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The Area 5 Radioactive Waste Management Complex 
is a 740-acre area that includes excavated disposal 
cells and permitted storage locations. A second facility 
in Area 3 is also available for potential use.

Types of Waste Disposed 
Waste management operations at the NNSS focus on the disposal of:

• Low-level radioactive waste (LLW): Radioactive waste that cannot 
be characterized as high-level, transuranic, spent nuclear fuel, or  
by-product materials, such as uranium mill tailings.

• Mixed low-level radioactive waste (MLLW): Waste that contains 
both hazardous and radioactive constituents. Hazardous constituents 
are toxic, corrosive, reactive, ignitable, or specifically identified by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency as “hazardous.”

• Classified waste: Waste containing classified material, that may or 
may not have radioactive and/or hazardous constituents, for which 
permanent disposal must be protected in the interest of national 
security.

Waste cells are organized in a 20’ x 20’ grid 
system, using letters and numbers to designate 
the location of waste packages. This tracking 
system helps waste personnel monitor the 
accumulation of radionuclide levels and 
maintain a record of specific waste packages 
once they are covered with soil.
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The Nevada National Security Site (NNSS)
For decades, the NNSS has served as an important resource for research and development missions 
along with ongoing national security. Initially established in support of historic missions, state-of-the-art waste 

management sites at the NNSS provide a safe, permanent 
disposal option for waste generated by cleanup at sites 
across the U.S. (including the NNSS) involved in nuclear 
research, development, and testing (Manhattan Project/
Cold War), and ongoing national security and science 
missions.

Favorable Disposal Location
Several conditions contribute to the suitability of the NNSS 
for LLW, MLLW, and classified waste disposal, such as: 

• Arid environment

• Deep groundwater 

• Site remoteness 

• Security

Wastes typically consist of 
containerized debris, trash, soil, 
equipment, tools, and discarded 
personal protective clothing. Most 
containers are safely handled 
without any special equipment or 
clothing, as the level of radioactivity 
is relatively low and the packaging 
provides the necessary protection. 
MLLW is disposed separately in a 
cell constructed with a multi-layered 
lining and a special leachate collection 
system, as required under a Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) 
permit.
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Waste Certification and Approval
As part of the commitment to safety and for the protection of the public, workers, and environment, the DOE 
Environmental Management (EM) Nevada Program conducts a thorough technical review of all waste proposed for 
disposal at the NNSS.  Approval is granted only after waste generators undergo a rigorous certification process to 
demonstrate programs and waste are compliant with the NNSS Waste Acceptance Criteria (NNSSWAC), a formal 
document that outlines specific requirements for waste acceptance, including waste characterization, packaging, 
documentation, and transportation. For additional information on waste acceptance at the NNSS, visit www.nnss.
gov/pages/programs/RWM/Acceptance.html.

Waste Disposal
Upon a waste shipment’s arrival at the NNSS:

• Documentation is reviewed to verify consistency with the 
information submitted during the waste approval process.

• Drivers provide shipment routing information.

• All trucks, trailers, and containers entering the disposal 
facility are surveyed to make sure security seals are in place 
and packages are intact and appropriately labeled.

• Waste packages may also be inspected using on-site x-ray 
technology.

Once incoming waste passes final inspection, waste trucks are 
allowed access to one of several excavated disposal cells. Following off-loading, radiological surveys are conducted 
on individual waste packages, bar codes are scanned, and the waste is placed in its permanent disposal position.

Waste disposal volumes at the NNSS are tracked and reported quarterly at: www.nnss.gov/pages/programs/RWM/
Reports.html
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A waste package is surveyed prior to disposal

Stakeholder Involvement 
The EM Nevada Program is committed to transparent and timely 
communications with the public and intergovernmental entities while 
also supporting regulatory oversight and enhanced preparedness.

• Stakeholder groups such as the Nevada Site Specific Advisory 
Board and the Low-level Waste Stakeholders Forum are regularly 
apprised of various waste shipment campaigns coming to the 
NNSS.

• An Emergency Preparedness Working Group (EPWG) grant 
supports emergency response capabilities in communities along 
NNSS waste shipment routes. Based on $.50 per cubic foot of 
waste disposed at the NNSS, more than $15 million has been 
distributed to counties in Nevada.

Monitoring
Ongoing air, groundwater, and soil 
monitoring at NNSS disposal locations 
provide early detection in the unlikely 
event contamination migrates from the 
immediate disposal area. Monitoring 
results to date have shown no radiological 
releases above regulatory limits. Regular 
performance assessments of the disposal 
facilities serve as an additional safety 
measure. Experts use computer modeling 
software to perform these assessments, 
which evaluate the potential short-term and 
long-term risks associated with disposal.

Definitions
Waste Generator: Entities with NNSS-approved waste certification programs that generate classified and/or low-
level/mixed low-level radioactive waste in support of DOE and U.S. Department of Defense missions.
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