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THE challenge at Hanford is how to protect 

its employees ï and at what cost ï and still 

get the work done efficiently.  At the tank 

farms, many feel safety is being sideswiped 

for cost reduction and efficiency.  As work 

resumes following the aftermath of the July 

2007 S-102 spill, new exposures are being 

reported.   Sadly, Hanford has no better answers than it ever did about 

what chemicals were in the mix, what dose a worker may have re-

ceived, much less what long-term health effects may result down the 

road.  Workers have reported situations in which they are sent back to 

work in areas where exposures were recently reported with no respira-

tory protection. This is unacceptable safety practice. Hanford Chal-

lenge wants to see chemical vapor exposure taken seriously so work-

ers can safely continue the important work of cleaning up and moni-

toring the tank farms. 

      In 1992, the Department of Energy (DOE) issued a report on the 

chemical vapors emanating from Hanfordôs 177 underground nuclear 

waste tanks.  One of the reportôs authors noted that:  

 The failure of those in responsible management to assign 

 resources to this problem in the presence of repeated viola-

 tions would, without any doubt, have been viewed by OSHA 

 as willful violations of the Act and subject to possible crimi-

 nal penalties. 

      The response to the findings of the 1992 report was swift ï man-

agement required all employees entering the tank farm areas to don 

the highest possible level of respiratory protection: a supplied air 

tank and mask with full body protection.  These requirements were 

in place for four years. In 1996 the Hanford contractor decided that it 

was once again ñsafeò to work around the tanks without any respira-

tory protection.  This resulted in over one hundred worker com-

plaints of vapor exposure over the next few years, many requiring 

visits to medical facilities, including hospitals.          

(Continued on page 3) 

where the conversation gets somewhere  

Chemical Vapors Continue to Plague Hanford                                      Tom Carpenter

Real Risks: The Death of Dan Golden                                    Meredith Crafton 

DANIEL Golden of Sunnyside, WA died on June 10, 2008 at the age 

of 56.  He had been diagnosed with cancer a little over a year ago, and 

suffered numerous health effects following his exposure to tank waste 

on May 20, 2002.  When I spoke with Mr. Golden on the phone about 

a month before he passed away, he was awaiting the verdict on his 

lawsuit against CH2M Hill.  Golden said that he wanted to spend 

more time with his family and win at least some compensation for 

them through the federal compensation law for radiation workers 

(EEOICPA). 

      Golden was discouraged by his inability to secure compensation 

for his exposure and frustrated by the fierceness with which CH2M 

Hill and the Department of Energy fought his claim and lawsuit.  

Golden did not receive the $150,000 compensation award guaranteed 

to workers with radiation-induced cancer who are employees of DOE, 

its contractors or subcontractors, if the employee developed cancer 

after working at a DOE covered facility.  

      Before he died Golden said that he was worried about the ñkids 

working out there now,ò and wanted to ñgive working folks now the 

real story.ò 

May 20, 2002 ï TX-116 Incident  
      On May 20, 2002, Hanford workers had inserted a water lance 

into Tank-116 to carve out a depression in the crusty radioactive salt 

cake that remained after the liquid had been drained; however, some 

liquid remained in the cracks of the salt cake.  The tanks contain up 

to 1,800 toxic chemicals along with high-levels of radioactivity.  An 

O-ring on the lance failed, allowing radioactive wastes to be trapped 

between its two tubes. Internal reports and interviews with workers 

who responded to the scene show that the lance had been leaking 

prior to this occurrence, unbeknownst to Golden. 

      Golden was working as a rigger controlling the lance. After re-

moving the lance, two quarts of liquid waste spilled out onto the en-

(Continued on page 3) 
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New Contractor at the Tank Farms                              Mason Lowe 
Washington River Protection Solutions takes over for CH2M Hill, shows interest in Hanford Concerns Council  

CH2M Hill, the main contractor at the Tank Farms 

since 1999, is being replaced by Washington River 

Protection Solutions (WRPS).  WRPS is a partner-

ship of URS/Washington Groups International 

(45% owner of the venture), EnergySolutions 

(40%) and Areva (15%).  The Tank Operations 

Contract is worth $7.1 billion over 10 years (5 

years, plus the option of 5 more).  Assuming opera-

tions start up in the next 10 years, WRPS will also 

be in charge of operating the Waste Treatment 

Plant. 

      After years of contentious relationships with its workforce and 

public interest groups, CH2M Hill began to see the value of a results-

based approach to safety issues and helped found the Hanford Con-

cerns Council along with Tom Carpenter, successfully resolving many 

worker complaints in a supportive environment. CH2ôs relationship 

with Hanford Challenge, though rocky at times, provides a model for 

increased communication between Hanford contractors, their work-

force, and the public.  Though leaving the Tank Farms, CH2M Hill 

will remain at Hanford in a new capacity, having recently won the 

Plateau Remediation Contract.  This contractor shift is an excellent 

opportunity to step back and take a fresh look at health and safety at 

the Tank Farms, especially regarding vapor issues, and make much 

needed improvements.    

