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                                NIST reactor that leaked radiation in 2021 won’t switch to low-enriched fuel before 2030                             


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            The centerpiece of a federal neutron research complex in Maryland will use highly enriched uranium fuel until at least 2030, according to a recent regulatory filing.

That’s because the Department of Energy and its semiautonomous National Nuclear Security Administration have yet to develop a fuel the National Bureau of Standards Reactor (NBSR) can use, according to Thomas Newton, deputy director chief of reactor operations and engineering at the National Institute of Standards and Technology’s Center for Neutron Research.

The agency has “not developed and qualified a replacement LEU [low-enriched uranium] fuel acceptable to the Commission, and funds for such a conversion are not available,” Newton wrote in a letter to the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, dated March 28 and posted online Friday. “An updated LEU fuel development schedule released by NNSA proposes to convert the NBSR no earlier than 2030.”

Under federal law, non-power reactors such as the NBSR may use highly enriched uranium fuel only if there is no suitable low-enriched uranium fuel available. Highly enriched uranium is considered a proliferation risk and the U.S. government generally attempts to limit the use of that material to defense nuclear programs.

Among the 20 megawatt NBSR reactor’s “major research areas,” according to a 2004 NRC safety analysis report, include “materials science, non-destructive evaluation, chemistry, biology, trace analysis, neutron standards and dosimetry, nuclear physics, and quantum metrology.” The reactor is located at the National Institute of Standards and Technology’s Gaithersburg, Md., campus.

The NBSR shut down in February 2021 after a partially melted fuel rod spread contamination through the reactor research facility, lightly contaminating some people inside the building. The reactor restarted in 2023.

In 2023, NRC’s inspector general the commission had been lax in its oversight of non-power reactors, sometimes failing to observe the defueling and refueling of these facilities. The report called attention both to the facility at the National Institute of Standards and Technology and a shuttled commercial imaging reactor in California.
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                                NNSA to award study contract for Oak Ridge uranium enrichment tech in June                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            The National Nuclear Security Administration planned in June to award a one-year contract to study a pilot defense-uranium enrichment plant based on technology developed at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory, the agency said Friday.

The semiautonomous Department of Energy nuclear weapons agency narrowed the timeline for the award in a question-and-answer document published on a government contracting website. The agency solicited bids in March for what is officially known as the Domestic Uranium Enrichment Centrifuge Pilot Plant Deployment Study.

The Department of Energy has incubated the Oak Ridge technology as a potential competitor of much further advanced technology developed by Centrus Energy Corp., Bethesda, Md. The National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) needs a new source of all-domestic uranium for national defense programs beginning in the 2040s. 

The NNSA sometimes calls the Oak Ridge technology the “small centrifuge” option and sometimes calls the Centrus technology the “large centrifuge” option. 

The NNSA wants to start a pilot program to refine defense uranium in 2030 or so.

Citing multiple international agreements, the NNSA says that only uranium produced entirely in the U.S. by machines made entirely from U.S. components may refine uranium for naval reactor fuel and nuclear weapons.
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                                DOE asking bidders for tweaks on combined DUF6, operations proposals                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            The Department of Energy is giving bidders on the $2.9-billion Portsmouth / Paducah Project Office (PPPO) Operations and Site Mission Support contract until April 17 to tweak their proposals, sources tell Exchange Monitor.

The contract will cover running depleted uranium hexafluoride conversion plants in Ohio and Kentucky, among other things.

April 17 is the deadline for the final proposal revision, which is part of an amendment to be attached to the final request for proposals, released nearly two years ago in May 2022, for the contract at the Portsmouth Site in Ohio and the Paducah Site in Kentucky, two industry sources said Monday.

The proposal revision from bidders would be good for up to 365 days. Sources told the publication last week DOE’s Office of Environmental Management sought the technical revisions within the past few weeks.

DOE recently published an online notice, saying it plans to extend the current DUF6 contractor for the former gaseous diffusion plants, Atkins-led Mid-America Conversion Services, another four months, through September of this year.

The changes involved in the final revision are technical in nature, the sources said.  

For example, DOE is no longer seeking details on how contractors might handle canisters of depleted uranium hexafluoride (DUF6) coated with paint that contains PCBs, the sources said.

The prolonged nature of the Portsmouth-Paducah procurement has implications for the new $5.9-billion Portsmouth decommissioning and demolition contract awarded in July 2023 to Southern Ohio Cleanup, a joint venture of Amentum, Fluor and Cavendish Nuclear.

DOE has indicated Southern Ohio won’t take over from incumbent Fluor-BWXT-Portsmouth until the new Portsmouth-Paducah contract is awarded. That’s because some operational elements of the existing Fluor-BWXT contract are being carved out and added to the DUF6 contract.

