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ATTN: Docketing and Sorvices Branch

Lear Sir or Madam:

The National Park Service (NPS) has reviewed the Notice of Intent to Prepare an
Epvironmental Statement (EIS) for the Reclamation of Atlac Corporation’e Uranium
Mill Facility at Moab, Utah, that was published in the Federal Register on March
30, 1994, We are pleased that a dccision was made to preparc an EIS, and we look
forward to partizipating as a cooperating Agency in the ETS prepararion

A5 you kmow, NPS manuges five units of the National Park System that will be
atfected by declisione tegatding the teclamatlon and clusute of the Atlas Mowb
Toilivge lupoundment. Shese units include Canyonlands, Arches, and Grand Canyon
Nationai Parks and Slen Canyen and Lake Mead Natlonal Recreation Areas. AL we
indicated in our coaments on the Environmental Assessment, ve believe that an
unlined 'iemiilion ton uranium mill taillngs plle over the saallow alluvial
aquifer 1masedistely adjacent to the Celorado Kiver for the next 1,000 years
represents a significant, long-tcrm threat to the resources and public use and
enjoyment of downstream units of the National Park System. In particular, we are
very concerned about flooding and ground-water induced threats to the Colorado
River resulting from permanent disposal of uranium mill tailings at the Moab
site.

The enclosed comments provide a more thorough explanation of the concerns that
we have with respect to this licensing activity. We look forward to our meeting
with Nuclear Regulatory Commission officials in Washington, D.C. on May 16, 1994 .
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Qur contact for this project is Mr. Noel Poe, Superintendent, Arches National
Park, who can be resched at (801) ¢>9¥-8lbl.

Sincerely.

V'Rohert M. Baker
Regional Director
Rocky Mmmrain Region

Enclosure

t ce: (all w/enc.)

| Director, Uraniun Recovery Field 0ffice, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Lakewood,

. Colorade
U.S. Fish and wildlife Service, Region 6, Regicnal Director, Denver, Colorado
Directer, Utah Statc Offlce, Bureau of Land Managemeut, Salt Lake City., Utah
Environmental Protection Agency, Region Y111, Denver, Coloradc, Mr. Wilson
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COMMERTS

Notice vl Intent to Prepare An Environmental Tmpact Statament
Reclamation of Atlas Corporation’s Uranium Mill Facility
at Mced, UT
Nuclear Regulatory Commission (ER 94/0289)

National Park Service
May 9, 1994

GENERAL COMMENTS
Alternatives

The EIS should include an in depth assessment of alternatives tenglng from in-place
reclap -ion to offsite relocation of the Moab Atlas tailings. We are concerned about
the lack of information available to characterize alrernative locations [vs Lailings
Afaparal Information should be presented in the EIS in sufficlent detail to
determine viability of other disposal sites. Failure to document this informailovu
bisces the KT8 towards leaving the tailings in place. Detailed designs should te
completed for each alternative site so that an accurate comparison ot alternatives
ie possible e feasibility of transporting the pile to a pre-existing waste
disposal facility (such as Envirocare in Tools, Utah) should also be discussed,

1n additional to alternative sites, the EIS should crnsider alternative methods tor
relocation of the tailings pile (truck, rail, slurry pineline, etc.).

Additional Studics Neaded

As indicaeted in the spceific comments provided haluw, we believe that & number of
additional studies are needed so that the impacts of permanent placesent of tailings
at the Moab siLe may be comprehcnslvely understood Additional surveys and studies
are also needed at alternative dispossl site(s) so that the implications and
teasibility of these site(s) and the impacts of transporting taflirgs to these sites
may be adequately analyzed. Based cn the need for these additional surveys and
studies, we tind the schedule propused in the NO1 (paragraph [) extremely aptimiatic.
Je recommend that the schedule be modified to {nclude these additional surveys and
gtudies before proceeding with ETS prepatation. Without thic information, =&
comprehensive assessuent of the various alternatives and assoclated impacts cannot
be carried out.

