
T he search for a solution to Hanford’s high-level tank waste has been fraught 

with technical challenges, financial miscalculations and hard politics.  The 

Waste Treatment Plant (WTP, the Project), the largest and most expensive remedia-

tion project in the world, offers distant hope for this toxic and radiologic threat, yet 

the question remains: Are we headed for a train wreck, or a safe arrival at a solution 

for stabilizing 53 million gallons of high-level tank waste in glass?  
 

Hanford Challenge fully supports the vitrification plant, but only if it operates safely 

and effectively.  Despite the evidence of unsolved design problems, the US Depart-

ment of Energy (USDOE) is steaming towards what it calls the ―pivot point‖ in this 

long-delayed project. The pivot point takes the project out of a design-construction 

phase and into a construction-commission phase. Sounds good, but there is a huge 

underlying problem: the current design is far from complete, and major questions 

about safety and effectiveness remain to be resolved.  Unfortunately, these are not 

new concerns — they have been raised repeatedly, but seem to defy resolution.  It is 
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where the conversation gets somewhere 

Waste Treatment Plant: Designed to Make Money?               

Hanford Contractor Embraces Improvements to Vapor Protection Program  

A  report released on October 27, 2010, finds that workers need a more protec-

tive strategy for mitigating risk of exposure to chemical vapors in Hanford’s 

tank farms. The report, issued by an Independent Review Panel (the Panel) con-

tracted by the Hanford Concerns Council (the Council), offers many recommenda-

tions that would strengthen and improve the contractor’s protective strategy.  
 

The Panel’s recommendations are intended to help properly assess the potential for 

workplace exposures, recognize potential hazards in real-time, capture or contain 

vapors where possible, and track and record exposure data in a way that informs 

job planning, professional judgment, and medical surveillance.  Hanford Challenge 

welcomes this report as a strong platform from which to improve vapor protection 

measures in the tank farms. 
 

The contractor, Washington River Protection Solutions (WRPS), has stated that it is willing to immediately begin implementing at least ten of 

the twelve recommendations. Tank farm retrievals will greatly increase in the near future, putting far more workers at risk.  The sooner that 

WRPS can improve its protection processes, the more workers will benefit from such protections. 
 

For over 20 years, the Hanford Nuclear Site has struggled with the contentious issues relating to worker exposures to chemical vapors ema-

nating from Hanford’s high-level nuclear waste tanks, containing the largest inventory of radioactive and chemical toxins in the nation. 
(Continued on page 3) 
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S-Tank Farm                                                     Photo: USDOE 

Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board hearing in  Richland, 

WA, Oct 7th                                          Photo: Micha Patault 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/waste-treatment-plant/
http://www.hanfordconcernscouncil.org/download/report_irp_20101027.pdf
http://www.hanfordconcernscouncil.org/doc/press.htm
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/
http://www.dnfsb.gov/pub_docs/public_hearings/all/ph.php
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Designed to Make Money? continued…. 

I n a dismaying effort to silence dissent, Hanford contractors re-

cently terminated the Manager of Research and Technology for 

the Waste Treatment Plant (WTP) after he raised 50 safety and tech-

nical issues that threatened the public posture of the US Department 

of Energy (USDOE) that design issues were resolved.  At stake was 

Silencing Expert Voices Not the Path to Resolution 

critical to resolve the technical and design challenges before continu-

ing to invest billions more.  We need to invest now to design a robust 

and safe plant, to prevent more costly and intractable problems down 

the road.  This is a critical juncture for the Department of Energy and 

contractor Bechtel.  
 

On October 7th and 8th, 2010, the Defense Nuclear Facility Safety 

Board (DNFSB), which provides oversight of the USDOE nuclear 

weapons complex, conducted an unprecedented public meeting and 

hearing to question key decision makers and technical experts about 

some of these unresolved issues.  The tone of the questioning was 

sharp, and USDOE and contractor experts struggled to address the 

Board’s concerns.  The DNFSB is collecting comments until January 

6, 2011.  
 

Hanford Challenge is concerned about the foggy decision-making 

process USDOE is currently engaged in with Bechtel over these un-

resolved safety problems.  The language being used to describe the 

current status of WTP design is misleading.  Characterizing the de-

sign issues as ―closed‖ gives the impression that problems have been 

fixed.  During the DNFSB hearing in October, a board member 

(Continued from page 1) 

a $6 million fee award and legally-binding deadlines that the govern-

ment was anxious not to miss.   
 

