if not all. mixed waste. In addition. it would ma..ke sense 
for the DOB to revisit its own definition of byproduct 
material to see if the "direct procesa" approach, or some 
similar conc:ept. could be used to eliminate the applicability 
of RCRA to much of the DOE's (and perhaps some com
mercial) mixed-waste streams. 

Given the Larp volumes of mixed and radia.c:tive wastes 
already at the DOB'• sites, it makes little sense to move 
thelO wastes off-site in violation of the NRC'1 Al.ARA 
principle. Thus, the DOB'• wastes would be disposed of at 
on-site DOB disposal units licensed by the NRC. Or, be
cause some commercial LLRW disposal capacity already 
exists, some DOE wastes could be disposed of at the existing 
commercial sites (two of which are located near major DOE 
facilities). For commercial mixed wastes, disposal could 
take place at either the on-site DOB facilities (for a fee) or 
at the commercial LLRW sites sanctioned or created under 
the Low-Level Radioactive Waste Policy Amendments 
Act.. l3' Primarily hazardous mixed wastes could be disposed 
of at RCRA facilitiea. puticularly where the relative ~ 
active half-lifea involved are short and the radioactivity 
levels poae liUle or no health risk (such u at background). 

The NRC bu already sugested to the DOE that it should 
coosidCr acceptina commercial low-level mixed waste at 
the DOB'1 si1cL The NRC bu stated that it does not believe 
that serious impediments exist to the DOE's acceptance of 
c:ommcrcial mixed waste from the NRC0 1 lic:enseea. m On 
Ausust 2. 1991, the Chairman of the NRC wrote the Sec
retary of EnetsY to sugest such a plan, which the NRC's 
and the DOB'• lenior officials are in the procesa of dia
cussiq. 131 The creation of such a plan can easily occur in 
the context of, and be consistent with, tho DOE's plan to 
develop a Iona-term nadonal complianc:e strategy for all of 
the DOE's mixed wastes. LJe 

The addition of commercial mixed wastes to either the 

13S. '7 Fed. Rea. 214SO. 21463 (May 20, 1992). 

136. 42 u.s.c. f2021(b). 

137. GoYaHlOMT ACCOUHnNO Oma, GAO/RCED 92~1. GoY
l&NlQHT AaxxnmNO Ona R.uoirr. SLOW Paoouss Dsvu.. 
oPIHO Low-1.avm. RADIOACnVS W um Dmos.u. F M:D..lTY 5 
(1992). 

131. ltL • 21. 

139. s. S7 Fed. Rea. S7170, S7111 (Die. 3, 1992). 
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DOE'1 or commercial sites would not increase the poten
tial overall public health or environmental hazard for the 
reasons previously disc:uued. Moreover, the overall vol
ume of such commercial mixed wast.ea could easily be 
accommodated at either the existing commercial LLR W 
sites or at the DOE's sites. Ultimate ownership by the 
DOE of commercial LLRW sites is already required by 
10 C.P.R. §161.14 and 61.,9, and virtually permanent 
(i.e., 100 years) DOE ownership of the DOE'• sites is 
also already assured. Thus, the DOE'1 lepl relationships 
to these wutea would remain essentially uncban1ed--ex
cept that it would not be forced to contend constantly with 
on-goin1 RCRA requirements. 

The principal benefit of such a system would be that the 
applicable disposal requirements would acknowledge once 
and for all that the primary focus of control for mixed wast.ea 
that cannot easily be incinerated and that contain significant 
amounts of radioectivity should be on eliminatin1 the long
term radioective hazards. 140 Thus, the NRC, which pos
sesses the greatest amount of expertise in the field of ra
dioective material control. would once again assume the 
dominant role in the management of the AEA-regulatcd 
wastes. EPA's concems regarding the need for enhanced 
groundwater protection could be met, and EPA would main
tain a consultative role reprdin1 these wast.ea consistent 
with its authority under the 1970 Reorganization Plan No. 

140. Tbe NRC could lllo be prov;ded the ltllUIOry IUlbarity ID amend 
ita rqulatiom 10 allow Wutel below replal.ary coac:cn oonrainin1 
bazardoua wuie to fall ouaide the AEA. I l)'Uem and be dealt wicb 
aolely u lw.mdoua wut.e. 

3. 141 The process of permanently disposing of mixed wastt 
that is not amenable to treatment could begin in earnest 
The result would be increased protection of the environmeni 
and an overall conservation of scarce government and in· 
dustry environmental protection resourca. 

CoDChuiotl 

Dual regulation of mixed waste provides no di.scemiblc 
benefit to either human health or the environment and i: 
grounded in legal and jurisdictional concerns rather tlw 
scientific reality. The insistence of regulators on ~ini 
and oblcurina clear c:onflicts between the AEA and RCJU 
baa led to increasinaly outlandish use of joint guidances 
variancea, waivers. and exemptions u relief valves for al 
leviatiq the pressure between systems that arc philosophi 
cally, conceptually, and technically distinct. Ultimately 
Conarca is responsible for this situation and it is Congres 
that abould provide the leadership necessary to eliminat 
it. The solution proposed in this Article is one suggesti01 
that ii riak-bued, scientifically justifiable, economicall: 
beneficial. and environmentally sound. Accordingly, ther 
is no 1ood reuon for failing to adopt it or a similar progran: 

141. Praumlbly, aoder the NRC/DOE licemiDI ICbeme. opponunit 
for public plr1icipllioa would be leplly required u p.n ol ti: 
liccmc iau.m and eaviroamental impKt staremem proceu. Be 
came ol the WClllOTfnY IUITOWldin1 AICh a pnx:aa. however. 
zniP allo be adviaable to create an independent mixed-wasie ove 
aipt and lltvilory bomd, similar 10 the Nuclear W uie AdvUoc 
Bocd. Thia would allow for ldditioaal public puticipatioa, COD 
meat. and review. 
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Umetco Minerals Corporation 

·u P .O . SOX 1 029 

GRAND ...JUNCTION. COLORADO B 1 502 

tr C303l 245-3700 

Mr. Samuel J . Chilk 
Secretary 

October 3, 1994 

U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
11555 Rockville Pike 
Rockville, MD 20852 
Attn: Docketing Branch 

Re: Land Ownership Requirements for Low-Level Waste 

Dear Mr. Chilk: 

Umetco Minerals Corporation (Umetco) submits these 

comments in response to the Nuclear Regulatory Commission's 

(NRC) advanced notice of proposed rulemaking (ANPR) on land 

ownership requirements for low-level radioactive waste (LLW) 

sites. 59 Fed. Reg. 39485 (August 3, 1994). Umetco is a 

uranium recovery licensee located in Grand Junction, Colorado. 

Umetco has some questions about whether private ownership 

of LLW sites will provide the equivalent level of protection 

to the public health and safety as provided by Federal or 

State land ownership requirements. In any event, NRC has not 

sufficiently explained in the ANPR why it is considering a 

change to long-standing Commission policy or discussed the 
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relevant policy issues or the impact of the proposal on 

existing and proposed regulatory programs. Thus, it is 

difficult to comment on the proposal in a meaningful fashion. 

These comments f i rst address several general 

considerations with respect to NRC's proposed amendment to 10 

C . F.R. § 61.59 (a) to permit private ownership of LLW disposal 

sites . These comments then briefly look at the specific 

questions raised by NRC in the ANPR. 

I. General Considerations 

A. The NRC Framework for Radioactive Materials 

The primary purpose of the Atomic Energy Act (AEA) - the 

source of NRC's statutory authority - is to comprehensively 

address control over radioactive materials. Radiation, unlike 

chemical substances, poses potential hazards that cannot be 

seen, felt, smelled, heard or tasted . Mere proximity to 

radiation, in contrast to typical chemical wastes, could 

expose an individual to potential harm . NRC's rules ~ 

(including government land ownership requirements) have been 

designed to permanently (within reason) isolate the waste from 

virtually all human contact while it poses a potential 

radioactive threat. Radioactive waste, unlike chemically 

hazardous waste, cannot be neutralized or destroyed, such as 

by incineration . Potential radioactive hazards are eliminated 

only by time and transmutation . As NRC has noted, "because 
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the hazard posed by low-level waste is of an atomic nature, 

its hazard is inherent, i.e . , independent of its chemically 

bound state. Destruction of the [LLW] hazard, aside from 

transmutation processes, is impossible." li . 

A fundamental assumption of existing NRC regulatory 

programs in 10 C . F.R. Parts 61 and 40 has been that even the 

government cannot be relied upon past 100 years for active 

maintenance of disposal sites. As a result, in developing 

Parts 61 and 40 regulatory programs the emphasis has been on 

highly conservative, engineered "passive" control systems 

intended to last for long periods of time (300 to 500 years 

and 200 to 1,000 years respectively) . The purpose of the 100 

year period for institutional controls, such as monitoring and 

maintenance by a government agency, is to preclude human 

contact with low-level radioactive waste and require a 

continuing social order to take responsibility for the site. 