The following studies are needed to fully analyze w~n appropriate range of
alternatives.

e Core drilling of th axisting {mpoundment to determine the accurate depth of
tailings, extent (depth) of underlylng contaminated soils, and chemicul wakeup of
calllngs liguor;

o Core drilling of lands, whether public or private, surrounding the tailings and
mill site to determine the extent of contamination;

¢ Detailed, accurate modeling of possible erosion of the existing impoundment from

Moab Wash and the Colorado River for the projected 1000-year life of the Moab Atlas
tailings site;
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¢ An analysis of possible impacts reaulting from sefsmic evenrs an the existing site
as well as alternative sites;

e Same core drilling and modeling assessments as 1isted above for all altermative
lipoundment sites;

o Detailed engilneering methods and saleguacus employed if NRC choosce & removal
alternative;

¢ Analysis of all available methods of transport of tailings to alternative sites
{ncluding truck, train, slurry, etc.;

+ Analysis of health impacts cn employees and vi.sitors to Arches Narionsl Puck from
blowing dust resulting from cappling ox removal efforts.

Cost Comparisons

A deralled cost comparison is essenLlial to a well -reasoned analysis of alternatives
and their effects. This analysis should consider all factors contributing to each
alternative. ineluding such things as flood damage repair and 1000-year maintenance.

Cumilative Effects

The offeotc of the proposal mict he added to other actions proposed for the area and
che cumulative effects assessed. For example, how do count; -andfill proposals and
this proposal intersct? How will hau! trucks, park visitors, and other area residents
and visitors interrelate?

The impact analysis should also consider the effects of curulative events (e.g. 500~
yeur [loud, earthquake of 3.5, etc.) on the pile.

Economics

Although an adequate EIS analyses evonomic faccters sssociated with each alternative,
we caution that economics and the relative solvency of the Atlas Corporation should
not be the driving factor Ln choosing a prelerred alternative.

Tssues Eliminated From Detalled Study

We disagree with the decision not to assess tailings impoundment lmpacis to agquatic
or terrestrial biota. The NOI states this analysis is not importaniL because past
water monitoring efforls »  jdentified no contamination in the Colorado River.”
Monitoring results and associated environmental .nformation offered in the 1993
Ervironmental Assessment (EA) and Finding of No Significant Impact do not constitute
adeyuate study for the EIS. Monitoring of aquatic and terrestrial biota in addition
to river sediments and many other parameters (detailed below) are necessary components
of the EI1S. More information on our concerns can be found in the specific comments.

Teehnical Advisory Group

Becansm of the high level ol controversy surrounding this scrion and the fact that
{n similar circumstances, uranium mill tailings adjacent to the Colorado River have
been woved to upland and/or engineered sites, we recommend that NRC consider the
formation of a Technical Advisory Committee tn provide advice to NRC and its EIS
contractor(s) in ryepard to additional surveys and sludies that are needed,
{dentification and analysis of glternatives, and other technical aspects of the EIS.

2
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SPECIFIC COMMENTS
Evaluation of Iwpacts €O Aquatic Biota

In paragraph (¢) Identify and eliminate from detailed stndy issues which are not
significant or which are peripheral or which have been covered by prior environmental
review, the NOI statcs liat “Extensive watcr monitoring has identifled no
contamination in the Colorado River; therefore, there are no effects on river blota,
and they will not be assessed. " As iudicated previcusly in our EA commente, rhe
results of water quality sampling in the Colorado River are not definitive relative
to assessing impacts to local aquatic VLluia or sediments. Thue, river biota
(particularly biota in the immediate vicinity of the tailngs piie) and the local
riparian ecosystem should be studied in the fleld and unalyzed. This informntion is
reeded in order to carry out adequate assessments of the short- and long-term impacts
to river hiota and the associated riparian ecosystem. We aie particularly conccrncd
about existing and potential impacts to threatencd and endangered species living in
and along the river corridor such as razorback suckers, Colorade squawflisli, humpback
chubs, peregrine falcons, and bald eagles that may be affected by this discharge of
coptaminants. This concern shou'd be addressed in detail in the EIS. We recomnend
rhar the U.§. Fish & Wildlife Service and the Nationsl Biological Survey be contacted
in regard to thede studies and assessments.

