NRC Region I Office: Three Decommissioning Failures 


Prepared by Concerned Citizens of Milford Township

Facilities licensed by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s Region I office in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania have a chronic history of slipshod monitoring, sloppy decommissioning, and long-lasting radioactive contamination. Here are only three examples:

1. Nuclear Metals Incorporated (NMI), Concord, Massachusetts
According to a report written in 1995 by Radioactive Waste Management Associates (RWMA):
Since 1958, Nuclear Metals Incorporated (NMI) operated a manufacturing facility in Concord, Massachusetts.  Located on a 37.5-acre site at 2229 Main Street, the company produced depleted uranium products, primarily penetrators for armor piercing ammunition.  The company also manufactured metal powders for medical applications and photocopiers and specialty metal products, such as beryllium tubing used in the aerospace industry.  

NMI released uranium to the air and, in the past, into an unlined basin and bog, and the septic system.  Uranium and its decay products are long-lived radioactive materials and present a health hazard if ingested or inhaled.  It also poses a toxic chemical hazard since uranium is a heavy metal.

Radioactive contamination at NMI is both on and off-site and is extensive near the holding basin, the bog, and the cooling pond.  On and off-site soil contamination is due to NMI’s release of uranium particulates to the air while the company’s use of the basin, bog and cooling pond have affected sediments and water quality.  The basin was essentially the depository for uranium and copper wastes, while the bog received overflow material when levels in the basin were too high. 

“It has been over 32 years since the company began dumping uranium into the holding basin and eight years since the company promised NRC staff a decommissioning plan.  But the basic fact is, no plan has been developed and no money set aside.  Neither NRC or DEP staff, nor the Town of Concord have shown an inclination to press the issue since the potential costs greatly exceed the net income of the company.”  To their credit, DEP has forced this Phase II proceeding, and the company has now come forward with a decommissioning plan estimated to cost $13 million, not including costs to decommission the holding basin, bog and aquifer.  But in 1995, four years after RWMA’s report, the company was in worse financial shape than before and little money was available for decommissioning.  “In our opinion, the company is disappearing; its NRC license should never have been continued.  The NRC appears to be entirely spineless in regulating this company.” The site is now on the Superfund list and the company has no money for the extensive cleanup of the site and the aquifer.


2. Neutron Products, Dickerson, Maryland
Information compiled from the Washington Post, Organic Consumers Association, NRC website:
From 1985-99, a plant in Dickerson, Maryland owned by Neutron Products (a controversial maker of cobalt-60 sources for medical therapy and food irradiation) was cited for 192 safety and procedural violations by state radiological health staffers. The facility was so radioactive that the contaminated clothes worn by one of the company’s vice presidents set off an alarm at a New York nuclear plant he was visiting in 1988. Violations included several instances of elevated radiation levels on property adjacent to its cobalt-60 operations, overexposure of workers, and improper storage of radioactive waste.  

Maryland’s Department of the Environment required the company to stop manufacturing because it had not met requirements to set aside $750,000 required to pay for cleanup and removal of radioactive material from its plant upon closure. The company appealed, saying that it was bound by less stringent federal regulations, and that shutting down its operations would be unfair. State appeals courts rejected that argument.  

In December 2001, the company was allowed a 180-day period to use the cobalt-60 already in possession, and could sell products to existing customers only. That period ended in July 2002. The State of Maryland has now placed a permanent injunction upon the company and has required Neutron Products to decommission its sealed source manufacturing facility. 

3. Wayne Interim Storage Site (WISS), Wayne Township, New Jersey: EPA ID# NJ1891837980 
Compiled from the website of the Environmental Protection Agency (superfund site descriptions):
From 1948 until 1971, site operators extracted thorium and rare earths from monazite ore at the 6 ½-acre W.R. Grace & Co. facility in Wayne Township. In 1971, W.R. Grace ceased processing monazite ore and amended its Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) license to cover only the storage of radioactive materials. The company decontaminated the property (burying much of the material) in 1974 to the then-established criteria. In 1975, the NRC released the land for unrestricted use, provided that the deed indicate the presence of radioactive material under the facility's surface.  A former staff person joined the company responsible for “cleanup.”

In 1980, Oak Ridge conducted an aerial survey that showed elevated radiation levels at the plant site, an adjacent school bus maintenance facility, a township park, the banks of Sheffield Brook, and the Pompton Plains railroad spur. Much of the off-site contamination was spread by runoff and water discharges from the site. Additional surveys were conducted in 1982 and 1983. Based on this information, the Wayne Site was placed on the National Priorities List in 1984. From 1985 through 1987, the U.S. Department of Energy, acting under its authority through the 1984 Energy and Water Appropriations Act (PL 98-50) which specifically addressed the Wayne Site, investigated and removed radioactively contaminated soils from the school bus maintenance facility, township park, and the banks of Sheffield Brook and stockpiled them at the W.R. Grace & Co. facility. This facility, now known as the Wayne Interim Storage Site, was acquired by the federal government for this purpose. Radioactive process wastes, process equipment, and building rubble were buried beneath the WISS. 

An active agricultural area is located within 200 feet of the site, and there are homes located to the east and along Sheffield Brook. Many commercial businesses lie within 3 miles of the site. Residents within 3 miles of the site rely on groundwater for drinking, household, and irrigation purposes. The municipal well system serves 51,000 people, and the nearest well is 3,200 feet from the site. Local surface water is used for recreation. 
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