
T he State of Washingtonôs announce-ment on November 25th, that it is 

bringing a lawsuit against the Department 

of Energy (DOE) to enforce clean-up at the 

Hanford Nuclear Site is justifiable and long 

overdue. 
 

The federal government has failed, again, 

to meet crucial deadlines for cleanup 

agreed to in 1989 in a Tri-Party agreement 

with the State of Washington and the EPA.  The State has been more 

than reasonable ï it agreed to change the deadlines for cleanup some 

400 times since the agreement was penned.  It spent 18 months in 

negotiations with the DOE, only to be led down the garden path.  In 

the end, the DOE refused to enter into an enforceable agreement ï 

instead, preferring the ñno consequencesò approach of the past. 
 

But that approach has failed.  We are out of time.  The 177 under-

ground nuclear waste tanks holding their deadly brew of highly radio-
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Letôs Have a PEP Talk, High-tech filters clog on water                                      Mason Lowe 

T he Pretreatment Engineering Platform (PEP) is a scale test of the technologies that will prepare Han-

fordôs liquid tank waste for vitrification in the Waste Treatment Plant.  WTP is the troubled, one-of-a-

kind facility slated to turn Hanfordôs tank waste into more stable glass logs. Ultrafiltration technology ï forc-

ing liquid waste through microscopic holes in steel tubes ï remains a source of controversy. 
 

Hanford Challenge has been following PEP since a WTP manager described the testôs success or failure as 

one of his greatest fears for the future of vitrification at Hanford.  We toured the barn-sized PEP on Septem-

ber 16.  In person, PEP looks and sounds like a high-tech brewery ï there is, thankfully, no tasting room. 
 

Our important discovery on the tour was what was lacking.  DOE still has no serious backup plan in case PEP 

fails. We encountered an assumption that PEP would simply confirm the current design of the Pretreatment 

Facility.  Active and retired Hanford engineers have approached us with serious doubts about the suitability 

of ultrafilters for Hanfordôs complicated tank waste. 
 

PEP manager, Rob Gilbert, did express concern that replacing ultrafilters more often than predicted would 

slow the carefully paced work at WTP. 
(Continued on page 3) 
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Maze of PEP piping 

active and toxic chemicals are falling to pieces.  At least one million 

gallons of this long-lived hot goop has leaked from the tanks so far.  

Some of it is already in the groundwater, which feeds into the Co-

lumbia River.  Another 53 million gallons still sit in the aging tanks. 
 

Yet the DOE, which was supposed to start treating  Hanfordôs high-

level waste in 1999, has instead delayed while costs continue to rise.  

The latest version of the Waste Treatment Plant is the fourth attempt 

at building this facility.  DOE now states that the plant will not oper-

ate until 2019.  These schedule estimates are, of course, subject to 

change.  Would anyone be surprised if they did?   
 

While there are complications due to technical challenges, many of 

these delays and cost overruns were avoidable.  For instance, DOE 

chose to ignore questions about the earthquake readiness of the facil-

ity raised six years ago.  They chose to proceed with construction 

and design until the issue was studied further.  When the studies re-

(Continued on page 4) 
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I n the last issue of Hanford Chal-

lenger, we wrote about the contro-

versy of workers being exposed to 

chemical vapors at the Hanford tank 

farms, and introduced the new tank 

farms contractor, Washington River 

Protection Solutions (WRPS).  Nu-

merous Hanford workers have sought 

medical treatment following expo-

sure to tank vapors and some have suffered serious, long-term health 

effects. Despite plain evidence - tank farm operators hospitalized and 

chronically ill following vapor exposure - this danger has not been 

officially recognized.  With the arrival of this new contractor, it ap-

pears that a breakthrough in attitude has occurred, and progress is 

being made. 
 

An independent expert panel commissioned by the Hanford Concerns 

Council released a report in July of 2008 that raises serious questions 

about CH2M Hillôs (the previous tank farm contractor) approach to 

protecting Hanford workers from vapor exposures. The Expert 

Panelôs Review focused on the methodology laid out in CH2M Hillôs 

ñTechnical Basis,ò which lays the foundation for monitoring chemical 

vapors and establishing exposure limits at the tank farms.  The Expert 

Panelôs Review provides useful recommendations for improving 

CH2M Hillôs Technical Basis, which Washington River Protection 

Solutions has adopted to guide their work at the tank farms. The Ex-

pert Panelôs Review exposes dangerous flaws in that Technical Basis 

and WRPS has stated that it intends to adopt the Panelôs recommenda-

tions. 

