
T he Waste Treatment Plant is the largest, most expensive environmental remediation project on the 

planet and is designed to stabilize Hanfordôs large inventory of high-level nuclear waste in glass logs.  

A recent report by independent engineering firm Dana Engineering, confirms what we have been concerned 

about all along. With no effective Quality Assurance program to be found, the WTP is in trouble. We need 

to reassess where we are headed.  
 

Managed by DOE contractor, Bechtel, the WTP is projected to cost over $12.3 billion to build, and will then 

cost between $45 ï $60 billion to operate.  Over its projected lifespan, WTP can secure only half of Han-

fordôs high-level underground tank waste in glass logs. The remaining tank waste has no disposition path. 
 

Some of the processes will take place in so-called ñblack cellsò, which, once made operational, can never 

again be entered by a human being because of the radiation levels.  The equipment in these cells ï the 

valves, piping, electrical switches, etc. ï are expected to last 45 years without maintenance or replacement. 

Because of the extremely high temperatures required to melt the glass, and the reality that nuclear waste is 

among the most toxic materials on Earth, the integrity of the facility must meet exacting standards for equip-

ment, parts, and quality of work to prevent catastrophe. 
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where the conversation gets somewhere  

More Alarming News: Rethinking the ñQuality Indeterminateò WTP     Tom Carpenter

Thorium on the Columbia: Hanford Challenge Leads the Way               Mason Lowe 

I n the spring of 2008, Hanford Challenge discovered elevated levels of radioactive thorium on the Columbia 

River shoreline near Hanfordôs 300 Area and downstream from a thorium disposal site.  Analysis of those 

samples by Marco Kaltofen, environmental scientist and HC board member, revealed thorium concentrations 

13 times higher than the level at which the State of Washington requires removal. 

 

Since analyzing the samples in August of 2008, Hanford Challenge has been in regular contact with Washing-

tonôs Department of Ecology over this issue.  Finally, in December, the State of Washington proposed that 

Hanford Challenge and some of its agencies take samples jointly, with Tom Carpenter selecting the sites.  Itôs 

refreshing to see a government agency taking the threat of thorium contamination so seriously. 

 

On the chilly morning of February 5th, Hanford Challengeôs Tom Carpenter and Mason Lowe collected sam-

ples along the banks of the Columbia with Mike Priddy of the Washington Department of Health, Jerry Yokel 

of the Department of Ecology, and Pacific Northwest National Laboratoryôs Ted Poston. 

 

Environmental sampling is a key part of effective cleanup and a major program of Hanford Challenge.  Look 

for updates on our website: www.hanfordchallenge.org. 

 

Hanford Challenge Å 219 1st Ave. S, Ste 220 Å Seattle, WA 98104 

www.hanfordchallenge.org Å 206.292.2850 

Tom Carpenter , Executive Director Å Mason Lowe , Operations  
Liz Mattson , Outreach & Inreach 

Joint sampling with Ecology and 

other state and federal depts. 

 

 

ñWe need to reassess where we 

are headed.ò 



 2 

Groundwater Contamination: Muddled Models                          compiled by Liz Mattson 

O ne of the biggest challenges facing DOE is how to clean up nu-

clear wastes that are already in the ground at Hanford. During 

Hanfordôs 48 years of operation, up to 445 billion gallons of waste 

liquids were dumped into the ground.  Between 1 and 6 million gal-

lons have found their way into the groundwater. That groundwater 

will ultimately discharge into the Columbia River.  Using ineffective 

computer models, DOE is taking a misguided approach to clean up 

contaminants in the vadose zone, i.e., the area between the surface 

and the groundwater. 
 

The movement of contaminants through the soil and in the groundwa-

ter is not well understood by DOE. A key early assumption at Han-

ford was that the soil particles would bind up the contaminants in 

wastes discharged to the soil, and that the dry soils would soak up 

large volumes of discharged waste liquids. In fact, the soilôs capacity 

to hold water and slow contaminant movement is not uniform.  The 

chemistry of a complex mix of different radioactive isotopes and toxic 

chemicals interacting with Hanford soils and groundwater is not well 

understood. These local variances determine the velocities and quanti-

ties of contaminants migrating through the vadose zone and ground-

water. 

