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The failed process involves at-  tion to separate the material.

tempts by scientists to find a way
to separate the most highly ra-
dioactive material from less ra-
dioactive liquids in 35 million
gallons of waste now being
stored in drums at the Savannah
nuclear weapons facility in
South Carolina.

Scientists found that the sepa-
ration process, when handling
such large amounts of waste, pro-
duces large amounts of explosive
benzene gas, making it too dan-
gerous.

Last week, Energy Secretary
Bill Richardson directed that the
contractor for the project, a sub-
sidiary of Westinghouse Corp., be
replaced and that outside scien-
tists be enlisted to help select an
alternative separation technolo-
gy-

Over the objections of the con-
tractor, Westinghouse Govern-
ment Services, the Energy De-
partment quietly pulled the plug
on the waste separation project
more than a year ago. Since then,
a number of alternative technolo-
gies have been proposed and will
be pursued under a new contrac-
tor, officials said.

Nevertheless, the problems
could add years to a $20 billion,
30-year program to dispose of
more than 35 million gallons of
highly radioactive liquid wastes
at Savannah River. The idea is to
convert the sludge and the most
radioactive materials floating in
the liquid into as many as 6,000
glass logs for eventual storage or
burial.

While it became apparent as ear-
ly as 1992 that the process pro-
duced large amounts of explosive
benzene gas, the technology con-
tinued to be pursued. In 1995, a
separation plant was construct-

ed.

Ernest Moniz, undersecretary
of energy and Richardson’s top
science adviser, said Wednesday
there were “clear warnings” from
a review panel in late 1992 or
early 1993 that the technology
would not work with such large
amounts of waste.

"It was quite frankly mischar-
acterized. ... They kept looking
for solutions,” said Moniz in a
telephone interview. “They con-
tinued to try to find engineering
solutions” instead of shifting to
alternatives,

A study released Wednesday
by the General Accounting Of-
fice, the investigative arm of Con-
gress, said the search for a substi-
tute method for separating the
liquid could take eight to 10
years and cost from $1 billion to
as much as $3.5 billion.

“Mismanagement [of the pro-
gram] ... led to an extraordinary
and pathetic waste of taxpayer
money,” said Rep. John Dingell,
D-Mich., who had ordered the
GAO report. “All we have to
show for $500 million is a 20-
year delay and the opportunity
to risk another $1 billion to
make a problematic process
work.”

Moniz said that since the de-
partment directed a halt in the
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