10 C.F . R. § 61.7 (b) (4). Control by a government body 

"minimizes the potential for possible abandonment of the 

site." NUREG 0782, Vol. 2 at 4-47, 48. Therefore, to the 

extent that social systems could be relied upon for periods 

beyond 100 years, government ownership was necessarily 

preferred. Government ownership and passive controls help to 

ensure that motives such as profit and loss do not lead to 

li NRC, NUREG CR-4450, BNL NUREG 51944, "Management of 
Radioactive Mixed Wastes In Commercial Low-Level Wastes" , 
83 (1985 ) 
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abandonment, sale or inappropriate use of property used for 

disposal of radioactive waste. l..d. at 4-49. NRC has noted 

that the most significant elements of "passive" long-term 

institutional control measures are control of the land by a 

government entity, land use restrictions and multiplicity of 

records. Thus, the government ownership requirements provide 

important long-term health and safety protection at LLW 

disposal sites in contrast to private entities with more 

limited lives and commercial goals making them potentially 

unfit to accept such responsibility. 

The ANPR proposes to allow private ownership as a 

substitute for government land ownership requirements. The 

ANPR does not explain how private ownership could provide an 

equivalent level of protection to public health and safety as 

that provided by government ownership. It may be that an 

alternative package of controls could reasonably be expected 

to be effective. NRC's proposed amendment to 10 .C.F.R. 

§61.59, however, does not offer an adequate explanation of why 

a change would be appropriate. 

NRC must exercise leadership as the primary implementor 

of the AEA. It cannot simply ask a series of questions as 

part of a ~-~ rationalization of prior actions without 

any discussion of statutory authority or the bases for and 

impact of the proposal on existing and future regulatory 

programs. NRC does not address the impact of the proposed 
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amendment on existing regulations, including not only Part 61, 

but also Part 40 as it applies to mill tailings facilities. 

Even with government landownership, Parts 61 and 40 are based 

on the fundamental assumption that institutional controls 

cannot be relied on beyond a 100 year timeframe and, 

therefore, primary reliance must be placed on 

passive / engineering controls. If NRC decides to allow private 

land ownership, then presumably, the Commission would have to 

take a very different view of the appropriate institutional 

controls for LLW sites, how long they are likely to be viable, 

and may need to consider even more stringent closure 

requirements and increased surety amounts. NRC also does not 

discuss the significant impact this change in policy could 

have on NRC's proposed decommissioning criteria. 59 Fed. Reg. 

43,200 (August 22, 1994). Indeed, the ANPR does not even 

reference the decommissioning rulemaking proceeding. 

It is not clear from the ANPR whether NRC no longer 

considers the potential hazards from radioactive materials to 

be different than those of chemicals and, therefore, to no 

longer require radiation hazard driven controls. Does NRC's 

proposed amendment to the land ownership requirements suggest 

that NRC now thinks that the potential radiation hazards 

caused by LLW are less significant than NRC has portrayed them 

in the past or than the public views them? If so, then the 

extremely conservative passive controls required for LLW and 

mill tailing sites could presumably be relaxed. If this i s 
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now NRC's position, NRC should explicitly say so and explain 

the change in position. If, however, NRC continues to believe 

that radioactive materials pose a different hazard than 

chemical hazards, it must explain what authority over these 

materials is appropriate and not abdicate leadership in 

radiation health protection to individual licensees and States 

(Agreement States or non-Agreement States) . It is NRC's 

responsibility to assert AEA's preeminent authority over 

control of radioactive materials and not to merely rely on a 

State's exercise of police power to protect public health and 

safety in granting an exemption to an important control (i.e . , 

government land ownership) without explanation . To fail to 

make the requirements less stringent for LLW and mill tailings 

facilities, as NRC apparently intends to do for Envirocare, 

would be arbitrary and capricious. 

The ANPR contains questions without any substantive 

discussion of the pros and cons of the proposal, including any 

reason why the land ownership issue needs to be reviewed or 

modified. As a result, it is difficult to offer meaningful 

comment on the proposal. As a first step in the rulemaking 

process, this ANPR is inadequate. 

B . Alternative Controls 

NRC has not fully analyzed the issue of potentially 

effective alternative controls. For example, it is 
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questionable whether zoning is a viable alternative as zoning 

regulations tend to be based more on local political and 

economic considerations and can be amended at will by local 

governments. 

Similarly, there is some question whether deed 

restrictions, while better than zoning restrictions and a 

potentially useful control, can by themselves substitute for 

government land ownership requirements as they are directed 

only at the transfer of property and not at active control 

over the site. A deed restriction may not prevent transfer of 

a LLW site. Nor do deed restrictions address site abandonment 

and possible site reuse by an uninformed intruder occupying 

the land without title to the property. 

NRC also has not analyzed in depth what happens when a 

licensee declares bankruptcy and abandons the property. NRC 

appears to have assumed that with bankruptcy there will be 

some entity to rely upon to control the site. However, a 

trustee may have a different agenda than NRC such as trying to 

generate money out of the site (by rezoning and selling the 

property) to pay off debts. NRC does not address who will be 

around to bring an enforcement action against the site. The 

recent declaration of bankruptcy by American Nuclear 

Corporation, though, demonstrates that NRC is not as prepared 

to handle the bankruptcy of a licensee as it could or should 

be. 
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Whatever the mix of controls relied upon, a related issue 

that should be addressed involves a licensee's ability to 

decommission and remediate a site, terminate its license, and 

walk away from the site. Predictability in closure and 

license termination should be a goal of NRC's regulatory 

program. If there is no government entity, however, to take 

the license, the licensee will have the long-term burden. 

NRC, therefore, must consider in detail what type of private 

entity could likely fulfill such a burden adequately. 

There is also some concern over whether sureties can be 

an effective, long-term means of control in the private 

ownership context. Even with a significant surety there is no 

assurance, and certainly no requirement, that a private 

corporation (or its surety) will exist after 50 to 100 years. 

Sureties also do not provide long-term hazard minimization. 

While sureties are valuable, they are held by private entities 

who often are under commercial and financial pressures and may 

need to be combined with some other mix of controls including 

ownership by an entity that may be less subject to commercial 

and financial pressures. 

Furthermore, it is questionable whether the mere 

assertion by a State that it will exercise its police state 

authority to protect public health and safety over a site is 

sufficient. First, state administrations can change, making 

them less than constant in their positions as has been the 
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case in Michigan and Nebraska with the LLW siting problems. 

Politics at the state level may even override "legal" 

obligations as it did at one site where the State put a LLW 

site on the Superfund list to avoid its long-term 

responsibility for the site. This would seem to be especially 

true when a State currently denies it has the authority to 

take title to the disposal site. If it is not required by law 

to take the land, and perhaps even if it is, despite what a 

State may say, NRC may not be able to rely on the State to 

enforce passive controls. Of course, where a state obligates 

itself under state law to take responsibility for long term 

protection of public health and safety, as with the case of 

federal responsibilities, the comfort level simply has to be 

greater than with private ownership. For example, the State 

of Colorado has made its decision and the basis for it as 

follows: 

It is recognized by the general assembly 
that any site used for the construction, 
disposal, or storage of radioactive 
materials and the contents thereof will 
represent a continuing and perpetual 
responsibility involving the public 
health, safety, and general welfare and 
that ownership of said site and its 
contents must ultimately be reposed in a 
solvent government, without regard for the 
existence of any particular agency, 
instrumentality, department, division, or 
officer thereof. To this end . . . [all 
such lands, buildings and grounds] shall 
be owned in fee simple absolute by the 
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state and dedicated in perpetuity to such 
purposes, and all radioactive material 
received at such facility, upon permanent 
storage therein, shall become the property 
of the state and shall be in all respects 
administered, controlled, and disposed of, 
including transfer by sale, through the 
department, unless the general assembly 
shall designate another agency, 
instrumentality, department, or division 
of the state so to act. Colorado Revised 
Statutes, 25-11-103 (1993). 

Reliance on a State's assertion that it will control a 

site through the exercise of its police power also raises 

questions about the ongoing legitimacy of NRC's Agreement 

State program. If NRC were to rely merely on such an 

assertion by a State, what is the necessity for the Agreement 

State program? If NRC is not going to assert the preemptive 

authority of the AEA, then ~ state can claim it has the 

authority to regulate radioactive waste disposal . NRC 

reliance also might be troublesome in light of the General 

Accounting Office's report that NRC does not even exercise 

adequate control over Agreement State regulatory programs. 

