
   Designed Waste: Memory and Sentiment while Touring Hanford 
by Gregory Sotir

The clouds hung low in the sky, a blanket that stretched out for hundreds of miles 
over green-grey scrubland. We walked, after our number had been called, out the back 
door of the Manhattan Project B-Reactor Tours Operators office and on to a waiting 
tour-bus, where our identification badges were checked once again by a middle-aged 
woman wearing a navy blue coat with the Manhattan Project B Reactor logo branded 
onto it. This was the third, and not the final, identity check of the day. We had been 
given numbers at the first check-in. I was number six and flashed my number and 
drivers license helpfully, allowing the tour hostess to check off my name on her official 
clipboard. The public guided tour of the Hanford Nuclear Site in Washington state was 
about to begin. I applied for my tour ticket over six weeks ago, on a Tuesday night in 
April 2012, right after midnight, reserving my seat for the once a year tour. All the years 
allotted tickets soon disappeared in the next few hours before dawn. 

All the checking and rechecking of drivers licenses, the issuance of badges, and the 
numbered boarding queue was done for security. It seemed a bit overly dramatic to me 
though, this ritualized pantomime that memorialized the guardedness and paranoia of 
the cold war. We all knew our parts, though. True, there were still secrets out there in 
the hills and caverns of Hanford. The big companies had been here and some were still, 
but Israel, Pakistan, India, Iran, and North Korea had proven that the nuclear secrets of 
old were now on the open market, a traded science. The past was gone. Titans of 
invention, a distant magic of theoretical alchemy and patriotic mythology, the implacable 
enemy and the constant threat of betrayal, and the final gilded triumph all played 
through my mind as people found seats in the rapidly filling bus. In the midst of the 
Hanford Reach, along the great Columbia River, this once super-secret stretch of land 
was now only a heavily contaminated site in need of a superhuman cleanup. Yet once it 
had been something else, a place of frenetic industrialism and micro-dimensional 



wonder. Now, these not-so-ancient burial sites created by the brilliance of our ancestors, 
were seen to be deeply flawed, negligent, dangerously short-sighted, and politically 
aberrant. It wasn’t just lost radionuclides from plutonium production, spilled or dumped 
and hidden beneath a sliver of dirt that were the worry, it was also carbon tetrachlorides, 
PCBs, hexavalent chromium, and really, who knew what else brewing in the leaking 
storage tanks and hidden pits spanning this 640 square mile bivouac by the Columbia. 

As we stepped onto the bus taking us in to Hanford Site I let its comfort displace my 
immediate wariness. The bus seats were plush. A thick glass barrier protected me from 
the outside.  And the nice lady who checked my ID seemed like a neighbor from my 
suburban childhood. A woman climbed onto the bus after me. She wore an upscale 
Disney shirt with the smiling can-do rodent perched invitingly above her heart. Bechtel, 
the giant corporate entity who are encasing highly radioactive detritus into glass via 
vitrification, leaped into my thoughts. Untold millions of taxpayer money were being 
spent on this project. Another new wonder from Hanford, of encasing the most deadly 
into the least opaque, a poisonous oracle to be buried for all time. This disposal was the 
new mousetrack, the new maze to be charted and conquered. Setbacks, accidents, 
cutting corners and ignoring environmental and safety rules had never abated, not with 
the Cold Wars ending, and not with the current whistleblowers. All the problems were 
still met by indifference, stonewalling, slowdowns, and a never-ending cry for more and 
more funding.  This plutonium into glass project, called the WTP, or Waste Treatment 
Plant, may be a Micky Mouse operation, especially when the real issue seems to be the 
clean-up of existing contamination rather than planning how to deal with more 
radioactive production and imports. But no matter, the can-do spirit of the past still 
pervades here. 

The mouse-draped woman ambled by me giving me one of those pre-roller coaster 
ride smiles and took her seat somewhere behind me. We were tourists now, not 
scientists trying to unlock the mystery of the stars furnace, not workers engineering the 
imaginary, not even protestors nor analysts of government corruption. Hanford, a sacred 
zone of nuclear production and national defense was now, in this time, open for some 
inspection by the interested public.



The tour guide, an intelligent and realistic man named Ron White from the federal 
DOE’s Office of River Protection gave a rundown of safety procedures as we motored 
past giant ‘Land for Sale’ signs. Ron told us to listen for sirens, and to follow all orders, 
and to stay with the group at all times. We passed a huge RV-park just south of the 
Nuclear Reservation, stretching on for acres and filled full of gleaming white motor 
homes. Along the perimeter of the RV’s men were cutting an ultra-green grass ribbon, 
circling the corral in sit-down power mowers, oblivious to the conflux of synthetic 
elements whirling around them in the breeze. Bathrooms were now being addressed by 
our tour guide. Hold it until the nice bathrooms at B-Reactor. Don’t give in. Hold it. We 
were about to enter into a strange and dangerous world of flashing dosimeters and 
uncontrollable roentgen-surges, and our human conditions needed control. Given the 
age of the retirees who sat around me on the bus hurtling into this irradiated land, this 
was a potentially painful sacrifice. Even-so, there was a wave of expectation in the bus, 
we were all being drawn into the mystery into the throes of sentimentalism, of sacrifice, 
and of memory.

