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Polaoaoua-cbe..tc.la used to manufacture nuclear weapons have been contaminating 
W"OUndwater and soil around the Ener&Y Department's Rocky Flats Plant in Coloroado, top photo. 

At the Hanbd Reservation in Washington state, underground steel tanks have been leaking highly 
radloactiYe waste. The million-galion tanks in the bottom photo were built in 1973. 
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The Energy Department 

. could spend up to $150 

billion before it finishes · 

tackling the environmental 

damage wreaked by its 

weapons plants. 

BY DANIEL CHARLES 

GOLDEN, COLO.-The Coors brewery, 
this small town's most famous business, ad­
vertises its beer as "brewed with pure 
Rocky Mountain spring water." But a few 
miles to the north, the water is not so pure, 
thanks to Golden's other major industrial 
resident-the Rocky Flats Plant, where 
Rockwell International Corp. builds nuclear 
weapons for Department of Energy. 

At areas of the plant where chemicals 
were dumped during the 35 years since 
Rocky Flats began operating, the groundwa­
ter is poisoned with chemicals like 
tetrachloroethylene and carbon tetrachlo- . 
ride. These substances are believed to cause 
cancer. Trapped above a layer of bedrock 20 
feet below the surface, the contaminated wa­
ter is seeping slowly downhill toward a creek 
that flows into Stanley Lake, from which 
several Denver suburbs draw their water. 

At another part of the plant, acres of soil 
are contaminated with minute particles of 
radioactive plutonium. Small quantities of 
plutonium, blown by the wind and washed 
downhill by rainfall, have lodged in sediment 
at the bottom of the creek and Stanley Lake. 

Kirk McKinley, a 38-year-old Idaho na­
tive, has the job of cleaning up Rocky Flats. 

Daniel CMrlu is a frwlanct writer in Wash­
irrgton. 



McKinley spent 13 years developing tech­
niques of waste management at DoE's Idaho 
National Engineering Laboratory, until 
Rockwell hired him last year. 

Cleaning up waste at the plant, says Mc­
Kinley, will require nothing more novel than 
time and lots of money. "It's pump and treat, 
hog and haul," he says. Htmdreds of wells 
(176 have already been dug) will pinpoint 
how far the contaminated groundwater has 
spread. Undergrotmd dams, extending down 
to the bedrock, will stop it from spreading 
any further. Drains in the dams will rollect 
the water, which then will be cleaDsed with 
ultraviolet light. 

In areas where plutonium has rontami­
nated the soil most seriously, says McKin­
ley, the top two feet of soil will simply be dug 
up and shipped to DoE's waste site in Ne­
vada as low-level radioactive waste. With 
less serious contamination, new plastic ce­
ment may be poured into the soil, turning it 
into a rubbery material that locks the radio­
active particles in place. 

It will cost from $3« millioo to $-WO mil­
lion to clean it all up, says McKinley, and the 
job should be done in 15 or 16 years. "We're 
going to clean it up to green pastures," he 
says. "A dairy farmer will be able to rome 
out here and let his rows graze." 

Rocky Flats, however, is just the tip of an 
iceberg. DoE has only begun calculating the 

Rockwen llltel'llatloull hired former Energy 
Department employee Klrk McKinley laSt year 

to head the Rocky Flats cleanup. 

eventual cost of cleaning up the waste at 
some 20 sites across the nation where ma­
terials for nuclear weapons are made. But 
it's already clear that the swn is staggering. 

DoE says that between $48 billion to $86 
billion will be required for cleanup during the 
next 20 years, and additional tens of billions 
will be needed after that. That figure rivals 

the cost of cleaning up all privately owned 
hazardous waste sites in the naticn that are 
rovered by the Superfund law, acrording to 
the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA). It also is more than the nation spent 
on the Apollo program that sent men to the 
moon. 

The lion's share of the total cost will be 
spent at DoE's most rontaminated site, the 
Hanford Reservation in southeast Washing­
ton state. For most of the 1950s and 1960s, 
Hanford was the heart of the nation's pro­
duction romplex for nuclear materials. 

