
 

 
 

Savannah River Site Watch 
www.srswatch.org 
For Immediate Release  
December 17, 2014 
  
Contact: Tom Clements, SRS Watch, tel. 803-834-3084, srswatch@gmail.com 
  

Savannah River Site (SRS) Considers Controversial Direct Disposal of Containers of Surplus Weapon-
Grade Plutonium in the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) in New Mexico 

  
DOE Receives Transport License from NRC for Plutonium Shipping Container; Plan to Directly Dispose 

of Plutonium in WIPP Would Require Costly, Problematic Security Upgrades at WIPP 
  
Columbia, South Carolina – Documents quietly released by the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
(NRC) reveal that the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) is taking initial steps for the controversial direct 
disposal of containers of unprocessed weapon-grade plutonium in the currently closed Waste Isolation 
Pilot Plant (WIPP) facility in New Mexico, according to the public interest group Savannah River Site 
Watch (SRS Watch).  
  
The documents, discovered by SRS Watch in the NRC’s digital library, reveal that DOE has now obtained 
a required license from the NRC for transport of a specialized plutonium shipping container to be taken 
to WIPP for disposal.  DOE has confirmed to SRS Watch that the plutonium transport container has 
received the needed license.  The approved shipping container would hold a smaller inner container 
bearing up to 5 kilograms of plutonium materials now stored at DOE’s Savannah River Site (SRS) in South 
Carolina.  
  
The unprecedented, formative plan to directly place plutonium containers in WIPP with no processing or 
downblending appears to be in the preliminary stages of development.  DOE has confirmed to SRS 
Watch that it is looking into such direct disposal of plutonium.   
  
The disposal method, if WIPP were to reopen and was available, would pose a number of challenges, 
particularly in relation to placement of costly, extensive security upgrades at WIPP in order to safeguard 
the plutonium from theft.  The cost and political sensitivity of adding security measures at WIPP would 
likely make implementation of the disposal method difficult to implement, according to SRS Watch. 
  
“As it is clear that the MOX program is slowly failing and that Congress will not fund it to a sustainable 
level, it is imperative that DOE pursue options to dispose of plutonium as nuclear waste,” said Tom 
Clements, director of SRS Watch.  “While DOE must develop disposal plans for when MOX is terminated, 
the option of direct disposal of plutonium in WIPP is not the wisest from a security perspective, which 
also carries great financial costs, and DOE will likely not be able to carry it out.  Immobilization of 
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plutonium in the 5000 canisters of highly radioactive nuclear waste at SRS that remain to be filled 
remains the best plutonium disposition option.” 
  
DOE’s application to the NRC for the shipping container certification was dated September 30, 2013, 
well before the WIPP facility suffered a radiological accident on February 14, 2014.  SRS Watch has 
learned that the direct-disposal option is still on the table given the growing likelihood that the 
plutonium fuel (MOX) program at SRS will only face more problems and that disposition of plutonium as 
waste remains a focus of DOE attention. 
  
According to the NRC’s “Safety Evaluation Report,” of April 2014, the “9975” container is a 35-gallon 
stainless steel drum that meets container integrity tests and which is “used to ship radioactive contents 
that have been stabilized and packaged in accordance with DOE Standard 3013. This Standard applies to 
plutonium-bearing metals and oxides containing at least 30 wt. % plutonium plus uranium.” The report 
states that the “3013” inner container is analyzed to hold “5 kg of fissile material in solid form plutonium 
and/or uranium oxides.”  If disposal in WIPP of these containers were pursued, they would need to meet 
the WIPP “waste acceptance criteria” and need approval from the New Mexico Environment 
Department, hurdles that could kill the idea.  
  
In the NRC license (“Certificate of Compliance” - linked below, along with cover letter to DOE)) dated 
October 21, 2014, DOE is granted the necessary permission to transport the “9975” package into which 
the DOE standard “3013” plutonium container would be placed.  According to a presentation of 
December 8, 2014 to the SRS Citizens Advisory Board, SRS is currently storing about 5600 of the “3013” 
containers in 9975 containers at SRS, comprising almost 13 metric tons of surplus plutonium.  That 
plutonium is stored in the K-Area Material Storage facility (KAMS). 
  
This controversial direct disposal method has never been used for plutonium disposal though DOE has 
downblended about 85 kilogram of plutonium with an inert, secret material called “stardust” and 
shipped those containers to WIPP.  DOE approved that downblending method for up to 500 kilograms of 
plutonium in an “Interim Action Determination,” signed by SRS site manager Dave Moody in October 
2011.   
  