C. Enyirocare 

Other questions are raised in the ANPR by NRC's treatment 

of Envirocare of Utah, Inc. (Envirocare). NRC states in the 

ANPR that the Commission "found acceptable" the exemption for 

Envirocare. NRC, however, does not explain why the exemption 
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for this particular entity is acceptable. Nor has NRC 

explained who decided Envirocare was "special", what the 

criteria for the decision were, or why Envirocare should be 

given the exemption. Thus, the public can only speculate as to 

why an exemption is warranted and why Envirocare is receiving 

preferential treatment from NRC. Without some basic 

understanding of these issues, it is impossible to make a 

judgment on whether the circumstances leading to the exemption 

will reoccur. NRC appears to have made a decision to grant 

the exemption without an adequate explanation and is now 

issuing an ANPR post-decision to attempt to justify its 

decision . Such a course of action is not reasoned rulemaking . 

In the final analysis, NRC's failure to analyze 

meaningfully the impact of the proposed rule on existing and 

proposed regulatory programs, the long-term effects of private 

ownership and the ability of private entities to protect the 

public health and safety at these sites over several hundred 

years makes the ANPR fatally deficient as a component of 

reasoned decisionmaking. 

Response to Specific Questions 

The following are Umetco's comments to several of the 

specific questions raised by NRC in the ANPR. 

(1) The Commission considers that an amendment to 10 
C.F.R. Part 61 as described in this ANPR could facilitate 
the objectives of the Low-Level Radioactive Waste Policy 
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Act of 1985, as amended, by allowing States additional 
flexibility in developing new low-level radioactive waste 
disposal facilities. Would this change be useful for 
other LLW disposal sites or is it likely that the Utah 
exemption is a one of a kind? ... 

It is not clear what the Commission means by this 

question . As noted above, it is not possible to analyze the 

proposed change without first understanding what the 

implications of the phrase "the Utah exemption is one of a 

kind. II 

The proposed change to the land ownership requirements 

may appear to make it easier for more LLW sites to be 

developed in a state where political problems make it 

difficult for the state to assume ownership. But what are a 

private citizen's long term promises worth? For example, what 

happens if the waste business is not profitable? 

As a matter of policy, EPA currently does not place NRC 

sites on the Superfund list. If under private ownership 

requirements, a site is abandoned, a site could end up as a 

Superfund site if the State does not step in to take 

responsibility. It is possible such a step would open the 

door for. EPA to draw every NRC facility into the Superfund 

web. 

(4) Would the responsible regulatory agency lose any 
control over the disposal site if it is not owned by the 
Federal or State government? 
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Without federal government ownership, NRC would have to 

take action against a private entity, which may no longer 

exist, and if it exists, might resist an enforcement action, 

or which, if it exists, does not respond until the NRC takes 

action at the site and then challenges such actions as a 

trespass without authorization and seeks damages. Under the 

private ownership scenario, how would NRC assure that site 

obligations are being fulfilled? Who takes care of a site if 

the private owner goes into bankruptcy? As noted above, NRC 

may not always be able to rely on States to step into the fray 

absent an ownership stake in the property. Even then, NRC may 

not have any effective control over Agreement States. NRC has 

no control over non-Agreement States. 

(6) How would private ownership affect liability for a 
disposal site? 

One of the main purposes of the government land ownership 

requirements is to provide a means for a government entity to 

become the long-term site licensee after closure of a site . 

There are no guarantees that a private entity will exist over 

the 100 year timeframe, much less a longer timeframe, 

necessary to maintain a site licensee against whom either NRC 

or a State could take action . After closure, there may not 

even be a licensee (and, thus, no license) and the only 

requirements then applicable to the site would be those that 

the State chooses to impose. 
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Without a licensee, there is no agreement by anyone 

(including the State) to do anything at the site to protect 

the public. The license binds a licensee to long-term 

monitoring and site care and provides a legal basis for 

enforcement actions by both the regulating entity and the 

public. Without such a binding commitment, the State has 

complete discretion to decide what, if anything must be done 

at the site. Such unfettered discretion is at odds with the 

AEA's policy on control of potential risks to public health 

from radiation. 

While a State may insist it would bring enforcement 

measures to require an owner to control a site, there may not 

be anyone for the State to pursue if, at the time of 

abandonment, the entity that owned the property declares 

bankruptcy and no longer exists and, accordingly, there is no 

license. Under these circumstances, State enforcement actions 

could be meaningless. Where a State, such as Colorado, 

requires state ownership of LLW sites, there is a higher 

comfort level that the public health and safety will be 

protected. As noted above, though, even state legislation 

does not guarantee that the authority will be exercised. 

To ensure long-term responsibility and care of a site, 

~ long-lived entity must accept the responsibility of 

becoming the site licensee in perpetuity. Without such a 

licensee, there is no discernible legal means for imposing 
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control requirements at the site over the hundred year 

timeframe (much less a longer timeframe) that may be deemed 

necessary to protect the public health and safety. NRC needs 

to address these issues in the decommissioning context . It 

may be necessary before the federal government can take over a 

property to have legislation authorizing such action as is the 

case under the Nuclear Waste Policy Act. 

(7) Would States' concerns about assuming liability for a 
disposal site be alleviated by this proposal? 

It is not clear how over the long term the States' 

concerns could be alleviated by the proposed amendment. At 

first the proposal may address some of their concerns. Utah 

has said that it cannot take ownership of a LLW site now but 

admits it would have to step in later if a problem arises. 

Local citizens will look to the State to address any concerns, 

even if they initially had wanted the site. The proposal 

appears to be taking States down the road that led to 

Superfund sites with all of their expense and corresponding 

problems. NRC's proposal as presently drafted could leave LLW 

sites in an undefined relationship with the government. 

(9) Should NRC consider allowing a site owner to be only 
the licensee, or broaden the proposal to allow other 
private ownership? 

Again, it is not clear what NRC means by this question. 

Is NRC referring to multiple site owners? Lessors/lesees? 
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Trust entities combini ng multiple entities such as private, 

local government, stat e government, and environmental 

organizations)? Who would want to assume the responsibility 

and the liability? 

(10} Should there be a time period after which the 
licensee can request termination of the license, even 
though the land might remain in private ownership? 

To the extent the property is released for "unrestricted 

use" and the decommissioning criteria have been satisfied, 

then termination of the license would be appropriate. If the 

site is to be released for "restricted use," then there are a 

series of questions NRC must consider, including the 

site-specific nature of compliance with the decommissioning 

criteria. Where site use is to be restricted for 1,000 years, 

if federal or State ownership is not required and deed 

restrictions and zoning are considered adequate controls, then 

the time period after which a licensee can seek termination of 

the license is anybody's guess. 

(11} If the NRC were to implement this proposal ; are the 
surety requirements contained in 10 CFR Part 6lm Subpart 
E, sufficient? 

As discussed above, it is questionable whether surety can 

be viewed as a substitute for government land ownership or 

some other well thought out combination of control measures, 

if such exist. Unless NRC intends to change its long-term 

hazard minimization policy for radioactive material , the 
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Commission may need to increase the surety amounts required by 

NRC regulations to protect against the dissolution of the 

responsible private entity and to provide sufficient funds for 

implementing control methods . Surety cannot be viewed as an 

adequate control in and of itself, but must be part of a 

combination of other controls. 

(12) Under§ 61.SO(e), all records are to be transferred 
to Federal and/or State agencies at the time of license 
termination. If the license remains in effect during the 
active institutional control period (licensee is site owner), 
would there be a need for this records transfer? 

If there is no licensee, then the records must be 

transferred. If there is a licensee, then the records should 

remain with those who have management responsibility for the 

site. 

* * * * * 

Umetco supports the issuance of an ANPR as a means of 

gathering information if NRC is considering changing its 

policy under the AEA regarding closure and ownership of 

radioactive waste sites. NRC's ANPR, however, raises far more 

questions than it answers without any explanation for the 

basis for the proposed change. The Commission has taken far 

too simplistic an approach for a meaningful rulemaking 

proceeding. 
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If you have any questions or if we can be of assistance, 

please contact me at (303)245-3700. 

94 271022 7 / 1 2 

Sincerely, 

,4}_ J .~ 
~ 1-~· 
John S. Hamrick ·r 
Manager of Health, Safety and 
Environmental Affairs 
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Abstract 

The explosion of environmental rules. regulations. and 
environmental liability assignments over the last 
doi.cn years has heightened corporate awareness of 
the need to characteril.C potential environmental 
liabilities. to develop a proper perspective on these 
liabilities and to take appropriate measures with 
respect to managing potential environmental 
remediatioo costs and liabilities. 

Dcfacto environmental management considerations 
including standard engineering design and costs to 
meet evolving regulalory a'iteria need to be expanded 
to encompass a broader decisioo framework explicitly 
including assessment of regulatory and legal options. 
contingent environmental risks and the benefits of 
proactive management of the environment The use 
of a probabilistic framework for the assessment of the 
various design options. resulting consequence 
analysis, and the potential social and political 
responses to these possible options provides a 
dynamic approach that empowers decision makers 
with new insights into the underlying assumptions. 
their uncenainty, and the stability of the resulting 
predictioos. 

