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Nevada’s powerful Senator Harry
Reid--two years ago President Barack
Obama’s Administration deelared Yueea
DOA. Contmctors have since laid off
some 1,000 workers there.

To seek some common ground
Obama then set up the Blue Ribbon
Comrnission on America’s Nuclear Fu-
ture. The BRC, as it’s known, is tasked
with looking at ali the options. It likes
WIPP-a lot. Aceording to its draft re-
port last summer the BRC will insist
that a "eonsent-based approach" be ap-
plied to any future site selection.
WIPP, it wrote, is a model ofhow that
can be done.

Cue the politics. New Mexico, in
agreeing to WIPE required that Con-
gress enshrine in law a promise that the
feds would not send high-level waste
into the state. WIPP won’t be the next

Yucca unless that issue is wrangled, and
reversed, hy Albuquerque, Washington
or anyone else with skin in the game. If
they pay any attention, that is. ’Tm ab-
solutely incredulous that so few opinion
makers even know that WIPP exists,"
says former New Mexico Senator Pete
Domenici, who sits on the BRC and is a
friend of Forrest

still, science appears to be on the

boosters’ side. Carlsbad has a Goldilocks
geology that is the best solution yet
found for entombing nuclear waste
safely. Yucca Mountain’s volcanic tuffis
prone to cracks and faults ti’om seismic
activity, which might, over thousands of
years, let water seep in. SaL on the other
hand, is nearly impervious to seismic ac-
nvity, quickly healing any cracks or faults
and remaining completely imperme-
able-with no way for any water to get in
or for any radiation to escape. Carlsbad
sits atop the biggest salt deposk in Amer-
ica, stretching ti’om New Mexico clear to
Kansas. It was deposited 250 million
years ago in the Permian peñod, when

the seas receded from the shore of the
ancient continent Pange~ The salt has
lain undisturbed ever since.

In the 1970s the Deparmaent of
Energy floated the idea of mining out a
nuclear repository in the salt under cen-
trally located Lyons, Kans. The people
didn’t want it; Three Mile Island didn’t
help. Carlsbad made more sense; its
3,000-foot salt layer is the thickest in the
country. And the state has a nuclear his-
tory as home to the Manhattan Project.
The Los Alarnos and Sandia national
labs confinue to do a lot of nuclear
work. What’s more, the people of Carls-
bad know salt; they’ve been mining it
sinee 1930 to go after seams of potash-a
mineral in high demandas ferfilizer.

carlsbad’s current mayor, Dale
Janway, worked for 30 years asa safety
director at the Intrepid mine, which he
describes as an underground city with a
claustrophobic warren of tunnels and
rooms. Ali told, Carisbad’s potash mines
hold more than 1,000 miles of tunnels
covering 100 square miles. Compared

with going after potash, says Janway, dig-
ging a spacious reine to hold drums of
waste is easy. The miners were ali for it

Forrest and other carlsbad leaders
saw what billions in federal investment
could do for their town-and their busi-
nesses. Forrest moved to Carlsbad in the
1940s; his father started a chain of tire
shops, Forrest Tires. Today, in addition
to the Fairtield Inn, his family owns the
aging Best Westem hotel nearby and
controls Carlsbad National Bank, of
which he’s chairman of the board. Hav-
ing grown up selling tires, says Forrest,
’Tve been a salesman ali my life, and
WIPP is something I’ve sold" He rejects
the idea that he’s the faee ofWIPR "We
don’t really have a face; our whole group
supports it so heavily" Dinner with

Mayor Janway and dozens of other pro-
WIPP Carlsbadians on steak night at the
Elks Lodge backs hito up.

still, it wasn’t easy to sell W1PP to the
test of the state. Folks in Albuquerque
and Santa Fe didn’t see why they should
allow trucks to traverse their roads with
other states’ waste When Forrest in
1990 took busloads of carlsbadians to
Albuquerque for hearings on the plan,
protesters threw rocks at the bus. A
common sign at the time in the windows
of Santa Fe and Taos art galleries: "An-
other business ~¿inst W/PE’

To win them over, the Energy
Department brought its custom-built
waste-hauling canisters to Albu-
querque for punishing tests. Dropped
ti’om 30 feet onto conerete slabs,
smashed into steel spikes, broiled for
30 minutes in a jet-fuel inferno-noth-
ing fazed them. New Mexico’s then
Representative Bill Richardson (later
governor) dragged his feet on WIPP;
Senator Domenici pushed for it in
Washington. At last Energy agreed,
and Congress decreed that no high-
level waste would be brought to W/PP.
No big deah Congress had already
ordered that stuff sent to Yucca.