DOE declined comment Monday when asked about the final revised proposal.

This is not be the first time the agency has asked bidders to refresh their Portsmouth-Paducah contract proposals. 

Teams said by industry sources to be in the hunt for the new contract include an Atkins-Westinghouse venture; a Bechtel-Amentum team; a Huntington Ingalls-Jacobs joint venture; and a BWXT-Honeywell team.
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                                WIPP seeks state blessing for new containers to ramp up remote-handled waste shipments                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            The Department of Energy’s prime contractor for the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant is asking the New Mexico Environment Department for certain permit modifications, including approval of four new shielded containers suitable for carrying remote-handled transuranic waste.

DOE and Bechtel’s Salado Isolation Mining Contractors filed the Hazardous Waste Facility Permit modification document with the state March 29. Remote handled waste is typically more radioactive than contact-handled waste, the latter being safe enough for human beings to touch.

The modification request for the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) will be the subject of a public meeting by the disposal site on April 17, according to an online notice. The meeting, which will also be available online, will originate from the Skeen-Whitlock Building, 4021 National Parks Highway in Carlsbad, N.M., starting at 2 p.m. Mountain time.

The permit modifications sought by WIPP would also give DOE more leeway to depart from annual audits of waste generation sites regardless of “whether a certified site is shipping” transuranic mixed waste. Mixed waste includes hazardous chemicals in addition to radioactive material.

More than 95% of the defense-related transuranic waste disposed of in the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) is the less radioactive contact-handled transuranic waste. The remote-handled waste has a surface dose rate of 200 mrem/hour or greater, according to the Environmental Protection Agency.

Remote-handled TRU mixed waste emplacement in boreholes has been suspended since 2014, according to the permit modification request. “Shielded containers provide an additional option,” for such waste, according to the filing.

“The four new shielded containers will allow the generator/storage sites to proceed with their RH TRU [remote-handled, transuranic] mixed waste shipments for disposal at the WIPP facility,” according to the filing. “This will allow the Permittees to emplace RH TRU mixed waste in active waste panels during the suspension of RH TRU mixed waste activities.”
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                                Judge sets May conference in Hanford False Claims Act case                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            A federal district judge in Washington state has set a May 16 scheduling conference to start addressing pre-trial issues in a False Claims Act complaint against the Department of Energy’s Leidos-led landlord contractor at the Hanford Site in Washington state.

U.S. District Judge Stanley Bastian scheduled the video conference to start determining issues where the Department of Justice, which represents DOE and the interests of a whistleblower, and lawyers for Hanford Mission Integration Solutions, stand on jurisdiction, venue and legal standing, according to an April 4 order in the U.S. District Court for Eastern Washington.

The district judge also wants to know if lawyers in the case would agree to have preliminary matters considered by a federal magistrate judge.

A Department of Justice complaint, spawned by a whistleblower’s allegations, accuses Hanford Mission Integration Solutions, made up of Leidos, Centerra and Parsons, of overbilling DOE by millions of dollars while failing to properly carry out fire safety work at the nuclear cleanup site. The contractor has denied the allegations and urged the U.S. District Court for Eastern Washington to throw out the case.

In January, the Justice Department publicly filed a complaint, based on previously-sealed allegations by Bradley Keever, a Hanford fire systems maintenance worker. Keever initially took his concerns to Hanford Challenge, a Seattle-based advocacy group.

The suit charges the contractor fraudulently inflated its bills to DOE while leaving certain key chores, such as inspecting key fire systems, undone. 
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                                Drones hit Russian-controlled nuclear power plant in Ukraine as House mulls military aid                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            Drones on Saturday attacked parts of the Russian-controlled Zaporizhzhya Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine, the International Atomic Energy Agency said Saturday in a statement.

The U.N. nuclear-power agency did not say who was responsible for the attacks on the facility, which is Europe’s largest nuclear power plant and has been under Russia’s control since the early days of the Federation’s latest invasion of its neighbor in 2022.

There was no damage to “critical nuclear safety or security systems at the site,” the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) wrote in its press release. An unspecified number of drones, some of which caused “detonations,” appeared to target “surveillance and communication equipment” near one of the plant’s six reactor buildings, the agency said.

There was also “at least one casualty,” IAEA said, citing “blood stains next to a damaged military logistics vehicle.”

IAEA personnel visited the site after the attack and observed “three affected locations,” plus Russian troops on a rooftop firing at “what appeared to be an approaching drone.” After the Russians fired on the drone, there was “an explosion near the reactor building,” IAEA said.

Agency personnel “observed remnants of drones” during their visit.

The National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) has contributed to U.S. efforts to monitor nuclear power plants in Ukrainian combat zones following Russia’s invasion and so-far-successful territorial grabs.