Millions of gallons of highly radioactive 
waste from nine nuclear reactors, and from 
large plants that separated plutonium chemi­
cally from irradiated reactor fuel, were 
pumped into steel tanks. Many of the tanks 
later leaked; others are so fragile that an 
attempt to empty them could cause them to 
spill their contents. 

Additional billions of gallons of dangerous 
waste were dumped directly into the 
ground, on the theory that the toxic 8®­
stances would be so diluted by the time they 
seeped into the public water supply that they 
would pose no danger. Groundwater ~00 
feet below the swface at Hanford now con­
tains more than 400 times EPA's limit some 
radioactive materials in drinking water. 

The cleanup of Hanford's environmental 
disaster could take from $30 billion to $45 

Building a New Weapons Complex 

M atters could hardly be worse 
for the industrial facilities that 
produce the nation's nuclear 

weapons. As the price tag for cleaning up 
their deadly hazardous waste continues 
to mount, many of them are wearing out, 
and are considered increasingly unsafe. 
The Department of Energy would like to 
replace or renovate the entire network of 
facilities, at a cost of $52 billion over the 
next 20 years. 

At the top of the DoE wish list are two 
new nuclear reactors, costing a total of 
$7.9 billion, to produce plutonium and tri­
tium for nuclear weapons. Curr~t reac­
tors are shut down for safety reasons. 
One, at Savannah River in South Caro­
lina, may start up again later this year, 
but ooly after DoE has supervised com­
prehensive checks of the reactor, estab­
lished safer operating procedures, and 
retrained its workers. 

But critics say much of the expense is 
unneeded. According to several enviroo­
mental and arms control groups, plenty 

of plutonium is available. Statements by 
some government officials seem to con­
firm their view. Former Secretary of En­
ergy John Herrington once said that the 
United States was "awash in plutonium." 
Harold Agnew, former director of Los 
Alamos National Laboratory, said in an 
interview that "we've 'got it coming out 
our ears." And Energy Secretary James 
Watkins says the nation does have a to­
year supply on hand. 

Watkins, while acknowledging that the 
nation has a healthy supply of plutonium, 
said in an interview with Gotlemment 
Eucuti~~ethat new facilities likely will be 
needed to upgrade the supply for use in 
weapons. 

In the meantime, DoE needs tritium. It 
decays rapidly, so continued production 
is needed unless arms control negotia­
tions bring about a significant cutback in 
the nuclear stockpile. In any case, says 
Dan Reicher c:4 the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, one reactor, not two, 
would suffice. 

DoE's track record in managing IDiijor 
projects may be its own worst enemy 
when it comes to gettillg money from 
Congress. One of the most recent addi-

·.·· tions to the production complex was 
Building 371 at the Rocky Flats facility in 

·Colorado, finished in 1981 at a cost ,S 
$215 million. Unforttmately, the equip­
ment was so poorly designed and coo­
structed that it has never been used at 

· more ·than ·1o percent Capacity, and DoE 
now proposes· to rebuild it, for an addi­
.!ional $400 miDioo. ' 

DoE's enthusiasm for modernization is 
fueling charges that it would prefer to 
tum its back on the task of restoring the 
environment. A plan submitted to Con­
gress in December "places moderniza­
tion on a faster track than environmental 
cleanup," says the GAO's ]. Dexter 
Peach, assistant comptroller general. 
"By 2010, the nation would have a re­
vitalized weapons complex. However, 
environmental problems would still be 
with us." 



billion-far more than DoE and its predeces­
IIOI' agencies ever spent operating the facili­
ties at Hanford in the first place. 

These cost estimates may even under­
shoot the mark, says Dan Reicher of the 
Natural Resources Defense Council, an envi­
ronmental advocacy group. EPA, according 
to Reicher, was forced to double its estimate 
of how much it would cost to clean up an 
average hazardous waste site during the last 
four years, and a similar fate may await 
DoE's calculations. In addition, says Dexter 
Peach of the General Accounting Office 
(GAO), "we are not sure that all the prob­
lems have surfaced." The Savannah River 
Plant, in South Carolina, "may be a sleeper," 
says EPA's Nat Miullo, who monitors clean­
up efforts at Rocky Flats. Additional re­
search may discover more problems. 

