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Dear Chairman Diaz:

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s Department of Environmental Protection
(Department) would like to bring to your attention our concern regarding the improper disposal
of generally licensed tritium exit signs in landfills within our state, as well as the rest of the
United States. It is my understanding that on a regular basis, NRC receives official reports
related to tritium exit signs being (presumably) inadvertently disposed of in RCRA Subtitle D
landfills. For example, on December 23, 2005, the state of Wisconsin reported to the NRC (in
Event Report No. 42225) that 56 tritium exit signs were lost, containing up to 1,680 curies (Ci)
of tritium. This report concludes “...it appears they were sent to a landfill with the general

trash.” This is a very large quantity of radioactive material improperly disposed of in a landfill.
The Department conducted a query of your event-reporting database (NMED) and found that
there were roughly 390 such devices reported either lost, missing, stolen, or improperly disposed
of between the years 2000 and 2006. However, considering the hundreds of thousands of these

devices in use, we suspect the number of reported lost tritium exit signs grossly underestimates
those actually lost and disposed of improperly.

Several years ago we promulgated solid waste regulations that required landfills to
monitor incoming solid waste for radioactive material and that they develop site-specific
response action plans. This very successful program has prevented many generally licensed and
orphan gamma-emitting sources from being improperly disposed of in our 50-plus active
landfills. However, given the beta decay emission involved, we knew tritium exit signs would
not be detected in such monitoring. We, therefore, provided guidance to these facilities
regarding recovery of tritium exit signs, should they be discovered visually. This new active
radiation monitoring program at our landfills has also prompted us to perform a landfill leachate

survey with subsequent radiological analysis of samples in late 2004. The radiological analysis
of the collected leachate samples was comprehensive and included tritium.
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