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Nuclear Regulatory Commission § 61.7 

accept, the use of electronic signa-
tures, and the treatment of nonpublic 
information. 

[73 FR 5725, Jan. 31, 2008, as amended at 74 
FR 62683, Dec. 1, 2009] 

§ 61.5 Interpretations. 
Except as specifically authorized by 

the Commission in writing, no inter-
pretation of the meaning of the regula-
tions in this part by any officer or em-
ployee of the Commission other than a 
written interpretation by the General 
Counsel will be considered binding 
upon the Commission. 

§ 61.6 Exemptions. 
The Commission may, upon applica-

tion by any interested person, or upon 
its own initiative, grant any exemption 
from the requirements of the regula-
tions in this part as it determines is 
authorized by law, will not endanger 
life or property or the common defense 
and security, and is otherwise in the 
public interest. 

§ 61.7 Concepts. 
(a) The disposal facility. (1) Part 61 is 

intended to apply to land disposal of 
radioactive waste and not to other 
methods such as sea or extraterrestrial 
disposal. Part 61 contains procedural 
requirements and performance objec-
tives applicable to any method of land 
disposal. It contains specific technical 
requirements for near-surface disposal 
of radioactive waste, a subset of land 
disposal, which involves disposal in the 
uppermost portion of the earth, ap-
proximately 30 meters. Near-surface 
disposal includes disposal in engineered 
facilities which may be built totally or 
partially above-grade provided that 
such facilities have protective earthen 
covers. Near-surface disposal does not 
include disposal facilities which are 
partially or fully above-grade with no 
protective earthen cover, which are re-
ferred to as ‘‘above-ground disposal.’’ 
Burial deeper than 30 meters may also 
be satisfactory. Technical require-
ments for alternative methods may be 
added in the future. 

(2) Near-surface disposal of radio-
active waste takes place at a near-sur-
face disposal facility, which includes 
all of the land and buildings necessary 
to carry out the disposal. The disposal 

site is that portion of the facility 
which is used for disposal of waste and 
consists of disposal units and a buffer 
zone. A disposal unit is a discrete por-
tion of the disposal site into which 
waste is placed for disposal. For near- 
surface disposal, the disposal unit is 
usually a trench. A buffer zone is a por-
tion of the disposal site that is con-
trolled by the licensee and that lies 
under the site and between the bound-
ary of the disposal site and any dis-
posal unit. It provides controlled space 
to establish monitoring locations 
which are intended to provide an early 
warning of radionuclide movement, and 
to take mitigative measures if needed. 
In choosing a disposal site, site charac-
teristics should be considered in terms 
of the indefinite future and evaluated 
for at least a 500–year timeframe. 

(b) Waste classification and near-sur-
face disposal. (1) Disposal of radioactive 
waste in near-surface disposal facilities 
has the following safety objectives: 
protection of the general population 
from releases of radioactivity, protec-
tion of individuals from inadvertent in-
trusion, and protection of individuals 
during operations. A fourth objective is 
to ensure stability of the site after clo-
sure. 

(2) A cornerstone of the system is 
stability—stability of the waste and 
the disposal site so that once emplaced 
and covered, the access of water to the 
waste can be minimized. Migration of 
radionuclides is thus minimized, long- 
term active maintenance can be avoid-
ed, and potential exposures to intrud-
ers reduced. While stability is a desir-
able characteristic for all waste much 
radioactive waste does not contain suf-
ficient amounts of radionuclides to be 
of great concern from these stand-
points; this waste, however, tends to be 
unstable, such as ordinary trash type 
wastes. If mixed with the higher activ-
ity waste, their deterioration could 
lead to failure of the system and per-
mit water to penetrate the disposal 
unit and cause problems with the high-
er activity waste. Therefore, in order 
to avoid placing requirements for a sta-
ble waste form on relatively innocuous 
waste, these wastes have been classed 
as Class A waste. The Class A waste 
will be disposed of in separate disposal 
units at the disposal site. However, 
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