Yet research also can be part of the solu­
tion, says Adm. James Watkins, the new Sec­
retary of Energy. In a late April interview 
with Government Ez«utive, he asserted 
that new, high-technology means of both 
preventing and cleaning up waste from DoE 
facilities could cut the department's waste­
related spending considerably below the 
worst-case estimates. (See page 28.) 

Environmental Triage 
On March 23, Watkins sent a letter to Con­
gress announcing that he had ordered DoE 
to prepare a "Five Year Cleanup Plan." The 
same day, he called a group of top DoE ad­
ministrators together on the seventh floor of 
the agency's Washington headquarters and 
asked them to get to work preparing it. 

At the meeting, Watkins introduced his 
new special assistant for defense waste man­
agement, Leo Duffy. Duffy, like Watkins, 
had worked on the Navy's nuclear reactor 
program, which is generally given high 
marks for avoiding the safety and environ­
mental controversies now dogging DoE. By 
August, said Watkins, the agency should 
have in hand a detailed plan for solving its 
most serious environmental problems, to­
gether with estimates of how much they will 
cost to clean up. 

But settling on a cleanup plan that doesn't 
bust the budget will be a challenge. "DoE 
only has so much money," says R.P. (Pat) 
Whitfield, in charge of DoE's environmental 
restoration efforts. "How clean is clean 
enough? That's part of what we're trying to 
figure out." He adds, "There's probably not 
enough money in the world" to restore all of 
DoE's sites to a pristine state. 

Some portions of Hanford and Savannah 
River, according to the GAO, may be "irre­
versibly contaminated." Rather than pour 
billions of dollars into an effort to clean them 
up, DoE officials plan to apply a kind of envi­
ronmental triage, and focus cleanup efforts 
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'Thirty-Five Years of 
Neglect' 

The new Energy Secretary talks about the problems he 

inherited and what he intends to do about them. 

I t's possible that no membe,- of the 
new Cabinet has stepped into the 
center of more debate and conten­

tion than Adm. james Watkins, Secre­
tary of Energy. But in an April inter­
view with Government Executive editor 
Timothy B. Clark, Watkins portrayed 
himself as a fashioner of consensus­
someone who will strike fair comp,-o­
mises between advocates for the envi­
ronment, nuclear power, energy con­
servation and oil drilling in the Arctic. 
· It was Watkins' first interview with 

the national press, and he took the 
opporlunity to denounce the decision by 
New York's state government to shut 
down the Shoreham nuclear power 
plant. He would "do everything in his 
power," he said, to keep the plant from 
being dismantled. 

Watkins, 62, spent 37 years in the 
Navy, 27 of them as a nuclear-trained 
officer. He retired in 1986 as Chief of 
Naval Operations. In 1987, as chair-

. man of the Presidential Commission 
on AIDS, he eamed praise for rescuing 
the panel f1'om the internal bickering 
in which it had become entangled. 

While discussing the problems of the 
Ene1'gy Deparlment, Watkins drew fre­
quently on his experiences with both the 
Navy and the Commission on AIDS. 
The Navy's strict philosophy of nuclear 
safety, he said, must become the model 
for the Energy Deparlment's nuclear 
complex, just as it has for the commer­
cial nuclea1' powe1' industry. The AIDS 
commission, said Watkins, showed 
that consensus is possible, even when 
issues a1'e bitterly contested. · 

Watkins called the need for a na­
tional energy strategy, and for better 
math, science and engineering educa­
tion, the nation's two most central chal­
lenges. At the Energy Deparlment, he 
said he has inherited "a mess" that re­
sulted from 35 years of neglect. 

Q Do you think conservation should be 
emphasized more than it has been dur­

ing tlw last eight yea1's? 

