
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

October 22, 2015 

 

Office of Inspector General 

U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

Washington, D.C. 20555-0001 

Audit.Comments@nrc.gov 

 

RE: Audit of NRC’s Oversight of Low-Level Radioactive Waste (OIG-15-A-20) 
 
We recently reviewed your Sept 23, 2015 “Audit of NRC’s Oversight of Low-Level Radioactive Waste 

(LLRW; OIG-15-A-20),1 and offer the below comments.  

Our office at the Jones River Landing in Kingston, Massachusetts is approximately 8 miles from Entergy’s 

Pilgrim Nuclear Power Station. For several years, we have raised concerns about Pilgrim’s LLRW storage 

with the NRC and others. These concerns form the basis for our interest in OIG’s audit document and for 

our comments below. 

“Long-term Storage” Definition 

A primary recommendation of the audit is that “long-term storage,” with regard to LLRW, needs to be 

properly defined or eliminated from use altogether.  We don’t believe the term should be eliminated 

from use, but do agree that a better definition of the term needs to be developed by the NRC.  

We also believe that additional timeframes should be defined for LLRW, similar to what has been done 

for high-level radioactive waste. The NRC’s Continued Storage of Spent Nuclear Fuel Final Rule defines 

three spent fuel storage timeframes—short-term, long-term, and indefinite. It is our understanding that 

these timeframes are defined by the NRC as follows: 1) “short-term” is storage for up to 60 years after a 

reactors license expires; 3) “long-term” is storage for 100 years longer than short-term – so up to 160 

years after the end of a reactor’s licensed life for operation; and 3) the “indefinite” timeframe assumes a 

final, federal repository will not become available and the waste will be stored onsite for an unlimited 

time, likely 300 years or more. While we don’t believe these specific definitions for high-level waste 

storage are particularly accurate,  (i.e., in a practical sense, 160 years to 300 years or more all sound like 

long-term storage to us), we believe that terminology is important to convey that the NRC and others 

intend to address and ensure the safe, secure and robust storage of nuclear waste. 

 

                                                           
1
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Classes of LLRW 

If storage timeframes are further defined as suggested above, then it should also be clear which types of 

LLRW the timeframes apply to. The NRC subdivides commercial low-level waste into four classes which 

are determined by the types of radionuclides and their concentrations in the waste (Class A, Class B, 

Class C, and Greater-than-Class C). Class A waste is the least radioactive on average and is contaminated 

primarily by “short-lived” radionuclides (average concentration: 0.1 curies/cubic ft). Class B and C are 

more radioactive than Class A, with C having larger amounts of “long-lived” radionuclides (average 

concentration: 2-7 curies/cubic ft). Greater-than-class-C waste is the most radioactive and generally 

considered unacceptable for near-surface disposal (average concentration: 300 to 2,500 curies/cubic 

ft).2 

We understand that Entergy’s Pilgrim Nuclear Power Station in Plymouth, MA can send its Class A, B, 

and C waste to Clive, Utah. The A, B, and C waste is “blended” so that the resulting blended waste 

qualifies as Class A. Additional mixed waste could be produced during Pilgrim’s upcoming 

decommissioning. Unlike the “blended” waste, Pilgrim’s Greater-than-Class C waste has no forwarding 

address. Pilgrim has at least one container of this waste stored at the surface since the early 1980’s. It 

will stay onsite, along with Pilgrim’s spent fuel assemblies, until (and if) a suitable repository is 

developed. Differing timeframes would apply, depending on which type of LLRW is in question.  

Defining “Safe” Storage 

Until 1994, there was 5-year time limit on how long LLRW could be stored at nuclear reactor sites. While 

currently there is no limit as to how long a facility can store LLRW onsite, the storage must be in 

accordance with NRC regulations and done “safely.”  Page 7 of the audit reads, “…regardless of how 

long waste is stored onsite, it is important to ensure that the waste is stored safely.” 

However, it is unclear what exactly “safe” storage of LLRW is. We strongly suggest the NRC further 

define “safe” storage of LLRW.  

Pilgrim Nuclear Power Station currently has 20-30 white containers located only about 30 feet from the 

coastal bank of Cape Cod Bay. We were told by the NRC on May 1, 2014 that only one of these 

containers holds Greater-than-Class C waste, and that all of the others are now empty. This Greater-

than-Class C waste will remain in Plymouth, like Pilgrim’s spent fuel, at least until an offsite repository is 

developed. We were also told by the NRC that they wouldn’t be aware if a barrel of LLRW was swept 

into Cape Cod Bay during a storm unless the owners of Pilgrim were aware of it themselves and 

reported it to the NRC. In other words—there is no inventory control. In our opinion, there must be 

accountability for the final safe and environmentally responsible disposition of all radioactive waste. 

Climate change is resulting in increasing sea levels and intensity of storms (nor’easters and hurricanes), 

as well as increased acidity in seawater that can exacerbate corrosion of metal and concrete spalling. 

                                                           
2
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The current method of LLRW storage at Pilgrim – whatever the timeframe – can’t possibly meet any 

definition of “safe,” either existing or what would be developed by the NRC. 

We are unsure how many more containers of LLRW waste are expected to be produced and stored in 

this location on the Pilgrim site, but it’s becoming even more of a concern now that Entergy moves 

closer to closing Pilgrim. Certainly there will be a very large amount of LLRW resulting from 

decommissioning. Again, there needs to be an inventory.  

We also understand that equipment used to build Pilgrim became so radioactive that it is buried on 

site—would this equipment also be considered LLRW? 

Lastly, page 7 of the audit reads, “NRC’s position is that the storage of LLRW can be safe as an interim 

measure, but favors disposal rather than storage." So it is unclear if “long-term” or “indefinite” (as 

defined above) storage of LLRW onsite can even be done in a safe manner at all. The NRC needs to 

clarify this as soon as possible.    

Safe storage of LLRW, specifically related to Pilgrim (and likely for other coastally-based facilities in the 

U.S.), must involve containers that are securely stored at a higher elevation away from the ocean. This 

appears to be fairly straightforward at Pilgrim. There now seems to be only one filled container that 

would have to be moved; and there is ample storage space for however many containers may be used in 

the future at higher elevations within Pilgrim’s security area.  

An inventory of all radioactive waste should be maintained by the operator, the regulator and 

appropriate local officials, including emergency, environmental, and health related personnel. 

Thank you, 

 

Karen Vale 
Cape Cod Bay Watch Program Manager 
Jones River Watershed Association 
55 Landing Rd., Kingston MA 02364 
karen@capecodbaywatch.org 