Leachate from the Tallings Entering Alluvial Cround Water and Flowing toward the
Colorado River

There io a need to have an independent review ot ground water quality data Lhat have
been collected, including review of QA/QC and sampling protocols to insure that the
data are valié. Previous analyeas nf impacts of leachate moving through the alluvial
aquifer focused on radiosctive cons'ituents, There is a need to also look at heavy
meLal Luncentrations and organic colvents rhat may occur in the leachate. These
constituents may have more impact and/or be more mobile thau the radiocactive
constituents.

Event -based sampliug prucedures should be initiated to jdentify periods when
contaminant concentrations mey be highest in the alluvial aquifer or more discharge
may be occurring from the aquiler to the river. Thoce avents might inclnde pericds
wher. Moab Wash is flowlug and flushing alluvial ground water toward the river. Also,
the effect of high and low flows ir the Culurado River should be investigated because
the water level and flow direction of alluvial ground water are directly affected by
river stage. As part of these analyses, the iufurmation requestcd by NRC of Atlas
Corporation on March 2, 1994, with respect L© hydrogeologic characterization and
aquifer testing data of the tailings would be particularly luportant.

NRC has previously used mass-balance calculations co determine (he theoretical
{ncrease of radiological contaminants in the Colorado River The results derlve? from
this method are only indicative of the contaminant concentrations alie:r compicte
wixing of the river and the contaminant plume has occurred. The ground watar plume
entering the river from the tailings pile most lLikely travels several hundieds or
rhousands of feet downstream before it is vertically and horizontally mixed with the
river. We belleve that it is necessary to focus field investigations and modeling
wffnvrs on the near-shore area below the ta‘lings to determina if radicactive hot
ppots or other contamination exist in the water, sediments, or biota.

In addition, we have no {nformation (conceptual or quantitative) on the causes of

leaching of cortaminants to the alluvial ground water or to the river. Right now that
problem is controlled by mitigative ground water pumping and land-surface disposal

3



SN Bi

of pumped waiei . How does thc leaching oceur? T8 leaching precipitation-induced
(this s a very arid site where ground water recharge is typlcally almost non-
occurrent except lu fluvial washca) or is it indured by shallow ground water
fluctuations? Given this {nformation, to what extent will tailings “capping”
¢liminate the lcaching and «ssuciated ground water contaminatinn problem” Will the
remediation pusps remain in place andé operable? 1f so, who will be responsible for
operating and paintaining them? The cuscs of ground water remodiation (parricularly
over the long-term) should be carefully analyzed.

The previous EA indicated that the projected date for completion of the ground water
corrective program is Decewber 1998, What is the Lasls for this projceted completion
date?  Will not the de-contamination have to be completed prior to capping? What
will prevent the wells from being re-contauinated with leschates and, if so, how will
they be de-contaminated? This matter should he comprehensively addressed in the EIS.

As a related ground water matler, {t {s likely that the Colorado River is & sieplonal
disrharge area for bedrock aqulfers. If this is the case then ground water from
those aquifers would have an upward flow component toward the river and any leachale
emanating from the tailings would be prevented from entering the bedrock aquifers
‘nstead, it would be carried roward the river in the alluvial aguiter. Ihis scenario
vac not documented in the ,revious EA, so we do not know if this is the case or if
there are other hydrogeologic conditions that need to be considered. Regional ground
water flow ctudies are nasdad, or should be referenced, to allow determination of
envirenmental impacts. Needed {nformation includes: 1) head differentials between
Ledrock and alluvial aquifers and rhe river, 9) identify local and reglonal ground
vater recharge and discharge areas, and 1) effects of periodic wvater cable
fluciustions and capillary ground watex rice in flushirg chemical constituents from
the bottom of the tailings pile

