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By the end of 1994, the five-year mar~ of the cleanup of the United States' nuclear weapons 

complex, the Department of Energy's (DOE) Hanford site in southeastern Washington state was · 

. frequently cited by politicians and the press as a symbol of government failure on a spectacular scale. 

Once the biggest star in the US' nuclear weapons constellation. Hanford was now castigated for what 

. seei::ned a stunning display of wasteful spending. In the first five years of the cleanup, the government- · 

owned, contractor~perated (GOCO) site had spent SS.4 billion2 and had accomplished little cleanup 

of its radioactive waste. Ninety-two percent of _the Hanford budget funded "overhead," according to a 

report of the General Accounting Office (GA0).3 "Hanford shows what happens when an awesome 

. environmental threat gets linked to pork-barrel politics," wrote a Wall Street Journal reporter.4 Even 

Thomas Crumbly, the Department of Energy's (DOE) Assistant Secretary for Environmental 

. Management, stated publicly in 1994 that he thought Hanford-the site of the largest DOE cleanup
. wasted $1 of every $3 it spent.5 

A key target of this censure was the DOE l,ochland Operations Office (DOE-RL), the DOE 

field office in charge of the Hanford complex. While admitting that Hanford had not done all it could 

to rein in costs in the first five years of the cleanup, DOE-RL managers-struggling with a vast 

assortment of bureaucratic and political obstacles to cleaning up the site-found the barrage of 

criticism exasperating. Even though little radioactive waste had been c_leaned, up, DOE-RL Site 

Manager John Wagoner and his senior administrative staff believed they had accomplished a number 

of important things. More than 40 percent of the site--albeit areas with very little contamination

had been cleaned up and released for public use. A tank containing high-level radioactive waste, · 

considered unstable and at risk of explosion, was stabilized. And Hanford workers designed and built 

waste water treatment facilities in order to halt the discharge of billions of gallons of waste water into 

the ground each year.:.; practice that had enlarged an underground plume that environmentalists 

1 Within DOE. cbere ii some disagreement u to wben lbe cleanup actually began. In 1989, Ezicrir Secretary James 
Wa!i:in.s &DDC>uoced dw the agency's primary mission would DO toc,cr be lbe production of nuclear w , but the 
cleanup of tbe weapoas complex. ,1181920< 

2 Otficiall a& Hlllford que dw tbil facure ia m.ialeadin,, u a aumber o( aon~leanup operatic> -i1pcmea were uicl 
in dw IO-<:a1led .. claaup bud,eL" 'JI."'- t,_ ~ 

3 New Yori TIIIIU, Juoc 21, 1993. ;: ,,_~i ~ 
-4 Wall Strut Jollffttll. M.-c:h 28, 1995. ~ • \\\i \l' .-(\ -~ 
5 Wall Street Jolll'ffllll, Mudl 28. 1995. ... ~V- •"CJ' N 

. . ~ ~ ~ 
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· feared" would accelerate the movement of contamir.ants into the nearby Colwnbia River. OOE-RL had 
· - , ,-· also forged worbble relationships with federal and state environmental regulat,:>rs; developed a 

->;. credible, broadly representative mechanism for involving the public; crafted a blueprint for proceeding _ 

with the cleanup that had widespread backing in the state; and introduced productivity incentives 

into the contract between DOE and the largest of Hanford'• private contr.ctors, Westinghouse Hanford. 

: · · _ _.~- ': _ Some of OOE-RL's senior managers ~t so far as to cWm that by the start of 1995, Hanford 

was poised to become the nation's nuclear cleanup model; other interested observers, less sanguine, 

predicted that DOE would find a way to negotiate and plan forever, but would never get down to 

deaning up very much of the waste. Admittedly, there were a number of hurdles to progress: 

disagreements over what, technically, should be done with the wute; a credibility problem for both 

· OOE-RL and its contractors bom of pa.st mistakes; an organizational culture at Hanford that assumed 

plentiful hmding and stressed the avoidance of risk; the dispersion of authority between OOE and its 

environmental regulators; continuing power battles between DOE-RL and DOE Headquarters in 

Washington OC {DOE-HQ); and a system in which, all along ~e chain of command, the relative 

balance of incentives and disincentives seemed to favor delay rather than progress. As an added 

complication, by early 1995, it seemed clear that-before even getting to the expensive parts of the 

cleanup-the US Congress was going to slash the cleanup budget at Hanford and throughout the old 

weapons complex. 

JI. msTORlCAL CONTEXT OF rnE CLEANUP 

II.A. Thumbruil aketch of Hanford . 

The US Army Corps of Engineers initially acquired the Hanford site-a 560-square-mile 

expanse of desert-in 1943 as one of three satellites of the Manhattan Project, the secret national 

program to develop the atomic bomb. nus enormous site, half the size of the state of Rhode Island, 

was chosen for its relative sparsity of population and for the ready availability of water and 

~ectricity. (A SO-mile stretch of the Columbia River, the largest waterway west of the Mississippi, 

flowed across the northern and eastern sections of the site, and Washington's Grand Coulee Dam had 

just started producing power.) lhe world's first plutonium production reactor wa_s built at Hanford and 

it produced the plutonium used in the five-ton°"Fat Man,. bomb, which the US drop~ on Nagasaki on 

August 9, 19'5. 
. . 

During the succeeding four decades of the Cold War, from the late 19405 to the late 1980s, the 

US nuclear weapons complex, comprising 17 facilities in 13 states, produced more than four nuclear 

bombs a day, on average.6 Hanford's principal role in this colossal undertaking was to make bomb-

. grade plutonium. Two f:hirds of the 100 metric tons of plutonium in the nation's arsenal of nuclear 

weapons-and one fourth of the plu~um ever produced anywhere in the world-were made at 

. Hanford. 

6 Lo, An1ck1 TiMc,, November 27, 1~4. 
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. During and after the Cold War, _Hanford-like all the other sites in the nuclear weapons_ 

complex-was a government-owned, contractor-operated facility. 1he complex was administered by an 

· agency that. from 19'7 to 1975, was known as the Atomk Energy Commission (AEC); from 1975 to 1977, 

the Energy Research and Development Administration (ERDA); and from 1977 onward, the Department 

of F.nergy. It was operated by a succession of large private contractors, including DuPont. General 

Electric, Rockwell, and Westinghouse.. In 1989, when DOE announced ti'l2 start of the envirorunental 

cleanup, the site employed some 14,(XX) people, about 300 on the OOE-RL staff, headed by OOE-RL 

Manager Michaei ~wnince. Most of the rest"worked for one of J:i,anford's four largest private 

~tractors. By far the largest of these was Westinghouse Hanford, which employed 9CXX) wo~k~rs at 

the site. 

11.B. The hiatory ol wute generation and wute m..magement at Han.ford 

ll.B.1. MIZking plutonium: 11 primer. Only a small ~unt of plutonium was necessary to make 

a nuclear warhead, but making that small amount of plutonium required a large amount of uranium. It 

also produced, in the process, an extraordinary volume of radioactive waste. The staggering waste and 

pollution problems that confronted OOE-RL at the start of the cleanup were partly the result of a messy 

production process and partly the result of four decades..:worth of waste management practices later 

adjudged inadequate. 

1he process of turning uranium into plutonium at Hanford consisted of two essential operations. 

First, uranium metal, extracted from uranium ore and transported to the site, was irradiated in a 

~ctor. lbe irradiated or "spent" fuel was briefly _cooled in a pool of water and then ferried to a 

chemka.1 separation or "reprocessing" plant. There, by way of a 30-step process, the spent fuel was . 

dissolved in acid and the plutonium was separated from uranium and hundreds of radioactive 

byproducts, most notably cesiurn-137 arid strontium-90. Before leaving the site, the plutonium was sent 

to a "finishing" plant, where it was fashior:ied into metal discs. It was then sent on to Rocky Flats, · 

Color~o and elsewhere to be made into nuclear weapons. Hundreds of tons of spent fuel were necessary 

to yield the few pounds of plutonium required to maJce a bomb. Thus, ounce per ounce, plutonium was 

said to be the most expensive substance ever aeated.7 · - · -, __ , _ 

. ll.B.2. Wlfffllting uuuu. Hanford processed_ 100,(XX) metric tons of uraniu_m during its years of 

opera~ and generated several hundred thousand metric tons of chemicals and waste, including 60 

million gallons of a highly radioactive substance known as high ~I waste, a toxic stew comprising 

short-lived but very radioactive fission products, long-lived radionuclides, hazardous chemicals, and 

heavy metals. By federal law, all high-level waste across the country was to be consolidated and 

packaged for eventual long-term storage at a single federal repository destined to be built at Yucca 

Mountain in Nevada. 

The creation of plutonium at Hanford also generated large quantities of tnznsuranic rNStt, any 

~terial-lor example, chemicals, protective clothing, tools, piping, and air filters-<ontaminated by 

1 AtoMic Ha.rwt:: H,llf[ord ~ tk utMl ToU of .'.livrica's N/,1,CUar AneMl, by Michael D' A.otoaio. Crowe Publi,hers, 
!Ac .. New Yorx, 19!-3. p. 16. 
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plutonium (or any o·ther element with an .atomic number higher than that of uranium). This waste was 

• considered da.ngerous both because.of plutonium's Jong-lived radioactivity (only half-gone after 2-4,(,(X) 

. years) and its high .a.rcinogenic threat to human and animal life, particularly if inhaled as dust. . 

What's ~, plutt:niu.m was hard to store. Some forms of plutonium metal were known to spontaneously 

· ignite when exposed to air above a certain temperature And no more than a few kilograms o{ plutonium 

could be stored together without the danger ol an inadvertent "criticality,"' or nuclear fission reaction. 

By federal law, transuranic waste from across1:he country was to be packaged and sent to the Waste 

Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP), a federal repository located in a salt formation in southeastern New 

Mexico. · 

The production of plutonium at Hanford also aeated many hundreds of millions of gallons of 

low l.irxl fDQSte, a catch-all label for radioactive waste that was neither high level nor transuranic. 

Usually such waste contained a relatively small amount of radioactivity in a large vol~ of material. 

During its peak years of operation. Hanford's most modem and productive reprocessing facility, the 

Purex plant. by itself discharged as many as 88,00) cubic meters of low level waste and condensation per 
day. 

· · In addition to radioactive wastes, Hanford generated a large volume of htw:rdous waste
waste that was flammable, corrosive, toxic or reactive. Further complicating the picture was the large 

volume of mixed W12Ste-waste that was both hazardous and radioactive. 

The wastes generated at Hanford were no different than those generated elsewhere in the 

nuclear weapons complex, but because of the tremendous volwne of plutonium produced at Hanford 

during the Cold War, and because of the production metJ:oos employed, fully two thirds of the high-

level waste in the complex, by volume, was located at Hanford. · 

II.B.3.-~ history of wuu ffUUlagmr.ent at Hanford. !hough considered reasonable by most 

engineers at the time, the waste disposal methods employed between 1943 and 1970 at Hanford, and 

throughout the nuclear weapons comple~ "would be considered primitive"' by current standards, 

according to the OOE.8 These early waste disposal techniques dramatically complicated the cleanup 

task confronting the OOE in the late 1980s. 

II.B.3.1&. B11,ying trlL1lS11r11nu: 11,ul loio-let,tl W1Utes. Until 1970, transuranic wastes-along 

with mixed wastes and low-revel wastes-were buried dir~y in the soil or in perishable-containers. 