      On June 5, Hanford Challenge met with Bill Johnson, WRPSôs 

president and project manager, at his request.  In URSôs Richland 

office, we discussed vapor issues and the work culture at Hanford.  

Johnson expressed the high value he places on worker safety and indi-

cated that WRPS would like to join the Hanford Concerns Council.  

While it is too early to see how WRPS will manage their contract, this 

was an encouraging introduction to a company with whom Hanford 

Challenge will be dealing regularly over the next several years.  

AMERICAôS NUCLEAR WASTELANDS, review       

AMERICAôS NUCLEAR WASTELANDS is an accessible, well-informed overview of the legacy and challenges of the 

nuclear weapons complex. Max Power uses non-technical language to describe the institutional and political environ-

ment surrounding Americaôs nuclear legacy. Power demonstrates the critical role public participation plays in encourag-

ing citizens to take action regarding local and national policies related to nuclear production and waste disposal; and the 

valuable role long-term stewardship plays at nuclear waste sites. Powerôs book lays out the grim reality of the US nuclear 

weapons complex and describes the challenges we all face in securing a safe future.  
 

Author Max S. Power is a government consultant with a long career in Pacific Northwest nuclear waste issues. He is a former Rho-

des Scholar, Yale University Fellow, and Danforth Fellow.  Power currently serves on the Oregon Hanford Cleanup Board and on the 

Hanford Concerns Council alongside Tom Carpenter.                                                       (email lizm@hanfordchallenge.org to order a copy) 

Bill Johnson, WRPS 

president 

Opening Up: Getting Inside the Waste Treatment Plant                    Liz Mattson 

INCREASINGLY, open lines of 

communication are developing be-

tween Hanford Challenge and 

DOEôs Office of River Protections 

(ORP), which manages Bechtel, the 

contractor in charge of building the 

Waste Treatment Plant (WTP), the 

worldôs largest environmental reme-

diation project. We have many con-

cerns about the viability of the WTP and are grateful for the recent 

opportunities to share them with ORP. 

      On a recent tour, Hanford Challenge got to see up close the mas-

sive scale and myriad challenges of this complex vitrification project.   

The WTP is the only disposition path planned for the High Level 

Waste portion of the 53 million gallons of tank waste left over from 

Hanfordôs plutonium production days. Suffering long delays, the 

WTP is currently set to open in 2019 with the goal of securing tank 

waste in glass logs.  John Eschenberg, Office of River Protection 

manager, guided us through the WTPôs main facilities stopping fre-

quently to explain various processes and answering our questions 

along the way. 

      In late July, Shirley Olinger, manager of ORP, sent a team to meet 

with us in Seattle to respond in depth to a letter* we wrote to the Nu-

clear Regulatory Commission highlighting WTP issues we wanted 

NRC to include in its latest review of the project (*see our website).  

Bill Taylor, Dave Brown, Erik Olds, and Pat Carier presented a report 

on the progress of ORPôs nuclear quality assurance (NQA) and shared 

their concerns.  We were impressed by the seriousness with which the 

team responded to our concerns and were glad to hear that their NQA 

program has made some major improvements.  These include a new, 

more robust and user-friendly nuclear safety reporting system called 

PIER (Project Identification Evaluation Report) and the ñBroad-

Based Reviewò program, which is designed to take an independent 

systems assessment of the WTP, including a look back at problems 

that may have been unidentified during the period of poor QA. 

      Despite these improvements, Hanford Challenge is still con-

cerned about the years of poor quality assurance and the trackability 

of issues that fell through the cracks or were overtly ignored and bur-

ied.  It remains unclear to us how effective their ñlook-backò system 

for this time period will be. We appreciated their disclosure that the 

frequent turnover of managers and workers creates a troublesome 

climate for quality assurance, a situation in which the knowledge 

base is constantly having to be rebuilt.  We were glad for the chance 

to directly address flawed design and procedure elements and ac-

knowledge the many unknowns that surround the Waste Treatment 

Plant. 

      The ORP representatives we spoke with seem committed to im-

proving the safety culture at the WTP.  This is one of many important 

steps towards setting the WTP on a steadier and safer course.  Han-

ford Challenge remains apprehensive given the far-off 2019 comple-

tion date, acknowledged uncertainties, and inevitable challenges yet 

to be uncovered.  Yet, we do find some hope as communication be-

comes more authentic and honest.  A successful clean up demands 

that we work together, continually asking tough questions and keep-

ing an eye on the big picture.  We hope the candid conversations will 

continue. 



 

tire left side of Goldenôs body.  Waste splashed onto his coveralls, ear 

and his left arm which had an open wound.  Workers standing nearby 

tried to help by covering the wound with plastic while they waited for 

help, essentially trapping the waste inside.  Internal reports state that 

tank waste remained on Goldenôs skin for 40 minutes before he was 

decontaminated. No decontamination supplies were immediately 

available.  Soon after the accident, Golden told us, he began urinating 

blood.  
      The accident left Golden with immediate dermatological and in-

ternal symptoms, as well as anxiety, depression and fear of future 

illnesses.  The accident report clearly documents, as Golden himself 

stated, that resources for decontaminating him were disorganized and 

unavailable.  Hanfordôs system failed him by not providing immediate 

medical surveillance. Other workers on the scene that day report that 

it was a catastrophe.  No support was available and no one knew what 

to do.  Managers stood around making calls on their cell phones while 

workers ran to their cars to get water jugs to help clean the waste off 

of Golden.  Many procedures for radiation and chemical safety and 

decontamination were violated.   

