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Decontamination and Decommissioning of the Basket Washing Facility, Technical Area 16

Introduction

McGehee et at.

The following infonnation has been prepared as part of a notification of potential adverse
effect to historic Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL) properties located at
Technical Area (TA) 16 (Maps 1 and 2). The proposed decontamination and
decommissioning (D&D) action is part ofLANL's routine phasing out of aging
properties and will result in the demolition ofTA-16's Basket Washing Facility (building
TA-16-390 and associated structures TA-16-392, -401, -402, -406, -1129, -1134, and
-1135). D&D activities will adversely affect the attributes that make these eight
properties eligible for the National Register ofHistoric Places.

This report is intended to provide the initial background infonnation necessary to initiate
the Section 106 consultation process; additional documentation will follow after a
treatment plan for the resolution of adverse effects is developed. This initial assessment
report contains a description of the proposed action, historical background infonnation,
property descriptions, building integrity and contamination infonnation, and
recommendations for National Register of Historic Places eligibility.

The State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) is requested to concur with the eligibility
determinations contained in this report and to concur that the proposed decontamination
and decommissioning action will adversely affect the Basket Washing Facility.

Project Description

The TA-16 Basket Washing Facility is excess LANL property and is scheduled for clean
up and eventual demolition. This action is in accordance with LANL's commitment to
clean up inactive sites and facilities "so that no unacceptable risk to the public or
environment remains" (U.S. Department of Energy 1994). The removal of building TA­
16-390 and seven associated structures will be carried out by LANL's D&D program.
Associated utilities will also be removed as part of the D&D process.

In June 2002, a historic building survey was conducted by John Ronquillo, Sigma
Science Inc.; Ken Towery, Site and Project Planning Group (PM-I), LANL; and Kari
Garcia, Ecology Group (RRES-ECO), LANL. The building survey was accomplished by
conducting a field visit to TA-16 and documenting the architectural and engineering
elements of the Basket Washing Facility. Records research at LANL was also carried
out, photographs were taken, and current drawings were compiled for the properties
(Appendix B). Furthermore, a fonner site worker was interviewed about the facility's
historical operations; information from that interview is incorporated into this report.

Historical Background

TA-16 (General Site Infonnation)

TA-16 (S-Site) contains major facilities that are directly associated with LANL's mission
to support the nation's nuclear stockpile. S-Site operations include the synthesis, mixing,
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pressing, casting, and machining of high explosives (HE). Other HE work includes
explosive device assembly, plastic and composite fabrication, mechanical testing, and
limited HE characterization. Tritium handling, packaging, research, and analysis
activities are also carried out at TA-16 (MacRoberts n.d.).

Early activities at TA-16 supported the development of the first implosion-type atomic
bombs: the "Trinity" device and the Nagasaki bomb ("Fat Man"). The HE components
of the implosion design were developed, manUfactured, and tested at TA-16 during
World War II.

The Burning Ground and Basket Washing Facility

The TA-16 burning ground was constructed in 1951 for HE treatment and disposal (Map
3). Over the years, large amounts of HE and HE-contaminated material have been
burned at this location. Several different types of treatment processes are located at the
burning ground including the Basket Washing Facility (LANL 1993). This facility was
used to clean filters baskets from TA-16's HE sumps and also to clean HE-contaminated
fixtures (Map 4). Residual wash water was diverted to troughs and then to filtration
vessels and filter beds for eventual drying and burning. The Basket Washing Facility was
in use from 1951 to 1966. The Basket Washing Facility and the troughs have been
decommissioned and have not been used since the facility suspended operations. After
1966, sludge from site-wide HE sumps was trucked to the burning ground, filtered, dried
at filtration structures TA-16-401 and TA-16-406, and burned. The filter bed sand was
scraped up after burning and placed in drums for disposal (LANL 1993).

Property Descriptions

Property Identification and Numbering

The properties discussed in this report are identified using the current LANL system of
placing the TA prefix before each building and structure number. Historically, however,
the "S" prefix (for S-Site) was used before each property number and some of the
drawings included in this report may use the old system of identification. For example,
TA-16-390 is the same building as S-390.

The Basket Washing Building

The Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, was built in the last half of 1951; a small
addition was added later that same year. The wood-frame building was built by the Zia
Company and is only 611 ft2 in size. Due to its small size and nondescript construction,
the building does not fall into a defined architectural style. Its appearance can best be
typified as military-style construction. TA-16-390 is situated on the south sloping face of
a slight rise. The concrete foundation is visible due to the slope of the site. The
building's structure is wood frame with asbestos board shingles; batting-type insulation is
visible through broken shingles. A medium slope roof with granular-impregnated,
asphalt sheet roofing provides the water proofing of the roof. Windows on the west and
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south elevation are wood frame with an inward-operating hopper sash. The north
elevation contains a personnel-sized door into the wash area and a double-opening, wood
door into the mechanical room. The exterior components of the building are in fair
condition reflecting some years of non-use and deferred maintenance. The interior frame
walls and ceiling are sheathed in stainless steel panels, which provide a waterproof finish
and are indicative of the water intensive operations conducted inside the building. The
washroom has a steel track around the perimeter of the room. Metal baskets were
attached to this track and were moved around the room as the washing of components
occurred. The bare concrete floor tapered to drain outlets, which connected to metal
troughs. The adjoining mechanical room contained electrical service inlets, an air
compressor, and a heat source (probably an electric boiler since natural gas was not in use
at HE facilities).

