
A  federal agency tasked with investigating nuclear safety at federal fa-

cilities issued a strongly-worded letter to the Secretary of Energy on 

June 9, 2011 finding that “the safety culture at the Waste Treatment Plant is 

in need of prompt, major improvement and that corrective actions will only 

be successful and enduring if championed by the Secretary of Energy.” 
 

The Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board (DNFSB, the Board) interviewed 

45 witnesses and examined 30,000 pages of documents during its investiga-

tion.  DNFSB Chairman Peter Winokur wrote: “The Board's investigative 

record demonstrates that both DOE and contractor project management be-

haviors reinforce a subculture at WTP that deters the timely reporting, ac-

knowledgement, and ultimate resolution of technical safety concerns.” 
 

Hanford Challenge has been raising awareness locally and nationally to pro-

tect the rights of Hanford employees to speak up.  If concerns are sup-

pressed, critical information may not be available to identify and resolve 

problems.  A broken safety culture at the vit plant could have disastrous con-

sequences.  The DNFSB warned that the “successful completion of WTP's 

mission to remove and stabilize high-level waste from the tank farms is essential to protect the health and safety of the public and workers at 

Hanford. However, the flawed safety culture currently embedded in the project has a substantial probability of jeopardizing that mission.”  

(Continued on page 3) 
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where the conversation gets somewhere 

Vit Plant Mission Jeopardized by Broken Safety Culture     

Ethics in Engineering                                                               Walt Tamosaitis 

E ngineers. Some people have noted that they are the most valuable asset of our modern 

society.  Others have stated that over half of our Nation‟s economic growth in the last 50 

years is due to science and technology.  We all appreciate technology, but often overlook it 

when we go over a bridge in our daily commute, fly across the country, apply the brakes in 

our vehicles, or just turn on the water faucet in our house.   
 

What happens when corners are cut?  The BP disaster in the Gulf of Mexico and Toyota‟s 

recalls highlight what happens when technical issues are not properly addressed.  Very few 

people can forget the picture of the space shuttle Challenger exploding shortly after takeoff 

due to an O-ring seal that was unsuitable for the cold temperature.  These incidents result 

from design short cuts, inadequate maintenance and repair, and poor operating decisions.  A 

common denominator in all of these is the focus on money (cost, profit, individual careers) 

and schedule.  When the focus becomes cost and schedule, the emphasis on Quality dies 

(Continued on page 2) 
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Construction of the High-Level Waste Vitrification Facility, Feb ‘11                                                     

                                Photo: WA Dept. of Ecology 

I-35 bridge collapse site in Minneapolis, MN, 13 

days after the collapse, Aug 2007. 

                          Photo: Public Domain 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-6.9-DNFSB-Safety-Culture-Letter.pdf
http://www.dnfsb.gov/
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http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/nwp/index.html
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Ethics in Engineering continued….                                                 Walt Tamosaitis 

T he most challenging of Hanford‟s remediation decisions will be 

made and executed in the coming years. The process of assessing, 

recommending and implementing paths forward on decisions such as 

tank closure, deep vadose zone (deep soil between surface and ground-

water) remediation, river corridor and groundwater cleanup will be in-

herited by younger generations.  The challenge, as remediation pro-

gresses, and time passes, is how to pass along responsibility for and 

commitment to cleaning up Hanford to generations who have never 

heard of Hanford, have not lived through the Cold War, and do not re-

member Hanford‟s production days. 
 

Currently there are very few young adults (defined as under 40 for the 

purposes of this project) actively engaged in public discourse on Han-

ford.  We are at a critical juncture where site managers, workers, con-

cerned regional stakeholders and others are ageing and retiring.  To en-

sure continuity over the next 75 years, it is critical that a younger demo-

graphic become engaged, stay engaged, and continue recruiting the next 

generation to be involved with the issues of Hanford‟s remediation. 
 