This paper, illuscraling the application of such a 
probabilistic analysis framework to the multivariate 
risk analysis and alternative option cost analysis 
related to the decommissioning options of a licensed 
uranium recoveiy facility, provides an interesting and 
cwrcnt case study of the methodology of such an 
approach. In additioo, the paper provides a discussion 
of the organizational mode that is a'itical to the 
successful realization of such an effM (namely the 
creation of a project team providing the key legal, 
environmental, financial, engineering and scientific 
expertise and practical experience). The paper 
desaibes the formulation of the problem, the 
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development of necessary data in the fonn of 
probability dislribution and the results of the ~ 
study which describes the potential environmental 
liability in the form of (subjective) probability 
dislribution of CUlTCtlt (i.e. 1995) dollars. 
Specifically, the focus is on a comparison of the risk 
and costs for an on-site versus a relocation altemati't't. 

The screening analyses of the risks of reclamation oe 
the material on site versus removing it frcm the site 
was a multi-variant/net benefit analysies that WCssed 
all the costs and benefits associated with a planned 
course of action and the potential alternative. The 
components of the analysis included site 
characterization, estimates of costs to achieve 
"reasonable assurance" of regulatory compliance. 
comparisons of reductions in radiation doses (e.g. 
workers, nearby homes. transport accidenlS), 
comparisons of costs from removal of soil, disposal 0( 

the waste and radiation surveys. comparisons 0( 

impacts on the surrounding plant and wildlife 
environment and the physical environment (noise and 
aesthetics) and socioeconomic impacts, and !he 
disposal capacity on and off site. The risks from 
radiation were placed in the context of natural 
background radiation exposures. radon exposures and 
gamma exposures fran the material at issue, indoor 
radon exposures. and collective and individual doses. 

The radiatioo risks were compared to the nonradiatioo 
risks from the intervention alternatives under 
consideration. Nonradiation risks include those 
associated with transportation, ireaunent and disposal 
of wastes, the use of chemicals for decontaminatioD. 
structure demolition, material handling and packaging, 
fire and explosions. and the operation of heavy 
equipment 



I 
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cential radiological risks were estimated (radon 
rtie ";babilisticallY) and added to the nonradiological 
ri>i P wbicb resulted in a range of risks for the 
11~00 alternative~ were 5-15 times higher than 
re ... in situ reclamauon. 
l)(l•SI"' 

addition. conceptual cost estimates were developed 
111 the on-site reclamation plan and for the relocation 
f~uve. It was clear from preliminary estima1es, 
~ costs of relocation would significantly exceed 
iJ>OSC of inplace reclamation. As pan of this process. 

views of completed. in progress and planned tailings 
::c~on programs were undenaken to detennine 
!be range of reclamation costs for similar plans. The 
cost estiIJlalCS were subjected to a sensitivity analysis 
!)aSed on worst case critical design cri1eria. as well as 
a probabilistic. Monie Carlo sensitivity analysis of 
wo~t.case hypothetical events or reasonable worst
case and additional potential design requirements. 
1be5C analyses showed that the facility ' s cost 
estiJD8lCS were appropriate. 

ID seeking to obtain a positive net benefit. the 
disposal of radioactive waste off-site must be viewed 
in the con1ext of all the benefits. risks and costs 
asWCiated with remediation of the site and not looked 

31 ~ an isolated action. Given this context, this paper 
will examine the components of such a multi-variant 
risk/cost analysis for this site and the two clean-up 
alternatives under consideration. 

Background 

In the late 1940s, a uranium mining boom occurred 
on the Colorado Plareau and, by 1956 over 600 
producers were shipping ore from the area. As ore 
production exceeded milling capacity, the Atomic 
Energy Commission (AEC) encouraged private 
development of processing facilities. 

In response to this encouragement. the Uranium 
Reduction Company constructed the Moab Uranium 
Mill in 1956 and began operation. Atlas Corporation 
purchased the mill in 1962 and formed Atlas Minerals 
Division to operate the facility. Between 1956 and 
1984, the mill processed over 10.5 million tons of ore 
and deposited approximately that amount of tailings 
inio the existing pile. 

Throughout this period. the Atlas Mill was the major 
employer in Moab and Grand County and, at the peak 
of its operation the work force totalled 500 people. 
During the uranium boom. Moab was one of the 
Wealthiest towns m that pan of the countty and the 
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Atlas Mill played a key role in the creation of the 
infrastructure of today's Moab. 

As the demand for uranium fell and depressed the 
uranium market. the Atlas Mill was put on standby in 
1984. The domestic uranium market did not improve 
and the company shut down the mill in 1988. 

Radiological Issues 

The ore contained radioactive uranium which was 
removed in the milling process and shipped out to 
nuclear facilities for conversion to fuel. However. the 
ore also contained a series of radionuclides that are 
products of uranium which remain in the tailings pile 
and in wastes in and around the uranium mill. Atlas 
has begun the mill reclamation phase and is currently 
dismantling, decontaminating and salvaging or 
burying (in the tailings pile) the buildings, foundations 
and equipment After completion of mill reclamation, 
the tailings pile reclamation phase will address the 
residual radioactivity in the tailings pile. The tailings 
pile must be remediated as the radioactivity in it can 
result in radiation exposures in the following ways: 

• direct gamma radiation to those standing on top of 
the waste; 

• wind can resuspend tailings dust and transport it 
off-sile resulting in inhalation and ingestion of 
contaminaled dust; 

• radon gas can escape from the surface of the pile 
and be transported off-sire resulting in inhalation 
of radon progeny (or daugh1ers); and 

• rainfall can permeate the tailings pile and seep 
into the soil and groundwater beneath. 

Proposed Reclamation Plan 

The reclamation plan proposed for the tailings pile 
and surrounding area is designed to mitigate 
foreseeable po1entiaJ hazards and to provide safe 
reclamation with reasonable assurance for 200 years. 
and to the ex1ent practicable. for 1.000 years. 
Contaminated materials and soils on the sile will be 
placed in the 130 acre tailings area. The site will be 
recontoured. capped with both clay and sandy soil 
layer and then covered with rock armoring. 

• The clay layer will prevent penetration of 
precipitation into tailings and the (uncontaminated) 
runoff will be directed off the pile via contoured 
channels. This will reduce seepage into 
groundwaler from the tailings pile. 

411 



...... - -

• The clay layer and other cover materials will 
prevent the resuspension of contaminaied dust by 
the wind and eliminate the inhalation and 
ingestion of dust as poiential exposure pathways. 

• The clay layer and cover will reduce the escape of 
radon gas from the pile below the regulatory 
standard of 20 pCi m·2 s·1 and reduce the poientiaJ 
exposures to radon daughters to a rate that is 
considered presumptively safe (provides an "ample 
margin of safety"). 

• Regrading of the tailings embankments will reduce 
the slope to meet design specifications. 

• The tailings pile will be dewatered by pumping 
from wells drilled at several locations to stabilize 
the pile and reduce seepage into groundwater. 

• Rock armor will stabili:ze the clay cover and 
reduce penetration by wildlife. 

• The site will be fenced. monitored and inspected. 

Review Process 

Commencing in 1988. the existing and approved plan 
for the on-site reclamation of the Moab tailings pile 
bas been undergoing revisions to incorporate new 
NRC guidelines and criteria NRC bad previously 
reviewed and approved Atlas' plan for on-site 
reclamation in 1982. The most recent review (i.e. 
1996) by NRC addresses AtW' revisions (requested 
by NRC) to the approved reclamation plan and 
requests additional information pursuant to NRC' s 
1994 environmental impact swement (EIS) 
proceeding which followed fl'OO\ NRC's reversal of a 
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSD and 
environmental assessment (EA) related to the 
proposed license revisions. 

As part of the process of reviewing reclamation 
alternatives, conceptual cost estimates were developed 
in 1993 by Atlas for the revised on-site reclamation 
plan, as well as for the NRC requested alternative 
reclamation concept in which tailings would be 
relocated to a new site some 18 miles from the 
existing locations. These 1993 cost estimates, 
indicated that on-site reclamation could range from 
$13 to $16 million, while off-site reclamation could 
range from $94 to S 114 million. These costs were 
provided to NRC as reasonable (lower limits) 
appropriate for purposes of comparison of the 
alternatives as defined at that time. Based on these 
preliminary estimates, it was evident that the financial 
implications of relocation would significantly exceed 
those of on-site reclamation and would far exceed 
Atlas' capacity to fund. Thus, the relocation option 
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would likely result in Atlas' bankruptcy and transfer 
of significant liability to other potentially responsible 
parties, possibly including the United States 
government 

As noted, the 1996 NRC evaluation resulted f'mln 
questions raised during the response period folloWing 
NRC' s publication of the FONS I, and its subsequent 
withdrawal. An NRC mandated EIS and 
accompanying technical evaluation report <TER) ~ 
required further reconsideration of site reclamation 
through relocation to the alternate potential site as 
well as the resolution of a number of outstanding 
technical issues related to on-site reclamation. 

