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Dear Senator Alexander,

With passage of the FY2016 budget, spending for the latest design of the Uranium Processing Facility 
will pass the $2 billion dollar mark. Over the course of the last month, you have received dozens of 
letters from Tennesseans asking for an accounting. In reply, you have sent most of them identical 
copies of a letter assuring us that you are on top of things. Unfortunately, your reply letter offers no 
substantive response to the concerns raised by your constituents.

In the hopes of obtaining a substantive response, I am writing on behalf of the Oak Ridge 
Environmental Peace Alliance with specific questions about the UPF design progress. So far 
as I know, you are the only person who can answer these questions, because the meetings you 
are holding with the contractor and NNSA officials responsible for the project are secret. The 
information you learn in these meetings is rightly the property of the taxpayers of the United States, 
but you have chosen not to share any of it with us, despite our repeated requests. Instead, you offer 
vague and increasingly incredible assurances that the “project is continuing on time and on budget.” 
So here are my questions, none of which, so far as I can imagine, approach anything that might 
require classification for security purposes and each of which, I feel certain, falls well within the 
public’s right to know and your duty to disclose.

We are submitting a number of questions in this letter; I am numbering them in hopes of receiving a 
substantive answer to each one. If you would prefer to provide answers in person, we will be happy 
to meet with you.

1. What is “on time?” As of this writing, the National Nuclear Security Administration has not granted 
formal approval (Critical Decision-1) to a plan for the UPF. Given that two billion dollars has been 
appropriated, and most of that already spent, on the design for this not-yet-approved facility, you can 
understand our curiosity. As a fiscal conservative, I imagine you share it. 

 1A. What is the “Critical Decision” timeline for approval of the UPF plan, derived from the 
Red Team recommendations?

 1B. Having spent more than $1.5 billion, at what point in the design completion process are 
we currently—has the design for the not-yet-approved plan reached 50% completion? 30%? 65%?

 1C. When does the National Nuclear Security Administration intend to complete the legally 
required Supplement Analysis that will determine whether or not the 2011 Record of Decision on 
the Y12 Site-Wide Environmental Impact Statement sufficiently analyzes potential environmental 
impacts from this very different, multi-building design that now includes the continued operational 
use of deteriorating facilities that were, under the 2011 plan, going to be retired?

 1D. What is the currently projected date for reaching 90% design completion?
 
2. When you write the UPF is “on budget,” what budget are you speaking of?

 2A. At what point will the public see that budget? Or an independent cost estimate as 



required by DOE regulations? It seems to us, given the stunning waste of half a billion dollars on 
the first, now abandoned, design, and the subsequent re-scaling of the project due to skyrocketing 
cost estimates, prudent fiscal oversight would argue for a cost estimate earlier rather than later—
perhaps even a running tally that is updated as the design solidifies. It is completely understandable 
that the contractor would like to delay this accountability until as late in the game as possible; 
it is not necessary, though, and it is certainly not wise from the standpoint of exercising prudent 
oversight. There are mechanisms for making realistic cost estimates before a design reaches the 
90% design completion. 

 2B. You have repeatedly said the project will be capped at $6.5 billion, but surely you 
understand that, as design costs alone pass the $2 billion mark, that number is no longer credible, 
since the industry standard for design as a percent of total construction costs is somewhere around 
3%. For more challenging technical projects it may go as high as 6.5%. At this point, for the UPF 
to come in under your cap, design will be 30% of the total cost. Of course, this strains credulity 
just from a math standpoint. But you must be seeing some numbers in your secret meetings that 
persuade you the project is “on budget.” I can’t help but feel it would be in your interest to release 
those numbers to the public, even if only for your own protection. In your role as self-appointed 
overseer of this project, due diligence would require you see the numbers, and that the numbers be 
credible. And, since it is our money after all, we have a right to insist that you show us the numbers, 
Senator.

 2C. How do you intend to enforce the “cap” you have instituted for this project? Is there 
language in the contract CNS entered into with Bechtel that assures the taxpayer that cost overruns 
or expenses above $6.5 billion will be borne by the contractor? 

I should not have to explain to you why it is important for the public to have access to this 
information. Transparency in governance is one of the key indicators of the health of a democracy. 
John Adams described the public’s right to know as “indisputable, inalienable, and indefeasible.” 
And long before John Adams, Aristotle said the affairs of the state are public for all to know and 
discuss in a democracy; Pericles said it was what distinguished Athens from its rivals.

We don’t have to wonder if they were right. The UPF story itself gives us ample proof. Most of the 
decisions that unfolded during the first effort to design the UPF were kept from the public even as 
the UPF Project made its way to the Government Accountability Office’s High Risk list. And, sure 
enough, the project as it was then envisioned failed—a failure that cost taxpayers half a billion 
dollars. Throughout that process, management made decisions that, in hindsight, might have been 
avoided were the process more public. The Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board repeatedly raised 
concerns in private about decisions to defer safety design considerations until late in the game. 
Eventually, the Safety Board ran out of patience and went public. Too late, as it turned out. With 
the design 85% complete, the design team had to wrestle with safety requirements—thicker walls, 
among other things, that doomed the project.

Now, after the second design, the raise-the-roof design, was scrapped—more taxpayer money 
flushed—some version of the Red Team plan is supposedly providing guidance to the design 
team. I say “some version” because there is no approved plan on record. The process settled on by 
management seems to be to design the facility to 90%—at a cost exceeding more than $1 billion—
and then figuring out how to get the paperwork in order. Critical pieces of the project which are 
required to be in place before money is spent—like an updated Environmental Impact Statement—
are being deferred. Sound familiar?

