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Army Corps session focuses on NFSS Interim Waste Containment Structure  

Constructed in the 1980s from hallowed-out basement areas of what was once buildings 410 and 411 at NFSS, the 10-acre 
IWCS was meant as a temporary cell to house a variety of wastes. Included are razed NFSS structures and equipment and 
structures from LOOW activities of decades past, that were consolidated as part of a multi-year dismantling process in the 
1970s and ‘80s. Also included are a host of radioactive wastes, such as boron, cesium, K-65 residues, radium, plutonium, 
strontium, thorium, processed uranium, etc., along with a variety of chemical wastes accumulated from on-site LOOW World 
War II-era TNT manufacturing, Manhattan Project activities, and years of post-war Defense Department and Department of 
Energy storage and landfilling operations. 

Corps reps at the session said IWCS’ current cell consists primarily of natural features found in this area, i.e., a Queenston 
shale base, gray and brown clay compositions of various density on the bottom and sides, and capped by construction debris, 
similar clays and a soil base on top. 

It was also learned from the Corps, as well as members of the LOOW Restoration Advisory Board who attended, that the IWCS 
is not lined on its basement bottom, but instead relies on the much earlier constructed concrete foundation along with a series of 
sealed-off piping networks as its base. Below that is the natural density of the bottom clays and shale, which the Corps says 
ensures its integrity against leaks into the groundwater. The secured cell is topped by grass and continually maintained by the 
Corps to ensure the clay integrity and prevent fissures. The site area is also extensively monitored by means of wells and 
surface testing to detect leakage. 

Currently, IWCS is deemed safe to the community with regards to its integrity and the potential of surface and air radon 
leakages, Corps reps stressed. They also felt the IWCS bottom wastes, while not sealed via any liners, were secure from 
potential groundwater contamination due to the protectiveness of clay and shale compositions.  

But they also noted IWCS is nearing the end of its 25-year expected life, which prompted its latest actions of remedial 
investigation activities and feasibility studies for the cell. Among the future options discussed were: 

•No action – an option the Corps did not view as feasible.   

•IWCS removal. Options include digging up and completely removing the wastes, either to a secure structure, built onsite and 
employing the most technologically advanced and secure construction to contain them, or the wastes would be secured in 
glass/cemented and steel encased cells, and transported to a secure permanent facility, such as the as-yet approved federal 
facility eyed for the Yucca Mountains in California. 

As part of its investigations, Sezarin said that assessments would be performed on the IWCS to gauge radon, radiological 
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Before a scant gathering June 24 at the Lewiston Senior Center, a disinterest 
heightened by a complete lack of attendance by the area’s elected officials, the 
U.S. Army Corps held an informational session on the future for the Interim Waste 
Containment Structure at the Niagara Falls Storage Site on Pletcher Road. 

Army Corps Buffalo District reps Arleen Kreusch and Hollie Sezarin, joined by a 
team of technical experts from the Buffalo office, detailed a number of 
contamination issues, ongoing and planned remedial investigations, and future 
options for the IWCS, whose service life will be reaching its 25-year estimated 
limit in 2010.   

An aerial view of the IWCS, as it was under 
construction in the 1980s. (Army Corps photo) 
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exposures, gamma exposures and waste disposal options. “These will help us gauge further actions,” said Sezarin, noting the 
Corps expected its remedial investigation responses to be done by this fall, followed by additional field studies, en route to 
further actions being considered. 

Included in the vast feasibility studies would be extensive analysis of the radiological contamination and its impact on the health 
of residents and the area’s environment. “We are still in the planning stages, we don’t yet have this in design,” she said, adding 
that as part of the feasibility work, the existing IWCS cap would need to be opened.  

When asked of its cost by the LOOW-RAB attendees, the Corps responded the entire project would be very expensive. They 
noted that Bill Kowalski, Corps LOOW site project engineer, was briefing the assistant secretary of the Army that evening on its 
financial implications, and indicated its potential cost was well beyond annual Corps appropriations under Formerly Utilized 
Sites Remedial Action Program funding, and that special Congressional funding appropriations would have to be considered. 

One unidentified Department of Environmental Conservation rep at the roundtable session, responding to cost questions by the 
RAB group said the potential IWCS remediation could be “in the tens of billions of dollars” and compared the project to the 
decades-long, ongoing cleanup work at the former Chernobyl nuclear power plant facility in Russia. “When the bucket hits the 
ground, this will be a major undertaking,” he said. 

“We have no confidence of the Corps and its findings,” commented a skeptical Anne Roberts, a British-born chemist formerly of 
Youngstown, who traveled from Wisconsin and attended with the LOOW-RAB members. She and attorney Nils Olsen, along 
with LOOW-RAB members Guy Zacek and Nora McQuay, repeatedly queried and criticized the Corps and its determinations 
throughout the session. “If you can’t characterize the site, how can costs be factored in?” asked McQuay. 

On what to do with the high-level radioactive waste, another question posed by Roberts, the Corps seemed evasive in its 
answer. “Currently there is no landfill that can accept this kind of waste,” responded one Corps technical roundtable rep 
identified as Michelle. She added that options do exist if Yucca Mountain is not available for use, but that would depend on the 
waste acceptance criteria of the available locations, once the radioactive extent is finally determined. 

More on this is expected to come from the Corps’ forthcoming studies this fall.
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