
W orking at Hanford continues to be hazardous, and not just because of the radioactivity.  

While there is plenty of radiation at the most contaminated nuclear site in the Western 

Hemisphere, there are other toxic and hazardous materials to which workers are routinely ex-

posed.  These include asbestos, solvents, hexavalent chromium, carbon tetrachloride, TCE, PCBs 

and literally thousands of other chemical nasties. 
  
Now add to the list beryllium, a naturally-occurring metal that the defense industry has found uses 

for in weapons components.  Hanford is awash in it. 
  
Unlike radiation, though, there is no real-time test for beryllium. The only way to tell if it is in the 

work environment is to analyze a sample in a lab.  Because microscopic quantities can cause ma-

jor health impacts, it can easily be missed in a building.  
  
Advocates for Hanford workers are very familiar with beryllium from years of working with be-

ryllium sensitized workers. A huge concern is the lack of real-time testing. ñHow can we protect 

employees when we cannot detect if beryllium is in the work environment or in breathing zones?ò  
(Continued on page 3) 
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where the conversation gets somewhere  

Beryllium Contamination Plagues Hanford Workforce                            

Dig it up or Leave It There? The pre-1970ôs ñTRUò Controversy    

D uring plutonium production up until 1970, the waste created from dissolving fuel 

rods to extract plutonium was disposed of in drums and boxes, buried in trenches 

and directly in the ground and with it the plutonium they were unable to extract. 
 

In 1970, Congress passed a law defining this waste stream as TRU waste ï Transuranic 

(containing plutonium).  The pre-70ôs ñTRUò waste predates this law so it is not le-

gally considered Transuranic waste. The laws that govern TRU waste disposal do not 

apply to this waste, which is buried throughout the Hanford site in 45 miles of unlined 

trenches and ditches. Pre-70ôs ñTRUò has leaked hundreds of feet into the ground and 

has been detected in the groundwater.  The only substantial difference between waste 

buried before and after 1970 is its legal status. 
 

The controversy of what to do with this pre-1970ôs ñTRUò waste will be showing up in 

public forums this year as decisions about how to clean up burial grounds containing 

pre-70ôs TRU are made.  The essential debate is one side saying dig it up and the other 

saying leave it there.   
 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Transuranic Waste being prepared for removal to 

WIPP. Photo courtesy of DOE. 

A new report by Bob Alvarez  reviewing plutonium waste inventory from DOE sites, raises the total amount of Plu-
tonium in waste at Hanford to 4 tons. DOEôs 1996 estimate reported that 2% of total plutonium inventory went into 
waste streams or 1.35 tons. The new estimate is 6% or 4 tons. Of that, DOE plans to leave .7 tons in the ground.  

http://www.wipp.energy.gov/
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2010-07.12-Alvarez-Plutonium-Wastes-report.pdf


Upcoming Events 

F ederal standards for radiation protection 

are based on the physical resiliency of 

theoretical ñReference Manòða 20-30 year old 

white man living in a comfortable temperate 

climate.  Reference Man is five foot seven, 

weighs 154 pounds, and adheres to Western 

European or Northern American habits and 

customs.1 His bodily responses to radioactivity 

inform criteria for nuclear safetyðhis reactions 

to radioactive particles in the air, water, and 

soil create the yardstick with which nuclear 

hazards for the rest of the population are meas-

ured. 
 

It will come as no surprise that Reference Man is a poor barometer for 

radioactive health and safety.  Studies show that women and children 

are more vulnerable to nuclear risks than adult menðin fact, ña fe-

male infant drinking milk contaminated with radioactive iodine is 70 

times more at risk of thyroid cancer than an adult male for the same 

radiation exposure.ò2  The Environmental Protection Agency ac-

knowledges the logical flaws punctuating Reference Manôs use, and is 

currently at work determining what other possible median could more 

accurately represent vulnerable populations.  Though injured nuclear 

workers will no doubt be happy to see Reference Man go, his replace-

ment with another averageðanother ideal typeðactually fails to ad-

dress the problem of standardizing humanity in the first place.  Pin-

ning the badge of ñnormalò on an approximation of the average denies 

the validity of individual experience; it denies the importance of di-

versity.  It denies outliers.  Medical science informed by statistical 

averages acts as an exclusionary force for people with uncommon or 

ambiguous illnessesðthe very people Reference Man is supposed to 

protect.  
 