After 1970, transuranic waste was segregated and buried in containers, with the idea that all 

transuranic waste from across the country would eventually be moved to WIPP. By the late 1980s, 

however, the repository was still in the planning stages and many of the transuranic waste containers 

were at the end of their useful lives. · 

The theory behind the early practice of dumping low level and transuranic wastes in the soil 

was that _,oil particles would trap the plutoni~ and low level radionuclides, and that it would take so 

_ long for the contaminants to make their way to ground water that they would be virtually hannless by 

8 Closint tlte Circle on tlte Splinint of tlte Atom.: TM &viro,vn.e111al Leiacy of Nuckar Weapc r Production in the 
Utu1e.d Stales aNi WMt tlte Dq,arrm.ull of EN,u is Doit1t Abow It, a publication or the US [1r.1iartment or Energy, . 
Office of Eoviroo.meot.al Management. January 1995. 
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. the time they arrived. 1hes,e predictions_ would eventually prove faulty; radioactive wastes moved 

: >-. ,. .. . into the ground water faster than expected. -
. ·: . . . . . . . 

. In addition. much of this early waste dumping at Hanford was casual: _scientists at the site did 

_ -. not keep cle.:r records of the location of these dumps: and the dumps themselves were often unmarked . 

. . •: To try to id~ old dump sites, researchers even went so faz 1.:5 to round up older workers and retirees 

. in the late 1980s. All in all, the H.anford workers were able to locate 300 major .u-.d 1100 minor dUn:tp 

_-- sites where an estimated +W billion galloru of chemical and radioactive waste-reportedly enough to 

· · ·' fill a lake the size of Manhattan, 40 feet deep-had been discharged to the soil. Within that 

cfucharge was enough plutonium to build two dozen nuclear weaporu.9 

ll.B.3.b. 7M luglt leod waste •n.d tM 111g11 of tM tanb. Even given the standards of the day, 

· Hanford's engineers knew from the beginning of their operations that they had to find a safe way to 

store the .high level waste generated by Hanford's dlemical reprocessing plants until someone figured 

out _what to do with i_L . 1hey settled on a strategy of neutralizing the acidic, radioactive waste with 

sodium hydroxide and then storing the mixture in underground, carbon steel tanks. In the 194-0s, 100 

steel tanks were built at Hanford. · lney were expected to last 20 to 25 years. Another 49 tanks were 

built in the fifties and early sixties. Th~ smallest of the 1_49 tanks ~d a capacity of 55,CXX> gallons, 

and the largest, a million gallons. 

Buduel reprocessing generated so much waste that the-lack of adequate tank space became a 

chronic and nagging concern. 1he waste problem was further complicated when, in 1952, the engineers 

at Hanford began extracting uranium from the waste tanks.lo 1his process created an even larger 

volume of waste, and added to its chemical complexity. To conserve tank space, yet more chemicals 

were added to the tanks to precipitate the radionuclides to the bottom so that a large volume of the 

waste could be siphoned off as low level waste, flowing from one tank to another, decanting off solids 

along the way, and finally winding up in unlined cribs, where the liquid percolated into the soil . 

. lrus approach .distributed wastes from one tank to another and caused another problem. When 

cesium-137 md strontium-90 isotopes were consolidated, they generated so much heat that they caused 

the contents of some of the tanks to boil, which in tum caused cracking and bubbling in the floor of the 

tanks: Thus, in the 1%0s, through another chemical process, the engineers extracted as much of the 

cesium and strontium from the waste as possible and isolated it in capsules, stored in a separate 

facility. Later, Hanford scientists discovered that they could increase the efficiency of the operation 

by adding ferrous cyanide to the tanks. Later still they learned that under certain conditions, ferrous 

cyanide was explosive. 

The outcome ol these various chemic.al processes, says Ron Izatt, OOE-RL's deputy manager, is 

.,a mix of 149 single shell tanks with everything stirred around, different chemicals going in, jumping 

around, recycled, pumped out, and then heat p~ed out-you end up with an absolute nightmare.• No 

two tanks contained the same mix of ingredients. Even within a single tank, the waste had formed 

9 Atollue Harwst, p. 215. 
10 In tbe tint few years of opera.lion, Hanford-foc:wed on produciac plutonium- bad tre_&ted all the other constituents of 

cbe spent fuel. inc:ludia& cbe w-&aium. u wute. Urani•Jm. however, WU Ill expensive commodity u well u • potential 
ICC\lity ri&k. Thus, the A10mic: Energy Commiasion d cide.d to extra.ct and recycle the uranium. 
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. sedimentary lay-en that were quite different from each other in content and coosistency. Some laye·rs 

were hard salt cake, others gooey as honey. And no one knew how these ·various waste materials-

. • . boiled, vaporized, irradiated, and mixed over a span of decades-had interacted with one another. 

Izatt ~ted that by the late 1980:s, some of the tazw probably contained new chemical compounds 
' "'that nobody's ever teen before.• ~ of the early 1990s, 54 tanks had been pbced on a "watch list" due 

to worries about toxic vapon, ferrous cyanide: or explosive gases. 

II.B.JJ,.L te•ki"f t..w. In 1956, lunford workers detected a leak in one ol the underground 

tanks. More leaks were discovered in the 1960s. What was worse, with the instrumentation available, . 

it was not ea.sy to .tell when a tank was leaking until it had leaked a great deal. 1his was generally 

recognized as a bad state of affairs. If high level waste got into the soil. it would eventually get into 

the ground water, and if it go't into the ground water, it would eventually get into the Columbia Ri"'.er. 

No one was certain how long this migration would take. In 1968, Hanford altered its tank design, 

building "double-shelled,. steel tanks. This tank-within-a-tank design ensured that any leaks in the 

inside tank could be rapidly detected and repaired. Between 1968 and 1986, 28 of these double-shelled 

tanks were constructed. These tanks held 500,CXX) to a million gallons apiece and had a life expectancy 

of 50 years. Newly generated wastes could therefore be stored with some confidence. But what to do 

with the millions of gallons of high-level waste in the now~bsolete 149 single-shelled tanks? By 

1973, 15 of the tanks had sprung .,significant leaks into soil and grow-.d water," according to the DOE. 

Most of the tanks had Jong outlived their original life expectancy; virtually all of them could be 

counted upon to leak eventually. The question, says one waste management engineer, "'was not whether, 

but when"' the lea.Jes would occur. 

To cope with this threat, waste management engineers at Hanford in the 1970s devised a plan 

to pump the liquid out of the single-shelled tanks and transfer it to the double-shelled tanks. If the 

single-shelled tanks could be limited to dry, hard waste, the danger of leaks would be much reduced, 

they reasoned. During the seventies and early eighties, however, this project remained a low priority 

for OOE, according to Ride Wojtasek. a waste management specialist for OOE-RL's chief contractor, 

Westinghouse Hanford. 1he effort did not receive m_uch funding, and tank space for new wastes 

generated during the Reagan-era weapons buildup took precedence over transplanting the old wastes. 

:1}lus, in reality, the old single-shelled tanks were pumped only when there was strong evidence that 

they were leaking. ""lhat's really not cleanup," says Wojtasek. "It's really crisis management." 

By the end of the 1980s, 67 of the single-shelled tanks were known or suspected leakers, and an 

estimated one million gallons of high level waste had leached into the surrounding Hanford soil. 

II.B.3.:c. HuadoMS a,ul nulio~title_ r,uiteru,ls shu:k in the pi~liru. If Hanford's waste 

management history complicated the task of cleaning up the site, so, too, did the way Hanford's 

defense mission ended. ~ much of the nuclear weapons complex, Hanford was subject to a series of 

contentious plant closures due to alleged safety and environmental blunders. DOE bitterly resisted 

these plant closures, and, when they finally came, they tended to be abrupt. 1he closures were also 

initially temporary; plants were expected to reopen once safety and environmental problems had been 

rE·med.ied. When the Soviet Union unilaterally dissolved and effectively ended the Cold War, 

huwever, many of these temporary closures became permanent ones. ""They went from standby to 
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. shutdo_wn, in some cases overnight, without any consi_deration for the condition those plants were in,~ 

says James Mecca.. OOE-RL's as.sistant manager for facilities transition. Thus, for instance, Han.ford 's 

Purex plant. a la.rge reprocessing facility, ceased operation in midstream~ !989 due to safety 

violations, but was repaired, at an estimated cost of $500 million. in order to be prepared for the 

anticipated resumption ol operations. Finally, in December 1992, Purex wa.s officially shut down for 

good. Within the oolity, in assorted processing lines and temporary conta..iners were two metric tons of 

highly radioactive spent fueL 200,(XX) gallons.of uranium-conta:nunated nitric acid, and smaller 

amounts of plutonium nitrate, plutonium oxides and plutonium dusL Several other facilities at Hanford 

were shut down in similar fashion. 'The abrupt closures made for a situation that was at best awkward 

and expensive, and at worst, ~gerous and W\Stable: Some highly radioactive materials were 

stranded in acid, for example, which was gradually destroying the containers that held it Until they 

were cleaned up, the facilities had to be closely monitored and guarded for safety and security reasons, 

and this "baby-sitting" took tens of millions of dollars a year. Maintaining the Purex .plant, alone, 

required 350 full-time persoMel and cost $34 million per year. 

In addition, the Plutonium Finishing Plant-where plutonium in liquid form was fashioned into 

discs for transport-was left holding some 3.8 metric tons of plutonium. The DOE was expected to 

recommend what to do with all of its store of plutoni~ in early 1996. 

11.B.3.d. Spent fiul 1iw1iiting reprocessing. Another cleanup complication for Hanford 

concerned a large backlog of spent fuel-uranium metal that had gone through the irradiation phase 

but not yet through the chemical separation phase by 1988, when plutonium production at Hanford 

ceased. Over the years, a baclc.Jog of 2100 metric ton~ ofspent fuel had accumulated in two large storage 

pools. These "K-Basins," located 400 yards from the Columbia River, had been constructed in the early 

1950s with a 20-year life expectancy each and without modem earthquake resistance features. The 

East Basin held 3668 open canisters, each filled with seven "fuel rods#- metal-coated, irradiated 

uranium pieces weighing about 50 pounds each. The West Basin held 3818 canisters of fuel rods, but 

these canisters had been covered and sealed. The fuel rods had been fabricated with the idea that 

they could hold up for a few weeks, or perhaps even a few months, in the water-filled cooling basins, 

but certainly not for years on end. 1here had been no other obvious place to put the spent fuel, however, 

and so it remained in the basins. As a result, by the late 1980s, the metal coating on the outside of the 
fuel rods in'the East Basin was corroding, and the surrounding water had become badly contaminated 

with radioactive uranium, plutonium, strontium, cesium w tritium. 1he basin also developed a 

leaking problem. and, by the late 1980s, had leaked mil_lions of gallons into the ground.l 1 The_ cost of 

"baby-sitting" the K-Basins-mainta.ining them a.s safely as possible under the circumstances-was 

about $40 million per year. · 

11.B.4. Ralip of the ,nsijor cletinup chtillenges 

In sum, therefore, DOE-RL had to conceive and execute cleanup plans for the following: 

11 <;losi11t rite C:rck. 
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• More than 60 million gallons of high-level waste stored in 177 

_tmdergro\llld tanks, 67 of w~ were probable leak.ers and 54 of 

· which were on a "watch list"' due to worries about explosive 

gues, toxic vapors, and excessive heaL 

• More than 2100 metric tons of spent fuel, much of it corroding in 
an old, leaky, and badly con~ted water basin adjacent to 

the Columb~ River. 