Even more troubling, some of the patterns that doomed the first UPF design seem to be 
reappearing. In October, eighteen months after the current plan was put in place, the Defense 



Nuclear Facilities Safety Board has raised significant concerns about one small—$70 million 
taxpayer dollars—part of the plan. The chair of the Safety Board, Joyce Connery, reminded NNSA 
that it is important to analyze these issues early in the design phase to “assure the integration of 
safety” into the Electrorefining Project’s design. Reporting on the Safety Board’s concerns, Frank 
Munger wrote in his Atomic Underground blog for the Knoxville News-Sentinel: “The safety board 
chief indicated that Y-12 did not plan to do some of the safety analyses for structures, systems and 
components until later.”

Can that be true? I am asking you, as the self-appointed overseer of this project, to answer these 
questions:

 3A. Is it true that, in the implementation of the current scheme for modernization at Y-12, 
an outgrowth of the Red Team recommendations, management has taken a decision to defer some 
of the safety analyses for structures, systems and components rather than integrate safety issues 
early in the design phase as required by DOE orders?

 3B. What explanation did management give you, in your private meetings, for taking this 
decision which so closely tracks the disastrous course of the first UPF design?

 3C. How are you, in your role as sole overseer of this project, keeping abreast of the 
concerns of agencies tasked with key oversight functions—like the Safety Board, the Inspector 
General’s office, the Government Accountability Office?

The failure to integrate safety into the design at an early stage (a DOE requirement)  is what 
doomed the first UPF design and led to the “space/fit” fiasco. As you are surely aware, OREPA has 
been highly critical of your failure to initiate an investigation into that half billion dollar fiasco. You 
chose not to hold a single hearing. You required no accountability. Now, three years and more than 
a billion dollars later, we are hearing from the Safety Board that the current management team is 
repeating the same disastrous mistake!

Senator Alexander, surely you can understand why we taxpayers, who are paying hundreds of 
millions of dollars each year, dollars that pass through your committee on their way to Bechtel, are 
troubled.

I believe you want the UPF project to succeed. I urge you to consider the best way for that success 
to be realized, though it may seem counterintuitive at first blush, is to require the NNSA to publish 
its plan, to prepare the requisite paperwork to support the plan, including safety plans and the 
Supplement to the 2011 Site-Wide Environmental Impact Statement, to explain the plan and, if 
necessary, defend it before the taxpayers who are footing the bill. 

I also believe it is in your interest to bring more eyes to this project. I urge you to relieve yourself of 
the responsibility of being the sole overseer of this project and, instead, to put in place the proper 
and appropriate instruments for public accountability. 

One final set of questions. The article about the NNSA’s plans to install an electrorefining process in 
Building 9998 is a part of the overall modernization effort at Y12. Under the Red Team version of 
the future, modernization of Y-12 as envisioned in the 2011 Record of Decision—multiple facilities 
incorporated in one new “Big Box” UPF—will not happen. Instead, some combination of new 
buildings and upgraded old facilities will take its place. One key reason for the change is the simple 
fiscal reality that the Big Box UPF was too expensive. One effect of the Red Team recommendations 
is the splitting of the check, so to speak. Modernization can no longer be tracked as one line item—
it will be seventy million here, six billion there, a hundred million or two there…



To the taxpayer, this cost-shifting appears to be a naked attempt to disguise the cost of the 
modernization Y-12. We have been told by some officials the overall cost of modernizing old 
facilities will be in the billions of dollars. At this point, we have no idea how big a bill we are being 
asked to cover for the modernization of Y12. So, understandably, we want to know, before we 
order, how much this will cost.

 4A. In your discussions with NNSA and CNS officials, have you discussed the overall cost of 
modernization at Y12? 

 4B. If so, what are the ballpark cost estimates for the various projects that make up the 
“modernized” Y12?

 4C. What is the timeline for making the upgrades?

 4D. What steps are you taking, in your oversight role, to assure safety concerns for other 
parts of the modernization are being appropriately addressed?

 4E. Since “capping” is your preferred cost-control instrument, what cap have you put on 
the Y12 modernization effort?

 4F. Since cleaning up legacy wastes, like mercury, and legacy facilities like Building 9201-
05 (Alpha 5) are among your priorities, how will cleanup efforts be impacted or constrained by the 
failure to reduce Y12’s security footprint as originally envisioned in the “Big Box” UPF scenario?

 4G. With the cost of the UPF likely to significantly exceed $6.5 billion, and the total cost 
of modernization of Y12 to exceed $10 billion, what commitment will you make to assuring the 
cleanup team at Oak Ridge gets adequate funding to do actual cleanup?

Senator Alexander, over the course of the last month, OREPA has spoken to a number of groups 
about the lack of accountability for spending on the UPF. We have been universally met with 
surprise, sometimes drifting over into shock. Your constituents do not find it acceptable that you 
are withholding information about the schedule and cost of this project even as you approve 
hundreds of millions of dollars of additional spending. We have encouraged them to write to you, 
and I know many of them have.

We hope that this letter amplifies their concerns and provides an opportunity for you to respond 
with substantive information to specific concerns. We look forward to hearing from you soon.

     Sincerely,

     Ralph Hutchison, coordinator
     Oak Ridge Environmental Peace Alliance