As an additional point vith respect to ground water, tailings are deposited to a depth
of 3965 feet msl. Normal river clevation is 3260 fert mel High flowe in the spring
will likely result in higher river stages, recharging the alluvial aquifer, and
allewing ground water levels te rise up inte the bettam of rhe tailings pile.
Capillary rise from the vacter table will be another nechanisn for continual wetting
ard flushing «f contaminantcs fiom the tailings pile. Even with the top of the
teilings pile covered and "capped,” the bottom of the tailings pile will be open to
the ground vater environment ard will be A perpelual source of leachato. The previous
FA dismissed the importance of seasonal and daily fluctuations in ground water
under/in the tailings pile with the comment that the Lallings base is of "low
permeability * Data should be presented to document this "low permeabilicy.” The
effect of constant flushing of the base naterial over hundreds ul years is not
addressed. 1s the base of sufficient thickness &nd competence to retain its integrity
after going through thousands of high/low water cyclest This 1ssue should also be
addressed in the EIS,

A'ternative Concentration Limits for Ground Water Quality Beneath the Tailings Pile

Acenrding to modeling conducted by Atlas, EPA's Maximum Concentration Limit for
uranium beneath the tailings pile is and will be exceeded. As such, NKL will have
to grant Alrermacive Concentration Limits (ACLs) for ground water beneath the pile.
1t is our undorstanding that ACLs have only been approved for remote areas where water
quality degradation weuld have minimal impact. We question if it is appropriate to
allow any incremental degradation of water quality at the Moab slte due to its
immcdiate proximity to rha Uolorado River ard Lhus to the drinking water supply of
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several million pecple who divert Colorada River vater downstream, The utilization
and implications of ACLs at this site should be thoroughly addressed in the EIS.

Surface Water Runoff Control

Pravious decuments assoclated with the Moab site indicated that precipitation falling
on the pile will be diverced by « series of channals te Mnah Wash. At a minimum,
precipitation should be drained to lined settling ponds to {nsure that no radicactive
materiel enters surface or ground waiets. The entirc iceue of surface water runoff
control should be comprehensively addressed in the EIS.

Geomorphic Stability of the Tailings

The tailings pile at the Moab site is located on the alluvial fan of Moab Wash.
Alluvisel fans are typically aggrading sections of streams. Further limiting of the
active area of the alluvial fan may increase the rate at which this section of Moab
Wash aggrades, making it necessary to ‘ncrease the height of ripiap on the upstroam
cide of the tailings pile to insure stability for flood events hundreds of years from

now .

Velocities during large flood events on the Colorado River were estimated Ly vuuputer
nodeling. These modals assume that downstream flow occurs acioss the entire area of
inundation. It appears llkely that during a large flood, much of the LnNuUNdated aces
(uu the south cide of the river) will be an eddy. Therefore, downstream flow will
be concentrated on the outside of the peander, and velocities against the tailings
pile will be much groater than previously estimated. A velocity of 2.5 ft/sec was
pmessured In the Colorado River at a discharge of 5300 cfs (Novemher, 1Y%3),
approximaiely the samc velocity predintad for A probable maximum flood discharge of
300,000 cfs. Thus, it would appear that previous estimates of velocities, and thus
neaded riprap sizes, are serioucly flawed

The EA states that lie normal elevation of the rivar is 5 feet balow the bottom of
the tailings and that river elevation controls (and equates te) the ground water
elevation under the tallings. During spring runoff, the river always rises more than
5 feet. During the 1993 spring runoff, water was against the tailings pile. What
is the discharge associated with the "uvrmal elevation® of the river? Nowhere in the
EA was there information on Lhe relationship between Colorado River stage and
discharge or information on the sacuration [requency of the tailings hy river-
controlled ground water. This information should be supplied in the EIS.