• 100 facilities-most contaminated with radioactivity-that 

had to be decontaminated and decommissioned. 

• 1400 5ites of contaminated solid or liquid waste, 3 billion metric 

tons of contaminated soil, and 230 square miles of contaminated 

groWld water. 

11.C. The aoc:ial and political history of Hanfo~ 

11.C.1. 11u "glory dtrys". To the Cold Warriors designing and producing the bomb materials at 

Hanford, the imperative to win the nuclear arms race had been a heady mission and consuming passion. 

For the towns located closest to the Hanford site-the Tri-Cities of Richland, Kennewick. and Pasco-

Hanford had Jong been a source of pride, patriotism and local prosperity. Between them, the DOE-RL 

and its private contractors e·mployed about 25 percent of Tri Oty workers and-owing to high 

salari~ontributed 40 percent to the total Tri-City payrou.12 Richland-the "company town"' built 

by the federal government specifically for_Hanford workers in the 1940s and 1950s-was the fourth 

most prosperous city in the state, just after some of Seattle's affluent east.em suburbs.13 Richland had 

country clubs, fancy restaurants, its own orchestra, and a healthy dose of civic pride revolving around 

its identity~ the "Atomic Oty,"' its nom de guerre. Many Richland establishments used the symbol of 

the atom in their logos or sported "atomic"' in their names (as in the "Atomic Lanes"' bowling alley). 

The Richland high school athletic jackets featured a mushroom cloud behind a large "R,"' and the 

embroidered slogan, ''Nuke 'em." When the town was officially incorporated in the late 1950s, the 

town leaders even rigged up a mod atomic explosion to celebrate.14 

Aaoss the country during the 19705 and-19805, public sentiment toward nuclear weapons and 
nuclear power took a precipitous downturn, due to the Viet Nam anti-war movement and a rising tide of 

safety concerns. But such worries were easily dismissed in the Tri-Cities :where the allegations of 

danger were seen as a ploy to fright.en a gullible public by activists who opposed nuclear weapons for 

political reasons. One of the area's local heroes, in fact, was Harold McClusky, a Hanford worker who 

became so radioactive after a plant explosion that he set off a Geiger counter at SO feet, yet suffered no 

12 Tri-City Herald, December 30, 1993. In the urly 1990s, Hanford', ul&riu avcr&ged S-40-42,000, for example . 
13 Seattle Twz, April 26, 1994. 'me.a.sured in buying i.Dcomc) 

· 14 Ato11tic Harvnt, p. 21. 
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apparent health problems. McClusky died ten years _after the a.ccident of heart disease at the age of 
75_15, 16 

Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, the OOE-RL managers were, f~ the most part, 

unaffected by the hue and ay over nuclear weapons·and nuclear sa.fety. But in the mid 1980s, a series of 
developments pulled the Hanford site into the center of the fray. Perhaps most consequential among 

these was the fact that -in 1986, the OOE announced that Hanford was one of three finalists to become 

.the ~tion's repository for high-level radioactive waste. This was an idea welcomed by the Tri-Cities 

but regarded with fear and dismay by the rest of Wa.sh.ington state._ Hanford's defenders insisted that 

the repository would pose _no _threat and that Hanford's work was now, and had always been, perfectly 

· safe. Because Hanford had always operated under the veil of military secrecy, however, such 

assertions were impossible to confirm or dispute-until a SJ:OUP of Unitarian activists in Spokane filed a 

Freedom o{ lnfonnation request to make public many of OOE's classified records. In February 1986, some 

20,(XX) pages of documents were released. 

II.C.2. _TM 'Frudom of In/Offl!Ultion' rn:idations. For the first time, activists, journalists, and 

residents across the state learned how much radioactive waste had been discharged into the soil at 

Hanford. In addition, they discovered that in the early days of Hanford's operation, low level 

radioactive wastes had been released directly into the air and water in very large quantities, in 

keeping with the theory of the day-.,dilution is the solution"-that the best thing to do with such 

wastes was to disperse them. For instance, Hanford's eight original nuclear reactors-adjacent to the 

Columbia River-drew water from the river for cooling purposes. In the process, the water became 

irradiated and was passed to retention bins for 30 minutes to six how-s, giving only the shortest-lived 

rad.ionuclides time to lose radioactivity before the water was d~ped back into the river. During the 

mid sixties, Hanford's peak production years, the reactors took in 900,CXX> gallons per minute from the 

Columbia River and poured it back. By the early 1960s, radioactivity had been detected in river fish, 

and the dumping had gotten the attention of state health departments in both Oregon and Washington, 

as well as the US Public Health Service. In 1971, the last of the eight original reactors was shut dO\'t'T\ 

and the newer N-Reactor-which recycled cooling water intemally~me the only active 

production reactor at Hanford. 

· More alarming to environmental activists, however, was the discovery that large quantities of 

radioactive i9<line had been released into the air. Until the 1960s, air filtration equipment in 

Hanford's reprocessing plants was ineffective, and over time, these plants released an estimated 

780,(00 curies of ~131, which landed on nearby fa.rm crops and grazing are.as, were ingested by 

dairy cows and entered the local milk supply-the greatest path of human exposure. 1-131 tended to 

attach itself to the thyroid gland, causing cancer and other ailments. Karen Dome Steele, a journalist 

from Spokane, provided eerie anecdotal evidence that residents in the area had suffered from these 

IS Searrk Tilflt1. Nowmbcr 9, 1993. 
16 To their aitica, Hanford worten bcc&me so comfortable worting with radioa.c:tive mat.erials tbal they were 

mtddeningly blau about ill haz..ardl. uwdcn ~bed All atmosphere in whic:h worke~ who were ,tic:klen about 
&&fecy prcc:.autioiu wae subject to the ridic:ule r .. •.bcir pee.rs. Indeed. some workers reportedly wc:bc&led" oa their 
dolimct.c:n, whic:h roc:ordcd their radiatioa npo•• irc. in order to be allowed to work overtime in ndioa.c:tive arcu. 
(Ato111ic Harvest, p. 65.) · 
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_ and other health problems. Through a series of interviews with farm families living downwind of 
· , ·, -~rd, Steele reported what seemed an inordinate number of miscarriages, infant deaths, steri lity, 

· ·.·odd~ among children, respiratory complaints, chronic problems with skin sores, and premature 

dee.du due to c:azm and heart di,ea,e_ She related a bizarre tale of dozen, of lambs born dead or 

· gre>taq~y deformed on a single night in 1961-a night one farmer christened "'the night of the little 

The declassified documents indicated that' scientists had been aware that the iodine emissions . 

were J>Qtentially dangerous, but felt the national security imperatives warranted the risk. In fact, on 

December 2, 1949,_ while testing spy equipment designed to assess Soviet nuclear capability, Hanford 

scientists deliberately processed "'green"' uranium. releasing an estimated 11,(XX) curies of radioactive 

iodine into the air at once. (By comparison, the much-publicized Three Mile Island accident released 

between is and 17 curies altogether.) For anti-nuclear activists, this episode, called the Green Run, 

came to symbolize an anogant callousness at Hanford about the environmental and health consequences 

of_ their military mission.17 

The revelation! were stunning to the activists who W'\Covered them. 11\e d~ts were far 

worse than we believed when we sought them," recalled Gerald Pollet, director of Heart of America 

Northwest 11\ese documents were very critical in opening the public's eyes about how bad the 

situation was at Hanford."18 Based on the outay over these findings, the OOE commissioned a "dose 

reconstruction" project in 1986 to try to assess how much radioactive iodine the local adults and 

children-about 100 times more susceptible than adults--had absorbed. Once this project was complete, 

the Center for Disease Control would Wldertalce an epidemiological study of thyroid disorders in the .. 

• area. 

11.C.3. Mon bu press ft,r HIU1ford. Throughout 1986, the bad news kept rolling in. On April 26, 
1986, the Soviet Olemobyl reactor melted down, releasing 80 million curies of radiation and killing 250 
people. lhe reactor had a number of design features in common with Hanford's own N-reactor, and 

when news of the similarities was publicized, citizen activists campaigned to shut down the reactor.19 

DOE-HQ appointed a panel of six experts to assess the reactor's safety. In December 1986, two of the 

six recommended permanent shutdown of the reactor. The other four recommended millions of dollars_. 

worth of modifications. In response, the OOE-RL annow,,ced that it would shut down the N-reactor for 

six months to undertake a S70 million upgrade of the facility. 

Meanwhile, thAt same year, an auditor for Hanford's chief contractor (at that ti.me, the 

Rockwell Corporation) reported a series of serious safety problems at Hanford's Purex and PFP plants, 

including the unauthorized shipping and receiving of nuclear materials, improper control of plutonium 

(which could lead to a aitiality), incomplete inventory of materials, and undocumented design 

changes in equipment (that might render emergency plans use~ess). When these findings were ignored 

17 AccordiD& to la.la ca.lculations. conlaminatioa from the Groen Rua may have been sigaific:azitly lower than initially 
tbougbt. bowevc:i-. (Iatenwional Herald Tribuoe, April 23, 1994.) · 

18 77te BiuiM11 ll>flmal of Ponl.aNJ. Occem.ber 20, 1993. 
19 Aw,nic Harvest, pp 131-13<4. Some Hanford officials argued, at th~ time aZ>d yean later. that the two reactors were 

actually quite dwimilar. • 
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internally, the auditor, Casey Ruud, tu~ed whistle blower and took them to the Seattle Times. In 

October, 1986-; few days after Ruud's findings hit the newsstands-the OOE-HQ ordered the 

temporary shutdown oi the Purex and PFP plants. 

. Ironically, at about the same time, the OOE-RL office gave an overall semi-annual 

perionnance rating of "very good'" to the Rockwell Corporation,20 but a few months later, Rod::well

also facing grave-charges of mismanagement at the Roc-7 Flats nuclear weapons site-lost its Hanford 

contract to the Westinghouse Corporation. 
. . 

II.C.4. nu nd of wc"l"'u prodwdi"" at lwif'""'- The assorted revelations badly eroded the 

credibility ol Hanford and the OOE-RL In November 1986, the Washington state electorate voted S4 

to 16 percent to oppose the location of a national wute repository at Ha.nford. · But by this point, 

environmental and anti.:nuclear activists were not content simply to keep additional nuclear waste 

away from Hanford. 'They wanted to see the complex shut down, and focused their efforts on keeping 

the N-reactor-<losed for safety upgrad~from re-starting. A group called the Hanford Family, 

made up of boosters in the Tri-Cities, fought bad, holding candlelight vigils, and tying yellow ribbons 

to tree branches to try to save their reactor. But-ultimately arguing that the US supply of plutonium 

was sufficient without the N-reactor-the DOE-HQ placed the N-reactor on "cold standby" in 

February 1988, and it was never started up again. 

As of 1988, therefore, Hanford's primary mission shifted from weapons production to cleanup of 

the site, a dramatic change in goals and orientation. But the shift appeared more tentative and 

uncertain at the time, especially to those who did not want to believe it was true. Waste management 

and cleanup activities Nd always been of relatively low stature at the Hanford complex. A number of 

Hanford scientists hoped vainly for a new research ·or defense mission. and muttered disdainful 

comments about the cleanup project. "You can't overstate the demoralizing aspect of taking away high 

technology activities and asking us to become paper-pushers and janitors,H one nuclear engineer, Mike 

Fox, told the Seattle Tunes.21 

In fact, a symbolic battle over Richland 's identity took place in 1988, when a school board 

member suggested that the mushroom cloud be removed from the Richland high school athletic jackets. 