A Every time that oil import question 
comes up, I have to get into the broader 

strategy. You cannot solve the problem with 
oil import fees or gasoline taxes, because of 
the inequities that that imposes on the na­
tion as a whole. We have to aggressively 
approach alternate sources of energy. 

Conservation is one source. Conservation 
is a product; it takes technology and invest­
ment. Clearly it is a critical component of the 
total energy strategy. We're aggressively 
going after clean coal technology, address­
ing energy efficiency as well as the acid rain 
issue. With new coal plants, at the turn of the 
century we're going to see a marked decline 
in the total tonnage of pollutants that these 
things put in the atmosphere. At the same 
time, we'll increase their energy efficiency 
by 30 to 50 percent. 



Q What about nuclear emrgy? 

A We're going to speed up the licensing 
process for nuclear power plants. We 

think that if we can license these plants in six 
years, we can make one major contribution 
to nuclear power as one of the key elements 
of the national energy strategy. 

We certainly can't have the kind of stupid 
situation that we have in New York, where 
we have a brand-new, freshly licensed nu­
clear power plant called Shoreham, and then 
have it shut down by silliness and a lack of 
Wlderstanding of what the world is all about. 
I'll do everything in my power to prevent 
that plant from being dismantled. To me it's 
irresponsible. 

Q When was the last time the country 
had an integrated national strategy 

for energy? 

A It never had one. If you want a hWldred 
volumes of policies, I'll give them to 

you. Everybody has a policy. And nobody 
pays any attention to any of them. There 
hasn't been a good solid outline in which all 
of these energy needs are displayed so that 
people can say, "Hey, I see where we're 
going now in conservation, renewables, 
clean coal, oil and gas, nuclear, global warm­
ing, acid rain and toxics." 

I'm taking policies and putting them into 
an integrated strategy. It's not just thoughts 
and good ideas. That's what the books are 
filled with. I'm saying, "Here's the schedule. 
Here's the five-year modernization plan. 
Here's the five-year waste plan. Here's what 
we're going to do year by year." 

I'm a strategy-builder. I came out of the 
military, and you find that if you don't have a . 
strategy, you don't have any tactical plan. 
This energy business-and I include waste 
management in that-has been terribly ne­
glected. 

That's why I took the job. I think it's excit­
ing. The mess I've inherited is not due to any 
one person. Thirty-five years of neglect on 
the defense production side has given rise to 
a lack of confidence on the part of the Ameri­
can people that we can manage technology. 
We ought to be able to demonstrate that we 
can manage technology. 

For example, the Arctic National Wildlife 
Reserve-a tremendous potential source of 
remaining oil for this coWltry, but shattered 
by the events at Valdez. My feeling is, that 
will pass in time, but we have to be very 
sensitive in the near term. 

('' ~ What you are describing sounds like a 
\. ~· very ambitious effort. 

:' . "'· Yes, and it is going to take several 
r~ years. It will probably take us across 
the coWltry in hearings. It will include fed­
eral, state and local government, industry, 

and concerned environmentalist groups. As 
we decontrol natural gas and see movement 
on the clean air bill this year, the momentum 
now is in favor of compromise, streamlining, 
and eliminating the barriers, most of which 
are self-imposed. 

By 1991, I hope to have a draft national 
strategy on energy. You can't satisfy every­
body. But you can make everyone feel that 
they've had to give up a little bit for the 
betterment of the whole. 

Q You mentiomd the problems that beset 
the department's nuclear facilities. 

Does your Navy training provide some les­
sons in how to solve them? 

A Absolutely. In 1962, I was on a sea trial 
with [Adm. Hyman] Rickover, and he 

called me into his office and said, "Watkins, 
I'm telling you right now, there's going to be 
a serious nuclear accident in this coWltry 
within 20 years." Seventeen years later, we 
had Three Mile Island. 

Inculcated in us was the belief that the 
environment was important, and that opera­
tion of that plant in keeping with environ­
mental control standards was the name of 
the game. We took that seriously when the 
private sector said it was too expensive. 
Commercial nuclear power paid the price of 
that in spades, and the nation has been the 
negative beneficiary with this fright of nu­
clear power. This feeling that somehow we 
have lost our technological prowess and we 
can't manage technology anymore-I'm try­
ing to help turn that aroWld. 