The EA also stated that a probable maximum flood un the Colorado River would crest
al over 20 feet over the elevation of the tailings. No jinlurmation was provided on
the extent of inundation of more common floods such as the 100-year flood or the 500-
year flood. Also, we point out that the EA stated that Colorado Rlver fleods ave of
short durarion because they are caused by short, high-intensity storas. This is
iucorrect. Colorade River floods stem frow Rocky Mountain snowmelti aud can last &3
long as several mouths. Finally, we have no information on the number of inundations
pessible over a 1000.year time frame. Given past incidents (cited Ly NRC) of
contaminants leaching to ground water and to the Colorado River, 1t would seem prudent
to evaluate inundation frequencies of the tailings and to translate That vciurrence
into the effect nn contaminants leaching and the associated impacts to Colorado River
water quality and asscciated biota
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Cetastrophic Fellure

Catastrophic failure of die tailings impoundment at the Moab site and proposed
alternative sites and resultanil ¢ffects should be comprehensively aduressed in the
EIS In particular, the EIS Jlwuld address potential centamination from such a
failure on Colorado River delta deposits in Lake Powell. Clays in the delta could
capture radionuclides, which could thien become wind -borne contaminanrs with changing
lake levels. The EIS should state that Lake Powell will effectively function as the
ayltimate sink" for any release of tatlings [rom the Atlas tailings pils  Ralated
t5 this concern, the EIS should include a comprehensive assessment of short-term and
long-term risk associated with permanent disposul of tailings at the Moab site and
other proposed sites.

vanlting and Earthquakes

The fact rhat the Moab tailings plle is located on the Moab Fault should be thoroughly
assessed in the EIS. The previous EA briefly discussed the Moab Fauli, however, ne
mention was made of ground watex flow through it. faulcs often provide preferred
voutes for ground water flow. What potential exists for lrachate from the (allings
pile to travel down rhe fault to contamirate lower aquifers, or along the favlt to
contaminate more distant areas of the Moab Va'ley”

The previous KA made a stalement that very little risk from future seismic ecrivity
i» pustulated and then voferrad ro the 1953 tremor. When the future seisnic activicy
vas avaluated, did the study consider a time frame up to 1,000 years in the tuture?
The detalls of thia ctudy must be arated. More specifically, relying on recorded
earthquakes is far too short a temporal baseline from which to extrapolate.
addicionsl evidence from dieruption of Nuaternary and Pleistocene st*-ta should be
sought to determine how artive the Moab Fault actually is.

Impacts of Transporting Tailings to an Alternate Site

\rpacts assoclated with moving the tailings to any alternative site will need to be
addressed in the EiIS. Such lmpacis incluie mobilization of radinactive dust, release
of radon gas during moving, potencial for spills, transportation accidents, and worker
safety.

Water Resources Monitoring

The EIS should clearly indicate the water resources wualtoring program proposed for
rhe Mogh site and proposed alternative sites. The munitoring plan described in the
previous EA was deficlent. For example, it fails to include sufficient wclls to
adequarely measure movement of contaminants in the shallow alluvial ground water
system away from the pile. Further, there was no discussion of what acilun would be
taken Lf sirh movement of contaminated water occurred; what nmitigation has already
sccurred: who will be responsible for long-term monitoring; and how the wouitoring
program will he funded Thete issues should be comprehensively addressed in the EIS.

Riprap Source Avaas

The specific areas from which riprap will be obtained need to be addressed in the EIS,
as well as the effects of hauling riprap to the reclamation site.
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Sociceconomic Effects

The EIS should consider the effects of a catasirophiv fallure of the pile on the
multi-mi1lion dollar tourism industry associated with the Coloradu River ($10-20
million). Adverse pubiic perception may outwelgh actual adverse el[wcl Lo teavulces

(i.e., people think Lake Powell is polluted and unsafe), with a disastrous effect to
the tourism industry.



