Independent Expert Team to Review Report of Defective Groundwater Monitoring at Sandia Lab’s Mixed Waste Landfill Dump

An independent team of national experts known as The Consortium for Risk Evaluation with Stakeholder Participation (CRESP) will review a report “Defective Groundwater Protection Practices at the Sandia National Laboratories’ Mixed Waste Landfill-The Sandia MWL Dump” written in 2011 by Registered Geologist Robert Gilkeson and Dave McCoy, Director of Citizen Action New Mexico. 
The CRESP review, commissioned by the Department of Energy Environmental Management, will include an initial open public meeting in Albuquerque for the public and agencies to state concerns about the dump.  A final public meeting will also be held in Albuquerque.
The nuclear weapons era waste dump was operated from 1959 to 1988 by Sandia National Laboratories.  The MWL dump has up to an estimated 1,500,000 cu ft of radioactive and mixed hazardous wastes from making nuclear weapons disposed of in unlined pits and trenches that are above the drinking water aquifer for Albuquerque.  No engineered system is in place for detection and collection of toxic liquids moving beneath the dump.  

The 300 page Gilkeson/McCoy report presents evidence that the Department of Energy, Sandia Labs, New Mexico Environment Department and the Environmental Protection Agency knew from the early 1990s that the groundwater monitoring network at the Mixed Waste Landfill was defective.  The Gilkeson/McCoy report contends that nickel, chromium, cadmium, nitrates and possibly solvents are already entering Albuquerque’s aquifer from the dump’s wastes.  

Their report alleges that the congressionally appointed WERC investigators, the public and an administrative hearing officer were not informed by the federal and state regulatory agencies, nor Sandia, of the known monitoring network defects at public hearings held in December 2004.  The purpose of the hearing was to decide whether the waste would be removed or left in place.  A remedy decision was made to leave the dump’s wastes under a dirt cover.  The report also contends that new monitoring wells were improperly constructed and that soil gas monitoring showed deeper and increasing higher levels of tritium and solvents that should have been but were not investigated below 50 ft. 

Agency records show the monitoring wells were placed in the wrong location, had corroded well screens, were drilled with Bentonite clay and improperly sampled.  These factors hid knowledge of contamination.  Because of the defects in construction and location the monitoring wells could not provide reliable data about contamination beneath the dump.  Nevertheless, the unreliable data was later used for the decision to leave the dump wastes above Albuquerque’s aquifer under a dirt cover. 

Although CRESP will not review the agency decision making, CRESP will make “an independent review of technical concerns regarding the monitoring well system and resulting groundwater monitoring information.”  
The CRESP review was initiated by Gilkeson and McCoy in a meeting with Dr. Ines Triay in September 2010 to address issues raised in their case history of the MWL.  Through extensive negotiations, which sometimes included Senator Bingaman’s staff, the scope of the review has been settled.  
CRESP will evaluate potential contaminant migration from the SNL-MWL and whether locations and screen depth of installed monitoring wells are appropriate and sufficient for the effectiveness of the implemented remediation actions and long-term monitoring.  CRESP will evaluate whether monitoring well installation, construction methods and materials and sampling methods are appropriate.  The CRESP Review Team is comprised of national experts George Hornberger, Chair, Michael Barcelona, Craig Benson, James Clarke, Shlomo Neuman, Dan Stephens, and Jon Chorover.  

The CRESP review will be carried out with an initial public open meeting in Albuquerque, NM for the CRESP team to describe the scope of the review, receive background information from the New Mexico Environment Department, DOE, the report authors, and the public.

Once the final report is issued, the CRESP review team chair will provide a briefing of the review report in an open public meeting for the New Mexico Environment Department, DOE, the report authors and the public. 

Joni Arends, Executive Director for Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety (CCNS), is acting as a liason between the CRESP team for the Gilkeson/McCoy report.  

The full Gilkeson/McCoy report may be viewed at Citizen Action’s website www.radfreenm.org under http://www.radfreenm.org/pages/GroundWater.htm
