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Untidy Cleanup: Mess at A-Bomb Complex Shows

Continued Fyum First Page
DOE manager at Hanford. ‘‘We're review-
ing all our processes and guring out bow
o do the work with fewer people.”

Meanwhile, Hanford's lead contractor,
Westinghouse Hanford Co., a subsidiary of
Westinghouse Electric Corp. of Pittsburgh,
once bought computer-software
such as Lotus 1-2-3, while throwing out the
same things elsewhere at the facility. In
another case, it lost track of hundreds of
expensive cellular telephones.

Westinghouse says it fixed those prob-
lems. And responding to recent criticism
over wasteful spending, it says it has made
progress in aurbing costs and achieving
cleanup-goals. “‘Our costs continue to be
highber than we like," says James L. Gal-
lagher, executive vice president of West-
inghouse Government & Environmental
Services Co., but be lays the main fault to
the web of legal and regulatory require-
ments that govern the work.

Even critics of the cleanup admit that
the operators can't simply turn their backs
on the waste; some of it is in tanks that

oould blow up, or It could dribble into |

water supplies. Apother amncern is Han-
ford's plutonium, a material-so deadly it
can kill and cause disease even in minute
doses. The DOE estimates that Hanford
has 11 metric tons of the stuff. Much of it is
focked in spent fuel, but about 3.8 metric
tons {s pure enough to be a threat {f stolen
by terrorists. Only a few tlograms are
peeded to make a bomb.

in addition, nobody knows bow much
plutonium was poured into the ground over
the years. For decades, plutonium-laced
waste was dumped Into pits; scientists
thought it fused with the sol) and didn't
move. But they were wrong. This is
one reason Hanford's groundwater will
peed perpetual monitoring.

Propuased Moving Job

A congressional report released earlier
this month concludes that some of the
deanup ideas not only are costly but seem
dumb. For example, officials propose to
ssparately drag eight 16,000-top reactor
ares, now nestled in bulldings along the
river, to a platean miles away to be buried.
But the only vehicle capabie of moving
such monster loads is two epace-ghuttle

than §500 million. Bventhen. radioactive
istopes inside the cores might eventually
leak into the ground later.

~ DOER officiais put such a removal far
in the future. “‘That's pretty far down our
priarity list,” says Mr. Waguner, the Han-
ford manager. As for the pxiMlity of
redicactivity seepipg into the ground,
be s2ys the idea is to get the reactr cores
away from the river so that the contamina-
tion can’t spresd 20 sasily luto the water.

““The trouble is, you have this massive

. cleanup being driven by questions for

which we still don’t have the right an-
swers,”’ says Steven Blush, the former
DOE official who co-wrote the Sknate En-
ergy and Natural Resnurces Cammittee's
report. *‘In a situation like th!s It’s Lmpos-
slble not to waste money.”

Bven doing nothing devoun money.
One of Hanford's plutoniurn-aced process-
ing plants costs $34 millioo a year just to
maintain and watch over. ““These aren't
places where you can switch off the llgbts
and leave,” says Thomas Carpenter, the
Seattle-based representative of the Gov-
ernment Accountabllity Project, which is
monitoring the cleanup.

Abother mooey pit sits under 16 feet of
water inside two windowless concrete
bulks near the Columbia’s banks. Known
as the “K Basins,” the huge pools hold
more than 100,000 rotting fuel slugs — the
Jong rods used inside reactors.

The slugs were supposed to stay here a '

few months before gving to a unearby
{acility for reprocessing, but the end of the
Cold War staiied thermin these tanks. *‘We
don't have much time to get them out of
bere,” says Victor Hoefer, a Hanford
engineer as he leads the way across a
metal grill suspended above one tank.
Orange and purple signs with radioactivity
symbols and the words *‘Surface Contami-
nation" dot walls and pipes. As the fuel
oorrodes, it releases plutonium, uranium
and strontium-90 into the water. Moregver,
the basins are leaking, and a deadly slime
is forming in the bottoms of the tanks.
Dding nothing to clean up the K Basins
costs $40 million a year, spent on things
such as keeping the antique ventilation
System pumnping and the salaries of people
rying to patch the leaks. Hanford officials
have a grim term for this: the *‘mortgage."
An actual cleanup wili cost another $100
million, according to Westinghouse. And
that will get the rods and glime only into
dry containers {n an “interim storage”
bullding away from the river.
A 811l From the Past

To environmentalists, nllthisisjusta
tad for the Cold War, but they gripe that
while weapons were Joog politically popu-
lar, the cleanup {sn’t. *“'As scon as some-
thing becomes an enviroamental problem
and pot a defense program, it's like a
shadow falls over it,’" says Gerald Pollet,
executive director of Heart of America
Northwest, a Seattle group monitoring
Hanford. He deplores the cutbacks be-
cause most of the money is coming out of
actua) deanup work; cutting the fat re-
mains elusive. Qanfractors are still charg-
ing befty overhead, be says, including
amtdnilliordollar legal bills stemming
fram the dsanup.

What Happens When Pork Meets a Real Problem

Manyohsavmusomemat the cuts
will push future costs higher because they
are just delaying work that must be done
anyway. Indeed, Hanford's cleanup is dic-
tated by a legal agreement worked out
among the DOE, the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency and the state of Washing-
ton. But now the DOE s trying to renegoti-
ate it to allow for the less-extensive
cleanup that It envisions.

However, even environmentalists con-
cede that fighting for Hanford’s fund-
ing is awkward when so much is wasted. *'1
have this dilemma when I go to lobby on
Capitol Hill,"” says Todd Martin,.another
Jocal activist. *‘Do I say, ‘You've got to
spend this money,’ when I know they're
throwing a lot of it down a rat hole?"’

Everyone has a favorite example. One
the *'grout vaults” — gigantic poals that !

were suppased to hold radioactive waste.
The waste was to be mixed with concrete
and poured into the pools and left to dry.
But after spending $200 million to design
and build the mixing plant and the first set
of four vaults, a test run showed problems
4getting the stuff to harden. Then local
Lactivists learned there were to be 241 of the
pools — which would have spread contamj-
pation far Into clean parts of the surround-
Ing desert. The project was killed.
‘The DOE says it 6till bopes to figure out
a ‘'use for the pools. But for now, the
complex sits nearly abandoned. ‘‘We just
bave a few people there,” a Hanford
spokesman says. “‘You know, keeping an
eye on it."”

The cleanup got s0 off track largely

—-

because of the way the bombs were built.
Racing to complete the facility, the govern-
ment invited companies to do the work
under contract. All that mattered was
delivering the product. cost and environ-

-inental damage were secondary.

Some say little has changed. ‘‘The
contractors working for the DOE have been
at the public trough 50 long,"” contends Mr.
Duffy, the former DOE official, ‘‘they don't
know how to change their diet.” He says
the contracts make It rational to hire as
many employees as possible because this
tactic boists profits. But at Westinghouse,
Mr. Gallagher says that that's ‘“‘dead
wrong'' and that the DOE contract includes
incentives paid only for good performance.
“Our incentive is to do the job to the










































































































































































