Hanford Challenge is launching Inheriting Hanford, a project focused 

on encouraging the participation of young people through a mentoring 

approach with involved regional stakeholders, agencies, and contractor 

personnel. Inheriting Hanford will develop inter-generational relationships to enable a transfer of wisdom and understanding from stakeholders 

with years of experience to those who will be inheriting the site‟s challenges.  We will be working with mentors and interested young people, 

facilitating information gathering and relationship building to prepare the heirs of this complex and nuanced nuclear site to become skilled and 

knowledgeable participants in decision-making at Hanford. 
 

Are you interested in participating? Join us July 12th in Seattle‟s Volunteer Park! Please contact Liz Mattson at lizm@hanfordchallenge.org 

for more information. Inheriting Hanford  is made possible by funding from the New Mexico Community Foundation. 

Inheriting Hanford 

(Quality with a capi-

tal Q for Quality in 

the broadest sense).  

When the focus on 

Quality diminishes, 

technology issues 

result, and safety in-

cidents loom on the 

horizon.   
 

Have you ever 

wanted something to 

be perfect, and in 

rushing to finish you 

took short cuts and 

paid less attention to details?  For engineers, this rush to finish can 

have disastrous implications.  
 

What can be done with our future engineers and technologists so that 

these types of incidents are greatly reduced?  What and where should 

the focus be?  Is it education‟s responsibility?  The answer is cap-

tured in one word: ethics.  Ethics and Quality are synonymous.   
 

Many will say that ethics is the responsibility of parents.  Others will 

say society, religion, and educational institutes play major roles.  

Clearly all of these play a role.  A problem is that very few, if any 

schools, teach this subject.  If it is not taught, what can be done to 

prepare a young person for the often overwhelming pressure to do 

the job and move on or up as he or she enters industry?   

(Continued from page 1) One clear answer is that teachers, professors, and especially manag-

ers at all levels can reinforce the need for high ethical standards.  

Ethics should be stressed in every aspect of work regardless of 

whether it is designing a seal for a system or a floor mat for a car.  It 

should be the topic of meetings.  Real examples should be used and 

discussed.  When confronting a problem young engineers and tech-

nologists can be asked to answer: 
 

1. What is the right or best thing to do? 

2. Are you choosing to do this? 

3. If not, why not?   Possibly a valid reason exists.  

4. If you choose not to select the right or best option, are you will-

ing to stand up in front of a peer group and tell them why?  

5. If you choose not to select the right or best option are you will-

ing to take personal responsibility for what could happen? 

6. If yes, OK.   If not, go back to #1 – you have a problem. 

 

When it comes to ethics and Quality, managers can lead by example. 

However, workers at every level also need to reflect on how they 

might personally take responsibility for ethics and Quality. 
 

As our Nation and the world move into the 21st century, technology 

advances will be led by engineers. However, with the continuing 

growth in worldwide competition, the focus on doing things quicker 

and at lower cost is ever increasing.  We can only hope that the next 

time you look in the rear view mirror of your car at the 18 wheeler 

bearing down on you, that the engineers who designed the braking 

and associated systems had high ethical standards and Quality on 

their minds.     

 

Liz Mattson and Shannon Cram at a Hanford meeting. Shannon has 

been studying Hanford since 2004. Liz started working with Hanford 

Challenge in 2007.  

 

The Deepwater Horizon Rig, April 2010 

         Photo: Public Domain 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/walter-tamosaitis-wtp-concerns/
mailto:lizm@hanfordchallenge.org
http://www.nmcf.org/
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Vit Plant Broken Safety Culture continued... 

The safety culture investigation by the Board was initiated after Dr. 

Walter Tamosaitis, the Research and Technology Manager for the 

WTP was abruptly removed from his position after raising a set of 

safety issues related to the design of the plant.  The letter commented 

that his termination “sent a strong message to other WTP project 

employees that individuals who question current practices or provide 

alternative points of view are not considered team players and will 

be dealt with harshly.” 
 

