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Design of Weapons Facility -
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Sen. Jeff Bmgaman is pressing -
for design of the nation’s. first new
plntomum- "and* weapons-research
facility in more than 20 years.

Bingaman, D-N.M., is seeking $5 .
million in year 2000 defense funds - -

‘to design a replacement for Los -

Alamos Natiortal Laboratory’s trou-

bled Chemistry and Metallurgical

Research building.
Nucl_ea:—d_xsarmqment advocates

arehkery to mount vigorous opposi-

-»-'—--wtxon. They argue a new weapons lab

for Los Alamos is just as unneces-

Ylis / 1799

- sary now in the wake of the Cold

‘War as-in 1990, when Congress
killed lab plans for a-$385 million
Spec1a1 Nuclear Materials Labora-

tory
“It‘s hke a,horror movie: It keeps

~coming back,” said Greg Mello,

head of the Santa Fe-based Los
Alamos Study Group. “There’s nev-

See BINGAMAN on PAGE 3

fomPAGE1 -
er a stake through the heart. When

will we wake from the Nightof the
Living Dead’ ideas?” :

Sofar,melab’sownasattheU.S :

Department of Energy are undecid-
ed on seeking a new nuclear
weapons lab for Los Alamos and plan
to study the issue for another year.
- Meanwhile; the DOE plans to contin-
ue spending $125 million to keep the
CMR, as the building is called, Tun-
ning through 2010. =~
| Inside CMR, scientists and engi-
_neers work on nuclear-weapons
parts, as well as perform tests for
the lab’s environmental and cleanup
programs. At times, CMR has hosted
high-level nuclear waste, tests on
nerve gases and a variety of other
defense projects.
“There are problems with that
building,” said Bingaman spokes-
woman Kristen Ludecke. “It’s notan

Withthe$5mﬂhon,engmeersand ,

arclntects begin sketchingout
a mugh sxze and dangn for the new
“I‘lnswouldnotbea']h] Mahalbut
a ‘scaled-down, streamlined facility
tﬁatwmﬂdmeetﬂienwgisofﬂ:e}lab
at-a lower cost than they are met
now,” Ludecke said.
'The 1950s-vintage CMR, ance the
hrgwtbmldmg in New Mexico, isa
massive holdover of the Cold War
that has frustrated efforts to.extend
its working life. Besides outdated
systems —electricity, fireand venti-
lation — CMR is more contaminated
than lab managers once thought.
Renovations in 1996 and 1997 ran at
least. $15 million - overbudget and,
combined with unsafe building oper-
ations, caused lab managers to shut
down work at CMR for months.
Last year, geologists- found yet
another problem: An earthquake
faulthesunderaﬂnrdofthebmld
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agency for the muclear- ~weapans
complex, say the US. Department of
Energy should find a new place for

. its work with weapons-grade pluto- -
pmmandm‘amum_attheCMRbmld

mary work — analytical chemistry
on nuclear-weapons materials —isa
unique function that must be
replaced.

Critics such as Mello counter that

CMR is mostly empty, a building in_

searchofworkto;usufyxtsems-
tence.
“We've neverseenwhat is going

- on in the CMR building that needs to

be replaced. It’s a collection of emp-
ty space and projects that don’t need
to be there,” he charges. |

Before building a new weapons
lab, Mello said, the government
should evaluate its current plutoni-
um facilities as well as new ones pro-

et ¥y :
Nuclear Materials Laboramry. »He
wrote a bill amendment: requiring
the DOE first to report on its:need
andsupplyofnuclw:matmalshbs.
TheDOEneversubmmednsreport,

Energy
approach to plutonium pmmg
is,” Bingaman said at the ime. -z

By then, the Energy Department
and Los Alamos had 100. people
working on the project and already
had spent $32 million. Ludecke said
Bingaman isn’t necessarily commit-
ted to building the new lab but wants
to “begin the conversation.” -

“It doesn’t lock us into building.a
new structure,” she said. “It should-
n‘tbetaboomtalkabommewbmld
ing. If the current structure is con-
tinuing to deteriorate and cost: a

emergency, but it's a question of posed for Savannah River Site. great deal to repair, we should be

whether it would be cost-effective to S tficials of the Defense Nuclear  In 1990, Bingaman actually had a  able to examine whethier a new

build anew facility.”. - Facilities Safety Board, an oversight handin the demiseof LANLs Special building malkes sense.” :
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By BARBARA FERRY, i {i”
The New Mexican™»

" Sen. Jeff Bingaman ié_seeking.
federal money to replacé a prob-

lem-plagued research facility at .

