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STATUS OF COMMERCIAL LILW SITE CLOSURES IN THE USA

1. Considerations for designing disposal facilities for arid versus humid environments

The United States has adopted the requirements of 10 CFR Part 61 for the licensing
standards of all new commercial low level radioactive waste disposal facilities. In general,
low level waste as addressed in 10 CFR Part 61 is that waste that is not classified as high level
waste, transuranic waste, or naturally occurring or accelerator produced radioactive materials.
The requirements of this regulation dictate that certain standards be met by any_new licensed
facility. Obviously, arid locations offer certain advantages over humid locations with regards
to controlling moisture infiltration and movement, the primary mechanism for radionuclide
transport. Whereas relatively simple thick vegetated caps designed for enhancing
evapotranspiration may be suitable for arid locations, more humid facilities may require more
elaborate means to provide for the same degree of long term isolation of wastes from the
biosphere. In general, the closure systems at low level disposal facilities built in humid areas
of the United States tend to have more engineering features than those in more arid locations.

2. Commercial LLW waste sites

Sheffield, Illinois — The Sheffield facility is in full closure status, awaiting transfer to
the custodial agency. There are currently four full-time employees and one part-time employee
at the facility engaged in environmental monitoring, maintenance, and custodial activities.
Environmental monitoring indicates that the facility is in compliance with the criteria
specified in 10 CFR 61.4 1. The site operator, US Ecology, was determined to have met a ten-
year commitment initiated in May, 1988 to close, monitor, and maintain the facility.
Following this ten-year period, the facility is to be transferred to the Illinois Department of
Nuclear Safety (IDNS), the designated custodial agency.

Maxey Flats, Kentucky — Under EPA oversight, the parties potentially responsible for
site contamination conducted an intensive study of the contamination problems. This study
was completed and a remedy was selected in 1991 and issued as a Consent Decree in 1995.
The remedy entails remediation by extracting and solidifying approximately 11 million liters
of radioactive trench leachate and disposing of the solidified leachate in on-site earth
mounded concrete bunkers. An initial cap consisting of clay and a synthetic liner will be
installed to minimize infiltration and leachate generation. The synthetic liner of this initial cap
will be maintained and periodically replaced as necessary. The existing site drainage will be
improved along with recontouring the capped disposal area to control surface water runoff. A
groundwater flow barrier will be installed if necessary as well as an infiltration monitoring
system to verify the cleanup performance. Installing a final cap over the disposal area is
planned once the infiltration of moisture and leachate generation has been controlled. A buffer
zone will be established adjacent to the site, along with establishing institutional controls to
restrict the uses of the site. The site will be evaluated every five years to ensure that the
remedy continues to be effective.

In 1996, the Initial Remedial Phase Design Work was completed and approved and
construction of the bunkers began in 1997. The Phase I bunker construction, the batch mixing
facility for trench leachate, and installation of the leachate transfer system should be
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completed during the summer of 1998. Pumping, solidification, and disposal of trench
leachate should begin in the fall of 1998.

Beatty, Nevada — The Beatty, Nevada LLRW facility ceased accepting radioactive
waste for disposal in December 1992. The site operator, US Ecology, began closure activities
in December 1993, completing all physical work items in the approved site closure and
stabilization plan in July 1994. No environmental remediation was required during site
closure. The following 30 months were used to control, maintain, and monitor the facility.

Documentation of waste receipt and operations were also compiled and filed with the
state during this period. The State of Nevada voluntarily accepted custody of the site on
December 30, 1997, making the Beatty site the first commercial LLRW facility to be
successfully closed and readied for long term custodial control by a state agency. The facility
meets the performance objectives of 10 CFR 61.41. Long term care activities conducted by
the State of Nevada include quarterly environmental monitoring and site surveillance.

West Valley, New York — In spring 1997, the New York State Energy Research and
Development Authority (NYSERDA) completed three projects designed to reduce or
eliminate water infiltration in the state-owned commercial LLRW disposal area (SDA). These
projects included a slurry wall and geomembrane enhanced cover for Trench 13/14; a
bioengineering cover using selectively planted shallow rooted plant species, and extension of
geomembrane cover over Trenches 1-8, 10, and 11 and the grass-covered portion of 12.
Results indicate that infiltration and leachate generation have subsequently declined as a result
of this work.

Since the completion of the infiltration controls work, activities at the SDA have
focused of routine environmental monitoring, and routine inspection and maintenance. One
minor erosion mitigation project involving lining a drainage pathway with prefabricated
concrete blocks cabled together to form a waffle-like mat.

The NYSERDA is working with the USDOE on the Environmental Impact Statement
for Completion of the West Valley Demonstration Project and Closure or Long term
Management of the Facilities at the Western New York Nuclear Service Center. The
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) assesses closure options for the entire West Valley
facility, including the Surface Disposal Facility. The Draft EIS, issued in 1996 assessed five
options: exhumation and off-site disposal; exhumation and on-site storage; in-place closure;
ongoing maintenance of existing facilities; and site abandonment (discussed only for
comparison purposes). As of this date, the NYSERDA and the USDOE have not selected a
preferred alternative pending input from the Citizen Task Force.