The Board found that “expressions of technical dissent affecting 

safety at WTP, especially those affecting schedule or budget, were 

discouraged, if not opposed or rejected without review. Project man-

agement subtly, consistently, and effectively communicated to em-

ployees that differing professional opinions counter to decisions 

reached by management were not welcome and would not be dealt 

with on their merits. There is a firm belief among WTP project per-

sonnel that persisting in a dissenting argument can lead, as in the 

case of Dr. Tamosaitis, to the employee being removed from the 

project or reassigned to other duties. As of the writing of this finding, 

Dr. Tamosaitis sits in a basement cubicle in Richland with no mean-

ingful work. His isolated physical placement by contractor manage-

ment and the lack of meaningful work is seen by many as a constant 

reminder of what management will do to an employee who raises 

issues that might impact budget or schedule.” 
 

The letter criticized the US Department of Energy (US DOE) and 

Bechtel, with the Board calling for US DOE to end reprisals against 

those who raise safety concerns.   

(Continued from page 1) 

The Board raised other examples of retaliation and chilling effect, 

including testimony that raising concerns that threaten cost and 

schedule can hurt your career. A safety expert testified that s/he felt 

s/he was “next in line” because s/he would not “yield to technically 

unsound positions on matters affecting safety.” 
 

When existing systems that are meant to capture and resolve con-

cerns are not working, what options are left for employees?  Many 

opt to keep quiet for fear of losing their jobs while some speak out, 

write letters to the DNFSB and recruit the help of Hanford Chal-

lenge.  The Board found that the DOE Office of River Protection‟s 

Employee Concern Program is not effective, and quoted a safety 

expert as testifying that “employees would not and did not use the 

program, and believed that individuals running the program would 

„bury issues‟ brought to them.”   
 

The Board concluded that “the WTP project is not maintaining a 

safety conscious work environment where personnel feel free to raise 

safety concerns without fear of retaliation, intimidation, harassment, 

or discrimination.”  
 

The Board looked into information gained from a sworn statement 

following a public hearing on the WTP held in Kennewick, WA in 

October 2010.  The DNFSB wrote, “It is clear that strong hostility 

was expressed toward the expert witness whose testimony strayed 

from DOE management's policy while that individual was attempt-

ing to adhere to accepted professional standards.”  The expert wit-

ness stated that s/he felt pressure to change his/her testimony, but 

refused to do so.   
 

The Board recommended that the DOE “assert federal control at the 

highest level” and correct the deficiencies.  Finally the Board recom-

mended that the DOE ascertain whether the chilled work environ-

ment extended to other parts of Hanford, and that the DOE conduct 

an “independent and non-adversarial review” of the treatment of Dr. 

Tamosaitis by both DOE and contractor management and the effect 

it has had on the work culture. 
 

How the Secretary of Energy responds to this letter will show the 

quality of leadership we have in place. Congress will almost cer-

tainly take up the matter with oversight hearings.  Will DOE con-

tinue to deny, resist and maintain a culture of reprisal and fear, or 

will there will be a commitment to reform and improve the safety 

culture?   
 

The public has a chance to weigh in with a public comment on the 

Board‟s recommendations and the Secretary of Energy‟s response by 

July 20, 2011. Send comments to:  Defense Nuclear Facilities 

Safety Board, 625 Indiana Avenue NW, Suite 700, Washington, 

DC 20004ï2901 OR email, andrewt@dnfsb.gov 

 

WEIGH IN! 
Public Comment Period Å Now until July 20, 2011: The 

Defense Nuclear Facility Safety Board is holding a comment period on the 

safety culture at the Waste Treatment Plant.  Please send comments, data, 

views or arguments concerning their recommendations by July 20, 2011 to: 
Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board  

625 Indiana Avenue NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20004 ï2901  
OR via email: Andrew Thibadeau, andrewt@dnfsb.gov  

 
Tom Carpenter shares his comments at the DNFSB hearing in Oct 2010.  Photo: Micha Patault 

The DNFSB at a WTP hearing held in Kennewick, WA in Oct 2010 

        Photo: Micha Patault 

 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-6.9-DNFSB-Safety-Culture-Letter.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-ACTION-ALERT-on-Public-Comment-on-DNFSB-recommendations2.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-06.20-Action-Alert.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-ACTION-ALERT-on-Public-Comment-on-DNFSB-recommendations2.pdf
http://www.dnfsb.gov/
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WEIGH IN  
Attend an upcoming meeting about     

Plutonium and Cesium Contamination on 
Hanfordôs Central Plateau! 