Typical activities inside the building included the steam and water washing of various
components from HE operations at TA-16 facilities. Historically, the operations within
the building extended beyond building TA-16-390 and included four sheet metal troughs
(TA-16-1129, -1134, -1135, and -1136) that channeled wash water from TA-16-390
down to two filtration vessels (TA-16-401 and TA-16-393/406), a filtration bed (TA-16­
392), and two solvent burning trays (TA-16-394) (McCormick 2002). The filtration bed,
TA-16-392, was later converted to a bum pad (LANL 1993). HE residues from sump
filter baskets were emptied into a floor drain located on the south end of the building. An
operator in the building controlled a manifold that diverted the wash water to one of four
troughs. Three troughs were originally connected to the building, and in 1961, an
additional trough, TA-16-1136, was installed. In 1966, operations at the Basket Washing
Facility ceased when the use of filter baskets was discontinued (LANL 1993).

Troughs

The troughs are approximately 8"x 8" galvanized and stainless steel fabrications that
carry rinse water and contaminants down hill to the various vessel locations
(McCormick). The steel troughs have a V-shaped cross section, are open at the top, are
elevated approximately 3 ft from the ground, and are approximately 370 ft long (LANL
1993). Structures TA-16-1129, -1134, and -1135 were built in 1951. Structure TA-16­
1136, now removed, was built in 1961 (LANL 1993).

Trough TA-16-1129 carried wash water to filtration vessel TA-16-401, trough TA-16­
1134 carried water to the solvent burning trays TA-16-394 (now removed), trough TA­
16-11351ed down to filtration vessel TA-16-393 (replaced by TA-16-406), and trough
TA-16-1136 led to filtration bed TA-16-392 (LANL 1993). In 1965, filtration vessel TA­
16-406 replaced TA-16-393, which was dismantled and sent to TA-54 for disposal. TA­
16-1136 was dismantled in 1988 and was the only one of the four troughs in which wash
water with potentially uranium-contaminated materials was transported (LANL 1993).
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Filtration Vessels and Associated Air Heater

McGehee et al.

The filtration vessels (TA-16-401 and TA-16-406) consist of8-ft diameter corrugated
iron sections buried 4 ft into the ground. Layers of rock and sand provide the filtration
bed for the water drain. Water filtered through the filtration bed and historically was
piped to a carbon filtration system prior to release. Using a concrete-mounted jib crane, a
heavy lid was placed on the vessel in order to speed up the drying process. A drying fan
was employed for 24 hours and HE was eventually deposited on the surface of the sand.
Structure TA-16-402 is an air heater that was used during the drying process
(McCormick 2002).

After the water had evaporated, a fire catalyst was added to the filtration vessel and the
fire would be remotely ignited by an electrical charge, similar to a blasting cap. The
remaining sand and char were then removed for final disposal. TA-16-394, the solvent
burning trays (now removed), was specifically used for the collection of solvents and oil
prior to burning. The burning of the HE and solvents produced a very hot blue and
orange flame which could last for up to an hour (McCormick 2002).

TA-16-392 is an inactive burning pad. Formerly a filtration bed, TA-16-392 received
suspected uranium-contaminated wash water from filter baskets being cleaned at TA-16­
390. In 1988, the bed was modified to a burn pad for the purpose ofburning suspected
uranium-contaminated objects (LANL 1993).

Integrity Issues and Potential for Contamination

Although the Basket Washing Facility was partially decommissioned in 1966, the main
building (TA-16-390) and the remaining troughs and filtering units have retained the key
elements oflocation, setting, and design. Overall, this facility exhibits good historical
integrity. Unfortunately, due to the nature of the waste treatment operations at the Basket
Washing Facility, the potential for HE contamination in and around the building and
associated structures is high. The contaminants of concern are those associated with the
storing, burning, and disposal ofbarium, other metals, depleted uranium, HE by­
products, and HE. Semivolatiles may include HE burning and detonation products, as
well as petroleum products probably used to initiate combustion (LANL 1993).

National Register Eligibility Recommendation

Based on the information gathered during this building survey, the Basket Washing
Facility (TA-16-390, -392, -401, -402, -406, -1129, -1134, and -1135) is eligible for
nomination to the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A and Criterion C.
The building and associated structures are associated with significant Cold War weapons
research and development, and are all at least 50 years old. The facility retains the key
elements of original location, setting, association, feeling, and interior and exterior
design. The main period of significance for these properties covers the years between
1951 and 1966. The activities conducted at the Basket Washing Facility served an
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important waste management function in support of Cold War-era weapons research and
development at Los Alamos-the Basket Washing Facility was a one-of-a-kind HE
recovery and disposal facility and represents the "end of process" for activities conducted
at TA-16.

The SHPO is requested to concur with the eligibility determinations contained in this
report and to concur that the proposed decontamination and decommissioning action has
the potential to adversely affect the eight National Register-eligible properties that make
up the Basket Washing Facility.

As a result ofthis historic building survey,this project complies with the National
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (as amended).
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Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, North Elevation

Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, East Elevation
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Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, South Elevation

McGehee el 01.

Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, West Elevation
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Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, Interior, Direction Southwest

Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, Interior, Direction Northwest
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Basket Washing Building, TA-16-390, Mechanical Room Interior, Direction Southwest
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Troughs (left to right), TA-16-l135, TA-16-1129, TA-16-1134, Direction South

Troughs TA-16-ll34 (left), TA-16-ll29 (right), and
Basket Washing Building TA-16-390 in left background, Direction Northeast
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Solvent Burning Trays TA-I 6-394 (before removal) and
Trough TA-16-1134, Direction North

Trough TA-16-1129 and Air Heater TA-I 6-402
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Troughs TA-16-1129 and TA-16-1136 and
Filtration Vessels TA-16-401 and TA-16-406, Direction Southeast

Trough TA-16-1129 and Filtration Vessel and Lid TA-l 6-40 1, Direction Northeast
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