The private nuclear power plants that are 
shut down are shut down for good reason. It 
was the Three Mile Island mentality. But 
major changes were put in place, and with a 
cultural change, they cleaned house. 

That has happened in [commercial] nu­
clear power. It did not happen in my defense 
complex. They are using procedures that 

adopted in the 1950s and never came into 
the modern world. Not one lesson out of 
Three Mile Island was learned in the defense 
complex regarding reactor operations. 

Q Does the department face a brain 
drain or difficulty in recruiting? 

A Yes. Are there enough top-notch civil 
servants? No. Can I recruit them into 

the high skill areas? No. Did the lack of a pay 
raise hurt us? Absolutely. I've tried to get 
five assistant secretaries for defense pro­
grams-my number one assistant secre­
tary-and I can't get them. They can't af­
ford it. They want to work for the 
government, but they don't have the dough. 

Q Are you losing career people? 

A Sure. We can't beat them over the head 
all their lives and then expect them to 

be motivated. I'm going to try to get 20 or 
30 people at Savannah River to be DoE tech­
nical oversight people, to see that the Wes­
tinghouse contractor carries out his con­
tract. Where do I get them? I don't know. 

Q That pushes you back to relying on 
outside contractors. 

A Right. And then who's the oversight for 
the contractors? How do I know that 

they're performing well? I'm revamping my 
entire contracting procedures. I don't think 
they provide enough incentive-in other 
words, carrot-and not enough control­
that is, stick. I'm going to expand both carrot 
and stick so I have management flexibility, 
and I'm going to have a whole new review of 
how we write our contracts. I've terminated 
all contracts being signed by anybody if 
they're worth over $25 million. 

Q You've talked about the importance of 
education. Will you try to make that 

part of your job? 

A We're going to get very much involved 
in public/private ventures with our 

labs. At Fermi Lab, I want to get yoWlgsters 
down from Chicago schools, the Wlderclass, 
the ones who are dropping out, 10 to 15 year 
olds, to try to inspire them in math, science 
and engineering. The COWltry is woefully 
short in this area. We're 14th in the world in 
our computational skills and understanding 
of science, and we're supposed to be the 
leaders in the world and internationally com­
petitive. My God, how do you run a nation 
that's all technology? 

I'm going after the youngsters to inspire 
them, and getting our Jabs and facilities in­
volved, so that they're the inspirational men­
tors for these kids. Bring these kids into our 
labs, give them summer internships and mo­
tivate them and say, "You can understand 
this, you've got to Wlderstand it." 0 
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ao sites where a smaJ1er eifort can do more 
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The alternative to complete cleanup is 
"Joog-~ iDstitutiooai amtrol," a bureau­
aatic euphemism for fencing off an area and 
declaring it off-limits to the public, perhaps 
for centuries. Colorado Gov. Roy Romer 
caDs such areas "oatiooal saaifice zooes." 

Mentioning sacrifice zones to Miullo is 
like waving a red flag in front of an ill-tem­
pered bull. "It irks me," says Miullo. '1 be­
long to a generation of environmental people 
who cannot accept that we don't have the 
mooey to clean this up." Rocky Flats, ac­
cording to Miullo and McKinley, can clearly 
be cleaned up without spending exorbitant 
amounts of money. "Hanford? It's a big site, 
and it's expensive, but I don't think we can 
afford not to clean it up," says Miullo. "I'll 
use every tool that I have available in my 
arsenal of environmental enforcement to 
push to make it happen." 

So far, DoE has coocentrated oo tasks 
that cost relatively small sums, such as 
eliminating unsafe waste disposal practices 

that still exist, and bringing its plants into 
compliance with standards set by the Re­
source Conservation and Recovery Act. Of 
tbe $9.3 billion that the department will 
spend in tiacal1990 to operate its weapons 
production complex, $400 million will be for 
deaning up waste lites. t'hat may be small 
change compared to the total problem, but it 
is more than double what the department is 
spending in the current fiscal year. 

