
August 1, 2002

The Honorable Linton Brooks
Acting Administrator
   of the National Nuclear Security Administration
U.S. Department of Energy
1000 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20585-0701

Dear Ambassador Brooks:

In an effort to enhance the safety of nuclear explosive operations at the Pantex Plant, the
Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board (Board) for several years has been encouraging improvement
in the quality and timeliness of the support provided by the National Laboratories, the design agencies
for nuclear explosives.  In response to the Board, each design agency was to designate a single
integrated point of contact for each weapon system with sufficient authority to accomplish this
objective.

A recent incident that occurred in July pertaining to the W80 clearly reflects that this
management concept is not being properly implemented at the Sandia National Laboratories.  As a
result, this design agency has delayed the implementation of safety improvements at the Pantex Plant. 
Enclosed is a copy of a communication dated July 17, 2002, from the Sandia National Laboratories’
W80 Systems Engineering Manager to BWXT Pantex, regarding the implementation of an Enhanced
Transportation Cart (ETC) for the W80 program at Pantex. The ETC, which BWXT Pantex is
implementing for most weapon programs at Pantex, minimizes the potential for mechanical, electrical,
thermal and other insults during transportation, and significantly enhances the safety of transportation
operations.  In his letter, the Systems Engineering Manager states that he is unable to “make an
informed decision on the approval of the ETC” without the appropriate information.  However, the
information he requests is nearly two years old and has been available through Sandia National
Laboratories personnel who participated in the development of the ETC. 

The Board recognizes that the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) has
established a Standing Management Team to ensure that each organization, including the design
agencies, has a representative to coordinate stockpile stewardship issues involving Pantex (i.e., an
organizational point of contact).  However, the Board believes that the design agencies should also have
a senior, technically competent individual formally designated as the single point of contact responsible
for each nuclear weapon system.  NNSA and the Standing Management Team should rely on this
cadre of weapon system experts to provide, or coordinate, all weapon system-specific technical
support and information, preventing the types of mis-communication that are evident in the enclosed
correspondence.  
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The Board repeatedly has pointed out the benefits of such formal assignments.  Each person
would be responsible for and capable of integrating and coordinating weapon response information and
laboratory support for issues regarding that weapon system at the Pantex Plant.  Each person assigned
this responsibility would be knowledgeable of the weapon systems and would have the ability to draw
on appropriate laboratory resources to provide the support needed for nuclear explosive operations at
the Pantex Plant.  Each design agency would also benefit from establishing an internal process that
allows for mentoring and training of such personnel, to ensure that there is no lapse in these key
responsibilities.

Timely design agency support is vital to the successful implementation of safety initiatives at the
Pantex Plant  Therefore, pursuant to 42 U.S.C. 2286b(d), the Board would like to be briefed by
NNSA in the next 30 days on the actions being taken to ensure such support exists.  If you have any
questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Sincerely,

John T. Conway
Chairman

c: The Honorable Everet H. Beckner
Dr. C. Paul Robinson
Dr. John C. Browne
Dr. Michael R. Anastasio
Mr. David E. Beck
Mr. Daniel E. Glenn
Mr. Mark B. Whitaker, Jr.
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