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WIPP UPDATE: May 2, 2014 

Correcting news reports on magnesium oxide usage at WIPP 

Due to some confusion in recent news reports, here is a more detailed explanation of the use of 
magnesium oxide (MgO) at WIPP. The magnesium oxide, a dry chemical, is not used to weigh down 
waste containers in the WIPP underground as one news outlet reported. The material is used as an 
engineered barrier to prevent radioactive material from releasing into the environment over a 10,000-
year period, as required by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) disposal standards for 
radioactive waste. 

The EPA defines engineered barriers as “any material or structure that prevents or substantially delays 
movement of water or radionuclides toward the accessible environment. For example, a barrier may be 
a geologic structure, a canister, a waste form…or a material placed over and around waste provided 
that the material or structure substantially delays movement of water or radionuclides.” 

Magnesium oxide is packaged in large bags that weigh between 3,000-4,200 pounds and are placed on 
top of waste containers during disposal operations (see photo below). During entries into Room 7 of 
Panel 7 during the past week, workers discovered that several of the bags were damaged. The cause of 
the damage is still unknown.  

During future entries, employees will collect samples of the magnesium oxide for laboratory analysis 
and continue camera inspections of the suspected location of the event source. 
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WIPP personnel place “super sacks” of magnesium oxide on the top of waste columns during underground 
waste disposal operations. 

 
ORPS Report Issued 

Based on recent entries into the WIPP underground facility, the team is evaluating the contents of a set 
of waste drums that came from Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL) that are located in Panel 7, the 
location of the event.  The team is looking at the possibility that a chemical reaction may have occurred 
within a drum, causing a potential release.  
 
To maintain our commitment to the protection of workers, residents, and the environment, shipments 
of a specific LANL waste stream to Waste Control Specialists have been temporarily halted.  As part of 
the ongoing efforts to identify the cause of the February 14 event at the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, we 
are evaluating all possible causes including the waste packages themselves.  All possible scenarios will 
be thoroughly investigated until the cause of the event has been determined.  
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CBFO Manager’s weekly update to local residents 

 
Read Carlsbad Field Office Manager Joe Franco’s letter to Eddy and Lea County residents for the week of 
April 28 at http://www.wipp.energy.gov/pr/2014/5_02_14_CBFO_Manager_Ltr.pdf 
 

Community Meetings Scheduled 
 
May 8 – The City of Carlsbad and DOE will co-host a weekly meeting featuring updates on WIPP 
recovery activities. The meeting is scheduled on Thursday at 5:30 p.m. Location: Carlsbad City Council 
Chambers, 101 N. Halagueno Street. Live streaming of the weekly meetings can be seen at 
http://new.livestream.com/rrv/. 
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