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NUCLEAR WASTE DISPOSAL 
Better Planning Needed to Avoid Potential 
Disruptions at Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 

What GAO Found 
The Department of Energy’s (DOE) plans for the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 
(WIPP) may ensure sufficient statutory capacity and physical space to meet its 
disposal needs for the defense-related transuranic (TRU) waste in its current 
inventory. To reduce the volumes counted against the statutory limit, DOE 
implemented a new counting method that excludes some of the air space found 
in certain waste packages (see fig.). The new method has been approved by the 
New Mexico state regulator. However, DOE may not have sufficient statutory 
capacity and physical space to meet future TRU waste disposal needs at WIPP if 
significant volumes of TRU waste are added to DOE’s TRU waste inventory, as 
anticipated, or if the new counting method is successfully challenged in court. 

Old and New Volume Counting Methods for Certain Waste Containers Disposed of in the 
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 

 
DOE officials identified two challenges to completing key ventilation projects 
needed to return WIPP to full disposal operations: (1) overseeing contractors 
executing the projects and (2) obtaining regulatory approvals. According to the 
workforce plan for DOE’s Carlsbad Field Office, it may not have sufficient staff to 
address these challenges. The Carlsbad Field Office is responsible for project 
oversight, among other things, and 27 of the office’s 76 total positions were either 
vacant or occupied by acting officials as of January 2020. DOE has taken some 
steps to address these staffing shortages; however, DOE has not fully analyzed 
options to address the vacancy issue. By doing so, DOE will be in a better 
position to address the challenges it has identified to effectively completing the 
projects at WIPP.  

DOE does not have assurance that WIPP’s planned additional physical space 
will be constructed before existing space is full, which would result in a potential 
interruption to disposal operations. GAO assessed DOE’s Integrated Master 
Schedule—which includes DOE’s estimate for completing some of WIPP’s 
additional physical space—against best practices for schedule estimating. GAO 
found that the schedule did not substantially meet all four characteristics of a 
reliable schedule; to be considered reliable, a schedule must at least 
substantially meet all four. By improving the schedule, DOE will have greater 
assurance in the reliability of its estimate for completing additional physical space 
before existing space is full, thereby avoiding interruptions to disposal operations. 

View GAO-21-48. For more information, 
contact Allison B. Bawden at (202) 512-3841 
or bawdena@gao.gov. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
DOE’s WIPP is the nation’s only 
deep geologic repository for the 
disposal of defense-related nuclear 
waste. DOE suspended operations 
at WIPP after two accidents in 2014 
and resumed on a limited scale in 
2017. DOE has initiated two projects 
to improve WIPP’s underground 
ventilation system and allow full 
disposal operations to resume. 
However, DOE estimates WIPP’s 
existing physical space will be full 
around 2025, and DOE faces a 
statutory limitation on how much 
waste can be disposed of at WIPP. 

Senate Report No. 115-125 
accompanying a bill for the National 
Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Year 2018 includes a provision for 
GAO to review DOE’s actions to 
bring WIPP towards full operational 
status. This report examines DOE’s 
(1) plans to meet needs for physical 
space at WIPP without exceeding 
WIPP’s statutory capacity, (2) 
challenges to completing key 
ventilation projects, and (3) plans for 
adding physical space at WIPP 
without interruption to operations.  

GAO reviewed DOE documents for 
project designs, compared 
schedules to best practices, and 
interviewed DOE officials at the 
Carlsbad Field Office.  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making three 
recommendations, including that 
DOE analyze options to address 
staffing vacancies and improve its 
schedule for adding physical space 
at WIPP. DOE agreed with all three 
recommendations. 
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