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Los Alamos: Not a Bomb Lab

The Department of Energy has recently opened the Los Alamos National Laboratories, Los Alamos for short, to public bid for the first time. The University of Texas (UT) has expressed an official interest to bid for Los Alamos, as well as the University of California System (UC) and Texas A&M. UT has also allocated $500,000 to gather more information about Los Alamos before attempting to acquire it. Considering that this expenditure will fall on the students shoulders, it is imperative that we know what Los Alamos is and what would UT’s responsibilities would be if we acquired it. UT Watch has undertaken this as their responsibility; however they have not provided a complete or impartial view of Los Alamos and its activities. Actually, UT Watch has been entirely opposed to Los Alamos claming that Los Alamos is a “bomb lab.” However, Los Alamos is actually an academic research facility, and not solely a nuclear weapons laboratory and not bomb lab. 
There are so many research facilities and all of them are different. However, there are a few essential characteristics that they all share. The most fundamental of those is that they perform experimental research in addition to any theoretical research. And in order to do experimental research, you of course need equipment, materials and experts in the fields to perform precise experiments and understand their results. This is because theory and experimentation are intertwined. You can have the brightest men working on the most intricate theories of science, but if no one performs the experiments to see if they are correct or develop technologies utilizing them, then the theories are fruitless and no more work will result from them. As an example, Southwest Research Institute Laboratories located in San Antonio was loaned a tank by the US Army to perform ballistics experiments when the Army contracted them. Also they use many materials and chemicals for their analyses of fire protection and testing (“Chemistry”).
Los Alamos was created to experiment with nuclear technologies. When it was first created, the United States government gathered leading physicists to work out how to generate a sustainable nuclear reaction, but also to develop the material used in the reaction as well as test their results. Since 1943, when the UC system took over managerial control of Los Alamos, the facility has expanded and the equipment available to them. In mid February of 2003, Los Alamos completed initial scans of Mars using their neutron spectrometer (US, LANL, “Los”). The neutron spectrometer is used to determine the water levels in Mar’s soil. Los Alamos has performed several experiments using various equipment and materials like this from biology to chemistry to astrophysics because they recognized the need to experiment in addition to developing scientific theories. Since Los Alamos is funded by the DOE and UC, it has access to equipment owned by them. But for cutting edge experiments that Los Alamos performs, there are technologies that have not been created are needed.
In addition to using equipment and materials for their research, a facility should be improving new technologies or developing new ones to carry out cutting edge experiments. For instance Bell Labs is one of the leading labs to do so. They actually average about 2 patents a day on technologies, which is phenomenally productive (“About Bell”). In order to research new ideas and discover new information the researchers should push the limits of their technologies. Biology would still only consist of studying animals if not for the development of the microscope. People continued to learn more about biology as the technologies increased. Like the electron microscope allowed biologists to look deeper into the cell and polymerase chain reaction allowed scientists to study genes to a new extent.
Los Alamos has developed new technologies since it was formed, not just improved on existing technologies. They developed the first atomic bomb, something no one had done before nor thought to be possible. This in turn spurred the development of the nuclear energy facilities which produce a fair portion of the energy we use today. On their webpage, UC, states “Los Alamos research is creating new products and technologies in many other completely different fields,” (UC, “Department”). Presently, they are developing an enormous database for information related to HIV and AIDS particularly by storing genetic sequences of the virus (UC, “Department”). This will be used to aid in developing a cure for AIDS since AIDS mutates much faster than any existing virus (UC, “Department”). Los Alamos has actively developed new technologies and used those technologies to perform numerous experiments indicating it is a research center. But it is more than a research center; it is an academic research center. 
What distinguishes an academic research facility from the larger set of research facilities is that it is not intended to make a profit, but is intended to increase our knowledge of the universe. Opposite of this is the research and development lab of a private enterprise like Mylan, a pharmaceutical company. Two excellent examples of academic research facilities are MIT Lincoln Laboratories known for its contributions to radar and computing technologies, and UC Berkeley Laboratories, which has advanced the field of nanotechnology. Both are considered to be among the top facilities of the world. 
While a company exists to make profit, a university is an institution whose main purpose is to further expand our knowledge. To follow this mentality Los Alamos was placed under the management of UC system by the DOE. Thus Los Alamos is inherently run differently than a research and development department of a private corporation. This is seen in the Go Figure program that Los Alamos hosts to find mathematically talented kids in New Mexico. Participation is free and if you do well you can receive a prize and recognition. Also, their funding is from UC and the DOE rather than from patents it produces like Mylan. Each year Los Alamos must request funds form the government and justify them, which allow them to focus on doing research rather than soliciting a product (US, DOE, “FY”). Also this causes them to evaluate the importance of their research in every area and not base it on what is selling most or what would be most profitable. 
Almost everyone would agree that Los Alamos is an academic research facility, but what is controversial is whether Los Alamos is a bomb lab or not. A bomb lab is a special research facility, whose main focus is the development of nuclear weapons. Research that is not about nuclear weapons is minimal if existent and has connections to explosives or nuclear energy within the context of how much can be created at some time. Also, the non-nuclear research should not be substantial. Thus a facility with nuclear research to not be just a bomb lab should include research that is not about nuclear weapons to possibly include nuclear energy. Pickle Research Labs operated by UT is a great example of a research Lab that involves nuclear research but does not work on nuclear weapons. Pickle Research Labs has programs to study the effect of radiation on different materials and the environment as well as check the safety of nuclear weapons (“About Us”). However they do not participate in the construction or development of nuclear weapons. 
While Los Alamos is involved in the development of nuclear weapons this is only part of what they do. Another part of their work is to ensure the safety of America’s nuclear weapons and to develop certain standards that establish a measure of safety. If this were the only operations Los Alamos did then it would be a bomb lab. However, Los Alamos does so much more. As already mentioned scientists at Los Alamos are currently working on a database to help find a cure for AIDS and also performing a lot of cosmological studies. They are working energy alternatives such as hydrogen, natural gas and oil (US, DOE, “FY”). Also this year they requested over $64 million dollars to assist in nuclear nonproliferation programs (US, DOE, “FY”). This year Bette Korber and Greg Swift received Lawrence awards from the DOE for their work in studying the transmission of aids in offspring and developing more efficient engines respectively (US, LANL, “Three”). This demonstrates that Los Alamos has done sustainable work in areas other nuclear weapons; work that has been and will be very beneficial to our understanding.
UT is seriously considering bidding for Los Alamos and thus it will spend a large amount of money looking into Los Alamos, bidding for Los Alamos, and if they win the bid, much more money will go into managing Los Alamos. Therefore, UT’s intent to acquire Los Alamos should be scrutinized closely to guarantee that it would be right for us. Students should pay particular attention because we will be paying for it through our tuition and fees. Los Alamos, if not handled carefully could be a large burden to the university and thus our pocketbooks. Or Los Alamos could become a facility that all of us could learn from and participate in UT becoming an even better school. UT Watch has been watching UT closely, but all of us should too. Will you let the board of regents decide for us as they have done in the past or will you become informed and tell them how you feel? 
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