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Savannah River Site Watch
www.srswatch.org
For Immediate Release
November 19, 2014
 
Contact: Tom Clements, Director, SRS Watch, tel. 1-803-834-3084, cell 1-803-240-7268
 

Documents Obtained via FOIA Reveal Extent of Secret Planning to Import and Dump German Spent Fuel 
at Savannah River Site (SRS); Public Knowingly Kept in Dark for Over Two Years about Controversial Plans; 

Proliferation Concerns Being Ignored
 

six Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) documents linked in “notes” below and at:
http://www.srswatch.org/freedom-of-information-act-documents.html

 
Columbia, South Carolina, USA – Documents obtained via a U.S. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request reveal that the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) engaged in
secret planning to import and dump German spent fuel at the Savannah River Site (SRS), located near Aiken, South Carolina, well over two years before DOE bothered to inform
the public about the ongoing bilateral negotiations on the controversial plan.
 
The technical and diplomatic documents, obtained by the public-interest group Savannah River Site Watch (SRS Watch), reveal details of plans for the unprecedented import of
German highly radioactive graphite commercial spent fuel.  The documents confirm that U.S.-Germany negotiations on the controversial deal began in earnest as early as
February 2012, according to a letter from DOE to Germany’s Federal Ministry of Education and Research.
 
“It is now clear DOE officials, by calculation, kept plans from the public for over two years that they were engaged in plans to dump highly radioactive spent fuel from Germany at
SRS,” said Tom Clements, director of the public interest group SRS Watch, based in Columbia, South Carolina. “The plans developed in secrecy confirm that DOE has little
regard for growing public concern about nuclear waste import to SRS, a risky and arrogant strategy that will likely sink the misguided proposal,” added Clements. “This scheme is
nothing short of illegal nuclear dumping of problematic nuclear waste by Germany that has no legal basis under German law."
 
The secret efforts by DOE to import German spent fuel run counter to government openness and transparency initiatives.  The Savannah River Site Citizens Advisory Board
(SRS CAB), a duly embodied federal plan on clean-up of Cold War waste at SRS, has expressed concerns about confidential plans by DOE to import nuclear waste to SRS
especially when there is no demonstrated exit path from the site, which is the case with the German highly radioactive waste.
 
SRS Watch learned from contacts in Germany about the plans in early 2013 and alerted the public to them.  The public was only first informed in writing by DOE about the import
plans via an email from the SRS Office of External Affairs on April 28, 2014, more than two years after deals were being made between the U.S. and Germany. 
 
The spent fuel in question is from two commercial electricity production gas-cooled reactors closed in the mid-1980s and to which the U.S. supplied some uranium for fabrication
into a portion of the fuel.  Under German law, export of highly radioactive spent fuel from commercial reactors is illegal and legal analyses in Germany have upheld that such is
the case.  
 
The documents reveal that DOE began erroneously claiming from the start of discussions that the German commercial spent fuel would be considered for the “potential
disposition” at SRS even though SRS is not a disposal site for high-level nuclear waste.  Under US law, the Nuclear Waste Policy Act of 1982, high-level nuclear waste, which
includes spent fuel, must be disposed of in a geologic repository and SRS is not such a disposal facility. 
 
The documents also show that the research and development “phase” would involve technical research & development work at both SRS and the Forschungszentrum Juelich
(FZJ) in Germany, where 152 casks of the spent fuel from the AVR reactor are stored. 
 
One of the documents, a 25-page heavily redacted “work for others” agreement signed between Savannah River Nuclear Solutions and FZJ in December 2012, discusses
technical details and costs of reprocessing research to be conducted on graphite spent fuel from the AVR reactor.  Due to key parts of the document being blacked out, the nature
of the technical processes to be explored and costs of the work are unknown.  The financial incentives to be paid solely by Germany - to keep the H-Canyon reprocessing plant
operating in a climate of falling DOE budgets - appear to be a main reason that some contractors and DOE managers are pursuing a deal with Germany.
 
The “implementing annex” signed between Germany and DOE on October 18, 2012, indicates that the two parties hoped to make a decision on the “acceptance and disposition”
of the spent fuel at SRS no later than December 31, 2013.  That date, which obviously has not been met, was established to fit the schedule in Germany for the storage of the
spent fuel at Juelich and not for any US schedule. 
 
Environmental activists and many politicians in Germany, which lacks a spent fuel repository, support continued storage of the waste at the Juelich site.  A tour of Germany by
SRS Watch at the end of September 2014, attempted to set the record straight that SRS is not a waste dump for Germany.
 
In April/May 2014, DOE and German entities signed a “statement of intent” concerning development of a new reprocessing technique involving the H-Canyon reprocessing plant
at SRS.  The proliferation risks of that new technique, which would aim to remove uranium from the spent graphite fuel, apparently have not yet been reviewed in a
“nonproliferation impact assessment.”  On November 12, 2014, SRS Watch submitted to DOE two FOIA requests seeking to obtain any proliferation assessment that may have
been prepared in secret and for other documents relevant to the spent fuel import plan.
 
Reprocessing of German commercial spent fuel is illegal, but DOE aims to reprocess the spent fuel in the H-Canyon reprocessing plant, an aging Cold War relic that handled
nuclear weapons materials and that is neither regulated by the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission nor monitored by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).
 