Ironically, the termination of Dr. Walt Tamosaitis backfired; spark-

ing lawsuits, oversight investigations, and media attention that have 

alerted the public to the dire straits of this one of a kind, $12.3 billion 

facility plagued by poor leadership and mismanagement. 
 

Dr. Tamosaitis is likely the highest ranking Hanford manager to ever 

have been terminated from his job after raising such significant con-

cerns.  Referred to as ―credible‖ by the Chairman of the Defense 

Nuclear Facilities Safety Board (DNFSB), Dr. Tamosaitis is a na-

tional expert on chemical plant operation, with over 40 years of ex-

perience, eight of which he spent on the design of the WTP. 
 

The termination of Dr. Tamosaitis sent a shock wave of fear through-

out the Waste Treatment Plant complex and further threatened the 

safety of this endangered and troubled project.  Dr. Tamosaitis’ job 

was to identify and resolve technical and safety issues at the plant – 

his removal raises red flags of concern for the future of the WTP. 
 

His termination came a day after disagreeing with WTP contractor 

Bechtel’s declaration that the design problems of the WTP had been 

(Continued on page 4) 

shared a pointed observation in response to the panel’s testimony: 

―What is closed is not closed.‖    
 

Unfortunately, the troubles facing the WTP are not new – as early as 

2001, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission warned about the very 

same design issues that threaten the viability of an effective facility, 

despite billions of taxpayer dollars being spent.  In 2006, the Gov-

ernment Accountability Project (the predecessor to Hanford Chal-

lenge) worked with 60 Minutes to expose the broken-down quality 

assurance problems, followed shortly by dire warnings by an expert 

oversight panel hired by USDOE (the ―Best and Brightest‖ review) 

and reports by the Government Accountability Office and Army 

Corps of Engineers. 
 

The stakes are high: without an effective waste treatment system at 

Hanford, 53 million gallons of high-level waste (two-thirds of the 

entire US inventory) will continue to threaten the region’s ground-

water and the nearby Columbia River.  Already, an estimated one 

million gallons or more of such waste has leaked from some of the 

177 underground waste tanks, which are old and failing.   
 

Bold action by Congress and the Administration is needed.  This 

should include, at a minimum, removing the design authority from 

the contractor, Bechtel, which is currently authorizing its own work, 

and a shift of leadership that is transparent and accountable.  The 

Department of Energy, which to date has yet to hold a single public 

meeting on its most important project, is on a path to failure.  De-

spite past warnings about ―fast-tracking‖ the design, the USDOE 

forges ahead, ignoring the termination of the WTP’s most senior 

technical manager over safety concerns.     
 

This is USDOE’s fourth attempt to build a vitrification facility at 

Hanford.  ―Staying the course‖ is practically a guarantee that this 

project will simply collapse of its own weight and ineptitude.  If 

there is not a radical shift in approach soon, the failure is really just a 

matter of when. 

 
 

DNFSB hearing on the WTP Oct 7th, 2010                   Photo: Micha Patault 

 

Pre-Treatment Plant under construction, but will it work?    Photo: USDOE 

 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/cleanup-progress/waste-treatment-plant/
http://www.dnfsb.gov/pub_docs/public_hearings/all/ph.php
http://www.dnfsb.gov/pub_docs/public_hearings/all/ph.php
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/cleanup-progress/waste-treatment-plant/
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/walter-tamosaitis-wtp-concerns/
http://adamswebsearch2.nrc.gov/idmws/ViewDocByAccession.asp?AccessionNumber=ML012390250
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9pjidsOytZ8&feature=player_embedded
http://www.hanford.gov/orp/uploadfiles/WTP%20Flowsheet%20Background%20Report_FINAL%20DRAFT_March06.pdf
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d06602t.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Corps-Report-May-2005-Part-1.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Corps-Report-May-2005-Part-1.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/cleanup-progress/tank-waste/
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Embracing Vapor Protections continued... 

 Over the years, hundreds of workers have reported for first-aid and 

hospital visits following tank vapor exposures.  Some exposures 

have resulted in serious and debilitating health damage.  Several 

workers have received permanent, long-term disability pensions be-

cause of irreversible neurological and other health damage related to 

these exposures. 
 

After years of advocacy, published reports, and ongoing incidents of 

exposure, Hanford management has slowly come to recognize that 

there are potential health consequences from chemical vapor expo-

sures, and that finding protective remedies for this issue will require 

a multi-faceted approach. This gradual shift from managing chemical 

vapors as nothing more than stinky ―odors,‖ to mitigating the serious 

risk these often odorless, carcinogenic and hazardous chemicals pose 

to the workforce, is enabling a more comprehensive review of this 

complex problem. 
 