Behind Closed Doors 
DoE and its predecessor, the Atomic Energy 
Commission, didn't necessarily operate their 
plants more irresponsibly than private com­
panies: Dumping and burying waste "was 
status quo in industrial America,'' says 
Miullo. But DoE's production complex is 
uniquely bazardous-"one of the more po­
tentially dangerous industrial operations in 
the world," according to the GAO. 

Despite the hazards, DoE's nuclear facili­
ties were not subject to any legal environ­
mental regulation until 1984. "They were 
an independent agency that had no over­
sight, not from the Occupational Safety and 

Health Administration, not from the EPA, 
not from state health departments, not from 
any organization," says Miullo. "They oper· 
ated under this shroud of national security." 

In 1981, when Miullo was beginning to 
survey disposal of hazardous waste in the 
Denver area, Rocky Flats officials agreed to 
let him visit the plant. "We had half an after­
noon to be whisked through," recalls Miullo. 
"I came back to the office, and we discussed 
the issue with our management. We didn't 
think we had authority" to enforce regula­
tions at the plant. 

In 1984, a federal court decided that EPA 
had jurisdiction over hazardous wastes gen­
erated at DoE's plants. Since then, political 
pressure, court cases and unilateral conces­
sions by DoE have combined to gradually 
push back the shroud of secrecy that sur­
rounded nuclear weapons plants. Major DoE 
facilities have begun negotiations with the 
EPA and state authorities to establish sched­
ules for bringing each plant into compliance 
with environmental standards. 

Fred Dowsett, of the Colorado Depart­
ment of Health, is one of the state regulators 

Scramble for Toxic Waste Experts 
irk McKinley, director of the 
environmental cleanup program 
at the Energy Department's 

Rocky Flats Plant. says he gets job offers 
on a weekly basis. "It's almost unbeliev­
able," says McKinley, who is an em­
ployee <t Rockwell International Corp., 
the contractor that operates Rocky Flats 
for the departmenL 

Nat MiuDo, who works in the Denver 
office d the Environmental Protection 
Agency, has one assistant assigned to 
help him monitor Rocky Flats. Private 
contractors, having given up their at­
tempts to hire Miullo, are trying to lure 
the assistant away with the promise d 
higher salaries. 

Cleaning up the environment is a 
booming industry. Ten years ago, the 
government had a Jist of about 100 haz­
ardous waste sites that needed "remedial 
action." Now, the list has reached 1,200, 
with no end in sigbL The estimated cost 
d cleaning up these sites also is rising. 

The result is growing competition for 
talented people trained in toxic waste 
cleanup. It is a competition that the gov- . 
emment often loses. 

·~ 'WiDiants is ooe the govern­
ment lOst. In 1988, She quit her job as 
director d EPA's Office of Solid Waste 
Management, and became a 'Vice presi-
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dent of Browning-Ferris Industries, an 
environmental consulting firm. '"The 
field is building at such a rate that they're 
looking for staff from almost anywhere," 
says Williams. "Obviously, the govern- · 

- ment, whether it's the federal or state 
level; is a key source." 

EPA statistics show that~Jt~ 
« iti"'f@J'TOrce''~ ~-~ .... ~t:"r"::.:-- l~.t..'-:r ~~... . ,.l..-..:.. ~ .. -~ - ~ · . ..,. ,.,. .. 

Solid waste and emer -· « ~ - · - ·left 
~ -~-~-- ... RY~~~ribat 
bad:;;~cliiig.to EPA spokesman Dave 
Ryan. But Williams says turnover was a 
serious problem when she worked at the 
agency. One reason, she says, was salary: 
Employees Could sometimes boost their 
pay by 40 percent by moving to private 
industry. 