The high school principal put the question to a vote, and students backed their bomb insignia by a 

resounding 1~ to 215.22 

For those who wished to see it, however, the writing was on the wall-and it became clearer 

all the time. The beginning of the end of the Cold War came in 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

That same year, President George Bush took office and appointed a retired navy admiral, James 

Watkins, as his Secretary of Energy. That year, Watkins announced a shift in emphasis at the OOE; 

the agency's primary mission would no longer be the production of nuclear weapons, but the 

enviraunental cleanup of the nuclear weapons complex. The dissolution of the Soviet Union followed in 

1991, and the US announced that it would. dismantle many of its nuclear weapons. In 1992, the US 
· government decided to halt production of new nuclear warheads indefinitely. And a new billboard 

20 Los A,iieks Tilflez, October 19, 1986. 
21 S<ank Times, February l. 1990. 
22 Atomic Harvest, pp225-228. 
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. •.·· appeared at the entrance of the Hanford site-a fuzzy photo of children picking wildflowers, along . 

:._. ·-:·:_.-. with the slogan, •it's the nature of our business."23 

11.D. The ramificatioN of the luger politiw context 

11.D.1. 1lae oeJJtn&liuiti"" of DOE. ·Historically, the OOE field stalf-s..-OOE-RL included

~ paid littie heed to their OOE compatriots.in Washington DS· -OOE field offices were king. They 

· would tell Headquarters pretty much wh.t they were going to do and what they weren't going to do," 

· says OOE-RL Deputy Manager I.z.att When Watkins was appointed to head the DOE, the agency had 

_been buffeted for several years by scandals over allegedly wuafe and irresponsible operations at 

Hanford and other DOE sites. Watkins' brief was to get the OOE house in order._ He moved swiftly to 

break up what he saw u the .,fiefdoms" in the field, and to centraliz:e authority at OOE Headquarters, 

increasing staffing for the headquarters office si~icantly. 

11.D.2. BriMging 01e a ,i&etD mtluger and reorg1Z.1tizing DOF.-RL In July 1990, the OOE-RL 

Manager, Michael Lawrence, a 21 year veteran of the OOE who had been site manager at Hanford for 

six years, announced his intention to resign and take a position in the private sector. lhat same month, 

stating that he was *not satisfied with management" at DOE-RL, Watkins appointed as Lawrence's 

suc~sor John Wagoner, former deputy manager at the Savannah River Operations Office.24 

Wagoner-like Watkins, a veteran of the nuclear reactor program in the US Navy-had been detailed 

as a special assistant to Watkins for the several months prior to his appointment. Watkins also added 

two new deputy manager positions to the OOE-RL office and appointed DOE officials ~m other sites 

to fill them. (One of the new deputies was the director of a critical "Tiger TeamH investigation of the 

Hanford site conducted by DOE Headquarters in the spring of 1990.) 

Watkins also established a strict chain of command between DOE Headquarters and_ the DOE 

site offices. While the Richland office had in the past reported to DOE's Defense Programs office, it 

now reported to the newly created Office of Environmental Restoration and Waste Management (later 

shortened to Environmental Management), headed by DOE Assistant Energy Secretary Leo Duffy. 

Watkins established several broad cleanup programs in DOE-HQ's Environmental Management 

division, including Waste Management, Environmental Restoration, Facility Transition, _and 
Technology Development. A mirror image of these 'programs was created at OOE-RL as well, and each 

was headed by a OOE-RL assistant manager. Each of these assistant managers sent his budget request 

up to the appropriate cnunterpart at Headquarters, in .,stove pipe• fashion. 1he Headquarters staff 

reviewed the budgets in great detail, passing them along to Duffy with their own recommendations. 

In the early 1990s, Congressional appropriations to
0

DOE grew dramatically. Thus Hanford saw 

a sudden influx of funds. Accnrding to OOE-RL Deputy Manager Iz.att, OOE-RL under the old regime 

had been a small, cohesive office of 300 with a manager and three deputies. (Critics argued, however, 

that the OOE was not doing a good job of managing its contractor. 1'he 300 people· didn't know what 

the people out on the site were doing," says Dan Silver, assistant director of the state Department of 

23 Atomic Harwst, p. 288. 
24 Bu.uu of National Atf&ii · Daily Report for Executivu, July 12, 1990. 
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Ecology's wute management operation. : "In the 'good old days,' people were kept in the dark and a lot 

of bad things were going on.•) Under the new scheme, the office had a staff of nearly 600 with a 
manager and eight-member senior executive team. ·The change, says lz.att, "was good, bee.a~ stuff had 

· changed. Business the way you've always dooe it isn't the way you're going to do it But boy, that was 

a tough mess for this office." 

From the penpective of the OOE-RL managen who elected to stay, the new arrangement was a 

mixed bag. Some privately admired Watkins·and were pleued to see an end to a dispiriting attitude of 

disinterest and neglect from Washington. "Under the Atomic Energy Commission. and under ERDA, . . . 

there had been a demand foe excellence, a sense of understanding why you are doing so~g," says 

Ken Brack.en, OOE-RL'• deputy assistant manager for tank waste. 61.Jnder the Department of Energy 
[established in 1977], that sense hadn't been there. Until Watkin., came.•· 

. . On the other hand, many OOE-RL managers found the Watkins era exasperating. Work at the 

site was increasingly held up by an involved and time-consuming approvals process in Washington. In 

addition, some OOE-RL managers felt the Washington staff was going overboard with its newfound 

authority, mkro managing the activities of the site and firing off too many time-<0nsuming demands for 
information and data.25 · 

11.D.3. A~ inflJ1X o/ftmding. Nationwide, OOE's environmental management budget 

increased from $2.7 billion in fiscal year 1990 to $6.4 billion~ fiscal year 1994 (in constant 1995 
dollars). At Hanford, the environmental management budget increased from $500 million to S1.5 

billion dwing the same period. Overall, staffing at Hanford increased from 14,(XX) to 18,(XX)--more 

staffing for nuclear waste cleanup than had been employed to produce the nuclear weapons themselves. 

In fact, employment rose so quickly that Hanford suffered a shortage of office space. (Thus, for 

instance, the Taruc Waste Remediation Systems Office was housed behind a row of small stores in what 

beca.IM known ·a.s the "BTF" building, for "Behind Tastee-Freez."26) The ~w employment spurred an 

economic boom in the Tri-Cities. Between 1989 and 1992·, housing prices in the area rose SO percent and 

employment rose 18 percent 27 From the point of view of the loc.al economy, the cleanup was suddenly 

seen as an economic bonanza-though some long-time Hanford employees predicted that the money. 

would dry up long before the cleanup had been completed. 

IID.4. 11u ,aew n.ud to comply with fflt1ironment"1 regvllltions. At the same time that its 

budget was inaeasing, however, DOE, as a whole, was losing an important measure of autonomy. For 

reasons of national security, DOE (and all its predecessor agencies) had traditionally enjoyed the 

authority to self-regulate in matters of waste management and environmental safety. 1nrough a series . . . 

25 Rict Ma:tioez. a procn,m nw1agc:r for Hword al OOE-HQ, uya tlw admmislralon i.a beadquancn wuc awuc that 
dleir i.aformaooa demand& could divut field penoimel from more aub,t&Dtive lciivitiu, but be DOI.el that ac:iior 
managcn i.a the beadquancn otric:c expected the program macagc:n ID be extremely wcll-i.a!ormed. -wbca they uk a 
queatioa. it', DOt of the coatractor. it's aot of the field office, it's of the program managen berc. So we have 10 have a 
level of mowlecl,e that', c:ommensun.te with d>e requirement of d>e maaagement, aod at timel, that c:ao be 
coaadcnble. [If you're ubd a que.ctioo such u,] 'Why 1bould we believe tbi1 budget utimate7' well, you're put i.a a 
po,itioo where you need to know oot just wli.al ii i1 but wiry it is." 

26 N~ Yort T~z. JW>C 21, 1993. 
27 AtOfflic Harvest, p. 288. 
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of legislati~e, judkW, ~ administrative battles in -the 1980s, however, DOE Jost much of that 
a u thority . . 

. In 1986, the US Congress amended CERCLA. the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 

__ . Cc:,mpen5cltion and Liability Act. commonly mown a.s Superfund, to include federal facilities explicitly 

. within its purview. CERCLA. administered by the F.nvi.rorunental Protection Agency (EPA}, required 

the cleanup of hazardous and radioactive d~ sites generated by past, rather than ongoing, 
- - . . . . . 
activities. 

• A more protracted Argum,13\t raged over whether OOE was subject to the 1976 RCRA, Resource 

Conservation and Recovery Act. RCRA. administered by the EPA and EPA-authorized states, governed 

the treatment, storage, and disposal of wastes generated by ongoing activities. RCRA's purview 

explicitly excluded radioactive material. But in 19S4, the State of Tennessee sued DOE and a federal 

judge ruled that RCRA did, in fact, have authority over DOE's non-radioactive waste. And in 1987, 

DOE-HQ formally accepted, for once and for all, that mixed waste was also subject to RCRA's 

authority. 

1his decisk>n opened up virtually the entire Hanford cleanup to regulatory scrutiny and control, 

and represented a major defeat to the OOE-RL managers, who had fought hard during the early and 

mid 1980s to avoid having to comply with RCRA and with the directives of the Washington State 

Department-of Ecology, which administered a state hazardous waste law and was delegated 

enforcement authority for RCRA in November 1987. 

To the DOE, the final nail in the coffin c~ in 1992, when President Bush signed into law the 

Federal Facilities Compliance Act (FFCA) which gave environmental regulators the right to levy fines 

and penalties on federal · agencies if they failed to comply with state or federal environmental laws. 

IID.5. AJuuty l&1ld cDff/lLsi01t oi,ernwirorunenW regulation. Although the DOE sites now had 

a mandate to.,~ up" their wastes and to comply with CERCLA and RCRA-and although · 

Hanford's senior managers knew the site was significantly out of compliance with both laws-no one 

had defined what constituted an acceptable level of environmental cleanup. Reali.stically speaking, 

Hanlord's senior managers knew it was impossible to return the complex to the pristine desert scape of 

1942--dle so-called .,green field" standard of complete environmental restoration that some 

environmentalists advocated. In their minds, a crucial question,· then, concerned how clean, exactly, the 

regulators would require Hanford to be at the end of the cleanup, and how far they would require 

Hanford to go at each stage along the way. 

· In addition, the penalty for envi~tal noncompliance suddenly' appeared quite high. In 

several highly publicized cases, the EPA had gone after environmental violators, both public and 

private, in dramatic fashion. Most alarming to managers at OOE-RL and Westinghouse, perhaps, was 

the June 1989 raid on OO~'s Rod:y Flats site, following a yea.z:-long investigation by the EPA and the 

. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). In that episode, about 90 EPA and FBI agents searched the site 

for 18 days, looking for evidence that the Rocky Flats contractor, Rockwell Corporation, had violated 

federal environmental laws. Ultimately, in a plea b. -gain, Rockwell admitted to five felony and five . 

misdemeanor charges and agreed to pay an S18.5 milli,,n fine. 1he Rocky Flats debacle and other EPA 
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crackdowns ~ve many of the COCO contractors across the DOE complex a deep and abiding fear of 

being indicted. ~ys one W es~use manager. - · 

OOE-RL managers were also apprehensive about how they would be treated by the EPA and 

the state Department of Ecology. The EPA had had no prior involvement with Hanford at all. For it's 

part, the Deputrnent oi Ecology had had a miserably contentious relation.ship with OOE-RL 

throughout the 1980s. The state had repeatedly insisted that it ha.cf-the responsibility to reg'.!late 

mixed waste at Hanford. lhe OOE-RL. citing.security issues, had refused to allow state inspectors even 

· to.visit the site, and the ~te regulators had co~ to regard Hanford as extraordinarily arrogant and 

high-handed. In addition, the Department of Emlogy, along with the entire state government 

apparatus, had become involved in the fevered battle to prevent OOE from locating its national nuclear 

waste repository at Hanford. The bottom line, says DOE-RL Deputy Manager lz.att,, is that .,the 

- regulators we inherited in 1988 were not happy with the Department of Energy-and not only the same 

regulators, the same ptc,plt." 