At the heart of the issue is the uncertainty about the tank waste itself, 

which is poorly understood.  Few of Hanford’s waste tanks have 

been analyzed for worker vapor hazards.  Over 1,800 chemicals have 

been found in the vapor head-space of the tanks, many of them 

known to be carcinogenic and otherwise dangerous to health.  The 

contractor only measures for two chemicals in real-time, sometimes 

hours after the vapors have actually dissipated, and rarely are indi-

vidual workers subject to personal monitoring.   
 

Some of the known bad-actor chemicals are odorless, and require 

specialized collection techniques and laboratory sampling to detect 

and analyze.  These tests often take three to four months for results 

to be reported back.  It is hard to say that the contractors are effec-

tively protecting workers from vapors in these circumstances, espe-

cially when workers are trained to use sense of smell as part of a 

warning system. 
 

After WRPS assumed the tank farm contract in 2008, it inherited the 

findings of the first Independent Review Panel, and drafted its own 

strategy for managing chemical vapors in the tank farms. WRPS and 

Hanford Challenge then jointly requested the Hanford Concerns 

Council contract for a subsequent review of WRPS’ proposed strat-

egy, focusing on the industrial hygiene program and implementation 

of protection practices in addition to reviewing the technical under-

pinnings of the protection strategy.  
 

(Continued from page 1) 

The Council selected experts in the field of industrial hygiene, shep-

herded the gathering of relevant data, and facilitated on-site visits 

and interviews. The review was intended to be an iterative process 

that fostered mutual understanding of the proposed strategy and al-

lowed for suggestions and input into its development and refinement.  
 

The following summarizes the panel’s recommendations for 

strengthening and refining WRPS’s proposed strategy:  
 

 Develop a more robust sampling and analysis strategy. 
Strengthen statistical methods to improve the confidence that 

sampling methods in fact capture maximum exposures, and  

conduct more frequent analysis.  

 

 Improve real time monitoring. Current instrumentation may 

under-report the presence of certain chemicals, such as ammo-

nia, and in other cases may not detect chemicals of concern at 

all.   

 

 Strengthen sampling strategies to rely on sound profes-

sional judgment. The culture among site industrial hygiene 

(IH) professionals needs to be addressed. Site IH techs appear to 

have ―concluded that the overwhelming number of exposures at 

the site are not significant and the expressions of symptoms by 

workers were likely not job-related.  This type of mindset will 

further impair the application of professional judgment because 

warning signs could be overlooked or rationalized away‖ (p.17).  

 

 Review training programs for industrial hygiene staff 

and tank farm workers.  Don’t rely on odors as a pri-

mary detection tool.  Many dangerous chemicals (such as 

carbon monoxide) are odorless, yet lethal.  ―Odor has a limited 

role in identification of potential exposures‖ (p. 19).   

 

 Improve medical monitoring, data capture, reporting and 

analysis.  Develop the capability to record the time individuals 

spend working in specific areas and conditions at Hanford in 

order to support medical surveillance, illness investigation and 

health surveillances of workers.   

 

 Evaluate strategies that capture or contain vapors. This 

includes a protection hierarchy of containment, capture and dilu-

tion.  WRPS has stated that it will evaluate containment and 

capture only after assessing the success of extending stack 

heights (a dilution remedy). 

 

 Adopt the use of Similar Exposure Groups. This will allow 

workers and medical providers better access to data that can 

provide meaningful information for individual workers.  
 

 ―I appreciate the hard work of the Independent Review Panel and 

the Hanford Concerns Council in preparing this report.  I also appre-

ciate WRPS’ willingness and openness in participating in this proc-

ess and responding positively to the recommendations,‖ said Tom 

Carpenter. ―The proof, of course, is in implementation.  We will con-

tinue to vigilantly work to ensure these recommendations are 

adopted in a reasonable timeframe and become reality in the tank 

farms.‖  Hanford workers deserve the most effective levels of protec-

tion as they go about the nation’s business of remediating our Cold 

War legacies. 
 

 

Workers clean up contamination from the S-102 spill in the tank farms, Nov. 