In Washington, the Senate in February approved a supplemental spending bill that would send the NNSA some extra funds for its efforts to aid Ukraine. The NNSA funding is a small part of a much larger military aid package for Ukraine, which so far has not gotten a vote in the House.

Media last week reported that Speaker of the House Michael Johnson (R-La.) might attempt to modify the Senate’s bill, either by rewriting it to change the financial terms on which the U.S. provides aid for Ukraine or by splitting the bill up into a series of smaller bills that could be passed one-at-a-time in the House, where some right-wing law makers, following the isolationist and sometimes Russia-accommodating views of former President Donald Trump (R), oppose the Senate’s bill.
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                                Labor Department to brief nuclear workers on illness compensation                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            Current and former nuclear weapons workers can learn about federal occupational illness compensation during a Department of Labor information meeting Wednesday in Portsmouth, Ohio.

The meeting at the Morris University Center is designed to inform nuclear workers and their families about the Energy Employees Occupational Illness Compensation Program Act, according to an April 4 press release from the Department of Labor.

A presentation on the program, which provides lump sum compensation and medical benefits to those who became sick working in the nuclear-weapons industry, will take place at 9:00 a.m. Eastern Time, according to the release. The Labor Department will also have staff availability at both 9:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.

“The U.S. Department of Labor encourages all former nuclear weapons workers and their families in the southeast Ohio-area to attend this event to learn more about eligibility for benefits,” under the program, Rachel Pond, director of Labor’s Division of Energy Employees Occupational Illness Compensation, in the release. “Event attendees can file their claims or obtain information about existing claims.” 

Another such session is scheduled for May 8 in Overland Park, Kansas.

So far, the program has paid upwards of $1.6 billion in compensation and medical benefits to Ohio claimants, and more than $25.5 billion nationwide.
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                                This week                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            Here are some events related to defense and civilian nuclear matters that Exchange Monitor staff are tracking this week.

April

10: Hearing, House Energy and Commerce climate and grid security subcommittee. “American Nuclear Energy Expansion: Spent Fuel Policy and Innovation.” Rayburn House Office Building Room, Room 2322,  Washington. Streaming online at the committee’s website.

10: Meeting: The Oak Ridge Site-Specific Advisory Board meets in virtual/hybrid session starting at 6 p.m. Eastern Time from the DOE Information Center, Office of Science and Technical Information, 1 Science.gov Way, Oak Ridge, Tennessee 37831. To attend virtually email [email protected] by 5 p.m. Eastern on Wednesday April 3. 

10: Public teleconference meeting, Nuclear Regulatory Commission. “Beyond Nuclear, Michigan Safe Energy Future, and Don’t Waste Michigan to clarify or supplement the December 5, 2023, petition for enforcement action against Holtec Palisades, LLC related to the misuse of decommissioning funds for the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) Petition Review Board.” Watch the meeting online via the NRc’s website. 11:00 a.m. Eastern time. 
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                                Wrap up: Bogey bluetooth at Sandia; Earth Day competition for nuke sites; Contract extension for DU                            


                                                            By ExchangeMonitor

                                                    


                        
                            The Department of Energy’s Office of Enterprise Assessments will investigate the prime contractor of the Sandia National Laboratories in Albuquerque, N.M., for allowing “an unauthorized bluetooth-enabled electronic device” into an area where such devices are prohibited, according to a letter dated March 22 and published this week on the DOE’s website.

The incident occurred in 2022, according to the letter to Sandia Director James Peery from Anthony Pierpoint, director of the Office of Enforcement at DOE’s Office of Enterprise Assessments.

 

On Earth Day, April 21, the Department of Energy will announce which of its federal installations scored best on the agency’s 2023 Sustainable Climate-Ready Sites program.

Twelve DOE properties, mostly weapons complex sites, signed up for the program put together by DOE’s Office of Sustainable Environmental Stewardship, according to a March 29 press release. The program scores the participating DOE properties on 15 categories ranging from air quality and carbon-free electricity to waste minimization and water management.

Sites in the program include: the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico; the Nevada National Security Site in Nevada; the Sandia National Laboratories in New Mexico and California; the Savannah River Site near Aiken, S.C.; and the Y-12 National Security Complex near Oak Ridge, Tenn.

 

As expected, the Department of Energy said this week it plans to issue a six-month contract extension to Atkins-led Mid-America Conversion Services for operation of depleted uranium conversion facilities at former gaseous diffusion plants in Kentucky and Ohio.

DOE’s justification for going without competitive bids said the extension would run from April 1 through Sept. 30 of this year. DOE has previously said it planned such an extension. The follow-on contract would include depleted uranium tetrafluoride production for the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA), according to the latest amended final solicitation for the work.

