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Cracked W48 Pit

There are continued and compelling technical reasons to address the
cracked W48 Pit at Pantex in an expedient manner. We have said that from
the time of the incident on November 12th, there has been continuing
degradation of the unit. The chemlcal metallurgical, physical, and
radioactive properties of, """ plutonium and its corrosion
products are active and complicated. The potential for further chemical
reactions between the plutonium and available moisture, air, and organic
materials continues with time. Radiolytic decomposition of the first
plastic bag is a real possibility, and a compatibility test is being set up at
LLNL to evaluate this aspect. All of these reactions are exothermic and
thus, if they occur, will release heat and gas causing increases in
temperature and pressure. The unit is definitely in an unstable and
increasingly deleterious state and can only deteriorate further with time.
The increasing time from when there was a visual record of the unit only
adds to the uncertainties; the radiographs can mainly show the metal
parts and cannot reveal the state of the high explosive, adhesive or the
condition of the bags. The radiographs taken two weeks ago. indicate the
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appear to be involved and it needs to be kept Intact and separate.

The probability for a significant accident to occur while DOE deliberates
is probably small and definitely unpredictable, but the consequences of
such an accident are quite serious. They Include breaching the container,
releasing radioactivity, and perhaps burning a small amount of the high
explosive. In fact, there is a very real probability of the gasket seal of
the container leaking alpha contamination due to radiation damage with
time; the container was not leak checked when it was closed and to do so
now means disturbing the unit unnecessarily. It should be noncontact
monitored on a continuing basis and taped up if found leaking
radioactivity.
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The delays also Increasingly complicate the ability to establish why the
pit cracked in the first place. This in turn, complicates and extends the
dismantiement of the remaining W48s. It was hoped that the pit could be
available early after the failure for disassembly and evaluation at LLNL in
order to look carefully at the plutonium to see if there were indications
on how it was involved.
There may have been a lsak path allowing moisture to come in contact _
with the plutonium causing reaction products that added to the loading;

~ With the delays this will probably not be passible now
because there has been time for additional reactions to occur. The further
plutonium reactions couid also extend the initial fallure and make the
evaluation of the cause more difficult. Attention and care is being applied
to the packaging and transportation of the pit to LLNL so that additional
damage Is minimized.

LLNL's recommended approach of getting the unit into an argon inert gas
atmosphere as quickly as possible should have been already implemented.
This render-sate-procedure of the inert gas blanket around the plutonium
and removing the high explosive is the only manner in which the situation
can be stabilized. The DOE decision to not proceed puts DOE and Pantex at
risk.

LANL concurs with the abave position.
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