Expert Panelôs Findings 
 

The Expert Panelôs Review, The Industrial Hygiene Chemical Vapor 

Technical Basis Review (Tech Review) finds that CH2M Hillôs Tech-

nical Basis does not meet its goal ñto identify all chemicals within a 

waste vapor source that are potentially hazardous and might be re-

leased into worker breathing zones,ò thus putting workers at risk. 

The acknowledgement of this data collection failure is an important 

first step towards addressing the inconsistencies between what the 

models say is happening at the tank farms, (i.e., vapors are not a 

problem) and what the workers experience, (i.e., vapors are making 

them sick). 
 

The bulk of the data in CH2M Hillôs Technical Basis came from 

samples measuring the area at the top of the tanks where vapors col-

lect (the headspace), and area monitoring samples, taken outside of 

the tank where vapors are released.  The quality of this data was seri-

ously questioned by the Expert Panel. 
 

Another key finding of the Expert Panel states that: ñThe committee 

is unable to conclude that the protective measures are sufficiently 

conservative to protect worker health.ò  In other words, the Technical 

Basis, which is essentially a health and safety roadmap for the con-

tractor, wonôt protect workers from vapor exposure. 
 

Progress Made 
 

After reviewing the Expert Panelôs recommendations to improve the 

Technical Basis and doing some of their own data review, Washing-

ton River Protection Solutions invited Hanford Challenge to discuss 

its proposed course of action.   The conversation continued for sev-

eral weeks, and has now resulted in a positive change in perspective 

on chemical vapor protection.  WRPS is agreeing to follow the rec-

ommendations of the Expert Panelôs report.  
 

Specifically, WRPS has told Hanford Challenge that it will conduct 

aggressive source sampling for vapors using state of the art GS Mass 

Spec analysis, as well as sampling of the tank headspace chemicals 

on a tank-by-tank basis, before and during waste disturbing activi-

ties. 

 

(Continued on page 3) 

Pipefitters Long Awaited Victoryð$7 million in damages                        Ahna Machan 

O n September 4, 2008, the Washington State Supreme Court up-

held a verdict of over $7 million in damages to 11 pipefitters 

who sued Fluor Government Group after they were fired for raising 

safety concerns at the Hanford tank farms.  The jury awarded $4.8 

million in damages and the court awarded nearly $1.5 million in attor-

ney fees, plus interest. 
 

ñThis was a definitive, very clear-cut victory for whistleblowers and 

for employees at Hanford who raise safety concerns,ò said Tom Car-

penter, executive director of Hanford Challenge. 
 

In 1997, a crew of seven pipefitters objected when they were told to 

install a valve rated for 1,975 pounds per square inch for a test of ra-

dioactive waste pipes that would need to withstand 2,235 pounds per 

square inch.  If the valve failed, it could have risked serious injury or 

death for those in the vicinity, potentially spread contamination, and 

jeopardized the structural integrity of the storage tanks housing 53 

million gallons of high level nuclear and toxic waste underground.  

The crew was laid off and thus began a long court battle to seek jus-

tice. 
 

With Carpenterôs leadership of the Government Accountability Pro-

jectôs (GAP) Nuclear Program, the seven pipefitters charged DOE 

contractors, Fluor Hanford and Fluor Federal Services, with whistle-

blower retaliation in August 1997.  Two months later, the Occupa-

tional Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) ruled in their favor 

ï and Fluor appealed.  A settlement was later reached that required 

Fluor to rehire them.  In a move calculated to further retaliate, Fluor 

laid off seven other pipefitters who had expressed support for the 

original whistleblowers. The lawsuit was filed by five of the original 

seven plus the six subsequently laid off.  Attorneys for Fluor alleged 

that there was not enough work ï a claim disproven at trial. 
 

Fluor Federal Services, headquartered in Arlington, Virginia, is a 

subsidiary of the Fluor Corporation of Aliso Viejo, California.  

Fluor has paid the claim and no further appeals are planned.   
 

Meanwhile, Hanford Challenge has requested the DOE, who paid 

the substantial portion of Fluorôs legal fees and costs associated with 

the case prior to the appeal, issue meaningful civil penalties against 

Fluor under the Price Anderson Act, a federal law that protects re-

taliation against whistleblowers at nuclear sites.  Such action will 

demonstrate that the DOE not only believes in talking about safety 

but is willing to take appropriate actions to enforce regulations and 

advance nuclear safety.   

Progress on Vapor Issues                                                  Tom Carpenter and Liz Mattson 