2007. The spill occurred in July 2007.                                     Photo: USDOE 

TO READ THE REPORT AND RESPONSE  GO TO: HANFORDCHALLENGE.ORG 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/cmsAdmin/uploads/2003_Knowing_Endangerment.pdf
http://www.hanfordconcernscouncil.org/download/report_techreviewfinal_20080929.pdf
http://www.hss.doe.gov/csa/csp/advisory/SAd_2008-02.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/helping-hanford-workers/hanford-concerns-council/
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resolved.  Dr. Tamosaitis reviewed the 50 unresolved design issues 

that if left unaddressed would lead to dangerous uncertainty that the 

WTP will perform safely or effectively. The day after sharing this 

concern, Dr. Tamosaitis was taken off the project, escorted off-site, 

and banished to a basement office with no job title, no substantive 

work, and no explanation.  
 

Upon his termination he wrote a letter to the DNFSB, which con-

ducts independent oversight of DOE sites, sharing his concerns about 

the multitude of unresolved technical issues, the problematic attitude 

of Bechtel to declare the unresolved issues resolved, and its suppres-

sion of concerns.   
 

It is rare for an engineer of Dr. Tamosaitis’s position, skills and repu-

tation to risk his career by stepping forward.  He is not alone in rais-

ing concerns.  Many employees are supportive of him and outraged 

over his summary dismissal.  Several organizations, including DOE, 

Battelle’s Pacific Northwest National Laboratories and Institute for 

Policy Studies have issued critical reports on the WTP design issues.   
 

There is no shortage of awareness of the WTP problems or experts 

passionate to find solutions, but there is a shortage of leadership to 

confront these problems with openness and transparency.   
 

The termination of Dr. Tamosaitis is only the latest evidence of the 

chilled safety culture at the WTP, and demands serious attention.  

That attention, alas, is not forthcoming.  USDOE has chosen to cast a 

blind eye on the termination, and is not conducting any kind of in-

vestigation into it. 

(Continued from page 2) 

H anford Challenge is three years old, and thriving.  We are determined to bring positive 

change to the environmental remediation effort underway at Hanford, and to help lead 

a transition where healing can begin.  In the past few months, we led a process identifying 

ways to improve public involvement at Hanford with a more strategic approach, creating 

advice within the Hanford Advisory Board which was passed in November.  We co-hosted 

a workshop in Eastern Washington with the Spokane Tribe, sharing concerns about the 

uranium mines in the area and Hanford. We worked through the Hanford Concerns Council 

to resolve worker’s concerns and cases, including the publishing of an independent expert 

panel report on tank vapors, which was embraced by the contractor, and the subject of a 

joint statement.  We worked with graduate and undergraduate students at the University of 

Washington to prepare for an October workshop on the Radioactive Solid Waste Burial 

Grounds in Seattle.  We provided support, advocacy and assistance on behalf of Dr. Walt 

Tamosaitis, who 

was terminated 

from his manage-

ment position at 

the Waste Treatment Plant after raising safety concerns.  We organ-

ized a talk in Seattle with Dr. Tamosaitis to discuss concerns about 

the Waste Treatment Plant, and shared these concerns in testimony 

at the Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board hearing in October.  

We continue to reach out to members in a variety of ways, and pro-

mote a collaborative approach to improving remediation efforts at 

Hanford.  Thank you for being a part of Hanford Challenge. 

Board of Directors Å Dana Gold Å Tom Robinson Å Patti Goldman • Todd Martin • Gigi Coe • Marco Kaltofen Å Rod Cameron Å Jerry Davis 
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Bechtel’s history with workplace reprisal is not new. In a 2006 re-

port USDOE criticized Bechtel for maintaining a hostile work envi-

ronment against its own employees, finding that over half of the 

employees interviewed were fearful of reprisal for even talking to 

the USDOE investigator, and one out of five employees expressing 

fear of reprisal for raising safety issues.  
 

In 2008, Bechtel was fined after the USDOE found that another 

WTP engineer had been retaliated against for raising safety con-

cerns. 
 

There can be no tolerance of a termination like that of Dr. Tamo-

saitis.  The WTP workforce needs to be sent a clear message that 

they are fully supported in identifying critical flaws and engineering 

solutions to address them.   
 

It is vital to Hanford’s environmental remediation mission that a 

safety culture is established and nurtured so that employees can 

bring concerns forward without fear of reprisal.  A culture of sup-

pressed concerns leaves us guessing whether there might be hidden 

defects that could result in failure of equipment or processes that 

could impact workers, the public, or the effectiveness of the mis-

sion.   
 

Hanford Challenge is proud to be standing beside Walt Tamosaitis, 

and is committed to helping him seek justice.  We are determined to 

see that the issues he raises are surfaced and resolved, and the at-

mosphere of reprisal addressed.  At stake is the safe and effective 

operation of the most important facility at Hanford. 
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