Los Alamos National Laboratory: «

that sits
fault. - - . i
" Bingaman, D-New Mexico, has "
. requested $5 million to  begin
designing a replacement for the
Chemistry * and - Metallurgy
Research Building, a 550,000-
square-foot ~research complex
which was ‘built in- the . early
1950s. U S,
Researchers.at the complex do
chemlcal studies on piutonium;
uranium and other ‘radicactive
materials. The building,: which
employs 350 people, was shut
down twice.in 1997 because.of
safety problems. 3% tekgi
{. Money for.a new buildlhg is
"~ ¥ not included in President Clin-
ton’s -budget request, an aide to
Bingaman said. . ¢ - -
-+ "This is something Sen. Binga-
-man has decided to push- for,”
said spokeswoman " Jude
McCartin. “The (CMR) Building
is old. It doesn't have proper
ventilation. We can continue to
make upgrades, but eventually
the long-term answer is to get a

Aatop an ' earthquak

Toge
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LANL

scomplex ¢+ i
S dvatan M
i:Researchers at ‘
. the complex do
. chemical studies
-‘on plutonium, "
_-_uranium and
_other radioactive
¢+ materials. .

new building.”

She said there have been no
estimates of how much a new
building would cost, though' a
DOE official estimated the price
would be at least $500 million.

. LANL spokesman Jim
Danneskiold said the laboratory
has “no plans, no drawings for a
new building.” He referred all
other.questions about the budget

. request to the Department of . =

Energy: Al Stotts, a spokesman -
for the DOE in Albuquerque said

. the department plans to decide

this. year what to do with the’
building. )

A Santa Fe- disarmament
activist said the lab wants to
expand its capacity to produce
plutonium “pits,” or triggers for -

Please see LANL, Page B4
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nuciear weapons.

“The seismic and other issues
surrounding the CMR building
provide a public-relations oppor-
tunity but not a reason for a new
facility,” said Greg Meilo of the

-~ Los Alamos Study Group, who

asked, “Why is it that the public
is continuaily asked to fund
expansions. of nuclear programs
or new nuclear facilities under
the guise of increasing ‘safety?

Current DOE plans cail for the
lab to have the capacity to pro-
duce S0 plutonjum pits a year by
200S. The CMR building is one of
the facilities planned to be used
for pit production.

Bruce Hall of Peace Action, a
disarmament group. headquar-
tered in Washington, D.C., said

activists wouid fight any attempt
to spend public money on a new
nuclear-production facility at
LANL.

“It's pure pork for the lab,”
Hall said. “With the Cold War
over, we have to question why
we need to spend more money on
puciear weapons.”

In 1980s, a proposal to build a
$450 . million Special Nuclear
Materials Laboratory at LANL
sparked community opposition.

In 1990, Congress rejected the

plan as too expensive.

Safety concerns — including
worker accidents — including an
explosion that caused $100,000 in
damage, safety violadons and
defects in the complex’s fire
alarm and ventilation systems
led Los Alamos officials to halt
work at the CMR building twice.
Among other concerns, a federal

oversight board, along with fab . complicated by geologists’ dis-

critics — fear that a catastrophic
accident such as a fire could
release plutonium inte the
atmosphere.

DOE already has spent about

- $62 million on safety upgrades at

the building. Renovations were

temporarily haited by DOE in

1997 after cost overruns for the

¢ first phase of the project

reached $1S million. A senior

DOE official blamed the over-

runs on “weak management and
poor design effort.”

covery of a seismic fauit under-
neath last spring. The 45-year-
old building is too oid for seismic
upgrades, lab officials said in a
report. T -
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DOE’s Stotts said the renova-
dons have resumed. and are-

expected to keep theé building
running until 2010.
But renovadons were further





