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Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) Cognizant Engineer Report for May 2026 
 
DNFSB Staff Activity: The WIPP and National Transuranic Waste Program cognizant 
engineers held periodic meetings to maintain awareness of mining and waste-handling activities. 
 
New Filter Building: Last month, Salado Isolation Mining Contractors, LLC (SIMCO) 
personnel placed the public address system in the new filter building (NFB) out of service due to 
failure of the uninterruptible power supply. The public address system is the primary notification 
system for alerting personnel to emergency response actions. On May 20, 2026, SIMCO 
personnel issued a timely order allowing entry into the NFB when carrying a radio or 
government-furnished cell phone. 
 
Air Intake Shaft Hoist Issue: In May, the air intake shaft (AIS) remained out of service due to 
concerns with the functionality of the hoist babbitt bearings (see WIPP Monthly for April 2026). 
SIMCO management personnel continue working to obtain replacement bearings for the affected 
equipment and plan to complete the repair in July 2026. 
 
Salt Handling Shaft Hoist Issue: On May 11, 2026, while performing pre-operational checks 
on the salt-handling shaft hoist motor, SIMCO personnel noticed a burning smell coming from 
the motor accompanied by high temperature readings on the motor. SIMCO personnel promptly 
placed the salt hoist out-of-service and halted underground work pending repair. Upon further 
investigation, SIMCO personnel identified worn insulation on the electrical motor windings and 
concluded that the motor would need to be disassembled and shipped offsite for refurbishment, a 
process which could take approximately two months. Due to both secondary means of egress, the 
salt handling shaft and AIS hoists, being out of service, SIMCO management halted all 
underground work, waste shipments to the site, and waste processing. 
 
Although 30 CFR 57.11050 requires mines to have at least two escapeways to the surface, the 
U.S. Mine Safety & Health Administration allows for limited operations when restoring full 
compliance. Considering this exception, on May 21, 2026, SIMCO management issued a long-
term timely order to allow entrance to the underground via the waste hoist for work activities 
supporting utility shaft recovery as a new secondary means of egress from the underground. 
These work activities include upgrading and inspecting the personnel conveyance, training 
personnel, and updating emergency response procedures. Underground access for other work 
remains restricted until recovery of a secondary means of egress. 
 
Utility Shaft Owlets: On April 29, 2026, SIMCO personnel discovered an active owl nest with 
four great horned owlets in the utility shaft headframe. Great horned owls are a protected species 
under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, which prohibits the destruction or disturbance of 
the nest in a way that causes the birds to abandon it. SIMCO management promptly stopped 
work around the utility shaft headframe. On June 8, 2026, the owlets fledged and SIMCO 
personnel resumed efforts to restore the utility shaft egress capability. 
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