The technical issues that have the potential to affctt 
the on-site estimate primarily relate to final 
engineering design for physical stability under seismic 
events and long-term surface stability requirements to 
ensure protection against physical erosion and to 
minimi:ze groundwaier and air pathway impacts. 
These issues have been, and continue to be under 
investigation and iechnical development as part of the 
ongoing EIS/TER process. Tbe issues that can 
dramatically affect the cost of off-site reclamation are 
primarily related to excavation and material handling, 
hauling, excavation, transport and placement of the 
fine tailings (slimes). 

Overall, the issues identified as needing a critical 
review included radiation dose estimates, engineering 
and cost impacts and legal/regulatory issues. 

Legal and Policy Is.sues 

The Atomic Energy Act (AEA) as Amended by the 
Uranium Mill Tailings Radiation Control Act 
(UMTRCA), governs reclamation of uranium mill 
tailings piles such as the Atlas Moab pile. EPA and 
NRC have developed extensive regulatory programs 
pursuant to UMTRCA to address the poiential 
radiological and nonradiological hazards associated 
with mill tailings. Given the long time frames 
involved (200 to 1.000 years) the regulatory criteria 
set forth in 10 CFR Part 40, Appendix A of NRC' s 
regulations must be satisfied with "reasonable 
assurance". Thus in addressing reclamatioo 
alternatives the alternative recommended must provide 
such "reasonable assurance" and the analyses 
performed must adequately consider the 
environmental issues relevant to each alternative, even 
though not necessarily choosing the "environmentally 
preferred" alternative. UMTRCA also requires a 
reasonable balancing of risks with costs of controls. 

.. 
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i.S within this statutory/regulatory framework and 
~ cramewort ?f . recommen.dations . of ~xpert. 
. dependent organ1:zauons regarding "opurn1:zauon" of 
:nefits versus costs (i.e. do more good than hann) 
tba' analyses of reclamation alternatives must proceed. 

Tile context for this analysis begins with reference to 
tbe system of radiological protection recommended by 
we International Commission on Radiological 
rroteetion (ICRP) which is based on the principle that 
"tbe proposed intervention should do more good than 
bJU111• i.e. the reduction in detriment resulting from 
the reduction in dose should be sufficient to justify 
tbe barm and the costs, including social costs, of the 
intervention." The "net benefit" must be considered 
in determining the best alternative for remediating a 
site. Tue Health Physics Society (HPS) describes this 
type of analysis as a means of "optimizing" risk. 
HPS explains that "the application of the ·Al.ARA' 
(As Low As a Reasonably Achievable) or the 
optimization principle is not a mechanism for 
assigning a value to human life, but is a process for 
optimizing the use of limited resources for improving 
life expectancy and health benefits when all risks are 
considered 

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) 
acknowledges "there is a point at which the net risk 
to future populations from residual radioactivity is 
lower than the risk from remedial action. In other 
words. the clean-up may do more bann than good." 
Another factor weighed into the consideration is 
potential public concern over the risks. HPS cautions. 
though, that "the amounts spent specifically to achieve 
health benefits should be in the same range as is 
acceptable for any other health protections program 
tha1 is undenaken voluntarily by the public. 
Expenditures for other categories of benefits. e.g. 
aesthetics. public goodwill, and a proper evaluation, 
etc. should be separately identified and justified. 

The screening risk analyses involved here considered 
recommended exposure levels for intervention by 
expert radiation protection organii.ations. existing 
exposure scenarios versus future scenarios, and the 
overall integrated waste management system. 
Probabilistic assessments of the risk consider long 
time frames, the nature of the potential risk. and the 
best estimates of risk. 

Is there a reasonable alternative? 

It should be noted that wherever reclamation is to be 
undertaken. the criteria to be met are the same. 
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As noted, it has been suggested that a conceptual 
alternative for the final reclamation of the Atlas 
tailings pile near Moab is relocation of the 
contmninated materials to an appropriate alternate site. 
Such a site bas been identified approximately 18 
miles northwest of the existing site in an area known 
as the Klondike Flat (2.5 miles from the Moab 
Canyon Lands airport). Ground surfaces on the site 
slope up steeply to the north, and are relatively flat to 
the south, east and west The site is underlain by 
Mancos Shale consisting primarily of marine shale 
and some marine and non-marine sandstone units. 
TI1e primary components and activities associated 
with reclamation to the off-site location as developed 
by Smith Environmental include: 

• construction of new rail load-out facilities at 
existing site, rail unloading facilities at the 
alternate site. 3.5 miles of rail siding and 
improvements on 14 miles of the existing main 
line; 

• excavation and loading of 7 .8 million cubic yards 
(10.5 or more million tons) of tailings; and 

• transport of tailings by rail to the alternate site. 

During evaluation of the original (late 1970s) 
reclamation plan, Atlas and NRC considered the 
option of transponing the tailings to an alternate site. 
Both agreed that there was no demonstrable 
incremental public health or environmental benefit in 
spite of the greatly increased cost of tailings 
relocation. In addition, the relocation opijons directly 
conflict with NRC's stated policy which is to avoid a 
proliferation of regulated sites. Moving the tailings 
could create two sites that would need to be 
reclaimed. secured and monitored. 

Of the 19 Title II sites where reclamation plans have 
been approved, there bas been only one site 
(Edgemont. SD) where relocation of tailings was 
proposed by the licensee and that was done 
voluntarily by the Tennessee Valley Authority. 

Multi-variant Risk Analysis 

The potential radiological impacts on workers and 
members of the public from two reclamation options 
were estimated using accepted dose and risk models. 
The magnitude of predicted impacts of on-site 
reclamation were clearly lower in every category, 
even considering all foreseeable delays. when 
compared to corresponding impacts from alternate site 
reclamation. 

•• 



The relative impacts of the two alternatives were 
evaluated for a range of assumptions regarding the 
time necessary to reclaim the tailings in situ or at an 
alternative site. Once the tailings have been 
reclaimed in accordance with EP A/NRC longevity 
(200-1,000 years) and. radon flux criterion of 
20 pCi m·2 s· 1, the tailings are presumptively safe with 
an "ample margin of safety" . Therefore, the relative, 
or differential risks will continue to accrue for either 
alternative from present until the tailings have been 
reclaimed. 

In the comparative analysis of the potential risks from 
reclaiming the Moab tailings in situ or by relocation, 
estimates were developed of potential societal (i.e. 
population) risks arising from radiation doses to the 
public and to workers as well as nonradiological 
actuarial risks to workers arising from potential 
construction and transportation accidents from the 
reclamation activities. 

For comparative purposes, the multi-variant analysis 
added the potential stochastic radiation risk (to the 
population and workers) and the actuarial risks from 
construction and transportation (to workers). In doing 
this, it should be acknowledged, that at the calcolated 
level of radiation dose, the uncertainty about the 
associated risks includes the possibility that the risks 
could actually be zero. This is in contrlW to the 
actuarial risks from construction and transportation 
accidents where experience indicates that such risks 
are indeed likely to occur. 

Table 1 shows a summary of the calculated rislcs to 
the population and to workers . To consider overaii 
risks and costs the various types of risks must be 
added. Before adding the population (stochastic 
radiation) risk of cancer mortality to the risk Of 
mortality from construction and transportation, it is 
necessary to conven the annual population risk 
(fatalities per year) to lifetime risks by multiplying by 
70 years, the assumed (nominal) lifetime of the 
exposed population. The results are tabulated below 
In addition to the on-site reclamation option and ~ 
relocation option, risks for the "no action" option arc 
also presented. For present purposes; the risk for the 
"no action" option were calculated by assuming that 
the interim (current) situation continues for 30 Years. 

From the risk perspective, it is evident that overall the 
relocation scenario carries about five times the risk Of 
on site reclamation and is roughly comparable oo a 
risk basis to the no action alternative. 

Estimates of dose and risk impacts desaibed in this 
repon are inherently tmcertain. The uncertainty is 
attributable to many factors such as mezuremcnt 
inaccuracy, and temporal and spatial variability in 
environmental parameters and human behaviour. 

To illustrate the significance of the uncertainty in 
predicted values of impacts, estimales of radiatioo 
dose to the nearest residents attributable to radon and 
dust emissions from the tailings pile were made using 
a in>babilistic model. Dose calculations were made 
using environmental pathways algorithms embedded 
in a computer spreadsheet and Crystal Ball@ which 
facilitates the repeated calculation (Monte Carlo 

Table 1 
COMPARISON OF TOTAL RISK 

On-Site Relocation Do Nothing 
(Interim) 

Population cancer risk low 0.06 0.31 0.44 
high 0.15 0.66 

Cancer risk to workers O.Ql5 0.16 0 

Risk of fatality from construction 0.006 0.09 0 
accident 

Risk of fatality from 0.03 0.046 0 
transportation accidents 

Total risk of fatality low 0.11 0.6 0.44 
high 0.2 1.0 

1062 

.. 



l 
analysis) of the spreadsheet. with new values 
ranJomly selected for each input variable on each 
[tial. The output. in this case dose, may be 
·nierpreted as a probability distribution which 
~uantitatively rep~nts the ~~ty (interpret~ as 
subjective probability) associated with the calculauon. 