The NNSA, meanwhile, has already sourced some quantities of high-purity depleted uranium for its own needs, according to its fiscal year 2025 budget request, released in March.

 

Obituary 

Sharon Walker, a longtime hand at the Sandia National Laboratories in Albuquerque, N.M., and later a consultant at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico, died March 20. She was 75, according to an obituary posted online, which did not identify a cause of death.

Walker started working at Sandia in 1984 as a toxicologist and later became a nuclear safety basis manager and manager for weapons quality and assessment, according to the obituary. She retired 25 years later and consulted up the road at Los Alamos, according to the obituary.
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                                DOE plans DUF6 extension; Spent fuel hearing set; ex-EM Los Alamos boss takes NNSA post and more                            


                                                            By Staff Reports

                                                    


                        
                            As expected, the Department of Energy said this week it plans to issue a six-month contract extension to Atkins-led Mid-America Conversion Services for operation of depleted uranium conversion facilities at former gaseous diffusion plants in Kentucky and Ohio.

DOE’s justification for going without competitive bids said the extension would run from April 1 through Sept. 30 of this year. DOE has previously said it planned such an extension.

This comes as industry awaits DOE to award a contract that would include the work done by Mid-America as well as certain other operation and maintenance work at the Portsmouth Site in Ohio and the Paducah Site in Kentucky. It has been nearly two years since the Office of Environmental Management put out the $2.9-billion solicitation and a top cleanup official said he understands frustration at the slow pace of the procurement. 

 

A House Energy and Commerce subcommittee plans a hearing next week on spent fuel management for the U.S. nuclear power plants.

The hearing, dubbed “American Nuclear Energy Expansion: Spent Fuel Policy and Innovation,” is set for Wednesday April 10 at 10:30 a.m. at the Rayburn House Office Building, according to a press release.The session was announced Wednesday by House Energy and Commerce Committee Chair Cathy McMorris Rodgers (R-Wash.) and Energy, Climate, and Grid Security subcommittee Chair Jeff Duncan (R-S.C.).

Ensuring the federal government fulfills its obligation to provide a disposal path for spent nuclear fuel will be an issue covered at the hearing, according to the release. The Department of Energy is pursuing its much-touted consent-based siting plan for an interim storage facility, though Congress must still authorize the agency to build it. A witness list for the hearing was not immediately available on the committee website, although it should be confirmed within a couple of days, a committee spokesperson said by email. The hearing will be live streamed online.

 

The National Nuclear Security Administration on Tuesday officially announced Michael Mikolanis as its new top federal official at the agency’s Savannah River Site field office near Aiken, S.C.

The Exchange Monitor reported in December that Mikolanis would make the move to the Savannah River Site from the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. The NNSA announced Mikolanis’ arrival in a press release. At Savannah River, Mikolanis will manage the federal field office that oversees the site’s much larger contractor base.

Mikolanis was most recently the manager for the DOE Office of Environmental Management’s Los Alamos Field Office, where he oversaw cleanup of radioactive waste from the Manhattan Project and the Cold War. With the move, Sarah (Ellie) Gilbertson is the acting nuclear cleanup field office manager at Los Alamos. She first became acting deputy there in June 2022 and later promoted to deputy. Gilbertson has also worked at NNSA. 

 

Claudia Jaramillo, Jacobs Solutions’ chief financial officer, will leave the Dallas-based company effective April 15 after less than a year in the job, the company announced Monday in a regulatory filing.

Jaramillo “is departing the Company to pursue other opportunities,” Jacobs wrote in a press release distributed Monday. She became Jacobs’ chief financial officer on Aug. 14, 2023 after joining the company in July 2022, according to another Jacobs press release. Jaramillo will have lasted eight months as the finance chief.

Kevin Berryman, a special advisor to Jacobs CEO Robert Pragada, succeeded Jaramillo as the interim chief financial officer effective March 29, the company wrote in an 8-K filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission. Jacobs plans to spin off its government contracting and cyber businesses to Amentum, Chantilly, Va., in the second half of 2024. The merger will create a standalone public company majority owned by Jacobs shareholders and Jacobs itself.

 

On Earth Day, April 21, the Department of Energy will announce which of its federal installations scored best on the agency’s 2023 Sustainable Climate-Ready Sites program.

Twelve DOE properties, mostly weapons complex sites, signed up for the program  put together by DOE’s Office of Sustainable Environmental Stewardship, according to a March 29 press release. The program scores the participating DOE properties on 15 categories ranging from air quality and carbon-free electricity to waste minimization and water management.

Sites in the program are the Argonne National Laboratory in Illinois, Brookhaven National Laboratory in New York, Idaho National Laboratory, Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico, the National Energy Technology Laboratory in Pennsylvania and the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Colorado. 
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