
A  settlement agreement between the State of Washington and the U.S. Depart-

ment of Energy was announced in August resolving a lawsuit filed by the 

State in 2008 after DOE announced that it was not going to meet deadlines in the 20

-year clean-up agreement.  Missed deadlines include significant delays and budget 

overruns with the Waste Treatment Plant (the vitrification plant), and delays in re-
trieving wastes from single-shell tanks. 
 

In 2007, the federal government announced that the Waste Treatment Plant would 

open years later than planned, at a cost nearly three times the original $4.6 billion 

estimate.   The operational costs are expected to exceed $45 billion, and may reach 

$65 billion. 
 

Most of Hanfordôs 53 million gallons of high-level nuclear waste are slated for 

treatment at the Waste Treatment Plant (WTP). These wastes are currently stored in 

about 177 underground storage tanks that were built decades ago.  One third of 

these tanks are leaking, and they are all beyond their design life. The settlement 

includes a Consent Decree which contains court-enforceable milestones and dates 

for the construction and commissioning of the WTP. The Decree will be signed  
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where the conversation gets somewhere  

Washington State Settles Hanford Lawsuit with DOE                               

Say it Ainôt TRU ð Plutonium in the Soil at Hanford     

T he story of Hanfordôs plutonium does not end with the trillions of gallons of liquid waste discharged to the soil, or the staggering discharges to the atmosphere that resulted from  

production of nuclear weapons materials.  Plutonium and other transuranics (TRU) buried 

across the site from the 1940s to the early 1970s have entered the groundwater and threaten the 

Columbia River. The Department of Energy and State of Washington have no comprehensive 
plan to clean it up. 
 

According to research released by Robert Alvarez, a researcher for the Institute for Policy Stud-

ies, around 1600 pounds of plutonium-239, enough to fuel 120 Nagasaki-sized nuclear bombs, 

was dumped at 55 locations on the Hanford site.  At 16 of these dumps, concentrations of pluto-

nium exceed the DOEôs own standard requiring removal and disposal in a geologic repository.  

In some cases, plutonium has migrated deep into the subsurface and contaminated the ground-
water that flows into the Columbia River.  Due to the presence of organic chemicals in the con-

taminated soil, migration of the radioactive waste has been accelerated 1,000 times faster than 
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There is enough buried plutonium at   

Hanford to make at least 120 atomic 

bombs.  

 

 

Enforceable agreement, but significant delays. En-

ergy Secretary Steven Chu, speaking, while  Gover-

nor Christine Gregoire and WA State Attorney Gen-

eral Rob McKenna look on. 



Hot Particles and Hanford ð  
New Testing Methods Serve Public Interest                                       Marco Kaltofen 

after a 45-day public comment period that ends December 11, 2009.  

Details include: 
 

¶ A requirement to start treating tank waste at the WTP by 

2022. (Originally startup of WTP was to begin in 2009, with 

plant operations active by 2011.) 
 

¶ A requirement that all single-shell tanks be emptied by 2040, 

and the single-shell tank farms closed by 2043.  
 

¶ A new deadline to complete tank waste treatment by 2047, 

nineteen years later than the prior agreement that treatment 

be completed by 2028.   
 

¶ An agreement to not import and bury certain offsite waste, 

at least until the WTP starts operations, and to issue a Draft 

Environmental Impact Statement on Tank Closure and 

Waste Management by November that recommends as the 

preferred alternative that offsite waste will not be disposed 

of at Hanford for the foreseeable future. 
 

¶ An agreement that DOE will prepare a report detailing the 

lifecycle scope, schedule and cost for completion of the Han-

ford cleanup. 
 

¶ The establishment of new deadlines for groundwater reme-

diation, including milestones to contain contaminants adja-

cent to the Columbia River including chromium and stron-

tium.  

 

At the announcement ceremony, attended by Energy Secretary Steven 

Chu, both Washington State Senators, Governor Christine Gregoire 
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State Settles Lawsuit  ð   Long delaysðand questions remain about offsite wastes. 

O n a long flight home from Los Alamos, New Mexico, I sat next to an interesting nu-

clear activist.  He was an executive with a firm that markets and constructs new nu-

clear power plants.  He was glad to meet someone with nuclear familiarity and discussed  

the challenges of his work due to the high costs of nuclear facilities.   I don't meet too many 

nuclear sales engineers, so I appreciated the chance to hear his perspective.  I did warn him.  
I let him know that as an environmental engineer, my work with the nuclear industry in-

volved monitoring radiation releases.  I appreciated our open discussion though I thought 

that if he met me while on the job, he might find it hard to be as open or free in discussing 

the challenges of the nuclear industry. 
 

Looking back on that conversation, I questioned my attitude that the nuclear industry should 

inherently resist regulation. The fact is, the nuclear industry needs to welcome auditors.  It 
needs people who can measure its health impacts and will absolutely not survive without 

aggressive environmental monitoring.  It may not survive anyway, if the amount of money, 

environmental risk, and energy required to run the industry is beyond our means.  But with-

out auditing the impacts of the entire nuclear cycle, you can't make an informed choice about 

what to do next with existing or proposed nuclear plants. 

                                                                                                                                                                              

The money spent on monitoring by Hanford Challenge is tiny compared to what the Depart-

ment of Energy spends.  Despite that imbalance, it's the independent nature of Hanford 

Challenge that makes that small budget interesting.  Independent studies have the flexibility 
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Marco Kaltofen and Tom Carpenter collect 

samples from Acid Canyon in Los Alamos, 

2008. 

and Washington Attorney General Rob McKenna, enthusiastic praise 

was the theme of the day. 
 

ñWe are upbeat about the fact that the agreement gives more power 

to the State of Washington to enforce the Tri-Party Agreement in 

federal court, a key ingredient missing in the old agreement.  The 

extension of the off-site waste importation and disposal ban is not as 

strong as originally portrayed,ò said Hanford Challenge director Tom 

Carpenter.  At a recent briefing, officials made clear that Hanford 

could be chosen to receive highly radioactive commercial waste and 

mercury, and perhaps other types of wastes as well. 
 

The DOE continues to insist that it will ñaccelerate cleanupò and will 

shrink the Hanford Site to a 75-square mile area that includes the old 

reprocessing plants and the tank farms, by cleaning up the river cor-

ridor by 2015.  Many remain skeptical that this can be done in that 

time frame. 
 

Also worrisome is the fact that this Agreement incorporates  long 

delays in starting the vitrification  plant and treating tank waste.  

Many of the tanks have already failed, and  the integrity of all the 

single-shell tanks is suspect.  Under this agreement, tanks are ex-

pected to hold up for another 30 or 40 years.  These tanks were de-

signed to last for 20 years, and most of them were built in the 40ôs 

and 50ôs. 
 

For Hanford Challenge, systemic issues remain unaddressed.  These 

include the conflict of interest on the part of a federal agency that 

created the mess, has to pay for the cleanup, and is supposed to regu-

late the site.  If we donôt improve the management of the cleanup, we 

wonôt achieve cleanup. 
 

On balance, however, the settlement agreement represents significant 

progress and affords the State of Washington the necessary tools to 

better achieve compliance in the future.   
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