Reference Manôs continued use is symptomatic of what I see as a fun-

damental paradox of cleanup at Hanford: a remediation policy which 

requires a level of certainty to assess risk and create procedureðyet is 

managing fundamentally uncertain materials.  Current structures of 

governance are unable to deal with the ambiguity and nuance that 

necessarily accompanies a cleanup project of this magnitude and com-

plexity.  

Uncertainty and Hanford                      Shannon Cram 

Ice Cream, Hanford Meetings and You  
Tuesday, July 27, 4 -7pm 
Seward Park, Shelter #4  
Drop by Seward Park on July 27th from 4-7pm for homemade Molly Moonôs 

ice cream, fresh local berries and homemade chocolate sauce!  We are seek-

ing your input on how to make Hanford Meetings meet your needs. Find us at 

shelter #4 ï parking available near shelter.  Agency reps will be there. 
 

Hanford Advisory Board Meets In Seattle  
Thurs -Fri September 9th and 10th, 2010  
Red Lion Hotel at 1415 5

th
 Avenue  

The Hanford Advisory Board is made up of a broad representation of stake-

holders and develops advice and recommendations for the Tri-Party Agencies 

on policy issues related to the cleanup of the Hanford site. All meetings are 

open to the public. Hanford Challenge is a member. 

What thoughts do you have about Hanford 

State of the Site meetings?  

Communicating cleanup progress at Hanford, a necessary step in 

securing funding for the remediation work, becomes dependent on a 

certain and confident message linked to models like Reference Man 

for dependable unambiguous messaging. The problem is that as Ref-

erence Man moves from theory to practice, as health and safety stan-

dards are set and procedure is approved, his flaws become largely 

invisible.  When written into policy, this theoretical human becomes 

realðand if a nuclear exposure event occurs, injured bodies are held 

up to the standards that models like Reference Man set.  Post-

exposure medical consultation, legal action, and workers compensa-

tion are all impacted by the assumptions underlying such imperfect 

standards. 
 

Creating procedure at Hanford involves some level of decision mak-

ing about what risks are necessary to manage.  This places nuclear 

engineers and contractors in the position of determining what is pos-

sibleðallowing them almost divine predictive capacity. Personal, 

scientific, and institutional biases about the relative hazards of radio-

activity or chemical toxicity at Hanford is thus integrated into reme-

diation procedure.  For example, because a causal connection be-

tween chemical vapor inhalation (from nuclear waste storage tanks) 

and illness has not been established, guarding against chemical va-

pors may not be included as part of remediation procedure.  Workers 

may or may not be required to use supplied air when working in po-

tentially vaporous places, for instance.  As one former Hanford em-

ployee told me, ñIt is not accepted that a chemical vapor inhalation is 

hurting the worker.  Itôs not an accepted scenario because theyôve put 

on paper that it canôt happen.ò    
  
Hanford will require nuclear management and safety for generations 

to comeðand the enduring reality of radioactive materials compli-

cates decisions about their disposal and stewardship. The fundamen-

tal obscurity of Hanfordôs waste and its specific effects on the body 

destabilizes the certainty-uncertainty binary upon which current 

remediation policy relies.  Improving cleanup and safety standards at 

Hanford may entail closer examination of such ambiguity. 
 
1International Commission on Radiological Protection, 1975 quoted in 

ñRadiation Standards Should Protect the Most Vulnerable.ò Association for 

Nuclear Accountability, 2009. 

2 Ibid. 
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Does reference man 

protect you? 

 

http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=138075022883872&ref=mf
http://www.hanford.gov/page.cfm/hab