The geologic formations underlying Hanford greatly impact how 

contaminants move through the vadose zone and groundwater. Ap-

proximately ten thousand years ago, Hanford was inundated by uni-

maginably massive floods of relatively short duration when ice dams 

to the northeast in Idaho and Montana repeatedly broke, releasing 

torrents of water.  Each new flood reshaped the land and laid down 

uneven layers of silt, sand and gravel that cover the underlying basalt 

at Hanford.  These flood deposits were subsequently penetrated by 

narrow dike-like intrusions sediments that locally either hinder or 

facilitate the movement of groundwater.  Similarly, folding and 

faulting of the rock underlying Hanford affect groundwater and con-

taminant movement 
 

The most dangerous of Hanford's wastes don't bind to the soil.  They 

form negatively charged ions that are similar in some ways to the 

chloride in table salt.  Hanford's soils don't bind these negative ionic 

materials.  Instead, these ions move freely through the soil with the 

water. 
 

When making decisions about what to do with Hanford's existing 

contamination and large inventories of additional off-site waste, 

(Continued on page 3) 

S hirley Olinger is the manager of DOEôs Office of River Protection which is responsible for, among other things, Hanfordôs tank farms.  These tanks contain the worst of the worst nu-

clear waste, the by-product of over 40 years of plutonium production.  She has a daunting task: 

speed up a sluggish and complicated cleanup and make sure the contractors keep workers safe 

and are held accountable. 
 

Shirley was born in Iwakuni, Japan to a father in the US Navy and a mother born and raised in 

Nagasaki, Japan. Her parents met during the post WWII occupation of Japan by the US.  Her 

mother was only 15 years old when the Fat Man atomic bomb was dropped on her home 

city.  Although as many as 75,000 people died from the blast, Shirleyôs family survived and 

lived to witness the unspeakable horrors of the bombôs aftereffects.  Ironically, the plutonium in 

the Fat Man bomb was made at Hanford. 
 

As a daughter with ties to both Nagasaki victims and the US military, Shirley is perhaps 

uniquely situated to have a leading role in closing the circle of the Cold War legacy.  She aims 

to accelerate the cleanup mission, using a systematic strategy to approach the multitude of prob-

lems posed by tank waste remediation.  Shirley says she wants to minimize risks to workers, the 

public and the environment.  While many past managers have claimed similar goals, Shirley 

Olinger has proven to be willing to walk the talk.   Hanford Challenge has found her always 

willing to sit down and work through safety issues and to take decisive action. 
 

In the last few months, Shirley has spoken with numerous ill workers that Hanford Challenge 

has brought forward.  She has recognized that there are unnecessary roadblocks faced by work-

ers seeking  compensation for illnesses.  This is doubly true when it comes to chemical vapor exposure.   Going further, she has beefed up her 

technical staff to provide her with expert advice on better protection for workers to prevent future exposures.  To that end, she is embracing an 

ñAs Low as Reasonably Achievableò philosophy for chemical vapor exposures. 
 

Shirley has aggressively and compassionately tackled various parts of the Hanford system to improve how it responds to workers, and made 

her staff available to help individual workers.  Instead of a faceless bureaucracy that is ill-informed on how it impacts peopleôs lives, Shirley is 

reforming the internal systems to become more effective and more helpful to workers in need. 
 

Shirley has given strong support to the Hanford Concerns Council, which mediates worker issues in a resolution-oriented setting that is protec-

tive of workers and an honest broker for fixing concerns. 
 

Though we can have our disagreements about how to make this cleanup effective, we applaud and appreciate Shirleyôs commitment to a 

cleanup that is more protective of workers, and her commitment to work with stakeholders like Hanford Challenge. We hope our open and re-

flective relationship continues and give her our support in making a safe cleanup a reality at Hanford. 

Shirley with her kids and mom on a visit to 

Japan this past fall. 

Shirley Olinger: Nagasaki and Hanford                             Liz Mattson and Tom Carpenter 

 