For lawyers in EPA's enforcement di­
vision, the pay discrepancy is even 
higher, says &ene ;.,Uiee:tol who ~ 
EPA's director of hazardous waste en­
forcement until1988, when he joined a 
·private law firm. "You were dealing with 
people on the other side who were earn­
ing two to five times as much," he adds. 
IPA iosf3o ~ 'oftbe1,a era in ita · c~~-eot< ··~-: ~.i:i.:U~~· ;s!~ .... ~~~'1!;~ •. ~· .. 

But money is only one factor, accord-
. ing to Williams and Lucero. Some senior 
people, in particular, leave out of "pure 
frustration," says Williams. '"The re-

sources, money and staff just aren't there 
to do it right. H . 

Private companies look to EPA em­
ployees for their knowledge of environ­
mental law and regulation, not for their 
technical expertise or management 
skills, aa:ording to Williams. Former 
EPA employees "help you on the compli­
ance side," she says.. 

Legal talent frooi' EPA is particularly 
Valuable because prospective attorneys 
can't learn environmental law in school, 

. says Lucero. "This is not a traditional 
'' area, with established case law. It turns 

on understanding bow the government 
works," he explains. "And frankly, the 
only way to learn that effectively is to 
work in the government." 

But according to Lucero, the pool of 
available lawyers at EPA has dried up. 
. 'The people there who are good have 
made it clear that they have no intention 
to leave, and the ones who are interested 
in leaving are probably not the people 
that you're after,'' he says. Starting sala­
ries at private firms, which may be twice 
what EPA offers, hinder the agency from 
replenishing its pool of talent. he adds. 

Williams, however, still looks to her 
old employer when recruiting new talent 
for her firm. '1 would see EPA as a re­
auiting ground,'' abe says. 



respoDSJble for Rocky Flats. ''It became ob­
vious to us very early on that they did not 
have a good handle on what was going on at 
their own facility," said Dowsett. "Our com­
pliance was non-existent," admits McKinley. 
Close attention was paid to the handling of 
radioactive waste, says McKinley, but toxic 
chemicals were often ignored. 

Now, McKinley has many eyes peering 
over his shoulder. Every two weeks or so, 
Colorado's Health Department-which once 
threatened to shut the plant down unless 
DoE accepted state regulations covering 
mixed radioactive and chemical waste­
sends officials to visit the plant. The EPA 
has put Rocky Flats on its list of the most 
dangerous hazardous waste sites in the 
country, and keeps abreast of developments. 
"I've never seen a site that's this heavily 
monitored," says Miullo. 

Progress has been made, at Rocky Flats 
and elsewhere. Contaminated sites have 
been identified, and the process of turning 
liquid waste and radioactive sludge into solid 
blocks that are more easily handled bas be­
gun at several sites. At Rocky Flats, the 
plant's operators have cut back on the use of 
hazardous chemicals by at least a third, ac­
cording to Miullo. 

But the process has not been easy. "DoE 
just wasn't used to this," says Miullo. Be­
cause of security concerns, EPA bas agreed 
to give Rockwell 72 hours notice before any 

· inspections. "I don't do any gate-crashing at 
this facility, because I don't want an M-16 
shoved in my throat," says Miullo, "but we 
are not very comfortable, not being able to 
make surprise inspections." 

Facing the Public 
Publicity surrounding the environmental 
problems at Rocky Flats bas forced officials 
from DoE and its contractors into an even 
more unfamiliar arena: detailing their opera­
tions to an increasingly skeptical public. 

"We used to do a lot more hiding," says 
Ed Heintz, a public relations official for 
Rockwell. "It's easy to put the veil up and 
say, 'That's classified."' 

In part, local citizens groups have forced 
DoE to drop its veil of secrecy. At Hanford, 
Rocky Flats and Savannah River, activists 
have become more sophisticated in their un­
derstanding of the environmental risks of nu­
clear weapons plants. 

An Environmental Monitoring Council for 
Rocky Flats bas been established, with rep­
resentatives from Rockwell and the public. 
Rockwell and DoE representatives bold pub­
lic meetings every month to discuss safety 
and environmental issues. But local critics of 
the plant remain deeply distrustful of Rock­
well, saying the company still refuses to re­
spond constructively to public concerns. 