Adding to the confusioo was the fact that, as commonly interpreted, CERCLA and RCRA 

embodied two different philosophies of environmental regulation, although, according to Randall 

Smith, director of the liaz.ardous Waste Division m Region 10 of the EPA, .,it's possible to use them and 

manage them so their roughly equivalent." Broadly speaking, RCRA was stricter and less forgiving, 

requiring cleanup to established standards regardless of cost or inconvenience. CERCLA was more 

flexible, allowing for negotiations over cleanup levels depending on cost considerations, technical 

practicability, and intended future land use. 

What's more, the division of responsibility and authority between RCRA and CERCLA, which 

made sense m ~per, did not always make as much sense cn the ground. For instance, two out of three 

side-by-side trenches might be under CERCLA authority while the other one was under RCRA 

authority, says OOE-RL Deputy Manager Izatt-with "one regulator was saying, 'Cover it over,' and 

the other regulator was saying, 'Dig it up."' 

11.E. Prepuing for clunup: A 1ummuy of the iuuea at h.tnd 

In sum, therefore, OOE-RL was expected to execute a major enviro~tal cleanup despite 

widespread disagreement over what cleanup levels were adequate (or even possible) and what 

techno_logies were approprate to the task. and despite the fact that no single government entity-not 

DOE Headqua.?ierS, 1K>t OOE-RL, not EPA, not the Washington State Department of Ecology-had 

dear authority to determine the answers to these questions. 1ne two chief environmental laws 

governing the cleanup, CERCLA and RCRA. were enforced by different agencies. OOE-RL had no 

relationship with the EPA, the CERCLA~orcer, and an extremely hostile relationship with the 

Washington State Department of Ecology, the RCRA~orcer. In addition, morale at Hanford was 

generally low; much of the staff desperately hoped for a reprieve that would allow them to undertake 

defense research or return to producing weapons and would spare them from having to undertake the 

cleanup or to change longstanding ways of doing business. 
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Finally, DOE-RL had to navigate through this ~fficult terrain and cope with these myriad 

internal and extemA! difficulties without allies or credibility. A number of high-level administrators 

at DOE Headquarters held the Hanford site in low esteem, and the site had a poor image in the local 
press and amoog the in~ested public. . . 

III. OOE-RL AND lllE HANFORD CLEANUP 

III.A. One.loping the Tri-Puty Ag:rffmenL 

Once Congress made it clear that CERCLA applied to federal agencies, in 1986, regulators from 

the northwest regional office of the EPA and the state Departxnent of Ecology, and administrators from 

DOE-Rl began to discuss how to approach the brave new world of environmental regulation at 

Hanford. The EPA urged Hanford Site Manager Michael Lawrence to apply to have the Hanford site 

placed on the National Priority List (NPL) under the Superfund program. Lawrence was quick to 

cooperate. "'In my observation, a very small number of people saw the future, and Mike Lawrence was 

among them:• reflects the EPA's Smith. 

Meanwhile, in 1987, DOE-HQ ruled that the DOE complex was also subject to RCRA, and later 

that year, the EPA delegated enforcement of the Jaw to the state Department of Ecology. Together, 

representatives of the DOE, EPA and Department of Ecology began feeling their way to establish a 

working relationship. As the Hanford site was out of compliance with both CERCLA and RCRA, the 

regulators and OOE had to craft some kind of "compliance agreement"' which would obligate OOE-RL 

and its contractor to meet agreed-upon cleanup "milestones" within a prescribed time frame. One option 

was to craft two sepuate compliance agreements-one addressing CERCLA requirements and the other, 

RCRA. All the parties, however, quickly agreed that it would be far easier to operate under a single 

regulatory framework. For their part, the regulators wanted to avoid clashes with one another over 

jurisd.iction. "'From the very outset, we committed to each other that we were not going to view this as a 

question of dueling regulators, and so we set up a framework in the agree~t that divided up the 

responsibility," says EP A's Smith. Some sections of the agreement were drawn up under CERCLA 

authority, some under RCRA authority. In areas of overlapping jurisdiction, the regulators agreed that 

either EPA or the Department of Ecology would be assigned the role of Nie.ad regulator" and the other 

agency would plan a secondary role.28 · 

Negotiation about the particulars of the Tri-Party Agreement continued through 1988 and 

reached a fever pitch at the end of the calendar year. The regulators were adamant that an .igreement 

be signed before the change oi administration in Washington DC in January 1989, as George Bush 

succeeded Ronald Reagan. Otherwise, they feared, the TPA negotiations would be set back as much as 

two years. 1he State of Washington threatened to sue DOE for failure to enter into a compliance 

a.greement. In the end, the_ag:reemen~ was signed January 15, 1989 by the outgoing DOE administration. 

!he document was formally called the Hanford Federal Facility Agreement and Consent Order, but w~s 

corruronly known as the Tri-Party Agreement, or TP A. .1he agreement was not comprehensive; for · 

28 Even so, there wu r.omc rcgul&IOry confwioa iD tbe'-C cuu, &Dd evenwal.ly, the rcgula.ton a',jded up the various 
"operable uciu" 10 tha.t ooc or the otber rcgul&IOr had '°le authority over cleanup activitic.1 . :re. 
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instance, when the parties could not agree on the f.~of the single-shell tanks, they agreed to study 

the tanks further and ma.ke a later decision about them. But the TPA contained a schedule for 

accomplishing major pieces of the cleanup ov~ a 30-year period. OOE-RL officials estimated that it 

would cost $57 billion to carry out the agreement 

· . The concept of creating a Tri-Party A~ to govern the Hanford cleanup was widely 

. embraced both inside and outside Washington State, but during the course of the next four years, all 

parties to the agreement, along with local and•national environmental interest groups became 

dissatisfied with particulars of the accord or its implementati<>r:L 

· W.A..1. ~ of tlw nuiro_,une,sWists. The battles of the 1980s to prevent Hanford from 

. becoming a national waste repository and to keep the N Reactor from re-starting had left in their wake 

several environmenta.Uy-oriented civic groups ·that were skeptical of OO~RL's competence and good 

faith in conducting the cleanup of Hanford. From the perspective of the environmental groups-

. including the Ni!tu.ral Resources Defense Council (NRDC) and the Spokane-~ased Hanford Education 

Action League (HEAL}--one of the biggest omissions from the TP A was its failure to address the fact 

that Hanford was. still releasing millions of gallons of waste water from cleaning and processing 

functions directly into the soil. 1his practice created a large underground plume that accelerated the 

movement of more serious contaminants to the Columbia River, they charged. 

These liquid waste discharges had been a "blind spot'' of the regulators in negotiating the 

agreement; according to the EPA's Smith. "Both EPA and &ology had their eye on other balls,H he 

says-the EPA's on sites of past contamination and Ecology's on high-level tank waste and the 
intricacies of RCRA enforcement. "We got killed on it in public comment"' of the TP A draft, Smith 

recalls. As a result, OOE-RL and the regulators wrote a side agreement in 1989 to study the matter. 

1ne environmentalists had other conc~s as well. The TPA called for removing the waste from 

the 28 double=shell tanks and treating it so as to separate rugh- from low-ievel waste. The high-level 

waste would be "vitrified," or made into glass logs,_ and sealed in stainless steel canisters. These 

canisters would eventually be transported off the site ~ the Yucca Mountain repository in Nevada. The 

low-level waste, however, was to be combined with "grout"-a mixtu.re of cement, fly ash and clay

_md buried shallowly on the Hanford site in 44 1.4 million gallon vaults. Environmentalists disliked 

this grout idea, favoring vitrification for both the high- and low-level wastes. Grout, they argued, 

would not hold up long enough to keep the soil and ground water safe from radioactive contamination. 

What's more, should environmental engineers come up with a better technological solu?on in future 

years, glass logs w~ retrievable; grout wa.s noL 

In addition. environmentalists were concerned about the fate of the single-shell tanks. Many 

Hanford engineer, believed that for most of these tanks, the most sensible thing to do was to complete 

the wk of siphoning off the liquids, leave them in place, and build an environmental barrier over the 

top. of them. ""By our estimate in 1988, for about $4 billion, you could reduce the risk significantly by 

~ving it in place," says Westinghouse's Rick Wojtasek. "Spending another $20 billion to retrieve and 

. vitrify-you get very little risk reduction for that amount of money." Environmental activists, 

however, did not want the waste left in place- md their concerns about the tanks grew in the summer 

of 1990, when an advisory committee to Energ) Secretary Watkins alleged that a number of Hanford's 
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single shell tanks posed a serious explosion risk, due to the presence of ferrous cyanide or flammable 

_-_ gases. One tank, in p,uticular, was quite dangerous as it built up, and periodically "bwped," a large 
. . .. 

quantity of flammable hydrogen gas, the study claimed. What was worse, the report continued, the 

~ous burping had been going on for 13 years with no remedial action from Hanford.29 "The 

operating staff app,ean to be unconcerned about the hazard," the report coocluded.30 Environmental 

_activists wanted the tanks stabilized in the short-term, and in the long-term, they wanted the waste 

from these tanks remo"'.ed and _treated, just as-was planned for the waste from the double-shell tanks. 

What's more, as time went on, environmental activists became impatient with the pace of. 

c~up progress. Hanford needed to move out of the "'study phase• and begin actually to dean things 

up, they argued. 

m.A.2. C-OflC0'7U of tJw ~torr.. Under the TP ~ OOE wu required to request a budget 

allocation sufficient to meet the obligations of the agreement. If, however, Congress failed to 

appropriate sufficient funds to comply with the TPA, DOE-RL would not be expected to meet an its 

milestones.31 Within the first two years of implementing the agreement, however, Smith says OOE

RL came to the regulators and argued that they had not been allocated sufficient funds to complete all 

the scheduled Remedial Investigation and Feasibility Studies (RIFS). OOE-RL administrato~s argued 

that they needed about S20 million to conduct each RIFS. Based on their experience at other Superfund 

sites, the EPA regulators thought these costs were way out of line. OOE-RL and its contractor should be 

able to do an average RIFS for $3-i _million-maybe S7 million in a particularly complicated case, 

Smith says. "We would say,_ 'You don't have a budget problem. You ti:ave a cost problem."' 

. OOE-RL administrators countered that the EPA and Department of Ecology did not understand 

how much more expensive the work became when the contamination in question was radioactive and -

gov~med not just by CERCLA and RCRA, but also by a complex array of internal OOE orders. The 

regulators were unconvinced. In 1~91, EPA and the state Department of Ecology conducted a study to 

compare the costs of OOE-RL's ·contractors with those of other private contractors doing similar work

including tasks that did not involve working with radioactivity. "'"They were charging as much as 400 

percent more than our contractors charge us," says Smith. 