The direct-disposal method is being considered for an unknown amount of surplus weapon-grade 
plutonium now stored at SRS.  Though DOE has not publicly provided any details about the disposal 
method, it is believed that only cans with smaller amounts of impure plutonium materials are now being 
looked at for direct disposal. 
  
Although the WIPP facility is now closed due to a radiological incident and its reopening remains in 
question, DOE considers disposal of plutonium in WIPP to be of prime importance, especially if the MOX 
program continues to stumble and is terminated. 
  
It is unknown if DOE has conducted a cost analysis of the new disposal option, but DOE has already 
shown that direct disposal of downblended plutonium in WIPP is the cheapest method to dispose of 
plutonium.  Disposal via that route, which does not require the costly security arrangements associated 
with plutonium that is not downblended, was presented as a much cheaper option than the MOX option 
in the DOE's Plutonium Disposition Working Group report of April 2014. 
  
Congress has just approved $345 million for the troubled $30+ billion MOX program for Fiscal Year 2015 
but it is unknown how much of that is for actual construction and how much is for other costs such as 



administration and plutonium oxide “feedstock” preparation.   The $345 million is far below the $515 
million for uranium and plutonium disposition, which included $400 million for the MOX plant 
construction, approved by the Senate Energy and Water Development Subcommittee (E&W) earlier this 
year.  That the approved funding is far below the Senate E&W figure is a clear defeat for Senator Lindsey 
Graham, who sits on the E&W subcommittee, as he fought for the higher spending level for MOX.  The 
$345 million figure is less than half the MOX project needs to be viable and that low funding level is a 
strong indication that Congress will not continue to fund the mismanaged project given that it has no 
clear budget or schedule and that there are no utilities interested in MOX use in their nuclear reactors. 
  
  

### 
  
  
Notes: 
  
DOE information on and photos of 9975 and 3013 containers: 
http://www.energy.gov/em/special-nuclear-materials-em-manages-plutonium-highly-enriched-
uranium-and 
  
----- 
  
Key Documents on Use of U.S. DOE’s 9975 transport container with SRS weapon-grade plutonium in 
3013 inner container for dumping in Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) 
  
Certificate of Compliance for the 9975 by Nuclear Regulatory Commission, October 21, 2014 
  
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/ml14294a302_cerificate_of_compliance_oct_201
4.pdf 
  
  
Letter from NRC to DOE communicating certification document, October 21, 2014 
  
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/ml14294a301_9975s_to_wipp_october_21_2014
.pdf 
  
  
NRC staff “Safety Evaluation Report” on 9975 container, dated April 2014; (Supplement dated 
September 16, 2014) 
  
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/ml14294a323_9975_safety_evaluation.pdf 
  
  
NRC letter to DOE requesting more information on the 9975 container, February 5, 2014 
  
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/ml14112a403_doe_april_7_2014_letter_to_nrc.p
df 
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DOE letter regarding 9975 certification information, April 7, 2014 
  
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/ml14042a041_feb_5_2014_nrc_letter_to_doe.pd
f 
  
---- 
  
Interim Action Determination, approving “approximately 500 kg of surplus plutonium materials” at SRS 
in WIPP, October 17, 2011  
http://www.srs.gov/general/pubs/envbul/documents/Interim_Action_500kg_to_WIPP_10-17-11.pdf 
  
“Environmental Management Cleanup Program - Performance Measures Update” to SRS Citizens 
Advisory Board’s Strategic and Legacy Management Committee, December 8, 2014, see slide 15 for 
number of 3013 plutonium cans stored in KAMS, 
http://www.srs.gov/general/outreach/srs-
cab/library/meetings/2014/slm/Rich%20Olsen%20CAB%20EM%20Performance%20Metrics%20Update
%2012-8-14.pdf 
  
“Report of the Plutonium Disposition Working Group: Analysis of Surplus Weapon-Grade Plutonium 
Disposition Options,” April 2014, http://nnsa.energy.gov/sites/default/files/nnsa/04-14-
inlinefiles/SurplusPuDispositionOptions.pdf  
  
Senate Energy & Water draft report, June 2015: “The Committee recommends $515,125,000 to support 
plutonium and uranium disposition activities and construction of the Mixed Oxide Fuel Fabrication 
Facility [MFFF]….Within these funds, the Committee recommends $400,000,000 to continue 
construction of MFFF.” 
  
http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/sites/default/files/E%26W%20Report%20w%20Chart%2010REP
T.PDF 
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