Rockwell has refused, for example, to re-
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lease information on the health record of its 
work force. DoE, after promising Gov. 
Romer early this year that it would fund 
independent studies of the plant's potential 
impact on public health, bas reneged on 
those promises, charge local activists. At:.­
cording to Kenneth Lichtenstein, a Denver 
physician, Rockwell employees who volun­
teer to serve on committees of the Monitor­
ing Council regard their participation more 
as a public relations chore than an opportu­
nity to contribute substantively. 

DoE: Department of Environment? 
Miullo doesn't doubt the good intentions of 
DoE and its contractors. "Rockwell is eager 
to get going. DoE wants to clean up. Every­
body is eager move forward," he says. 

The sticking point of current negotiations 
over cleaning up DoE facilities remains un· 
certainty over the budget. Tom Looby, di­
rector for Health and Environmental Protec­
tion for the Colorado Health Department, 
says that Rockwell and DoE are holding out 
for a more lenient timetable for cleanup, 
fearing that they won't have the money to 
carry out a more ambitious schedule. 

Looby, however, isn't willing to wait 
around for budget realities. "We're going to 
demand that they do everything they can to 
comply with the state's laws," he says. 
"They need to do a better job of identifying 
what the most expeditious schedules are, ir­
respective of the budget, so that we can 
work together with Congress to get the 
appropriations." 

According to a memo Watkins sent to his 
department heads on March 15, top priority 
will go to efforts aimed at abolishing waste 
disposal practices that violate state and fed­
eral laws. Equal urgency, according to the 
memo, will be assigned to cleaning up sites 
"where there are known releases with the 

potential to affect the public." 
But public safety, says John Ahearne, a 

former chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission, "is not the same thing as neat­
ness." Ahearne chairs an independent com­
mission on safety at DoE facilities. 

A cleanup effort aimed at turning every 
site back into its original pristine state­
what Ahearne would call neatness-would 
turn into a black hole for scarce funds, fear 
DoE officials. They W!lllt to concentrate on a 
few sites that present clear and immediate 
dangers. "The clean-up business has gener-

. ated an industry that is very good at spend­
ing huge amounts of money to deal with triv­
ial risk," says James Martin, a professor of 
environmental and industrial health at the 
University of Michigan. ''There's no sense 
spending infinite amounts of money to 
change very small risk." 

Environmental advocates like Dan 
Reicher argue that tight budgets cannot be­
come an excuse to continue violating envi­
ronmental laws, especially since DoE plans 
to build several costly new nuclear facilities 
at the same time. 

Pleading poverty, DoE has negotiated 
agreements with EPA that "sanction foot­
dragging in carrying out critical cleanup ac­
tivities," says Reicher. According to 
Reicher, DoE persists in concentrating on 
ambitious modernization projects like build­
ing two new reactors to produce plutonium 
and tritium, while cleanup efforts make do 
with "budget leftovers." 

In the Government Eucutive interview, 
Watkins said some of the cleanup cost esti­
mates were "far too high for a· variety of 
reasons." More recent projections "are 
coming in at one-twentieth" of the earlier 
estimates, he added. And he identified new 
cleanup technologies as a key means of re­
ducing budgetary costs. 

Watkins points to super-bot incinerators, 
operating at 17,000 degrees Fahrenheit, 
that break down hazardous organic com­
pounds into elemental components of car­
bon, hydrogen, and oxygen. A prototype is 
now operating at a DoE facility in Butte, 
Mont. At the Savannah River plant, scien­
tists are investigating the usefulness of tiny 
microbes that feed on contaminated hydro­
carbons, breaking down the compounds 
within their cells. 

According to Watkins, his agency's cur­
rent environmental problems may even give 
it a new and valuable mission. At DoE's net­
work of national laboratories, additional 
money is flowing to projects that may find 
other technical solutions to the problem of 
neutralizing waste. ''It is my hope that the 
DoE will become the world leader in the 
important area of environmental technology, 
and a valuable global resource for environ­
mental restoration," Watkins said. 0 




