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Ex ec u tive Sum mary

In 1987, the U. S. Nu clear Waste Tech ni cal Re view
Board (Board) was cre ated as an in de pend ent fed -
eral agency by Con gress in the Nu clear Waste Pol icy 
Amend ments Act. The Board was charged with
eval u at ing the tech ni cal and sci en tific va lid ity of the
U.S. De part ment of En ergy’s (DOE) ef forts to de -
velop a sys tem for dis posing of high-level ra dio ac -
tive waste and spent nu clear fuel. The Board is
re quired to re port its find ings and rec om men da -
tions to Con gress and the Sec re tary of the DOE no
less than twice a year.

This doc u ment de scribes Board ac tiv i ties un der -
taken dur ing the 1999 cal en dar year. It pres ents the
Board’s views on the DOE’s on go ing char ac ter iza -
tion of the Yucca Moun tain site in Ne vada as a po -
ten tial lo ca tion for a re pos i tory and sum ma rizes
other Board ac tiv i ties.

In 1999, the Board pub lished its eval u a tion of the
con gres sio nally man dated re port, Vi a bil ity As sess -
ment of a Re pos i tory at Yucca Moun tain (VA) (DOE
1998a). The DOE re port syn the sized in for ma tion
col lected over the last de cade and a half and pro -
vided pol icy-makers with a “snap shot” in time of
the fol low ing:

• pre lim i nary waste pack age and re pos i tory de signs

• es ti mates of re pos i tory per for mance

• ad di tional re search that DOE needs to con duct be -
fore de cid ing whether to rec om mend to the Pres i -
dent that the site be de vel oped as a repository

• to tal cost of con struct ing and op er at ing a re pos i -
tory at Yucca Moun tain.

The Board be lieves that Yucca Moun tain con tin ues
to merit study as the can di date site for a per ma nent
geo logic re pos i tory and that work should pro ceed to 
sup port a de ci sion on whether to rec om mend the
site to the Pres i dent for de vel op ment. The 2001 date
an tic i pated for this de ci sion is very am bi tious, and
much work re mains to be com pleted. At a min i -
mum, prog ress on the work iden ti fied by the Board
in its 1998 re port (NWTRB 1998) and by the DOE in
vol ume 4 of the VA (DOE 1998d) will be re quired to
sup port a tech ni cally de fen si ble de ci sion. The Board 
sup ports con tin u ing fo cused stud ies of both nat u ral
and en gi neered bar ri ers at Yucca Moun tain.

The Board be lieves that the per for mance as sess ment 
(PA) meth od ol ogy used by the DOE in the VA (DOE 
1998c) can be the core an a lyt i cal tool for es ti mat ing
long-term re pos i tory be hav ior. How ever, PA is lim -
ited, and the Board urges the DOE to sup ple ment
PA with other mea sures, such as de fense-in-depth,
to make a ro bust safety case for a Yucca Moun tain
 repository.

The Board con cluded that a cred i ble tech ni cal ba sis
does not ex ist for the re pos i tory de sign de scribed in
the VA. High tem per a tures in the VA de sign are likely
to cause large un cer tain ties about how the site would
be have both be fore and af ter re pos i tory clo sure. The
Board rec om mended eval u a tion of al ter na tive re pos i -
tory de signs having lower tem per a tures of the waste
pack age sur face and tun nel walls. Al though the Board 
has some con cerns about the study that the DOE sub -
se quently con ducted, it is pleased that the DOE has
moved to ward im ple ment ing a lower-temperature
de sign. How ever, many of the de tails of that de sign
had not been fi nalized by the end of 1999. The Board
looks for ward to re view ing the de sign choices that
the DOE will soon make.
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