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Issue 04-06
Can you dig it?

Pit 4 project moves forward
By Bruce Byram

The Department of Energy has announced its plans to retrieve buried waste from a half-acre area of Pit 4 at the Radioactive Waste Management Complex’s Subsurface Disposal Area.

On May 6, 2004, the Engineering Evaluation and Cost Analysis describing this work was issued for a 30-day public comment period. The project is moving forward with plans to begin the retrieval of buried waste later this year.
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One of the most significant cleanup projects that will be taking place at the INEEL is the retrieval of buried waste from Pit 4. This work will remove selected wastes containing uranium, plutonium and americium, as well as volatile organic compounds, which are the most mobile constituents in the buried waste. Taking this action now removes some of the highest levels of transuranic contaminants in the Subsurface Disposal Area and reduces risk to the Snake River Plain Aquifer.

During the project, approximately 7,100 cubic meters of buried waste will be retrieved from Pit 4, which includes a total volume of approximately 45,000 cubic meters of waste. A customized excavator will be used to retrieve the waste, which will then be repackaged by workers using a sealed glovebox. Excavation of the buried waste is scheduled to take approximately 12 months to complete. 

Transuranic waste retrieved during this project will be shipped to the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in New Mexico for final disposal. Other material removed during the retrieval will be treated to remove the volatile organic compounds and disposed of properly.
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Construction of the retrieval enclosure structure and other support facilities is currently under way at the Subsurface Disposal Area. When completed, the retrieval enclosure structure will be 170 feet wide by 288 feet long and will have a minimum clearance inside of 20 feet. The building will be completed with HEPA filtration to reduce exposure to workers and the environment.


A large public involvement effort was put in place to inform the public and stakeholders about the Pit 4 retrieval project. A series of public meetings and briefings were held throughout the months of May and June in Idaho Falls, Twin Falls, Boise, Ketchum, Fort Hall and Jackson, Wyo.


The Engineering Evaluation and Cost Analysis document is available online in the Administrative Record (http://ar.inel.gov) under Waste Area Group 7. Artist renderings of the retrieval enclosure structure and other support buildings are located in the photo library on the Idaho Completion Project’s Web site at http://cleanup.inel.gov/photos.
Pit 4 at the Subsurface Disposal Area was open to receive waste from 1963 to 1967. Most of the waste disposed of in Pit 4 was from the Rocky Flats Plant in Colorado and was produced during nuclear weapons production. A smaller portion of the waste in Pit 4 is from the INEEL and other off-site generators.

The Subsurface Disposal Area is located in the western section of the Radioactive Waste Management Complex. The landfill contains approximately 97 acres within its fence line, with roughly 36 acres of waste disposal areas and 61 acres of open space. From 1954 until 1970, portions of the landfill received plutonium-contaminated waste from nuclear weapons production at the Rocky Flats plant in Colorado. It contains an active shallow land-burial area for the permanent disposal of solid, low-level waste. 

Under the DOE’s Performance Management Plan for accelerating cleanup at the  INEEL, the Department is working to reduce risk and complete the majority of remaining cleanup work from past INEEL missions by 2012.
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An excavator is used to remove overburden soil from Pit 4 before construction of the facilities that will be used to retrieve and repackage the waste.





Workers construct the Pit 4 retrieval enclosure structure.








This document can be found at iLights.inel.gov.
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