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Power and
Money in
Los Alamos

Contract

The UCsystem, which
has run the sprawling
nuclear weapons lab
since World War I1, is
battling its criticsand
an imposing challenger.

By REBECCA TROUNSON
Times Staf) Writer

‘The competition for the newly
lucrative contract to run Los
Alamos National Laboratory is
now a head-to-head battle be-
tween two formidable teams: on
one side, the University of Cali-
fonia and engineering power-
house Bechtel, on the other, the
University of Texas and Lock-
heed Martin, the nation’s largest
defense contractor.

At stake is not only the day-
to-day operation of Los Alamos,
the vast nuclear weapons design
center that stretches across 40
miles of New Mexico high desert.
The contract winner also will
claim a Key role — potentially for
the next two decades — in advi-
sing policymakers on the safety
and reliablility of the nation’s ag-
Ing nuclear stockplle and
whether new bombs are needed.

“Big power, political and
otherwise, is really what draws
people to this contract” said
QGreg Mello, executive director of
the Los Alamos Study Group, an
independent nuclear watchdog
group based in Albuquerque.
Now, Mello noted, with the gov-
ermmment’'s recent decision to
boost the annual fee to run the
lab by a factor of nine — to as
much as $79 million — “it's big
money too.”

Since World War I1, when Los
Alamos scientists tolled in se-
crecy to create the atomic bomb,
the lab has been operated by the
University of California under a
no-bid contract with the federal
government. But after fiscal and
securtty breaches at Los Alamos
sparked sharp criticism in Con-
gress of UC's management, the
Energy Department in 2003 said
it was opening the next contract
to competition.

Facing a Tuesday deadline,
the contending teams — one
holed up in 8an Francisco, the
other in Abbuquerque — are
scrambling to complete the de-
tailed proposals that each hopes
will tip the scales its way. They
are laying out visions for manag-
ing the huge laboratory, its 12,000
employees and its yearly budget
of $2.2 billion, pointing out their

(See Los Alamos, Page A10)

JULY 17, 2005

COPYRIGHT 2005 / NA
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own strengths and, at least indi-
rectly, their rival’'s weaknesses.

Energy Department officials
say the winner will be announced
by December and is expected to
be on the job June 1. The seven-
year contract will be renewable
annually for 13 additional years.

The drama for many ob-
servers i3 in the high-stakes
matchup between two such pow-
erful, politically influential —
and, some say, roughly equiva-
lent — teams,

Will the University of Texas
enjoy a political advantage with
one of the state’s favorite sons in
the White House and another,
Republican U.8. Rep. Joe L. Bar-
ton, heading the key congres-
sional committee overseeing Los
Alamos? Will UC be able to over-
come the view of many in Wash-
ington that it should not be re-
warded for its fallures?

And what of Lockheed?
Should a weapons manufacturer,
even with a university as partner,
be a primary manager of the
country’s premier nuclear weap-
ons center? If it wins the con-
tract, will lab sclentists feel free
to conduct research and express
views on technjcal matters, even
if those run counter to govern-

ment or company policy?

As Tuesday's deadline nears,
the teams are laboring nearly
around the clock to put the final
touches on bid documents num-
bering hundreds of pages. Most
substantive details, and even
some participants’ identities,
are closely guarded secrets.
Some say, half joking, that they
wonder if rivals are watching
their comings and goings at the
office,
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Joining UC’s 10-campus sys-
tem in its bid is Bechtel National,
a division of San Francisco-
based Bechtel Group, a global
engineering and construction
firm. Other team members In-
clude companies with expertise
in nuclear operations and envi-
ronmental cleanup, and a group
of New Mexico universities.

On the other side is Lockheed
Martin, which has managed San-
dia National Laboratories, nu-
clear weapons engineering and
technology centers in New Mexi-
co and California, since 1993. Its

key partner in the Los Alamos
contest is the nine-campus Uni-
versity of Texas system, whose
leaders have long expressed in-
terest in running a national lab.

UT Chancellor Mark G. Yudof
said in an interview that the
team's bid also will include other
research universities, although
he sald he could not name them
publicly before the proposal is
submitted. The Lockheed group
also includes firms with special-
ties in nuclear operations and fa-
cilities development.

‘The only other announced
competitor is a coalition of Call-
fornia and New Mexico anti-

_ huclear groups, which has said it

wants to ensure better health
and safety provisions for Los
Alamos workers and stronger
protection for whistle-blowers.

Energy Department officials
say the award will be made on
the proposals’ merits, along with
performance records.

