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Editorial

In March of 2020, the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)
published a proposed interpretation of its regulations for the disposal
of low-level radioactive wastes [1]. The main topic of the proposed
interpretation is Very Low-Level Waste (VLLW). The NRC did not
formally define VLLW as a new category of the low-level radioactive
waste (LLRW) classification system as given in Part 61 (U.S.NRC,
2020) [2]. As the term implies it would be either a subdivision of the
current Class A LLRW, or a new category. The NRC described their
experience with VLLW as being “waste that includes some residual
activity, including naturally occurring radionuclides

The waste category VLLW is not a new idea. The International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) provided guidelines for radioactive
waste classification [3]. The IAEA classification system has been
widely adopted by several countries that produce and manage
radioactive wastes. The IAEA describes VLLW as “wastes from the
operation and decommissioning of nuclear facilities naturally
occurring radionuclides  and that (the disposal of such wastes)
requires consideration from the perspective of radiation protection
and safety ” (IAEA, 2009) [3].

The proposed interpretation for the management of VLLW in
the U.S. by the NRC was unclear. The NRC stated that they have
been approving the disposal of VLLW in the municipal, county, and
commercial landfills since 2000 [4]. The NRC considers requests for
VLLW disposal under the LLRW exemption process outlined in 10
CFR 20.0002 with a period of performance of 1,000 years. The NRC
described previous requests as consisting of concrete and soil with
“very low levels of radioactivity.” However, there appears to be no easily
accessible information about the levels of radioactivity accepted for
disposal in landfills located in the Agreement States. The NRC stated
“afew millirems per year” as the standard used under 10 CFR 20.2002
to grant exemptions [5] where under the proposed VLLW process,
they have called out a new standard of 25 mrem per year. Currently,
there are options for disposal of VLLW at facilities in the U.S. that are
not located in municipal, county landfills. One such facility operated
by Waste Control Specialists (WCS) currently has a Hazardous Waste
facility with a VLLW:-like licensed LLRW disposal program that is co-
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located near their LLRW disposal facilities. The facility is licensed by
the Texas regulators and is compatible with 10 CFR 20.2001.

The NRC held a public Teleconference/Webinar on March 30 of
this year about the proposed interpretation. The participants included
members of the public and they provided input. The participants who
were not associated with the NRC were not in favor of the proposed
rule. Most of the participants on the Teleconference/Webinar objected
to the concept of placing VLLW in municipal landfills across the
country. NIMBY (not in my backyard) became NIMCL (not in my
county’s landfill).

The NRC could benefit from the experiences in other countries.
The French Republic is a world leader in managing all types of
radioactive wastes. The French radioactive waste classification system
includes VLLW. These wastes are not placed in municipal landfills.
A near-surface repository is in operation specifically for VLLW. The
repository is called Centre Industiel de Regroupement, d'Entreposage
et de Stockage. It is also known as the Morvilliers repository. Itis a
near-surface, 45-ha facility composed of disposal cells. A clay-rich soil
acts as a liner to retard the movement of long-lived radionuclides into
groundwater.

Some participants of the NRC Teleconference correctly pointed
out that the U.S. already has regulated and monitored facilities
available for the disposal of VLLW. Low Activity Waste is informally
defined by the U.S. EPA as radioactive wastes that contain very small
concentrations of radionuclides. The concentrations are small enough
that protection of public health and the environment from these wastes
may not require all of the radiation protection measures necessary to
manage higher-activity radioactive material [6]. Today we have sites
such as the WCS Hazardous Waste facility where VLLW-like waste
is disposed of as an option for the safe disposal of VLLW without
needing the additional risk of potentially adding VLLW to publicly
accessible landfills. The author also thinks that if the NRC wishes to
move forward with a VLLW process, the formal adoption and creation
of waste disposal criteria by means of a formal rulemaking for VLLW
by the NRC would be a positive step forward.
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