 

How much plutonium should USDOE dig up? Your 
values and opinions on this cleanup question make 

a difference!  
 

July 19, 2011: Richland, WA Å 5:30-8:30pm  
Richland Public Library, Gallery, 955 Northgate Drive 

July 21, 2011: Seattle, WA Å 6-9pm 
Seattle Center, Olympic Room, 305 Harrison St 

July 26, 2011: Hood River, OR Å 6-9pm 
Best Western, Columbia Room, 1108 East Marina Way 

July 27, 2011: Portland, OR Å 6-9pm 
Portland State University, Smith Memorial Student Union         

Vanport Room 338, 1825 SW Broadway 

 

H anford Challenge welcomes two legal interns for the summer, Ni-

kolas Peterson (Seattle University School of Law) and Ben Ellis 

(Vermont Law School).  We are so lucky to have their assistance on a 

variety of cases, intakes and research.  We also are excited to welcome 

Craig McGlinchey to our Board of Directors.  Craig brings financial 

expertise and a passion for unity of vision.  We are grateful for the ex-

perience and enthusiasm he brings to the team.    
 

This spring, the Tri-Party Agencies held three State of the Hanford Site 

meetings in Richland, Seattle and Portland.  Excellent meeting summa-

ries can be found at www.hanford.gov – search for “State of the Site.”   
 

Alexey Yablokov came to Seattle in March to discuss the findings of his 

7 year study on the effects of Chernobyl.  Yablokov‟s visit for Cherno-

byl‟s 25th anniversary coincided sadly and unexpectedly with the Fuku-

shima Daiichi melt-throughs.   View an interview with Dr. Yablokov 

here. Big thanks to World Affairs Council for cosponsoring his presen-

tation!   
 

On June 7th, Hanford Challenge hosted a discussion on Hanford‟s Unique Health Challenges in Richland, WA. Over 50 people attended and 

participated in a hard-hitting discussion of the frustrations and hardship that face sick Hanford employees.  Topics included: toxic encephalo-

pathy, Beryllium exposure, chemical vapor exposure, cancer, radiation monitoring, medical screening shortfalls and compensation.  Hanford 

Challenge continues to advocate for safety, transparency and ac-

countability by helping Hanford workers and participating in policy-

level discussions.  We send our heartfelt condolences to Barb Sall 

and Lou Morales who both recently lost their spouses to illness.  

Board of Directors Å Dana Gold Å Tom Robinson Å Patti Goldman • Todd Martin • Gigi Coe • Marco Kaltofen Å Rod Cameron Å Jerry Davis • Craig McGlinchey 
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This newsletter was funded through a grant from WA State Department of Ecology. While these materials were reviewed for consistency,           

this does not necessarily constitute endorsement by the Department. 

L: Todd Martin draws a Hanford map at the Richland     

State of the Site meeting. 

R: Alexey Yablokov, March 2011. Photo: Jon Jantz  

 

FREE ICE CREAM IN THE PARK!  
 

Write comments on the DNFSB Safety Culture 
Letter and hear about our Inheriting Hanford 

Project over FREE LOCAL ICE CREAM 
July 12, 2011 • 4-6pm • Find us by the  

amphitheater at Seattle’s Volunteer Park 

http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Public-Meetings-on-Plutonium-and-Cesium-Contamination1.pdf
http://www.hanford.gov/page.cfm/StateoftheHanfordSite
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/the-big-issues/international-perspective/
http://www.world-affairs.org/
https://npo.networkforgood.org/Donate/Donate.aspx?npoSubscriptionId=1003016&code=online%20donations%202010
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org
http://www.hanford.gov/page.cfm/StateoftheHanfordSite
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-ACTION-ALERT-on-Public-Comment-on-DNFSB-recommendations2.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-6.9-DNFSB-Safety-Culture-Letter.pdf
http://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/2011-6.9-DNFSB-Safety-Culture-Letter.pdf

