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The Radioactive Waste Management Complex (RWMC) is located at the Idaho
National Engineering Laboratory (INEL), formerly the National Reactor Testing
Station (NRTS). The INEL covers 2315 km2 of semiarid land in southeastern
Idaho near the center of the eastern Snake River Plain. The U.S. Atomic En-
ergy Commission (AEC), now the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), established
the NRTS in 1949 as a site for building and testing nuclear faci l i t ies .

The RWMC, encompassing about 58 ha, was established in the southwestern
corner of the INEL in 1952 as a controlled area for burial of solid radio-
active wastes generated from INEL operations. Since 1954, transuranic (TRU)
waste has been received from defense-related activities at the Rocky Flats
Defense Production Plant and from other operations of the AEC and its succes-
sor agencies. The nuclear waste consists of laboratory equipment, process
equipment, protective clothing, maintenance tools, and building materials.
The principal radionuclides in the waste are 238,239,240,241pu ancj
2«Am.[l]

Approximately 62 000 m3 of TRU waste were buried in pits and trenches
at the RWMC between 1954 and 1970. Additionally, about 14 000 m3 of beta/
gamma waste were intermixed with the buried TRU waste.

Since 1970, about 31 000 m3 of TRU waste have been received and stored
retrievably on above-ground asphalt pads at the RWMC. This waste has been
covered with successive layers of plywood, plastic sheeting, and soil. As a
result of experimental retrieval projects, 4700 m3 of TRU waste have been
retrieved from the gits and trenches and placed on the pads. By 1985, an
additional 22 700 m3 are expected to be received and stored. This will
result in a total of about 58 000 m3 of stored TRU waste on the pads and
about 58 000 m3 of buried TRU waste in the pits and trenches.

The containers (metal bins, drums, and wooden boxes) for the stored waste
are generally in good condition. These containers, intended to be retrievable
in a contamination-free condition for at least 20 years, have deteriorated
badly; steel drums have rusted through and the wooden and cardboard containers
have rotted or disintegrated. As a result of this deterioration, some of the
soil adjacent to the buried waste has become contaminated to a low level.
Some of the waste, such as large pieces of equipment, was buried without
containers.

Since 1969, DOE and its predecessor agencies (ERDA and AEC) have been in
communication with officials of the State of Idaho concerning long-term man-
agement of TRU waste at the INEL. Interest was f irs t focused on this subject
after a fire at the Rocky Flats facility in 1969, when TRU-contaminated solid
wastes, resulting from the cleanup operation, were shipped to the INEL. The
publicity from the fire caused Idaho officials to raise questions concerning
the safety of the Rocky Flats wastes stored in Idaho. The AEC made a



commitment in 1970 that waste would be retrieved, perhaps processed, repack-
aged, and shipped to a federal repository.

Before attempting production scale retrieval and processing, much R&D
were needed, par t i cu la r l y the condition of the waste to be retrieved, and
especially waste buried between 1954 and 1970.

In 1971, the AEC requested that All ied Chemical Corporation perform a
probe test of the burial site to determine the condition of the waste and
containers, migration of piutonium in the so i l , methods for control of contam-
ination spread during retr ieval , and the cost of retr ieval . [1] The study
examined some wastes buried for over 10 years. Some drums were corroded
through and plywood and cardboard containers were badly deteriorated. Damage
to containers during dumping was extensive and many barrels were open.[2]

The In i t ia l Drum Retrieval Project[3] was ini t iated in 1974. I ts purpose
was to retrieve drums buried between 1968 and 1970. A total of 20,262 drums
were retrieved, repackaged, and stored under this project.

The Early Waste Retrieval Project[4] was in i t iated in 1976. I ts purpose
was to retrieve uncontained wastes and study the problems associated with
retr ieval .

A study +? determine the condition of stored TRU waste containers was
conducted in 1978. This study showed that current storage methods were ac-
ceptable for 20-year storage.[1]

A study of various methods for production scale retrieval of buried waste
was completed in June 1978. This study made recommendations concerning
(a) retrieval and separation of contaminated soil and waste and (b) handling
requirements.

A study of available methods for detecting and identifying buried mater-
ials was undertaken in 1978. The study indicated that impulse radar is one
system that could meet the requirements.[1]

In 1977, an evaluation was conducted of existing incineration pro-
cesses.[5] This evaluation recommended that a slagging pyrolysis incinerator,
currently in use in municipal waste treatment, be used for processing INEL
wastes. R&D and design efforts are underway on a f a c i l i t y using this
process.[5]

Since 1970, the emphasis on long-term management of solid radioactive
waste has resulted in many improvements in space u t i l i za t ion , flood control,
radiation exposure, f i r e protection, emerc-jncy action plans, environmental
surveillance, and fac i l i t ies- [1 ]

REFERENCES

[1] Anderson, 8. C , Schlet ter, R. M., A History of the Radioactive Waste
Management Complex at the Idaho National Engineering Laboratory, p r iva te
communication (September 1979).



[2] Environmental and Other Evaluations of Alternatives for Long-Term Manage-
ment o fS to red INEL Transuranic Wastes, DQE/ET-Q081 (February 1979).

[3] McKinley, K. 8 . , McKinney, J . 0. , I n i t i a l Drum Retrieval Final Report,
TREE-1286 (August 1978).

[4] ficKinley, K. B., McKinney, J . D., Early Waste Retr ieva l , Interim Report,
TREE-1265 (May 1978).

[5] FMC Corporation, Engineering Systems Div is ion, Selection of Waste Treat-
ment Process for Retrieved TRU Waste at the Idaho National Engineering"
Laboratory, R-3689 (1977).


