Uneted Stetey Regon 6 Arkansas, Loursiana,
Envitnnmantal Pratastion 1201 Eim Street Ok lanoma. Texas
Agency Dollas TX 75270 New Mexico

S EPA ST

July 20, 1979

Mr. Karl Seyfrit, Director
U. S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission
5§11 Ryan Plara Orive, Suite 1000

Arlington, Texas 76012
Dear Mr, Seyfrit:

This is in regard to the recent failure of the uranium mi)] tailings
retention dike at the United Nuclear Churchrock mill near Gailup, New
Mexico on July 16, 19878, | understand that several hundred acre-feet
of contaminated water were released to the Puerco River, which empties
into the Little Colorado River, thence to the Colorado River and Lake
Mead.

Since the dike which failed is of conventional clay core design, the
reason for its failure is obviously of great interest because of the
possible imclications on other similar structures. Consequently, this
Agency would be very interested to know the results of your investiga-
tiens into the cause of failure, and [ request that we be provided
copies of any relevant investigation reports. | would also like to
receive copies of any envirommental assessments and determinations of
reclamation or decontamination needs that might be generated. We are
particularly interested in any “lessons" that might be learned from
this accident.

The EPA took a series of aerial photographe of the site on July 17,
1979 to document the accident and show tlow paths and deposition
locations. Hepefully, this will aid the State on the extent of
~leanup operations that might be required. We are having multiple
copies of the six most informative frames printed, and have reserved
a set for the NRC. I will forward them to you as soon as we receive
then.

Thank you for your assistance in this matter.
Sincerely,
<1lmefn (fiit}cnl%b

Al7'n M, Davis, Director
Air & Hazardous Materials Division (SAAN)
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The Honorable Pete V. Comenici
United States Senate
“ashington, D, C. 205§

Dear Senator Cosenici:

This lette- is in response to your October 23, 1979, reguest for information
concerning LRC's review of the United ‘luclear Corporation's /UNC) Church

Rock m111 *ailincs spill, As you know, prior to enactment of amendments to
the Uranium 1111 Tailings Radiation Control Act of ]872 (UMTRCA) on

tovember 2, 1979, 'RC was reviewing the Church RPock incident not only as a
result of the State's request for technical assistance, but also as an agency
exercising joint regulatery jurisdiction.

hs we testified at the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs' "
October 22, 1979, hearinc on the Church Rock incident, the NRC,is .perforring
2 full safety revien of the UNC's proposal for continued operations at

the site. ke 2lso have been fully engaced, with the State, in guiding

clean up efforts by the UNC, Prior to receipt of your October 22, 1979,
letter, URC took™uction authorizing the resu~ption of mill eperations

for a limited pericd of time (45-80 days) by approving the first step of

a three stace plen for disposzl of tailings from the Church Rock mill.

The second and third stages of this plen invelve expansion of the current
mpoundment through a cam 1ift which would permit operations to continue

for an 2dditional limited time while the identificatior and developrent

of & new tailings impoundrent site suitable for the ultirate dispcsal of
tailincs raterials is 2ccomplished. Approval of the da~ 1ift and submission
of the proposal for a new tailings disposal site by January 302, 1930,

were made conditione of the 'RC license,

iow that the Congress has passed the amendrents to the L"*TRCA, the NRC

will no longer have cirect licensing responsibility over t2ilings materiale
fro- the ULC Church Rock mill, However, the 'PC will continue to provide
technical assistance to the State, ss requested, in the review of U'C
prepesals. Having acproved 1nitial resurption of operatione, the NRC staff
is in the process of reviewing the cperator's plan for exparsion of the

current impouncriont (stage twe), lie expect to provide our safety evaiuze
ticn to the State by the enc of "'overber. Our review of the prepesal for
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The #Aororable Pete V. vomenicl

2 new tailings disposal site will be scheduled upon submittal and will
be performed in 2 tinely fashion to avoid unnecessary adverse impacts
upon State review schedules or the licensee's operations.

I hope this information answers your cuestions on this matter. If I can
be of any assistance in the future, please contact me.

Sincerely,

K
ector for Cperations
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Arizona Texas
Colorado iashington
MNeaw Mexico

Enclosed for your information is a summary statement of NRC's evaluation
of the faflure of the Church Rock, New Mexico, tailings retentions system.
We belfeve certain action should be taken as a result of this evaluation.

T

NRC recommends that each Agreement State perform inspections and evaluations
of all uranium mi11 tailings dams under your respective jurisdiction to
insure that an incident similr to the Church Rock failure will not occur.

To accomplish this it s recommended that in addition to reqular state
inspection procedures, the following specific evaluations should be pe~formed
by a licensed professional engincer:

a. GEmbankments should be visually inspected for signs of
slumping, cracking, movement or concentration of seepage.
Records should be reviewed to determine whether slumping,
cracking, movement or concentration of seepage has been
evident in the past and 1f so, what remedial measures have
been performed.

b. If the embankrme~t inspection performed under ftem “a" reveals
evidence of slumping, cracking, movement or concentration of
seepage, the vilowing detailed analyses should be performed. F
I

1. The embankment and foundation sofls should be checked
for their susceptibility to collapse when saturated.

~ny
-

The embankment and foundation sof”s should be checked
for their di*nersive characteristics when exposed to
the impound 111ings solution.

3. The foundation profile should be examined to determine
the existence of any factors which could lead to
significant differential settlement.

-y
.

c. Regardless of the results of items "a" and "b", the operators
should be required by license condition to initiate a continuing
program that meets the criteria presented in NRC Requlatory
Guide 3.11.1, "Opzrational Inspection and Surveillance of

- |
T




.

Please inform us by Jaruary 31, 1920 of your plans to perform these
inspections and evaluations. NRC 1s prepared to assist you in these
evaluations. If you desire such assistance, please contact us.

G. Wayne Kerr, Assistant Director
for State Aqgreements Program
Office of State Programs

Enclosure:
Summary Statement
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‘The New Mexico Environmental Impr\o\-/érrent'b.’wrsion (NM EID) on Au
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gust 13,

1979 issued an Order to United Muclear Corporation (UNC) which required
UNC to comply with recommendations for a clean-up program as described

in a letter from lr. Thomas E. Baca, ! EID, to I. D. D. Barville,
e, of the same date. This letter refers to condition seven of that

l"",

August 13 letter.

Th accordance with Section 4-1008 of the lNew Vavico Fegulatiens for
Governing the liealth and Environmental Aspects of Radiation, every rea-
tonable eflort should b2 made Lo mainiain radiation exposwre as far below

the limits specified in pact four as practicable. Pursuant to this ‘
section, the staff of thas Fnviromental Improvement Division has evaluited
clean-up repocts submitted by the United M clear Corporation, and parfo.med
an acsessment of the radiation exposures resulting from the inercased
radionuelide soil concent—ations in the areas affected by the spill. Based
on the results of these evaluations, the interim clean-up criteria given in

condition number scven of the August 13, 1978 letter will be replaced by
the following:

7A. All contaminated arvas shall be cleanad up to background
levels of all radionuslides, ‘This criteria shall be
considered satisfied if the mean concantrations of
thoriun-230, radiua-226 and lcad-210, averaged over
nine square feet, are less than or equal to -

thoriun-230 3 pCi/gram

radiun-226 3 pCi/gram

lead-210 3 pCi/gram

at the 50% confidence level.
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