Tom D'Agostino, a top official
with the Energy Department's
National Nuclear Security Ad-
ministration, will make the final
decision, NNSA spokesman Al
Stotts said. D'Agostino, the
agency’s acting deputy adminis-
trator for defense programs, is
not a political appointee. D'Agos-
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tino will not comment during the
competition, Stotts said.

At a time of escalating con-
cern about terrorism and other
‘security threats, UC supporters
argue that the university has
provided effective leadership
and renowned scientific ability
for decades on one of America’s
most sensitive security misstons,

They cite the potential risks
of completely new management
and say that it makes sense for
such a highly respected public
university system — along with
new partners that can shore up
its weaknesses — to continue to
operate the facility.

Stung by the Energy Depart-
ment's decision to pull its exclu-
sive contract, UC leaders for
months remained undecided
about whether to compete. Fi-
nally, however, as UC President
'Robert C. Dynes said in a recent
Interview, the question came
down to: “‘If not us, who? And
we felt comfortable that we had
put the best team together.”

Some cutside experts agree.
“I don’'t want to say that Lock-
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UNDER FIRE: Fscal and securily troubles at Los Alamos sparked criticism of UC’s management.

heed or the Untversity of Texas
can't do this,” said Sidney Drell,
a Stanford University professor
emeritus and nuclear weapons
expert who has served on review
committees at Los Alamos. “But
what I do know is that you have
the experience of UC, which has
done it, now combined with the
management and security ex-
pertise of Bechtel. What more
could you want?”

But there are many inside
and outside Los Alamos who

criticize UC's recent history at
the lab and admire Lockheed’s
management of Sandia.

“There’s no question, under
Lockheed, Los Alamos would be
run more effectively and effl-
clently,” said Chris Mechels, a
former Los Alamos employee
and longtime activist on lab is-
sues. “You've got to get a cultural
change in there. If UC gets this
contract, there's a much greater
liketihood of all the problems re-
maining.”

He and others recited UC's
recent troubles at Los Alamos,
including financial mismanage-
ment, repeated security and
safety Incidents, and a lax lead-
ership style. Last year, after two
classified computer disks were
believed to be missing — mistak-
enly, it later turned out — the lab
was shut down for much of the
year.

Members of the Energy De-
partment panel that will evalu-
ate the contract proposals will
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spend a day in August with each
team and meet the team leaders
— Michael R. Anastasio for UC-
Bechtel, C. Paul Robinson for
Lockheed-UT — one of whom
will become the director of Los
Alamos.

Anastasio, 56, is director of
the UC-run Lawrence Livermore
nuclear weapons laboratory in
the Bay Area, a sister facility to
Los Alamos. “We are & new
team,” Anastasio said. “Our
challenge is to convince the De-
partment of Energy that that's
true, and that not only are we a
new team but that we're the
right team.”

Known as a consensus build-
er, Anastasio, a physicist, has
worked at Livermore for 25
years. Before becoming Liver-
more director in 2002, he was
deputy director for strategic op-
erations there and also headed
its nuclear weapons programs.

Both Anastasio and Robin-
son have testifled extensively be-
fore Congress and advised the
Energy Department and the
Pentagon on nuclear weapons is-
sues, including debates about
the continued moratorium on
underground nuclear testing.

Robinson, 63, also a physicist,
stepped down in April as the
head of Sandia. Among other
roles, he served as chief negotia-
tor and head of the U.S. delega-
tion to the U.S.-Soviet nuclear
testing talks in Geneva from 1988
to 1900. He aiso spent nearly 20
years at Los Alamos and led its
nuclear weapons program.

Robinson suggested recently

con -

that Lockheed'’s bid will paint a
portrait of a lab badly in need of
new, more efficlent manage-
ment.

“We're devoting most of the
time in our proposal {to discuss-
ing) regenerating a laboratory
that's down on its back,” he said
in a telephone interview. “Folks
in the lab are very displeased
that they have not had direction
for their work. I guess leadership
is the right word for that ... and
we want to make things easier for
the folks there. Science is diffi-
cult enough.”

Robinson also responded to
concerns about the potential
conflict of having sclentists man-
aged by a defense contractor
rather than by a university.

For many years, he said,
Lockheed has had its own ver-
sion of academic freedom, with
its leaders stating publicly and
repeatedly that those running
Sandia or other Lockheed op-
erations should never put the
company's interests ahead of the
nation’s.

Whichever team prevalls,
weapons investigator Stockton
and others say the declsion to
open the contract to bidding for
the first time may help ensure
more safety and efficlency at the
lab.

"We don't ha d
this gg!_:%" sald Stockton, whose
organization has often crif
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hat we wanted and are glad to
see is that there is finally a real
‘competition for the Los Alamos