      Golden was only decontaminated for radiation.  He was neither 

informed nor tested immediately for toxic chemical exposure.  When 

Golden inquired about chemical exposure two days later, there were 

no answers for him. TX-116 had never been sampled so there was no 

information available pertaining to which chemicals he was exposed.  

This lack of definitive information further hurt Golden, who was un-

able to prove his illnesses were connected to his exposure. Later tests 

showed that the tank waste Golden was splashed with contained not 

only radioactive contaminants, but also hazardous chemicals, such as 
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Chemical Vapors  (continued from page 1)                                  

Tank Farm Recommendations  
1. Chemical vapors must be treated as a serious health risk and preventative measures 

should be taken to minimize risk of exposure. 

2.    Supplied air should be required during waste disturbing activities. 

3. An air monitoring system should be developed and implemented to reflect the real  

       conditions in which workers are experiencing exposures. 

4. Workers need to be regularly consulted and have their input incorporated into safety 

       practice and procedures. 

What chemicals are in these vapors?  

What health effects can workers ex-

pect to experience as a result of an 

exposure?  The answer, today, re-

mains unclear. 

      We do know that DOEôs Pacific 

Northwest National Laboratory con-

cluded in a 1997 draft report that the 

risk of contracting cancer from expo-

sure to these chemical vapors could be as high as 16 in 100 from va-

pors in just one of Hanfordôs tanks. 

      A 2003 report from the Government Accountability Project con-

cluded that the vapor issue at Hanford was a serious concern that was 

being ignored.  This report was vindicated by separate investigations 

performed by the DOE, NIOSH(National Institute for Occupational 

Safety and Health) and the State of Washington.  In 2004, workers 

were once again required to utilize supplied fresh air in order to work 

in the tank farms. 

      However, in 2007, Hanfordôs contractor, CH2M Hill, (who recently 

lost the contract to continue work there) once again removed supplied 

air requirements in most instances for tank farm work.   

      In late July 2007, an accident occurred where nearly 100 gallons 

of high-level nuclear waste was spilled on the ground at S-102 tank.  

The leak occurred at night. Because of poor lighting and the failure 

to follow procedures, the leak was not noticed until the following 

morning, when a ñtake cover alarmò was finally sounded at around 

10:30 a.m. 

      By that time, over 60 employees had been working within sev-

eral hundred feet of the spill site, none wearing protective gear. In-

explicably, air samples were not taken.  Two dozen employees re-

ported for medical evaluation.  Several continue to experience seri-

ous symptoms that appear to be directly related to the exposure. 

      Despite the clear alarms sounding from vapor-exposed workers 

the response from upper-level management is far from adequate, in 

our view.  This needs to change. 

      Vapors will continue to be a danger for workers at the tank 

farms.  Therefore, the process of creating a safe work environment 

must be reframed to include listening to workers to develop protec-

tion strategies.  Solely relying upon questionable data is irresponsi-

ble when worker protection and safety is touted as a top priority. 

hexavalent chromium and dimethylmercury. The incident was not 

reported publicly until Golden filed his lawsuit 

Goldenôs Lawsuit Overview 
      Dan Golden died a day before the court ruling in his lawsuit 

against CH2M Hill.  Golden sued CH2M Hill  for the injuries he 

suffered from exposure to heavy metals and other toxic chemicals 

resulting from the contractorôs alleged negligence. Golden claimed 

the 2002 incident caused him physical injuries ranging from colitis to 

sinusitis as well as emotional distress (the case was filed before he 

was diagnosed with multiple cancers.) The Ninth Circuit Court of 

Appeals remanded part of Golden's case back to Eastern District 

Washington Federal Court. It found that the lower court was correct 

in its summary judgment that Golden had not been able to prove the 

accident caused his illnesses.  However, it also found that the court 

could have considered Golden's case for compensation for emotional 

distress and failed to address the claim of negligence against CH2M 

Hill. In a Tri-City Herald article published June 13th, 2008, the con-

tractor holds to its claim that Goldenôs exposure to tank waste and 

vapors did not cause his illness, stating, ñWe believe that the Ninth 

Circuit fundamentally reached the correct decision.ò 

Current State of the Tank Farms  
      As operations resume at the tank farms, and workers are remov-

ing waste from leaking tanks, the story of Dan Golden must not be 

forgotten and the tragedy must not be repeated.  Hanford Challenge 

continues to hear disturbing reports in the form of unavailable decon-

tamination response supplies and insufficient Personal Protective 

Equipment.  Hanford Challenge  hopes that Dan Goldenôs story can 

illuminate the real risks of working at the Hanford Tank Farms and 

stimulate a better commitment to worker health and safety. 

      We extend our condolences to Danôs family and friends. 

Real Risks: Dan Golden (continued from page 1) 