III.A.3. CoflUf'ft.S of DOE-HQ. For its part, OOE-HQ wanted to revise the schedule for 

constructing Hanford's high-level waste vitrification plant. Nationwide, OOE was planning to build 

three such plants. 1hey were complicated and expensive, as they had to be operated entirely by remote 

control, and the OOE-HQ had d~ided to stage their design and construction in order to learn from 

experience. 1he first vitrification plant was w:w:fer construction at the Savannah River site, the second 

was to be built at Hanford, and the third, at the Idaho Natio~ f.ngineering Laboratory (INEL). By 

29 Whal DOE-HQ lean>ed of lhis la.tut, alannicc discovery, a team from headquarters, armed with c:oosultants, dcsocodcd 
upoo Hanford lo addrea the problem. This ruffled fea.thcrs at DOE-RI... where engi.Deen argued tbe ehaoce of explos.ioo 
wu rully quite remote. ID the~ tbe problem wu ruolvcd by inacrting a pump into the tank; by c:oo.switly turning 
over the wutc, the pump prevcatcd I build-up of hydrogeo gu. The DOE-HQ approach to the problem was "definitely 1 

m,eu.age to Hanford to cet its act together." uy, ooe OOE-RL project manager. "'Which it deserved:· 
:: 0 Wasluntton Post, Augu,t 1, 1990. 
3 : EPA agreed to this provi,ioo, but the ,tau Dcpartmeot of Ecology did not. 
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1990, however, the Sivat\r\W River plant.was significantly behind schedule and over budget, with . 

unresolved technic.a1 problems. OOE-HQ was therefore reluctant to begin work on the 1-hnford plant. 

UI..A.4. RntegotiAting the TPA. In March 1993, the DOE, EPA. and the Department of Ecology 

began six months of negotiations to revise the TP A. The new vers.ion--completed in September 1993-
differed from the old in several important respects. Under the new plan, OOE-RL negotiators agreed to 

fully retrieve and treat waste from the single-shell tanks. They agreed to convert their low-level 

waste to glass rather than grout. They agreed to build waste water treatment facilities and halt waste 

water diJcharges to the soil. 11-.ey agreed to move the eight reactor cores from the banlc.s of the 

Columbia River to the center of the site and to clean up residual wastes there. They agreed to clean up 

and release 40 percent of the site-<ontam.inated mildly and only with non-radioactive waste-to 

public we by the end ol 1994. In a side agreement to the TP ~ OOE-RL also agreed to Wlde~ a cost

reduction program of $1 billion over a five-year period. 

At the same time, OOE-RL won tacit agreement for the idea that an area at the center of the 

site-the most contaminated portion of the Hanford reservation-would never be cleaned up entirely. 

And the OOE-RL received substantial delays in deadlines for key aspects of the cleanup. The overall 

cleanup was to tak.e 40-not ~years under the new TP A .. Construction of the vitrification plant for 

high-level waste postponed. 

111.B. The public puticipation queation 

No Jooger shielded from public scrutiny by the protection of being a .,national security" 

operation, OOE-RL had to figure out what to do about its activist critics and how to contend with the 

fact that Hanford was generally held in low public esteem. Press reports critical of Hanford continued 

to appear, even as the defense mission wound to a close and the cleanup took center stage. In the summer 

of 1990, for example, just after Michael Llwrence's resignation as site manager in June, a "Tiger Team" 

from OOE-HQ released findings of many violations of health, safety, and management practices at the 

site. The advisory committee to Watkins revealed that a number of Hanford's single-shell tan.ks posed 

a serious explosion risk in the same period. And DOE released the initial estimates of radiation 

contamination to nearby residents of Hanford during its early years of operation. 1he study indicated 

that tens of thousands of people had been exposed to dangerous levels of radioactive iodine.32 In 

August, two groups of local residents with health afflktions filed federal class action suits against 

,everal of Ha.nford's early contractors. (OOE, as a federal agency, was itself immune to the suit.) In 

the early 1990s, the sociology department of Washington State University condu~ a telephone 

· survey of several hundred people living in Washington, Oregon,. and Idaho, and discovered that in 

3 2 f"uw rmwta of lbc ltl.ldy, rckued i.a 1994. coocludcd ctw durili' tbc tint deadc of tbc Cold W•. h&lf of lbc 800,000 
poopk livin, i.a a 75 mile tquarc mile -w,u zooeft probably ab,ort,,cd ooe rad of 1-13110d a.bout 10 percent absorbed 
10 rad& or more. (Ooe r.:! wu deemed u!e, but two rads or more were c:occidcred huardoUI eoougb to WCT'&'lt 
evacua.tioc.) In tbe cu immediately eut aDd downwind of HIil.ford, acic.otista projcctied tha.t iome children might have 
ablorl>ed 870 rad&~ 1944 aDd 1951, aod adults., u m&Zly' u 350 rads. Eve.a 10me ruidc:nts of Spokane. 130 
milea ~t of Hanford. may have ab&Ori,cd 44 rads. according to the study. The e:o~n study by tbe CDC 
a.ueaing thyrJid disorders in tbe aru wu oot due for completion until 1996. (lntcrn~onal Hera.ld Tribune, April 23 . 
1994 &Dd New York Time&, April 22. 1994) 
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terms of public trust, the Depa.rtrnent of Ecology ranked higher than the EPA. Trust for DOE was lower 

than for EPA, and trust for H.anford's chief contractor-Westinghouse Hanford-was lowesrof the four. 

In this context, DOE-Rt had to decide how to handle increasing public demands for information 

and for a role in dec:isicn-making about the cleanup. In fa.ct., there was already a pr~ent for some . 

public involvement. A$ early u 1983; OOE-RL Site Manager Lawrence had taken the step of creating a 
citizens forum-« a01a leCtion ol interested dt:izeru-to review DO&RL'1 es.rly disposal plans for 

assorted kinds of radioactive.waste in the con~ ol developing the Ha.nford Defense Waste 

Environmental Imp.ct Statement. 
. . 

Lawrence's initiative was not uniformly embraced at Hanford. where many engineers and . 

managers argued that nudea;r waste disposal was too complicated for the public to understand. This 

perception was underscored by press reports that many Rlnford employees found muddled and 

distorted. "'I would pick up the paper, I'd read something about Hanford, and I'd say, 'This guy's an 

idiol This guy doesn't have a dut what's going on here,"' recalls one Hanford engineer. 

To involve the public in actual decision-ma.king about nuclear waste disposal struck many 

engineers as a poor idea. They felt that "'many of the decisions would not be technical decisions. They 

would be based on people's ~t reactions. 1hat's where the frustration comes in for many technical fol.ks 

at Hanford, I believe," says one Hanford manager. 

You have a lot of good scientists and engineers out here. 

Engineers-dley're trained to say, "OK, you want me to do a 

certain thing. Define the end state. Then I can do the 

engineering and get you there. Is cost an issue with you? OK, 

you give me a cost constraint and 111 tell you what I can do to 

get there within the cost. You just tell me all the constraints, 

and 111 go do it for you. Just get out of my way." [With the . 

public involved,] the solution that gets pkk.ed may not be the 

most cost-effective, may not be the best engineering solution. 

Nonetheless, by the early 1990s, the idea of public involvement had gained considerable 

acceptance a.t Hanford, and some OOE-RL and Westinghouse managers championed the idea, as did 

some administrators at the EPA and state Department of Ecology. 

From the vantage point of some DOE-RL administrators, a public advisory group might help 

OOE-RL and its regulators address ~ "how clean is clean" dilemma, an issue the TP A had skirted. 

Left to their own devices, Izatt feared the regulators might push a strict "green fields" agenda for the 

cleanup which he feared would paralyze the effort. 

I started thinking that we're never going to get anything from 

the regu.Lator except [a mandate] to clean up every last atom 

and every last molecule-go to green field~use that's the 

ncrrisk position for a regulator. If you say, "'Well, gee, it costs 

too much," [•hey11 say], "We don't care." · (It's like] teenagers 

with a credil card. 1hey don't have to feel any obligation for 
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the fact that it costs you a fortune. 1hey want it and you're 

paying for it, and that's the attitude . . 

· OOE-Rl., meanwhile, wanted to introduce another element into the cleanup discussions: how 

. the.560 square miles of land at Hanford were _to be used in the future. "If it's going to be a day care 

center, well then let's clean it up,• he says. 11 it's going to sit out there and never be used for anything, . 

INybe a cap and rover is good enough.• Thus.Iz.att and others, insM:ie and outside OOE, began to 

advocate the aeation of a broadly representative public working group to address two broad questions: 

how they'd like IO see the site used in the future, and what cleanup priorities for the site should 

. therefore be. 

Some participants in the cleanup saw a broad political advantage to creating such a citizen 

. advisory group as well. Though Congress was focused on the cleanup in the early 1990s and willing to 
allocate ccnsiderable resources to it, this interest would likely wane, and it would be good to have 

regional political backing for the cleanup, they reasoned. 

. In 1992, therefore, OOE-RL, EPA, and the Department of Ecology created the Hanford Future 

Site Uses Working Group. The group had 28 members, each representing an organization with an 

interest in the Hanford site. Included were environmentalists, members of state and county government 

representatives, business interests and tribal representatives.33 "It did exactly what we hoped it'd 

do,• Izatt say,. Over the course of several meetings in 1992, the group came up with some basic 

priorities-ior example, to clean up the a.re.as near the river first-partly because the area was 

attractive and easily accessible to the public, and partly because it was the part of the site nearest the 
growld water. While many in the group held out the hope that the entire site would one day be cleaned 

up, they advised that for the short-term. at least, waste and stored materials should be moved to the 

center of the site-a plateau several hundred feet above the ground water. Izatt was impressed that 

the group focused more on actual pollution hazards than on cosmetic improvements. "We got a good 

strategy,• he says. 

Building on the success of the Hanford Future Site Uses Working Group, OOE-RL and its 

regulators convened a group called the Taruc Waste Task Force in May 1993 to provide input into the 

1993 revisioN of the TPA. The group of 27 represented roughly the same set of interests as those in the 

: future site S:Oup. Half of the individual members of the task force, in fact, were holdovers from the 

first group. 

·1n a side agreement to the 1993 TP A, the negotiators created a permanent vehicle for public 

monitoring of the cleanup, the Hanford Advisory Board. With 33 seats, the basic membership of the 

board was Vf!rf si.mila.r_to that of both the Tank Waste Task Force and the Hanford Future Site Uses 

Working Group. With alternates included, some 65 to 100 members participated on the board 

altogether. (The al&e~~ worked. on committees, even when they were not formally seated on the 
board.) A3 pa.rt of a national initiative to include the public in planning of Superfund cleanups at 

federal facilities across the country, other OOE sites across the country also created citizen boards to 

33 1be c:oof~ tribe& of tbc Umatilla Ruen,lion had lost c:on·1r01 over tbc Hanford site in an 18.S.S ~&t)'. but tbe 
treaty had ,uannt.ced the N&t:ive Americans b.:.nting and fahin, acau to undeveloped lands. including those at 
Hanford. 
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oversee the progress, but the Hanford group was different in two respects. It had a large budget

approximately $1 million in its first yea.r-wtuch allowed it to do some of its own scientific analysis. 

At mt half the board ~ more, depending how they were counted-were from across the 

state rather ttWl from the immediate area, a fact that drew praise fur inclusiveness from some quarters 

and aiticism from tome local participants, who complained that environmentalists from outside the 

area were overrepresented. 