Forrest says Carisbad and DOE
have contended continuously with 15
different oversight groups throughout
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HOW THE
WlPP WORKS
Unlike Yucca Mountain, which has geological
and political problems aplenty, Carlsbad’s
solution to the nation’s nuclear nightmare is
pretty straighfforward. Mine a vast complex of
tunnels in America’s thickest salt bed, stuíf in
160,000 tons of radioactive trash and seal it all
up so future generations won’t get too curious.

A Big Hot Mess
Since opening in 1999, the Waste Isolation

Pilot Plant has handled 10,200 shiDments of
refuse from America’s nuclear weapons
facilities, sorne 200,000 tons of waste,
impregnated with 5 tons of plutonium.

Dñve Safely
Truckers transDorting waste containers for
WlPP heve Iogged some 22 million miles

and had just three accidents, norte of
which caused any release of radiatJon.

Waste? Not
So will the natlon’s wotst nuclear garbage

go to WIPP ar~time soon? Nah. The
Department of Energy has begun a $40
million feasibility study, but conclusive

results will take at least three years. Until
then the waste will keep piling up al
power plants around the country.
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the construction and operation of
WIPP. "We were in a fishbowl. They
were consulted on anything that
happened at WIPP," says Forrest. "I

don’t have a problem with it, but you
couldn’t runa business like that."

On Mar. 26,1999 the townsfolk of
Carlsbad gathered to cheer the first

truck to deliver waste to WIPP. Then,
as now, it passed through barbed-wire
gates and armed guards to deposit its
load in one of a series of giant hangar
buildings, the most secure of which

has concrete-reinforced walls 4.5 feet
thick. Inside, past the airlocks, I was
half-expecting workers in moon suits,
but it’s just j eans and steel toes. The
drums they handle-filled with seraps
of machinery, rags, sludge and cloth-
ing contaminated with plutonium-
have been packed at the Energy

Department’s labs in Idaho and South
Carolina. You can stand next to most
drums without concern. Others ate so
hot they can only be handled by heav-
ily shielded machines.

The drums’ final resting place is
down an elevator 2,150 feet into the
salt. It’s dark, dusty, dry. Unlike Carls-
bad Caverns, there ate no stalactites
or stalagmites and no dripping water.
WIPP’s tunnels and rooms have 15-
foot ceilings, enough to stack drums
three high. So far it’s swallowed
10,200 shipments totaling 200,000
tons impregnated with 5 tons of plu-
tonium. To get that stuffto WIPP
drivers have logged 12 million miles
with loaded trucks and 10 million
miles empty. Drivers work in pairs
when hanling full loads and can’t get
hired ir they’ve ever hada traffic
violation. There have been three
accidents in 13 years. In the worst, a
driver jackknifed with ah empty load.
The waste container performed as
designed, detached ti’om the truck
and rolled to a stop. No damage.

Likewise, only a few mishaps down
in the salt. In 1995 a worker broke his
leg in an eleetric cart accident. In 2008
a forklift operator gouged an inch-long
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gash in a drum. No radiation escaped
the thick plastic bag inside. None has
escaped WIPP, either. Ali the air that
circulates out of the WIPP buildings
passes through HEPA filters. Carls-
bad’s monitoring eenter picked up
heightened levels of radioactive iodine
in the air weeks after Japan’s
Fukushima disaster but hasn’t yet
sniffed any leakage flora WIPP.

WIPP’s salt tomb is a simple, pas-
sive solution to a tough problem. Con-
trast that with Yucca, which requires
active engineering to work. Though
the mountain’s volcanic tuff is three
times stronger than concrete, it fea-
tures lots ofcracks and faults that
could allow water to slowly trickle
through. Over thousands ofyears
those trickles could piek up radiation
and carry it into groundwater. To
cope, Energy Department engineers
designed a drip shield that would
deflect the waten To resist thousands
of years of corrosion, however, the
shield would have to be made from
titanium-so much titanium that it
could be irresistible to future scav-
engers. One person who has worked
on both Yucca and WIPP says the tita-
nium solution would negate a primar},
objective ofa repository: ensuring
that people leave it alone. "Ir it’s 1,000
years from now and the U.S. doesn’t
exist, and I don’t know what that tita-
nium is protecting, I’m gonna go get
it." In eontrast, even if f~ture genera-
tions wanted to dig down a half-mile,
there’s nothing at WIPP wortb poking
around for.

