
W ith Hanford due to receive roughly $2 billion in federal stimulus money, questions are being raised 

about whether that money will be well-spent.  This influx of funds has potential to speed up the 

cleanup, but due to the complex decision making process at Hanford, much of that money may be lost in 

projects not prepared to move forward. 
 

The way in which cleanup activities are decided upon and executed raises challenges for DOE in spending 

stimulus money efficiently and effectively. 
 

When it comes to cleanup, Hanford has a history of overpromising and underperforming. The reasons are 

many and controversial but the simple fact remains that Hanford cleanup projects take longer and cost more 

than estimated. Take, for example, the Waste Treatment Plant (WTP). Originally set to open in 2007 with a 

budget of $4.3 billion, the plant is now scheduled to open in 2019 and its budget has ballooned to $12.3 bil-

lion. 
 

Cleanup activities at Hanford, such as building the WTP, digging up an old trench, tearing down a building, 

or pumping molassass into the ground to neutralize hexavalent chromium, are determined by decisions made 

under environmental laws. These laws are explicitly written to take decision-making authority away from pollutersðwhich, for Hanford, is 

the Department of Energy, Hanfordôs owner and operator since 1943. The regulators, WA Department of Ecology and the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), make decisions to accept, veto, change or reprioritize the cleanup activities based on DOEôs proposals. 
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Thorium Discovery Heats Up                Mason Lowe 

S ince April 2008, Hanford Challenge and environmental scientist Marco Kaltofen have been in-

vestigating the presence of radioactive thorium on the banks of the Columbia River a few thou-

sand feet from Burial Ground 618-7 in the 300 Area.  This burial ground includes a section known 

as the ñThoria Trench.ò 
 

This February, the Washington State Departments of Ecology and Health joined Hanford Challenge 

in a joint sampling effort to investigate our previous thorium findings.  All parties collected samples 

together and analyzed them independently.  The results of the joint sampling have turned up dra-

matically different levels of thorium, though the testing and lab methods were nearly identical.  Our 

analysis turned up elevated levels of thorium including the isotope Th-228 associated with nuclear 

research, while the State found nothing beyond naturally occurring Th-232 at background levels. 
 

Hanford Challenge sampled a thin surface deposit of thorium mineral contamination, while WA 

sampled more inert underlying material. ñWhat WA did is not wrong,ò explained Kaltofen.  ñIt's just 

that we were interested in the surface material, and they also were interested in the underlying silt.ò 
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