1be mean dose to the maximwn individual during the 
rnterim Phase was predicted to be 38 mrem/y 
(standard deviation of 21 mrem/y) and the 95th 
percentile on dose (78 mrem/y) was approximately 
2.1 times the mean dose. The mean dose to the 
maximum individual during post-reclamation was 
predicted to be considerably less at 3.8 mremly 
(standard deviation of 2.1 mrem/y) and the 95th 
percentile on dose (7.8 mrem/y) was also 
approximately 2.1 times the mean dose. 

Costs of Reclamation 

Preliminary cost estimates also were developed for 
both reclamation options. The 1993 estimate of the 
cost for on site reclamation was in the range of S 13 • 
S16 million compared to costs of $94 - Sl 14 million 
for the relocation alternative. Thus. based on 
preliminary cost estimates. costs for relocation exceed 
tboSC for on site reclamation by between $80 million 
to $100 million. Confidence in the magnitude of this 
difference is aitical to any net benefit analysis. 

To test these estimates. a review of the engineering 
designs and cost considerations for both in silu and 
relocation options was performed. nus assessment 
was performed to capture uncertainties in both cost 
and schedule, and included review of: 

• completeness and stale of design considerations; 
• completeness of estimates and confirmation of 

rates; 
• identification of potentially aitical omissions or 

potential fatal flaws; and 
• statistical analysis of sensitivity assessment of 

estimates. 

Major uncertainties associated with this assessment 
include specific timing of events resulting from non
engineering factors and the consequent impact oC 
inflation. sector specific constraints or other economic 
related effects that may result frmn a.uumptions about 
performance of the work at various times in the 
project life cycle. 
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Comparative Reviews 

A review of completed. in progress. and planned 
uraniwn Ulilings reclamation programs was undertaken 
to ascertain the range of reclamation costs for similar 
programs. This review confirms that the Atlas 
estimates for on-site reclamation are reasonable when 
compared to other TitJe II site operations. 

The results of the review show that for comparable 
Title II sites the total estimated cost of on-site 
reclamation plans range from S0.65/ton to 4.45/ton. 
When considered from a perspective of similar sized 
sites. it can be seen that the sites with similar surface 
area have an average cost of S2.49/ton, while sites 
with similar tailings volume have an average cost of 
$2.0 l/ton. From the information reported. a 
comparison of decommissioning costs related only to 
the reclamation of the tailings proper at these sites 
indicates a maximum range of S0.34/ton to $2.55/ton. 
When comparing the tailings reclamation costs at sites 
with similar surface areas. an average cost of 
S 1.48/ton results as compared to sites with similar 
volwnes where an average cost of $1.13/ton is 
reported. 

SensitiviJy Analysis 

In an attempt to better quantify uncertamues in 
costing assumptions a probabilistic Monte Carlo 
analysis of 5.000 trials was performed for the 
alternatives. In this analysis. input parameters (e.g. 
unit costs for haulage, interest rates, labor rates. etc.) 
were assigned a range of values rather than single 
(point estimate) value. These ranges were input into 
the costing model in the form of probability 
disttibutions, and a distribution of possible costs for 
reclamation was estimated. The resulting probabilistic 
(worst~) analysis for reclamation of Moab tailings 
indicates a potential range oC costs at the lower 5111 

and upper 95111 percentile of Sl.62/ton and $2.43/ton 
with a mean of Sl.91/ton (see Figure 1). 

The 1993 cost estimates showed that a significant 
increase of reclamation costs would be incurred if off
site reclamation to an alternate site was to be 
undertaken. For comparison purposes. information 
provided by DOE on costs of off-site reclamation was 
reviewed and analysed in the same manner u 
previously illustrated for on-site reclamari<>n. The 
results of this review show that for sites having 
similar off-site reclamation requirements. in 
comparison to the alternate Moab site, reclamation 
costs range from $17.33/cubic yard to $34.74/cubic 
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yard and have an average cost of $22.45/cubic yard. 
By comparison to these costs, the Atlas 1993 
relocation estimates were on the low side and ranged 
from $11.92/cubic yard to $14.36/cubic yard with an 
average of S 13 .14/cubic yard. 

As was done for the cost of on-site reclamation 
estimates. uncertainty analyses were undertaken. 
These analysis reflected additional uncertainties over 
and above those considered in the base case, and in 
particular attempted to reflect the cost uncertainty 
associated with materials handing of slimes, 
excavation, and seismicily. The results of these 
analysis show an average worst case cost in 1995 
dollars of S 19 .93/cubic yard with a range from 
Sl5.38/cubic yard to S24.49/cubic yard for the 
prol">:ibilistic analysis. In either case, the analyses 
indiLated that Atlas estimates for relocation are al the 
low end of actual cost for similar sized tailings piles. 

Conclusions 

In 1992, lhe NRC reviewed and approved Atlas' plan 
for on-site reclamation of the Moab tailings. 
Subsequently, in 1994 NRC reversed their FONSI 
which lead to a review of the reclamation alternatives, 
the associated risks and the associated costs. 
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l11is paper summarizes the results of studies 
perfonned on behalf of Atlas. These studies 
considered many factors including: legal, policy, risk 
and cost. As discussed above, the overall risk, IO lhe 
public and remediation workers combined, is about 
five (5) times greater for the relocation alternative 
than for in situ reclamation. A screening level 
uncertainty analysis on risk from radon-222 after in 
situ reclamation indicates such risk is small and likely 
to be less than about 4 mrem/y. Similarly, cost 
estimates for in situ reclamation versus relocation 
demonstrated that the cost for relocation would be 
about 6-9 times larger than the costs for in situ 
reclamation. Thus by either metric, risk or cost. in 
situ reclamation is the preferred alternative. 
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Earthquake h ... _..trds in the Intermountain U.S.: L~ues relevant to 
uranium mill tailings disposal 

Ivan G. Wong and Susan S. Olig 
Seismic Hazards Branch, Wooct.Yard-Clyde Federal Services, Oakland, CA USA 

Bruce W. Hassinger 
Smith Environmental Technologies Corporation., Englewood, CO USA 

Richard E. Blubaugh 
Environmental and Government Affairs, Atlas Corporation, Denver. CO USA 

ABSTR..\.CT: In the past two decades, a tremendous amount of new information and 
data has emerged on seismic sources in the Intermountain l rnited States and their 
associated processes of earthquake generation. Consequently, the seismic safety of U.S . 
uranium mill tailings sites, which are located almost exclusively in this region, are being 
reviewed by the U.S . Nuclear Regulatory Commission (N'RC). Based on a detenninistic 
and probabilistic re-evaluation of potential seismic hazards at a Title II site in 
southeJstern Utah, three significant issues have been raised which 'Will impact other sites 
in the Imermountain U.S . required to revisit their seismic design criteria by the NRC. 
These issues are: (1) whether the NRC's required use of a detenninistic approach for 
assessing seismic hazards is appropriate for Title II uranium mill tailings sites in a region 
such as the Intermountain U.S. ; (2) is the alternative approach of probabilistic seismic 
hazard analysis acceptable to the NRC for uranium mill tailings sites; and (3) what is the 
appropriate return period that should be used. Based on our evaluation., we conclude 
that dete:ministic ground motion approaches such as the NRC's 10 CFR 40 Appendix A 
can resuit in overly conservative seismic design criteria for Title II sites in the 
Intermour.tain U.S . and that instead, probabilistic seismic hazard analysis should provide 
the bases for such criteria. Additionally, as in all decisions of this nature, the selection of 
a return period for a specific site should be based on what is deemed an acceptable level 
of risk. Such levels may vary from site to site depending on the consequences of 
radionuc:..ide release into the environment. However, the values of 200 and 1000 years 
cited in the Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) 40 CFR 192.02 and NRC's 
Appendix A Criterion 6(1) should form the basis for the selected return period. 