111.C. Contract reform at Hanford 

Nati~wide-responding to criticism that the OOE contractors as a whole were overspending 

and underperiorming-DOE-HQ began a campaign of changing the contractual groundrules at all its 

sites in 1993. 1he rontracts had long been operated on a oost-plu.s--a.ward-fee basis. Critics argued that 

these contracts-with their full reimbursement for costs, poorly defined criteria for receiving bonuses, 

and legal liability for mistakes-tended to provide no incentives for working aggressively or containing 

costs, and to provide a strong incentive for avoiding mistakes. 

In addition, the lines between OOE-RL and the contractors tended to blur, partly because OOE

RL had traditionally had collegial relations with its contractors. The semi-annual performance 

reviews were often a proforma affair; OOE-RL's Izatt says that in the entire history of the OOE, hi! 

recalls only two instances in which the Hanford contractor-be it DuPont, General Electric, Rockwell, 

or Westinghou.se-did not receive a bonus. 

"'What is called a 'contractor' here has, for all these years, been an organization in which 

people come, they join the organization, they work in government-owned facilities," says one local 

observer. 

They're subject to a million government rules. 1hey have a 

stable career. They traditionally had a lot of job security. The 

upper management of the contractor comes and goes and the 

contract gets re-bid, but that only effects the top few hundred 

people. Most of the many thou.sands of people think of 

themselves as Hanford workers. They've come and they've 

made a career. They don't compete in any marketplace. 

In keeping with new OOE philosophy, OOE-RL negotiated a contract with Westinghouse 

Hanford in 1994, signed in J.inua.ry 1995, with 26 specific performance _objectives and with expected 

dates of completion assigned to each task. Under the ex>ntract, Westinghouse could make extra money 

by beating a deadline, and had to pay money back to DOE if it missed a deadline. On the other hand, 

OOE-RL included steep financial penalties for major accidents in an effort to deter slipshod work. 

Managen at Westinghouse tended to be enthusiastic about the new contract. By comparison to 

the old system. the new one was clearer and less subjective, providing the contractor with concrete ways 

to maximize profits, a.ccording to William Alumkal, Wes~ghouse vice president for tank waste 

remediation systems. Some OOE-HQ administrators belil""ted the new contract made it too easy for 

Westinghouse to get bonuses, however. This, suggested ore OOE-HQ official, was because it was often 
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difficult to find a quantifiable measure that truly reflected performance. For instance, "lost work days" 

might be used u a proxy for appraising the sakty of operations, but was too narrow to capture tr,e 
comp.ny's overall safety performance. Due to the n.arrowness of the performance measures, he 

contended. Westinghouse could win bonuses without achieving overall good performance. 

IV. 1WO MAJOR AREAS OF CONTENTION 

IV .A. ~egulatory burden.an. complw\ce ovukill_ 

In April 199-4, a Se.attle reporter tracked down the regulatory hurdles confronting DOE-RL 

before it could build its high-level waste vitrification plant-a list that included a federal 

environmental impact statement, a _state environmental impact statement, a pennit under RCRA for 

waste and recycling, a nuclear safety review, an operations readiness review, approva.l by the Defense 

. Nuclear Facilities Safety Board, a safety analysis report, air quality permits, an environmental 

impact statement with regard to ground water, and, perhaps, a Superfund report on the plant's impact 
on nearby polluted si~. 34 · 

Many OOE-RL managers believed that in its first five years-and especially in its first .one or 

two years-the Hanford cleanup had been hog-tied and hamstrung by a litany of regulatory demands. 

In the early days of the cleanup, Izatt says, state regulators had operated in a hidebound fashion, even 

on small matters. For instance, one RCRA regulation required stickers and labels on the sides of waste 

storage tanks. "Our tanks are buried under the ground," says Izatt. 'Toey're covered with dirt and 

concrete. !here's no way we're going to go stick a label on there, so you get in a situation where they 

keep telling you you're in violation of the following section. Well, the answer is, so what? We offered 

a couple of times, 'Here, we1l give you the stick.er. You go stick it on.'" 

~re was a lot in the beginning that Hanford was being asked to do that nobody else in the 

state was being asked to do," Izatt continues. "'Because, one, we probably had deep pockets in their · 

view. Two, we needed to pay for some past sins. Three, the (regulators] didn't really know very much 

about mixed waste." 

A classic example of the latter, Izatt says, was the dilemma about how to handle plutonium 

contaminated PCBs (polychlorinated byphenyls). "One set of rules tells you when you have plutonium, 

you're supposed to bury it in the ground. [But) the Toxic Substance Control Act says you're supposed to 

bum PCBs. So you're in a situation oE trying to do what's right, but there isn't any 'what's right,' 

because one tells you to bury it and never bum it and ~ other tells you to bum it and never bury it. ... 

Now you're stuck. It's illegal to store PCBs, but you've got to store them." 

Silver of the state's Department of Ecology admitted that some state regulators had been 
overzealous at times, but said the greater problem was that DOE-RL and Westinghouse Hanford 

managers tend~ to go way overboard to oomply with RCRA and CERCLA-4hen blamed the regulators 

for being unreasonable. It was rot hard to fathom the reasons for the overkill, he added. Such episodes 

as the 1989 raid at OOE's Rocky flats site had left OOE-RL S\aNgers and their contractors concerned 

H Seatt./.e TUMs; April 26, 1994. 
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that they might face criminal indi.ctment. What's more, in response to serious criticisms of the 

· ... operatio~ ~ environmental safety. of DOE's fi<·ld sites in the late 1980s, Energy Secretary Watkins 

· had dispatched TI~ Teams to every site, which had gone searching for all the ways DOE field offices 

. did and did not adhere to the agency's extensive and complicated internal regulations. · 'Throughout the 

·. ~ex,~ employees wenfpressed to cross every "'t." dot every '"'i., • and avoid mistakes at all costs. 

What counted as a mi.stake might be something purely bu.reaucratic:...for example, "'being found by an 

audito~ in.noncompliance with page 32, paragraph UA of some regulaticn," says the EPA's Smith. 

1nat was ·a no-no; and people would talk about 'career-limiting events."' 

· In the minds of some close observers, the tendency_ toward compliance-overkill was partly the 

result of a mod~ operandi left over from the days ol plutonium production, when cost was no object and 

mistakes were unthinkable . .,In nuclear ~making, everything ha.s to be perfect. Every detail: The 

. blue valve has to be opened 2.5, not 2.75, tu.ms. But in environmental cleanup, it doesn't work that 

way," says Paul Day, a former EPA regulator and present consultant for the Hanford site: 

You fly by the seat of your pants a lot of the time. It's a 

different ball game, and it doesn't tale the same precision. For 

example, the tank fanns. You have to back up and say, wait a 

minute. · It's just wa.stt. It's hot waste, and it's nasty waste, and 

it's very deadly waste, but it's just waste, and we really only 

have to know enough about that waste to safely retrieve it, 

: store it, treat it, and dispose of it We're not going to make toys 

out of it or something. You don't have to have so much up-front 

information,. so much planning, so much ca.retaking as you 

· would, say, with a nuclear reactor, where you're worried about 

a meltdown situation if something goes wrong, or a criticality. 

In a different vein, the EP A's Smith argues that the common practice of hiring private 

cCX\Sultants to spell out what needed to be done to comply with the environmental laws also contributed 

to the compliance-overkill. Such consultants tended to "spend a lot of money to read through every 

conceivable EPA guidance, every conceivable EPA rule, and they come back and say, 'If you want to be 

safe, do this,'" says Smith. OOE-RL managers would then tally up the cost of implementing the 

a:msultant's recommendati~ften exorbitant-"and then tum around and say, 'lhis must be a stupid 

,et of regulations,'" Smith adds. The problem, he cont;inues, is that .,it's in the consul_tants' interest to 

be gold-plated: they might get hired to any out the work."35 

Even when Hanford managers received specific assurances on a point from the regulators, they 

took an overly cautious approach. according to one insider. "'lhey say, 'Oh, well, that might be how 

fMJ! interpret it, but we co~ get new regulators, and you never can tell. We better do it this other 

way."' . 

35 W"tingbouse's Rick WJjt.ck uys this cbaractcriz.al.joo i, '"far from the truth," however, argui.ot that. i.o fact. OOE
RL aod Wutiogboiae h 1 taken the lead to expedite the 1neument phase for some of the old wa.:. tc sites, especially 
tbose along tbe Columb_ River, &Z>d met con,ider&.blc ruisW>CC from tbe EPA. 
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DOE-RL managers and their regulators all agreed that the most onerous and least sensible 

regulatioos they Nd to coolend with were DOE's own ~gement and ope.rations protocols, handed 

down from Headquarters. "'1he department is very_ reluctant to grant waivers to its own requirements," 

says the DOE-RL' • James Mecca. "'But in some cases, they don't make sense." 

'""Those orden were, in effec~ the central administration's way of re-enforcing this culture of 'be 

· VerJ ufe and be very slow and be very careful/ and they were designed for an operating system using 

nuclear ~terials," echoes the EPA's Smith. 1n our view~ many, many of the DOE orders are 

completely irrelevant. lhose that are not irrelevant are often gold-plated. We've been asking for 

several years foe tf¥>5e orders to be reformed-for someone to go in with a meat ax and just start 

whacking away at them. that hasn't happened yet."36 

lhe combination of regulatory overkill and the aversion to making mista.kes was so entrenched 

at Hanford that it created a strong disincentive to take any a~tion at all on the actual cleanup, Day 

says. "lhe sooner I take action, logically, the more chance there is for a failure. And there's a point in 

there-you shouldn't be rambunctious either. But we don't seem to be getting to the go-do-it phase, 

because people have no incentive to take a risk. If there is a failure, there is, I believe, still retribution 

within the OOE system-whether it's OOE or its contractors." 

IV.B. Contentiou.a relationa between DOE-RL a.nd DOE-HQ 

Another source of frustration for DOE-RL and Westinghouse managers had to do ·with the 

relationship between DOE-HQ and OOE-RL . The two branches of DOE had trouble agreeing on a plan 

of action and there was perpetual uncertainty over which branch of the agency was truly running the 

show. 

IV .B.1. _llu 11etD u~tr-lllizotion. In 1993, when Bill Clinton became President of the United 

States and appointed Hazel O'Leary as Secretary of Energy, the DOE-HQ had gone through another 

change in management philosophy. In direct contr~t to her predecessor, Admiral Watkins, O'Leary 

believed in the ccmcepts of decentralization and matrix management. In certain respects, authority was 

once again delegated to the sites. Thus, for example,_ some documents and reports that had required 

approval from Headquarters under the Watkins Administration could be approved at the site office 

under O'Leary. 

What's more, under the new system, DOE-Rt, file the other field offices, sent its entire 

Environmental Management budget directly to _DOE Assistant Secretary Thomas Crumbly. In the past, 

the different divisions of OOE-RL's Environmental Management program-Waste Management, 

· Environmental Restoration., Facility Transition and Technology Development-had sent their budget 

requests "up the stove pipe,. to their a>unterpart divisions in Headquarters. The DOE-HQ statf would 

review these budgets and pass them along to Grumbly with their own recommendations. Under the new 

system, the DOE-HQ program managers were cut out of the loop. Budgetary tradeoffs were weighed 

and decided at "a high level,,. according to one OOE-HQ program manager, in a large meeting attended 

3 6 Ooe admini&tntor from DOE Headquarters. however, argued th.a.I part of wba.t made the DOE orders so oocrous was r!c 
coQ.letV&tivc way they were inicrprctcd by the cite offi~,. 
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by all the field office managers. "'The Deputy Assistant Secretaries [in Headquarters] used to be on the · 

hofseat.• he says. 'Now it's the site managers.'"' 

