
The Uranium Processing Facility is in line for dramatic increases in the FY 2014 and 
future budgets—as much $1 billion over five years, for a total of $.5 billion/year through 
FY 2019. In FY 2013, Congress doubled funding for the UPF in Oak Ridge to $347 million in 
order to “accelerate construction.” The result was disastrous. After a year in which NNSA 
management failed, failed, and failed again, Congress is considering giving them a raise. 

Put The Brakes on
the Uranium Processing Facility

Uranium Processing Facility
Status Update: UPF and the Budget

Funding  for construction of the UPF is premature, will put additional pressure on an already unstable UPF 
project, and will result in increased project risk, less viable schedules and greater total project cost.

Background
 In 2005, the National Nuclear Security 
Administration announced plans to build 
the Uranium Processing Facility at the Y12 
National Security Complex in Oak Ridge, 
TN, to replace aging facilities. The primary 
mission of the UPF is production of new 
thermonuclear secondaries and cases for 
the Life Extension Program. Originally esti-
mated to cost $600 million - $1.5 billion, the 
UPF would operate until 2075. It is the flag-
ship of the next generation of the weapons 
production complex.

Status
 Despite increased funding last year, 
the UPF has not yet begun construction. In 
October 2012 NNSA announced a “space/fit 
issue”— after spending a half billion dollars 
and passing 75% design completion, the 
UPF design team noticed the building was 
not big enough for the equipment it has to 
hold.
 The current UPF schedule calls for oc-
cupancy in 2021 and full operation in 2024. 
The current schedule for LEPs calls for the 
W76 and the B61 LEPs (if done) to be com-
pleted before 2024.

2012: It Was a Very Bad Year
 It began in February with criticism from 
the General Accounting Office that singled 
out the UPF as a poster child for NNSA’s 
management deficiencies; continued in April 
when the Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety 
Board went public with concerns the “safety 
is not integrated into the design of the UPF;” 
got worse in July when three peace activists 
breached the lethal force security zone and 
entered the weapons production area and 
painted on walls for thirty minutes before 
they were noticed; and then got even worse 
when the space/fit design fiasco was re-
vealed in October.

Conclusion
 This is not a project that deserves a 
raise. It deserves a major investigation, new 
leadership, and a complete management 
culture change before we continue pour-
ing money into it. Any funding for the UPF 
should be contingent on a schedule that ties 
timelines to milestones and work product to 
money with management accountability by 
name.
 This is not how NNSA works—and that 
is the point.



Congress should
 •  Reject proposed funding increases for the UPF in FY 
2014. Funding should be reduced to a minimum while need 
and mission are reassessed and management deficiencies are 
addressed. 

 • Reject the temptation to rush the UPF project. DOE guid-
ance says attempts to compress schedules for construction 
projects increases the risk of project failure and is likely to 
result in schedule delays and cost increases.

 • Tie construction funding to accountability.  NNAS 
should be required to provide a plan that links schedule and 
workplans to funding and work products with accountability 
assigned by name.

 • Require an independent Secondary Lifetimes Study to 

verify the need for production of new secondaries in LEPs.

 • Address security vulnerabilities inherent in the current 
UPF design; the location of an above ground facility in a valley 
beneath unsecured ridges is inherently vulnerable.

 • Align operations and facilities in Oak Ridge with US 
policy and projected future mission needs. The need for pro-
duction capacity will continue to decrease while dismantle-
ment capacity needs will increase.

 • Require the re-design of the UPF to match mission need. 
Production capacity should be reduced from 80 secondaries/
year to 5-10/year. Dismantlement operations, currently part 
of the “deferred scope” as a result of the space/fit problem, 
should be fully restored to the UPF.

 
The Case for Rejecting Funding Increases, Requiring Accountability, and Addressing Outstanding Questions about Security, Size, and Need

Size: The UPF is oversized. NNSA’s admits it can fulfill 
its stockpile surveillance and maintenance mission and 
perform limited life extensions with a production capac-
ity of 5-10 warheads/year. But the UPF is being designed 
with  a capacity of 80 warheads/year—the excess capac-
ity (700% each year!) is to accommodate new design 
nuclear weapon production. Right-sizing the UPF could 
save as much as 15-20% of the total cost.

Cost: The UPF’s original pricetag was $600 million - $1.5 
billion. The Army Corps of Engineers said the price may 
be as high as $7.5 billion. NNSA says it will spend $4.2 
– 6.5 billion. NNSA plans to begin construction without 
a projected final cost or an Independent Cost Estimate; 
outyear numbers in the FY 2013 budget were “TBD.” 

Management: All seven root causes identified for the 
“space/fit” design fiasco are directly attributable to man-
agement failures. The security breach in July cost $15 
million, several managers were fired, a contractor was 
dumped and NNSA personnel were reassigned. The UPF 
space/fit fiasco cost $539 million and not one person has 
been held accountable.

Need:  A new policy guidance seeking deeper reductions 
in the stockpile will continue the downward trajectory 
of the “production needs” line on the graph of NNSA 
missions. This should trigger a reassessment of the need 
for (and the size of) the UPF. Rather than pay extra to 
oversize the UPF, NNSA should be trimming its plans to 
meet a realistic projection of future needs. Instead, one 
element of NNSA’s plan to address its space/fit challenge 
is to drop dismantlement operations from the UPF—of-
ficially, they are deferring the scope for 20-30 years, a 
decision the Safety Board has questioned.

Mission: A number of people have raised questions about 
the need for secondary replacement during LEPs and 
have called for an independent JASON-like study to exam-
ine the issue of secondary aging to see if replacement is 
justified.

Security: The UPF plans call for an above ground facility 
located in a shallow valley between wooded ridges; the 
UPF will be a sister facility located adjacent to the Highly 
Enriched Uranium Materials Facility, the HEU warehouse 
whose high white walls were spattered with blood and 
painted on this summer. The UPF will be similarly vulner-
able. When the HEUMF was being designed, the Project 
on Government Oversight, OREPA and others called for a 
below-grade facility—NNSA declined, citing cost savings 
of $12 million. This summer’s security fiasco cost $15 
million, not counting investigations. The point is the UPF 
cannot be secured if it is built according to current design 
as an above ground facility.

Haste: Increasing UPF construction funding prior to 
design completion and an Independent Cost Estimate in-
creases project risk.  DOE Guidance (413.3-5) points out 
that efforts to speed projects up often result in increased 
project risk, less viable schedules as well as greater total 
costs and says fast track techniques should be used on 
projects with “well established and proven technologies.” 
The UPF is slated to incorporate at least ten significant 
unproven new technologies. The most mature of the ten, 
microwave casting, continues to be plagued with safety 
and hardware problems more than a year after its initial 
installation.
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For more information, contact: Ralph Hutchison, Oak Ridge 
Environmental Peace Alliance, orep@earthlink.net