1 J?.."TRODUCTION 

\fany portions of the Intermountain region of the western United States (Figure 1) 

exhibit geologic evidence fo r large prehistoric earthquakes although they may lack even 
low leve:s of historical and/or contemporary seismicity. Such areas are subject to future 
seismic haZJ.rds . Large events such as the 1959 magnitude (M) 7 J Heb gen Lake, 
\fontana and 1983 M 6.8 Borah Peak, Idaho earthquakes attest to the earth's potential 
to damage both natural and man-made . environments. The recurrence intervals of such 
large e·1e:1ts on a specific fault in the Intermountain U.S ., however, may span from a few 
thousands to more than 100, 000 years. Hence, one of the most significant problems 
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facing the community involved in eanhquake hazard mitigation is how to address the 
hazard from large but infrequent earthquakes. In contrast, there also exist portions of the 
Ime::mountain U.S ., such as the interior of the Colorado Plateau, where the eanhquake 
potemial is low based on both rece:n geologic and seismologic data. 

b 1978, Conl!ress e:;acted the Uranium ~fill Tailimrs Radiation Control Act - -
(l,ivITRCA) to provide fo r the disposal, long-term stabilization, and control of uranium 
mill tailings. The NRC, which regulates UMTRCA uranium mill tailing sites, has 
initiated a program of re-evaluating the ·seismic design criteria of Title II (licensed) sites 
based on the results of a recent study performed by La\.Vfence Livermore National 
Laboratory (LLNL) (Bernreuter e( al. 1995). In the. LLNL study, "simplified" site-



specific probabili~ .. ..: seismic hazard analyses were performe<.. .Jr 19 Title II sites located 
in Utah, Wyoming, South Dakota, and New Mexico based on readily available 
information. Bernreuter et al. (1995) concluded that at most sites, their estimates of 
probabilistic peak ground acceleration at return periods of 2,000 years and more were 
higher than the values used in design. 

In a recent re-evaluation of a Title II site in Moab, Utah, three key seismic hazard 
issues have emerged in our interactions with the NRC . These issues will significantly 
impact most, if not all, other sites in the Intermountain U.S. This paper describes these 
issues and our approach to resolving them. 

2 EARTHQUAKE HAZARDS IN THE INTERMOUNT.J.\IN U.S . 

The Intermountain U.S ., as defined in this paper, consists of the states ofldaho, Nevada, 
Arizona, Utah, Montana, New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming. Physiographically, the 
region consists principally of the Basin and Range province, Colorado Plateau, Rocky 
Mountains, and Great Plains. Four major seismic zones are located within or border the 
Intermountain U.S . including: (1) the Sierra Nevada-Great Basin boundary zone; (2) the 
Intermountain seismic belt including the Centennial Tectonic Belt; (3) the Central 
Nevada seismic zone; and (4) the Rio Grande rift (Wong et al. 1982) (Figure 1). 
Elsewhere, away from these zones, the level of historical seismicity is more subdued but 
there still exists the potential for the occurrence of large but infrequent earthquakes as 
indicated by the presence of late-Quaternary faults. For example, the 1887 Sonoran 
earthquake of estimated M 7.4 occurred as a result of rupture along the Pitaycachi fault 
just south of the Arizona-Mexico border (Bull and Pearthree 1988) in an area 
characterized by a low level of historical and contemporary seismicity. 

Of greatest relevance to the Intermountain Title II sites are the Intermountain seismic 
belt and Rio Grande rift. The Intermountain seismic belt is one of the most extensive 
zones of seismicity within the continental United States (Figure 1). It trends 1300 km 
northward from northwestern Arizona through central Utah, straddles the Idaho
Wyoming border, and turns northwestward through Montana in the vicinity of 
Yellowstone National Park (Smith and Sbar 1974; Smith and Arabasz 1991). Much of 
the Intermountain seismic belt is characterized by generally north- to northwest-trending 
normal faults . Prominent fault zones include the Sevier and Hurricane faults in northern 
Arizona and southern Utah, the Wasatch fault zone in central Utah, and the Madison and 
Hebgen faults near Yellowstone. Since the beginning of the historical record in the mid-
1 SOO's, about 25 earthquakes of M 6 or greater have occurred along the Intennountain 
seismic belt (Smith and Arabasz 1991). The largest event in historical time was the 1959 
Hebgen Lake earthquake. 

'The Rio Grande rift extends for approximately 600 km from south-central New 
Mexico northward to south-central Colorado (Figure 1). Most of New Mexico's 
population is concentrated along the Rio Grande rift in cities such as Albuquerque and 
Sama Fe. The earliest report of earthquake activity was a sequence of 22 events felt in 
1849 to 1850 near the town of Socorro (Sanford et al. 1991 ). The largest earthquakes 
observed to date are three events that occurred on 12 and 16 July and 15 November 
1906 near Socorro . The estimated size of the latter event. the larizest of the trio, is about 
:\f 6. 



3 SEISP.ITC ~ ..RD EVALUATION OF THE MOAB SL~ 

In response to a request by the NRC, an up-to-date seismic hazards evaluation of the 
Title II Moab site was perfonned (Wong et al. 1996). This site, owned by Atlas 
Corporation, consists of a 130-acre pile consisting of 1 OYi million tons of processed 
tailings derived from the past operation of the Atlas uranium mill. The tailings were 
emplaced over alluvial soils and the disposal area was developed from 1956 to 1984. 
The site is in the process of final closure and the Remedial Action Plan (Reclamation 
Plan) requires NRC approval. 

According to the Standard Review Plan (SRP June 1993), "there are no NRC 
regulatory guidelines directly applicable to the geologic and seismologic aspects of the 
G1vITRA Program" . However, the basic acceptance criteria pertinent to the geologic 
and seismic stability aspects are provided in the EPA's 40 CFR Part 192, Subpart A and 
according to section 192. 02, "control of residual radioactive materials and their listed 
constituents shall be designed to be effective for up to 1000 years, to the extent 
reasonably achievable, and in any case, for at least 200 years" . NRC staff has interpreted 
this standard to mean that certain geologic and seismic conditions must be met in order 
to have reasonable assurance that the long-tenn performance objectives will be achieved 
~'RC 1994). 

The SRP states that NRC staff review of seismotectonic stability must conclude 
whethe:- the information and investigations in the Remedial Action Plan provide an 
adequate basis for selection of the Maximum Credible Earthquake (MCE) and 
detennination of the resulting vibratory ground motion at the site. The NRC defines the 
.\ICE as the "earthquake which would cause maximum vibratory ground motion based 
upon an evaluation of earthquake potential considering the regional and local geology 
and seismology and specific characteristics of local subsurface material" ( 10 CFR 40 
Appendix A). The N'"RC's Appendix A approach, which basically requires the 
determination of the 84th percentile MCE ground motions, is a deterministic approach. 
It requires the use of the worst case earthquake with no consideration for .its frequency 
of occurrence. 

Although Appendix A stipulates that a tailings pile be designed for the MCE, the 
Introduction to Appendix A allows for alternatives to be proposed by the licensee. 
These aiternatives "may take into account local or regional conditions, including 
geology, topography, hydrology, and meteorology. The commission may find that the 
proposed alternatives meet stabilization and containment of the site concerned, and a 
le.,·e! of protection for public health, safety, and the environment from radiological and 
non-radiological hazards associated with the sites, which is equivalent to, to the extent 
practicable. or more stringent than the level which would be achieved by the 
requirements of this Appendix and the standards promulgated by the EPA in 40 CFR 
Part 192... Furthermore, Appendix A Criterion 6(1) specifies that the regulatory 
standard is "reasonable assurance" of stability of the tailings disposal for the 200 to 1, 000 
::e1r pe:iod . 

.\foaiJ is located within the interior of the Colorado Plateau which has been generally 
consid e~e:i to be seismically inactive and devoid of large earthquakes. Seismological 
srudies ;e:-rcmned in the past decade, however, indicate that seismicity is fair ly 
".videspre1d throughout the Plateau interior, albeit at a low to moderate level, and that 
e3.rthquakes up to M 6 have occurred in historical times (Wong and Humphrey 1989). 
Although detailed fault studies have not been performed to date within the Colorado 
Plateau. the available geologic data suggests that only a_ few significant late-Quaternary 
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faults may exist 1._ .ne Plateau interior (Hecker 1993). Thus --·~re appears to be at least a 
low level of earthquake hazard within the Plateau. 

· In our seismic hazard evaluation of the Moab site, potentially seismogenic faults and 
seismic source zones (areal sources) significant to the site were identified, characterized, 
and considered in the analysis. These seismic sources included 11 faults, a zone of 
microseismicity along the Colorado River southwest of Moab, and a seismic source zone 
for the Colorado Plateau which represents unknown earthquake sources having no 
geologic surficial expression (Figure 2). The closest fault to the site is the Moab fault 
which trends beneath the northeastern comer of the site. Available geologic and 
geophysical evidence, however, indicates that the fault is not capable of producing 
significant earthquakes (Olig et al. 1996). In fact, 10 of the 11 faults considered in our 
evaluation are associated with salt structures and are probably not seismogenic (Wong et 
al. 1996). 

Based on an Appendix A approach, ·ground motions, as characterized by peak 
horizontal acceleration, were estimated for three potential earthquake scenarios: ( 1) a M 
5.0 earthquake at a source-to-distance of 30 km, our proposed largest event along the 
Colorado River seismicity trend; (2) a M 61/i earthquake along this same zone at a 
distance of 5 km from the site as proposed by the NRC; and (3) a "floating" earthquake 
of M 61/4 at a distance of 15 km. In the absence of any nearby capable faults, the NRC's 
policy requires that the MCE be represented by a floating (random) earthquake. For the 
second scenario, the NRC assumed that half of the seismicity zone along the Colorado 
River could rupture in a single large earthquake. Based on geological and seismological 
arguments presented in Woodward-Clyde Federal Services (1996), we consider this 
scenario to be extremely unlikely. 