SRS, a key U.S. defense facility created in the early 1950s and over 300 square-miles in size, produced about 36 metric tons of weapons plutonium in five defense reactors. 
Over 37 million gallons of high-level liquid waste remain at SRS in 45 massive tanks still in operation.  “The last thing SRS needs is for German spent fuel to be reprocessed and
dumped into the aging SRS tanks as it will only increase environmental and public health risks and extend and complicate the urgent clean-up of the site,” said Clements.  “This
dodgy proposal and the secrecy in which it is shrouded is totally unacceptable by the public.”
 
DOE announced on June 4 in a Federal Register notice that it would prepare an “environmental assessment” (EA) on the plan to import spent fuel from both the AVR and THTR
reactors.  At a June 24 meeting in North Augusta, South Carolina (near SRS), a majority of the public opposed the proposal.  It is believed that a draft “EA” may be released in
January 2015, followed by a second public meeting and a 45-day comment period. It is unknown what necessary policy documents DOE is developing along with the EA as the
public is being kept in the dark about that. The naval weapons station in Charleston, SC is named in the Federal Register notice as the chosen port of entry for the nuclear
waste.
 
Notes:
 
The FOIA documents named and lined below are posted on the SRS Watch website under "Freedom of Information Act" under "Library":

http://www.srswatch.org/freedom-of-information-act-documents.html

FOIA documents obtained by SRS Watch from DOE on the proposed shipment of German commercial spent fuel to the Savannah River Site

Cover letter for FOIA request # HQ-2014-00405-F from DOE to Tom Clements, September 26, 2014

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/final_letter_signed_to_clements_september_26_2014.pdf
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Document 1: Memorandum of Understanding Regarding Cooperation Pertaining to the AVR Reactor --- signed by officials of the U.S. Atomic Energy
Commission and Arbeitsgemeinschaft Versuchsreaktor GmbH and Brown Boveri/Krupp Reaktorbau GmbH (Germany), August 2, 1965 

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/memo_of_understanding_on_avr_1965_doc_1.pdf

Document 2: Agreement Between The Department of Energy Of The United States of America And The Federal Ministry of Education, Science,
Research And Technology Of The Federal Republic Of Germany On Cooperation In Energy Research, Science and Technology, and Development ---
signed by officials of the U.S. Department of Energy And The Federal Ministry of Education, Science, Research And Technology Of The Federal Republic Of Germany, February
20, 1998

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/agreement_between_us_and_germany_1998_doc_2.pdf

Document 3: U.S. Department of Energy 1-page letter to Dr. Georg Schuette, Federal Ministry of Education and Research, March 5, 2012

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/letter_from_doe_to_germany_march_5_2012_doc_3.pdf

Document 4: Implementing Annex per Memorandum of Understanding between the Federal Ministry of Education and Research of the Federal
Republic of Germany for the cooperation of research and development to support a decision on the acceptance and disposition of graphite-based
fuel elements by the United States of America --- signed by officials of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research and the U.S. Department of Energy, October 18,
2012

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/implemeting_annex_oct_18_2012_doc_4.pdf

Document 5: Internal U.S. Department of Energy memo on Research and Development on Graphite Destruction for the Pebble Bed Fuel Elements,
WFO-13-002, Germany, dated December 10, 2012

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/memo_on_graphite_destruction_december_10_2012_doc_5.pdf

Document 6: Work for Others Agreement WFO-13-002 (Research and Development on Graphite Destruction for the Pebble Bed Fuel Elements)
between Savannah River Nuclear Solutions, LLC (SRNS) Operating Under Prime Contract No. DE-AC09-08SR22470 for the U.S. Department of Energy and the
Forschungszentrum Juelich GmbH, December 2012

http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/work_for_others_agreement_december_2012_doc_6_redacted.pdf
 
------
 
South Carolina is not a Nuclear Waste Dump for Germany/
South Carolina ist kein Entsorgungsplatz für deutschen Atommüll
SRS Watch presentation used in public presentation is Germany, September 21-26, 2014
http://www.srswatch.org/uploads/2/7/5/8/27584045/presentation_two_srs_watch_for_germany_22_september_2014.pptx
 
-----
 
Editorials against the German waste import, including papers near SRS:
 
Taking in German waste is the latest federal task for the Savannah River Site - nation's nuclear dump
Spartanburg (South Carolina) Herald – July 13, 2014
http://www.goupstate.com/article/20140713/OPINION/407131011/1128/opinion01?Title=Nation-s-nuclear-dump
 
German waste shouldn’t go to SRS
Greenville (South Carolina) News - July 16, 2014
http://www.greenvilleonline.com/story/opinion/editorials/2014/07/16/editorial-german-waste-go-srs/12747991/
 
New German waste another bad signal
Aiken (South Carolina) Standard
http://www.aikenstandard.com/article/20140707/AIK0201/140709762/1018/AIK02/editorial-new-german-waste-another-bad-
signal

Don't dump this on us -
Permanent storage of nuclear waste is an alarming turn in SRS' mission
Augusta (Georgia) Chronicle – July 6, 2014
http://chronicle.augusta.com/opinion/editorials/2014-07-06/dont-dump-us

-----

“Statement of Intent” between Germany on the US DOE on reprocessing of the spent fuel – March/April 2014

http://www.westcastor.de/srs14-5.pdf

-----

Link to DOE presentation on the waste import - July 10, 2014 - showing that the waste would remain at SRS “awaiting repository” (which does not
exist and is not being pursued)

Potential Acceptance & Disposition of German Pebble Bed HEU Environmental Assessment

http://www.energy.sc.gov/files/gnac/DeLeonPres7-10-2014.pdf

-----
 
Link to DOE’s “Environmental Assessment” website:
http://energy.gov/em/articles/doe-signs-notice-prepare-environmental-assessment-proposed-project-germany
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