What’s more, building out Yucca to
hold 100,000 tons of high-level waste
would cost on the order of $80 billion,
figures Jim Conca, a consultant with
RJ Lee Group who previously worked
as director of repository science for the
Ener~ Department. Entombing the
same waste in a WIPP 2.0 would cost
less than $30 billion. The feds have
already collected nearly that much
from nuclear reactor owners for the
Nuclear Waste Fund. "Only in salt is
the annual revenue from the fund suf-
ficient to accumplish this program
without additional taxes ot tate hikes,"
says Conca.

Even ifthe money’s there, and
the will, there’s still a lingering
question of how the salt would react
when in contact with canisters of
higb-level waste, 600 degrees hot.
New Mexico Governor Susana Mar-
tinez has said she tentatively sup-
ports expanding the mission of
WIPP but only on the condition
that "science must be the decision

0ne theory suggests that high heat
will attract nearby water toward the
waste canisters, potentially corroding
them. Ned Elkins, Los Mamos lab’s
chief salt repository scientist, who
works at WIPP, says all current mod-
eling indicates that neither the heat
nor water should pose any significant
problems, "but we have to let the sci-
ence speak for itself, to erase ali
doubt." The D0E has begun a $40
million study to prove it out, but con-
clusive results will take at least three
years. "I sure hope it doesn’t take that
Iong," says Senator Domenici. "So
close and yet so far."

Good thing Forrest and crew have
p]enty to work on while they wait.
They’ve already attracted Ureuco and
its fuel plant to their nuclear indus-
trial park. Now they’re seeking to
build a surface-level facilit3, to store
used nuclear fuel rods in 100-ton, 15-
foot-tall steel-and-concrete casks.
Many reactors already use these "dr},
casks" to free up room in their cool-

"WE ARE ADDRESSING A NATIONAL
ISSUE" SAYS FORREST."WI-IY IS THIS
SUCH A HARD SELL?"

maker." What could go wrong?
Trapped within the salt are micro-

scopic pockets of 250-million-year-
old seawater. Because heat increases
the solubility of salt in water, the
more heat, the more salt dissolved.

ing ponds. They’re impervious to
attack; crashing a plane into one
would be as effective as throwing an
egg at a tire hydrant. Ifthe counties
manage to guide that project through
regulatory hurdles, their next dream
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is to attract a reprocessing plant,
which would take the 95% of energy
stin left in old rods and turn it into
new ones. France and Japan do this,
but the practice is banned in the U.S.
beeause it yields tiny volumes of
ultrabad waste that could be devastat-
ing in the wrong hands.

Congressman Steve Pearce
(R-N.M.) remains more circumspect,
reflecting the doublespeak that
Nimby coerces: ’Tm supportive, but
everything said today might have to
be unsaid tomorrow. There’s the
politics of the nation, politics of state,
politics of local, and all have to align."

Pearce says he’s focused on mak-
ing sure there’s enough funding for
WIPP to do its original job. The
Energy Department’s budget for the
project has fallen in recent years
from $250 million to $215 million;
last year WIPP contractors shed 130
workers; those who remain are han-
dling fewer shipments and less waste
than before.

Does this make any sense? "Once

it’s here and down that hole, the
o2 storage costs at other faeilities go

down dramaticany," says a Depart-
ment of Energy official, pointing to

F the 21 nuclear facilities across the
~ country that have been cleaned up

entirely after their waste was
~ shipped to WIPE Th iere are n he

sites left. "They should save money
¯ fo th ti by di ffr ena on sen ngusstu as
~ quiekly as possible."
s Forrest finds the whole thing
s~ ridiculous. "It’s the obvious choiceo

We want this to be the next Yucca
Mountain; we are tired of waiting,"
he says. The way he sees it, WIPP
has proven itself to be ah ideal rest-
ing place for the stuff, while the peo-

~ ple ofCarlsbad have proven that
they re comfortable with it. The fed-
eral government he says should
jump at the chance to shut the book
on Yucca. "We ate addressing a
national issue," says Forrest. "Why is
this such a hard sell?"
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