Given a maximum magnitude and source-to-site distance, empirically-based 
attenuation relationships can be used to estimate median (50th percentile) and median 
plus one standard deviation (84th percentile) ground motions for a site. The NRC
stipulated 84th percentile peak horizontal accelerations at the Moab site were 0.06 g, 
0.63 g, and 0.29 g, respectively for the above earthquake scenarios. Based on this 
analysis, the MCE for the site would be the NRC's M 6~~ earthquake occurring along the 
Colorado River seismicity trend at a source-to-site distance of 5 km. 

As an alternative approach, we evaluated the earthquake hazard at the Moab site 
probabilistically similar to, but in a more rigorous manner than was done by LLNL. In a 
probabilistic seismic hazard analysis, levels of ground motions associated with a 
probability or likelihood ofbeing exceeded in a specified time period (or inversely, return 
period) can be calculated. This approach also allows for the explicit inclusion of the 
range of possible interpretations and uncertainties in components of the model including 
seismic source characterization and ground motion estimation. The probabilistic seismic 
hazard model used in our study is similar to the hazard model originally developed by Cornell 
( 1968) and refined by McGuire (1974). 

Ail seismic sources "within a distance of about 150 k;;i from the site were 
characterized and input into the analysis (Wong et al. 1996). This included the 11 faults 
such as the Moab fault, the Colorado River seismicity trend, and the Colorado Plateau 
source zone. Ten of the 11 faults were assigned low probabilities of being seismogenic 
because they show no evidence for Quaternary activity except defonnation related to 
shallow salt dissolution and flowage (Wong et al. 1996). The attenuation of ground 
motions was addressed through the use of state-of-the-art ~mpirical relationships for 
peak horizontal acceleration and stiff soil conditions. 
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Figure 2. Seismicity ( 1953 to 1994) and selected Cenozoic faults (after Hecker 
1953) in the Moab study area. Stippled areas represent areas of 
distributed defonnation due to salt dissolution. Ball on nonnal faults 
is on downchrown side. 

The probabilistic seismic hazard analysis resulted in peak horizontal accelerations at 
the ~foab site of 0.05 to 0.18 g for return periods ranging from 500 to 10,000 years 
(Figure 3). The MCE 84th percentile peak horizontal acceleration of 0. 63 g has a return 
period of about 750,000 years (Figure 3) or 750 times greater than the 1000-year design 
life sti?ulated in 40 CFR 192.02 and Appendix A Criterion 6(1). The major contributor 
to peak acceleration hazard at 10,000 years is the background eanhquake in the 
Colorado Plateau source zone. The Colorado River seismicity trend and the Moab fault 
comr.":ute linie to the hazard at the Moab site at this return period (Wong et al. 1996). 

-+ SEIS~fIC HAZARD ISSUES IN THE INTERMOUNTAIN U.S . 

In the seismic hazard evaluation of the Moab site, three signific~t issues were raised due 
to NRC regulations governing Title II sites. The first issue stems from the NRC's current 
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Figure 3. Probabilistic seismic hazard curves for the Moab site. The fractile 
curves give the range of uncertainty about the mean or median (50th 
percentile) values. The peak horizontal acceleration of 0.18 g at a 
10,000 year return period. our recommended seismic design value. 
can be read from the mean hazard curve. 

position of requiring the seismic design of Title II sites be based on a deterministic 
Appendix A approach incorporating the concept of the MCE. In such an approach, the 
84th percentile ground motions generated by the MCE provide the basis for the Design 
Basis Earthquake. IntertWined in this issue is also the issue of the reasonableness or· the 
15 km source-to-site for the floating earthquake in areas oflow seismicity. 

We believe the MCE peak horizontal acceleration for the Moab ~ite (0.63 g) and 
even the value estimated for the floating earthquake (0.29 g) are overly conservative for 
seismic design purposes given the low seismic potential that exists within the interior of 
~he Coloracio Plateau. This latter observation is supported by the available seismological 
and geological data. In particular, the location of the Moab site in the Canyoniands 
region where many precariously balanced rocks occur throughout the area, some very 
delicate!y, suggests that this portion of the Colorado Plateau interior has not been 
subjected to strong earthquake ground shaking for at least se-veral thousands of years 
(Wong et al. 1996). 



t As described .-lier, the NRC's policy specifies the 15 k. ... ource-to-site distance for 
the floating earthquake. This distance is rather arbitrary because it is independent of the 
seismic potential of the region being considered. Thus whether a site is located along the 
more seismically active Wasatch Front in central Utah or the much less active Moab 
area, the 15-km distance is fixed. In general, deterministic approaches such as dictated 
in the NRC's Appendix A can result in overly-conservative seismic design criteria in 
areas of low earthquake potential. Even for sites in more seismically active areas of the 
Intennountain U.S ., deterministically-based ground motions can also be too high for 
seismic design because the majority of late-Quaternary faults are characterized by long 
recurrence intervals far exceeding the lifetimes of engineered structures. 

The second issue is whether probabilistic seismic hazard analysis is acceptable to the 
NRC as an alternative to their Appendix A deterministic approach for developing seismic 
desiQTI criteria at Title II sites. The NRC has endorsed the use of probabilistic risk 
assessment in nuclear regulatory matters as specified in their final policy statement in the 
Federal Register (16 August 1995). At this time, however, the NRC has not officially 
established a policy for Title II sites. Probabilistic analysis has become increasingly used 
in seismic hazard analysis for a wide range of facilities and structures. It provides the 
basis for the Uniform Building Code and is now become acceptable for evaluating the 
potential seismic hazards to nuclear reactors. 

Given the uncertainties in seismic source characterization and ground motion 
estimation in the Intermountain U.S ., probabilistic seismic hazard analysis is well suited 
to addressing these uncertainties. For example, given the observation that the largest 
knov.11 earthquake along the Colorado River is less than M 3, there is considerable 
uncertainty in the assumption that the maximum earthquake for this zone is M 5 relevant 
to the Moab site. As previously discussed, the NRC's position that a maximum 
earthquake of M 6112 could occur within this zone is even more uncertain. Additionally, 
because the acceptable risk of Title II sites has been defined in terms of time (200 to 
1000 years), it is best evaluated through probabilistic analysis which incorporates the 
recurrence of earthquake sources. 

If probabilistic analysis is acceptable for Title II sites, a significant issue is at what 
return period (or alternatively a probability of nonexceedance) is deemed appropriate by 
the NRC. It was our recommendation that the seismic design criteria for the Moab site 
be based on a return period of 10,000 years (corresponds to a 10% chance of 
exceedance in 1000 years). We selected and recommended this very conservative return 
period based on the fact that the Moab site is located adjacent to the Colorado River and 
that radionuclide release into the major water source, if possible, might be considered 
higher risk than other Title II sites. In the probabilistic seismic hazard analysis performed 
by Bernreuter et al. ( 1995) for Title II sites, they calculated peak horizontal accelerations 
assuming a return period of 10,000 years. They adopted this value because, in their 
opmion, it satisfied the criteria cited in Appendix A. Furthermore, they stated that such a 
probability of exceedance may be too conservative for design because of the "relatively 
low risk posed by the tailings piles ." For comparison, the current design life for the 
proposed underground nuclear waste repository at Yucca Mountain, Nevada is 10,000 
years. 

Be::ause we considered a 10,000 return period to be very conservative compared to 
the required 1,000 years cited in 40 CFR 192.02 and Appendix A and because both EPA 
and NRC considered but explicitly rejected a 10,000 year control period for uranium mill 
tailings, our recommended seismic design value of 0.18 g for the Moab site provides 



t "reasonable assut. . .:e" of a level of protection "equivalent t-.., co the extent practicable" 
stipulated in Appendix A. We beueve that selection of longer return periods, which 
correspond to lower probabilities of exceedance, would cenainly result in overly 
conservative seismic design criteria not consistent v.-ith the available geologic, 
seismologic, and geophysical data peninent to eanhquake hazards in the vicinity of the 
Moab site and the interior of the Colorado Plateau. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

Probabilistic seismic hazard analysis has been increasingly accepted as an approach often 
superior to deterministic methods alone for evaluating seismic hazards for a wide variety 
of facilities and structures. The probabilistic methodology is panicularly well suited in 
applications for uranium mill tailings sites because of their generally lower risk and 
locations in the Intermountain U.S . In this region, large damaging eanhquakes are 
possible but relatively infrequent. There are also considerable uncenainties in 
characterizing seismic sources and estimating ground motions which can be explicitly 
incorporated into probabilistic seismic hazard analysis . Finally, because the level of 
acceptable risk for Title II sites has been expressed in a time frame of 200 to l 000 years 
( 40 CFR 192. 02 ), probabilistic seismic hazard analysis is better suited to providing the 
basis for seismic design criteria than deterministic approaches, which are time 
independent. 
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