· _Meanwhile, the program·managers in Washington OC, brought in wider the Watkins 

• · . administration. were still in place, and it became unclear to everyone what. exactly, l:heir authority 

. was vis-a-vis the f~d staff. In theory, they were expected to set broad goals for the field staff, rather 

than becoming involved in day-to-day operations. But_that distinction was clearer on paper than .in 

reality. • 

. IV .B.2. Ccnctntio,r O'Otr t1u Tri-Ptirty Agreement. One critical source of tension between DOE· 

HQ and DOE-RL concerned Hanford's TP A. Senior managers at DOE-RL worried that DOE-HQ would . 

not do its part to support their TP A. From the perspective of 00:&RL, .,doing its part" meant supplying 

adequate funds, providing timely approvals, and declining to second-guess the specific remedies 

outlined in the plan. 

Froin the perspective of DOE-HQ however, ~ TP A was but one of a number of consi~erations. 

Nor was it set in stone; by 1995, the agreement had been amended some 170 times with regulator 

approval. In fact, the TP A_-along with 100 other ~imilar agreements drawn up around the country

threw certain federal-vs.-regional control issues into relief. According to the projections of DOE-HQ 

·the cost of fully funding the agreements drawn up between the DOE field offices and their regulators 

all across the country was exorbitant and would never win the approval _of Congress, which was, by the 

mid 1990s, interested in sh.rinking the cleanup budgets. At the national level, in fact, DOE-HQ was 

criticized for having entered into these agreements at all . .,In many cases, the DOE has tied its own 

hands by signing legal agreements with states and other federal agencies which it has neither the 

money nor the technology to meet. As a result, the department has been left open to a barrage of 

lawsuits that is usurping federal policy," a Los Angeles Times reporter declared in 1994.37 DOE-HQ 

maintained that it had an important role to play in terms ol establishing priorities on a national 

level-and that the TPA and other agreements could not be regarded as immutable. This posture 

infuriated DOE-RL and its contractor, who noted that personnel from OOE-HQ had been involved in 

the _complex and difficult p~ess of negotiating the TP A, had expressed support for the accord at the 

highest levels of the agency, and should thus be expected to honor iL 

IV.B.1.4. A cau shuly: 11u pre-treatment controt1ersy. A particular area of contention was 

that some managers in DOE-HQ wanted DOE-RL and Westinghouse to be willing to explore 

alternatives to specific technical approaches contained in the agreement. An example of this, which 

e:nerged virtually as soon as the 1993 _version of the TP A.had been completed, was a difference of 

opinion over the method of .,pre-treating'" tank waste-that is, separating the high- from low-level 

wastes. Under the TPA, the parties had agreed to a process of "washing" the wastes in a basic solution. 

This had the advantage of being a tried-and-true, proven technology. A more advanced kind of sludge 

washing-more oompliated and less well proven-involved washing the wastes in an acidic solution. 

If successful, federal officials believed the acidic wash-would significantly reduce the volume of high· 

level waste. 

37 Lot Anseks Tilfte1, November 2i, 1994. 
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To DOE-HQ this was a.n important matter. Project~ in Washington worried that the 

federal waste repository at Yucc.a Mountain, Nevada=-wouid not be big enough to hold all the vitrified 

. high-level waste 1-ianford was Li.kely to chum out. Michael Gates, DOE-HQ's acting deputy ·office 

director of Hanford waste management operations{ estimated that, Wlder the pre-treatment scheme 

favored by DOE-RI.., Hanford could produce as many as 100,(XX) glass logs of high-level waste. The 

repository had room only for 1~12,00) logs from Hanford, he added. OOE-RL officials ~puted the . 

estimate, arguing that~ pre-treatment approach would do a better job of reducing the volume 9f . 

high-level waste than the federal projections "indicated. They wanted to proceed on that assumption 

unless proven wrong. ""They're saying [the_ basic] sludge washing will do it," says Gates. "Well, what . 

if it doesn't? [DOE-RL says, 'If it doesn't work,] then we11 stop and figure it out.' [But we say,] 'Well, . 

why dcn't you invest ,ome effort now in more advancea pre-treatment?'" 

The dispute threw into relief a larger philosophical difference between the DOE-HQ and 
OOE-RL offices. "Our key word is 'robustness,"' says Gates. 

Yeah, we agreed to this path in the TPA, but why aren't we 

looking at alternatives, to make sure that's the best path, and 

to also foresee potential road blocks ahead? I! we can show a 

path that gets us there in the same time and does as good a job 
or better-:-th,e regulators will agree to it. But for a number of . 

reasons, the Richland office does not evaluate alternatives. 

They've picked a path, and they're doing it. They cite budget 

constraints, which are real, but there is also, from our 

standpoint, some evidence that they're not trying to do it 

either. 

From the perspective of the DOE-RL managers, however, the pre-treatment controversy 

revealed a basic unwillingness on the part of the headquarters office to commit to any concrete decision, 

even when-as in the case of commitments in the TP A-the Headquarters administrators had been 

involved in the TP A negotiations and had voiced support for the accord. "I don't have agreement, 

apparently, with DOE-HQ that they agreed to the TPA at all," says Westinghouse's Wojtasek. 

It's like, "Oh, yeah, so we agreed, but we didn't re.ally agree." 
So you sit there and you grab your head and you say, "We just 

spent two years negotiating this thing with the regulato~ and 

the public~auciating years-and now you don't like the 

technical approach?" Every decision gets pulled back up to the 

top and gets hammered in this whole, "Is it the right technical 

solution? (\re we going down the right path? Gee, do we ~eally 
11grtt?" -· We're constandy revisiting our decisions, and as a 
result, we're not really making decisions. 

In fact, some of the OOE-RL managers believed that there were sn:ong systemic disincentives in 

play that discour~ged the DOE-HQ staff from agreeing t~ any substantive action on th_e cleanup. For 
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one, beginning a major piece of the cleanup--building a pre-treatment facility or a vitrification plant 

· for the tmk wastes, _for ~t:ance-woukl involve a tremendous initiaf capital outlay, likely to be 

unpopular in Congress. What's more, to begin a project was to ris~ something going wrong-perhaps 

something big enough to end a bureaucrat's career~· _Says Wojtasek, "Under Admiral Wailins, he ran it 

as a Navy! and we ended up~ a zero.risk mentality. The Ointon Administration is saying, 'Well, 

Joo~ we're.willing to take some risk.' [But] everybody who was there under Watkins is still there . 

under O'Leuy. , O'Leary can say, 'Yeah, I'm willing to take some risk.' And Crumbly can say it. You · 

might even get that from their next layer. From there on down:, it's that frozen layer of bureaucracy 

where [the attitude is,] 'Hah! I know what they said, 'but come on. I'm going to be here in four years. 
. . 

They're not.' 

Headquarters is trying to survive politically. They use 

technical uncertainty to help them delay decis!on-making: "I 

don't have all the answers. I need all the answers. All the 

answers. I need all this data before I can make a decision." 

And there's never enough to satisfy them. 

For_ his part, DOE-HQ's Gates denied that DOE Headquarters was deliberately holding up 

cleanup progress. He argued that it was possible-and essen~ move forward and to be prepared 

for changes in direction at the same time. "Some people ·get really hung up that things change-and I 

can see it, too. They're focused on building this certain building to do a very gooo. thing. But, well, 

something manges nationally, .and that isn't as high a priority. Or a law changes, and it has to be 

done another way. They have to change. You just have to have a system that can change in a .rational 

manner." 

V. ON TIIE HORIZON: TIIE BUDGcI' CRUNCH 

By early 1995, OOE as a whole had become an embattled agency. The zealous freshman 

Republican legislators elected to the House in 1994 had proposed eliminating the agency altogether. 

Energy Secretary O'Leary headed off this draconian move with a promise to slash the agency budget

$17 5 billiori in 1995-by $14 billion over the next five years. Some $4.4 billion of that reduction was 

expected to come from the Environmental Management program, which accounted for nearly a third of 

the DOE budget. 

In early 1995, the senior managers at Hanford were still not sure how big a budget reduction . 

they would have to absorb. -We expect to go down about 38 ~ent on work we have to-do," said Izatt 

in January 1995. In order to accommodate this reduction without abandoning the TP A, administrators in 

DOE-RL decided 1o hold off on announcing that they would have to miss the "milestones,. laid out in 

the agreement and instead-go back to the drawing boards and try to save money intemally. They called 

this approach a "productivity challenge," but Izatt concedes, "That's way too high for a productivity 

challenge. Five to ten percent, I could live with. It beco~ a euphemism for, 'We're not giving you the 

money, but it's your responsibility to comply with the requirements.IN · 
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&ck in Washington State, the anticipated budget cuts catapulted OOE-RL managers, 

regulators, and citizen activists into heated discussions about the fate of the pa.ins~! y re

negotiated TPA._ · O'Leary and her staff at OOE Headqu.uters made it clear that comp.l~ce 

agreements would not drive either the agenda or the l:>udget ol the DOE. On the cne hand, OOE-RL 

. ma.nagen iNisted lo the Wuhington.office that the OOE.IrW.it provide sufficient funds for the TPA; 

OOE had already committed to the agreement, they argueci, and it was lega.lly binding. On ~ other 

hand, OOE-RL managers argued to their regulators and ~tizen advisory board that; if they received 

major funding ·cuts, they could not be held to all the milestones in the agreement · · 

. Such statements set off alarm bells for the regulators and advisory board members who worried 

that. faced ~th budget cuts, the OOE-RL managers wo~ dismantle some of the delicate compromises 

in the TPA and .,preserve the things that are most important to [the~ves]," says Smith. · 

Decisions at the site here are a product of the process of 

· negotiation of the public and people at the site about how to 

balance relative priorities in the cleanup. When you get done 

with that. I think it represents pretty good wisdom. 

Separately, you've got a national budget-making process where 

people ~ve to weigh and balance big categories of objectives 

and say, "We want more of this and less of that." The two don't 

link. It just produces this big disconnect. And I think it's a 

powerfully large problem. 

At the same time, regulators and advisory board members believed that Hanford was so 

excessively funded that the site should be able to sustain even major budget cuts and still comply with 

the agreement. 1n my opinion-and most of our staff's-the budgets paid for environmental restoration 

and waste management have been close to a third larger than they need to be in order to get the job 

done," says Silver of the state Department of Ecology: 

lhe site has not been managed for cost . . The greatest values 

have been, first, safety. [Since 1989,] the site has been managed 

so that nobody makes a mistalc.es. Layers of redundancy to get 

rontrols and en.sure no mistakes. lhey don't want to show up in 

the newspaper. lhe second value they manage for at the site

if I can just call it "relations." Relations between Energy and 

the people of _the state were temole. lnere was no trust or 

credibility. 

1hey've been relatively successful ~ both of those values. It is 

a much safer place than it was six years ago. The industrial . 

accident rate has dropped. 1he tanks are not going to explode . 

. They paki hWldreds of millions of dollars for thaL And 

they've done a very good job :tt relations ·with the state, 
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environmental groups, the tribes. Even the most vocal critics of 

. Energy would say it's much better than it was six years ago. 

The next froritier :for DOE-RI., Silver ~s, is to loc'us on .,environmental val~retum for dollar 

of cost." 
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