Finding a resting
place for radwaste

And now there are three. Late last
month, the Department of Energy (DOE)
narrowed its choice of possible sites for
the first high-level radioactive waste repo-
sitory from nine areas in six states to one
location in each of Nevada, Texas and
Washington. But the announcement
brought renewed complaints from the
governors of the affected states, environ-
mental groups and others who are un-
happy with the idea of a nuclear waste
dump “in their own backyards” and with
DOE'’s procedures for selecting a site.

Texas Gov. Mark White, for one, vowed,
“Before the people of Deaf Smith County
will glow in the dark, sparks will fly.”

Deaf Smith County in the Texas Panhan-
dle, about 30 miles west of Amarillo, is one
of the three sites that rate highest in DOE’s

initial environmental assessments. If this
area is selected, the nuclear waste reposi-
tory would be carved out of beds of salt
more than 1,000 feet below the surface of
the prairie. Local residents fear that the
required underground shafts will interfere
with the vast Ogallala aquifer that supplies
the area’s drinking and irrigation water.

Yucca Mountain in Nevada, on the edge
of the Nevada Test Site (federal govern-
ment land where nuclear weapons are
tested) and about 100 miles northwest of
Las Vegas, consists largely of consolidated
volcanic ash called tuff. Preliminary stud-
ies indicate that a Nevada repository
would be the easiest and least expensive
to construct, but the region is geologically
complicated.

The veteran candidate (SN:1/2/82, p. 9)
is a volcanic basalt site on the federal gov-
ernment’s Hanford nuclear reservation
near Richland, Wash. Local residents gen-
erally welcome the money that the build-
ing of a repository will bring in. Says John

Poyner, Richland’s mayor, “I think this is a
real shot in the arm for the city of Rich-
land.”

Detailed studies of the three leading
sites will begin later this year, including
the drilling of deep, exploratory shafts so
that researchers can study the under-
ground rock directly. The studies, which
may cost as much as $500 million for each
site, should be completed by 1990, when
the President will make the final choice.
Although a state governor or legislature
can veto the choice, Congress has the au-
thority to overturn the veto.

Last month, DOE also issued its guide-
lines for establishing a nuclear waste re-
pository (SN: 1/7/84, p. 5). These specify
how well the final disposal system must
perform and define the technical qualifica-
tions that potential sites must meet. How-
ever, several environmental groups, in-
cluding the Sierra Club, have sued the
government, contending that the guide-
lines are inadequate. — 1. Peterson
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