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Workers Reenter Nuclear Waste Storage Facility
SUSAN MONTOYA BRYAN, Associated Press
ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. (AP) — The U.S. Department of Energy and the operators of
the nation's only underground nuclear waste dump said Monday they are making
plans to allow specially trained workers to enter the site for the first time in weeks
after more than a dozen employees were exposed to low levels of radiation [1]
during a mysterious leak.
Officials acknowledge they are in uncharted territory in responding to something
that hasn't happened since the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant [2] opened in 1999. The
site is important to the nation's efforts to clean up decades of Cold War-era waste,
and administrators are eager to resume operations once they are convinced it's
safe to do so.
WIPP has been shuttered since early February. Shipments were halted after a truck
hauling salt through the repository's tunnels caught fire [3], and nine days later
the plant's alarms were triggered by the radiation release.
The first major step in finding out what caused the radiation release happened over
the weekend as crews — covered from head to toe in special blue protective suits
and booties — slowly lowered a bundle of air and gas monitoring machines into the
repository's air intake system and its salt shaft.
Enclosed mostly in plastic and sealed with tape, the battery-powered monitors fed
about an hour's worth of information about the air in the shafts to another machine
that logged the data. The monitors detected no radioactive contamination in the
shafts.
"Once they've determined that space is clean and safe, they'll send people down
and that will be kind of a base to operate from and they'll start moving forward,
taking samples, until they get to the contaminated area," said Russell Hardy,
director of the Carlsbad Environmental Monitoring and Research Center, which has
been monitoring air quality above-ground at the location.
Radiation levels deep in the underground corridors and waste storage areas are
unknown, plant spokesman Donavan Mager said Monday.
Federal mine and safety officials are requiring workers to inspect both the air intake
and salt handling shafts. Once that is done and plans are finalized for entering the
repository, Mager said crews will practice doing dry runs first. They will also be
outfitted in protective gear when they enter, which could happen in the next couple
of weeks.
The planning process has been methodical, officials told Carlsbad residents during a
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public meeting last week.
Employees have also been working around the clock to keep track of air quality in
the area around the plant. Their results are based on the amount of particles
captured by small, thin paper filters installed in air monitoring devices.
Officials say those levels of radioactivity have decreased significantly since
February and are now close to normal.
Still, WIPP workers are having to check the filters daily at the repository's exhaust
shaft — a job typically done by Hardy and his employees — due to the potential for
radiation exposure.
"We're not allowed to touch them right now," Hardy said of the filters, which are
usually removed with tweezers and placed in petri dishes for testing.
Energy Department officials said workers have been able to seal the repository's
damper system with dense foam material to keep any unfiltered air from reaching
the outside.

Source URL (retrieved on 01/26/2015 - 3:58am):
http://www.chem.info/news/2014/03/workers-reenter-nuclear-waste-storage-facility
Links:
[1] http://www.chem.info/news/2014/02/13-exposed-radiation-nm-plant
[2] http://www.chem.info/search/site/waste%20isolation%20pilot%20plant
[3] http://www.chem.info/news/2014/02/nuclear-repository-fire-under-control

Page 2 of 2

