
Senator Lamar Alexander
455 Senate Dirksen Office Building
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510

      4 September 2015

Dear Senator Alexander,

 As you know, the Oak Ridge Environmental Peace Alliance has been tracking prog-
ress on the Uranium Processing Facility bomb plant in Oak Ridge since it was first publicly 
proposed in 2005. Over that ten year span, the amount of information available to the public 
has ebbed and flowed, but it is safe to say that we are now in the midst of an unprecedented 
drought. Since early 2014, when the Red Team report was released, the Department of En-
ergy and the National Nuclear Security Administration have released almost no information 
at all—save for an artist’s sketch—about the plans for the UPF.
 Over the same period of time, the NNSA will have received and spent, by the end of 
FY 2016, more than one billion taxpayer dollars to design the UPF. 
 We understand, given the repeated expensive false starts by NNSA on the UPF de-
sign, why they are reluctant to share information with the public. Those false starts, though, 
combined with NNSA’s abysmal track record on cost containment for its construction proj-
ects, are precisely what makes accountability so necessary.
 NNSA has chosen to substitute periodic secret meetings with you and the staff of 
the Energy and Water Appropriations subcommittee for true public accountability. And, un-
fortunately, rather than be a conduit for information, your office has functioned as a shield 
that insulates NNSA from scrutiny and accountability, providing only vague assurances that 
their processes have improved and they are on track to complete the new, scaled down UPF 
on schedule and within a $6.5 billion budget.
 These assertions defy credulity.
 Even if design costs far exceed the industry standard, which is possible given the 
unique challenges of this one-of-a-kind project; even aided by the carving off of other major 
pieces of the modernization to reduce the scope and cost of the UPF’s line in the budget; 
even setting aside the nearly $1 billion spent on the first two, now-abandoned designs for 
the UPF bomb plant; not counting the actual equipment to be installed in the UPF because 
it is being developed under a separate budget line; and allowing for a generous calculation 
of design costs as 10% of total construction, the scaled-down UPF is still likely to cost $10 
billion or more to construct. 
 Taxpayers have a fundamental right to know how our money is being spent. John 
Adams said, in 1757, that right to know is “indisputable, inalienable and indefeasible.” There 
is no exemption for expensive projects like the UPF bomb plant. The other side of the right-
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to-know coin is the duty-to-disclose. That is a duty incumbent on the government; it is a bed-
rock principle of democracy. As chair of the E&W Appropriations Subcommittee responsible for 
funding decisions, you have that information. We are asking you to tell the taxpayer.
 Here is what we want to know:

 1. What is the basis for the $6.5 billion cost estimate for the UPF?

 2. Where is the actual plan on which the $6.5 billion cost estimate is based?  

 3. Why is the UPF plan not available to the public?

 4. What information have you received from NNSA to justify the $430 million your 
committee appropriated for FY2016 for the UPF bomb plant design?

 5. What is the schedule for design completion?

 6. What are the cost estimates for the rest of the “modernization” of Y12?

 We are reading reports in the news that major portions of the Red Team recommenda-
tions are being implemented on the ground in Oak Ridge, including the relocation of highly 
enriched uranium from the deteriorating facilities at Building 9212 to other facilities—but 
the new location, Building 9204-2E, also faces aging issues and does not meet current seismic 
standards. These are exactly the kinds of issues the NNSA is required to analyze in depth in an 
Environmental Impact Statement. As those who live in the shadow of the Y12 Nuclear Weapons 
Complex, we have a right to a full accounting of the risks and threats we bear as a result of deci-
sions made by the NNSA—and they have a concomitant responsibility to provide that account-
ing. Absent their fulfillment of that responsibility, we rely on you—in your role as subcommittee 
chair, you have the power to compel them to disclose information. We ask you to exercise that 
power and to tell the taxpayer.
 Thank you for your attention to our concerns. Since the information we seek should 
have been provided long ago, we look forward to a substantive response to our questions at the 
earliest possible date.

      Sincerely,

      
      Ralph Hutchison, coordinator
      Oak Ridge Environmental Peace Alliance
 
 
  