Driving up to the Hanford Reach from Portland, Oregon along the wide Columbia, I 
listened to Janacek, the avant-garde composer of the early 20th century. I thought of my 
father, the scientist, who gave me a sense of awe and vision. I wondered what Janacek, 
a man seemingly caught between the two colliding worlds of village folk music and the 
new rising industrial Europe, who embraced the towering juxtapositions of modernism, 
would have thought of this nuclear laboratory stretching out between two bends of the 
Columbia River? My father, was also in my thoughts as I entered into this lip of land 
called The Hanford Reach, or simply The Reach. He was always fascinated by land 
terms and designations, and of theoretical physics. For all I know, he might well have 
been invited to visit Hanford, but he worked in chemical rather then nuclear engineering. 
He kept tight lips, yet it slipped out that he did classified work for DARPA. Maybe he had 
been here, who knows? It was all classified, he would say to me, when I asked him 
what he did at work or how his ‘business’ trip had been. He would have approached any 
nuclear questions with his fastidious, analytic, and problem-solving manner: The atom 
as a puzzle, containment of radiation via chemical structures as a subset of interlocking 



parts and the fluctuations of valences, and the wheels always turning in his mind to see 
new dimensional frameworks. The land and river were gorgeous as I drove along. I 
drove fast, having left Portland at 6:00 AM to get to Hanford by 10. Janacek’s alarming 
tonal spikes, sung by the soprano coloratura trilled as I sped towards radiation levels 
that also would spike, although silently, in the land around me.

After crossing the Columbia near Umatilla, the land changes from the flat tableau 
potato and alfalfa fields of Oregon. Rising and falling sloped hills replace the landscape 
on the Oregon side of the river, as one climbs up from the Columbia riverbed and 
moves north along the highway. The Columbia Plateau is mostly black basalt formed 
from volcanic flooding during the Miocene, about 10 million years ago. The river was 
then widened and deepened by successive Ice Floods from Missoula, Montana 
beginning in the Pleistocene Era, nearly one million years ago and lasting up until the 
more recent Ice Age of 15,000 years ago. This catastrophic flooding created the 
Hanford Reach, pushing and depositing alluvium from the north and forming the Horse 
Heaven Hills near the Columbia, that I was skirting on the east now as I headed up into 
the Reach. Closer to the Hanford site the Rattlesnake Mountains rise off the alluvial 
plain, and Gable Mountain and Gable Butte mound gently, nested within the Hanford 
site, remnants of those prehistoric floods. Buried and hidden within Gable Butte and the 
Hanford Central Plateau, also known as the 200 Area, are bubbling vats of plutonium 
waste and radiation heat decay from the plutonium generating power plants of the Cold 
War years. These giant tanks and pipes were leaking a new slow-moving flood that is 
moving steadily towards the Columbia River via groundwater below. 

In our tour bus, we motored along Route 240, leaving the RV park behind and 
skirting the nuclear reservation. Our first stop, clearly meant to ease our worries, 
detailed the new and improved extraction and storage methods for the radioactive 
waste. Underground tanks are spread out through the reservation and have reached 
their life expectancy, sometimes years ago. Now they are leaking, needing immediate 
replacement. The innovative technologic wonder of the extraction-suction robotic arm 
was displayed for us on multi-color weather resistant charts in the asphalt parking lot. A 
waiting engineer explained the details. This robotic arm spans about 40 feet, hinged in 



the middle and with a ‘wrist’.  It is lowered into a small access cap atop the leaking 
million-gallon underground tanks to alternately spray high-pressure water and suck out 
radioactive and toxic goop. It was a sardonic reminder that the past was now gone, the 
scientific zeal replaced by rotting metal and water-table contamination. The reality of 
this daunting clean-up is that 177 tanks are leaking at least 53 million gallons of 
unknown contaminants.1 These were the byproducts of the production of over 132 tons 
of plutonium, a speck of which could cause lung cancer and serious damage in a 
human, and 14 pounds of which were the central core of the nuclear weapon dropped 
on Nagasaki. This is the legacy of Hanford, one especially frightening for us living 
downstream along the Columbia River.

The wind was blowing easily and steadily from the west at a pleasant clip. As we re-
boarded the tour-bus, the driver stood by the door, smiling happily at the weather. On 
yesterdays tour the wind was ripping along at a gale, quite normal for this region, 
blowing dust and ions up and around and then down again in the hot sunshine. Not 
today, the blanket of clouds held, and the wind was really only a strong steady breeze. 



We climbed onto the bus, badges and driving licenses checked once again. An engineer 
type, retired, sat down across the aisle from me. With a sparkle in his clear blue eyes, 
he told me he was from Los Alamos, NM, the big nuclear city of the southwest. And I 
thought again of my father. I recognized that spark in this mans eyes as the same one 
that was in my fathers when he talked of scientific endeavor and molecular puzzles. I 
was strangely comforted by this memory. I tried to gauge my feelings: weird 
sentimentality; innovative engineers; robotic arms; contamination. The land stretched 
out wide and full on either side of us. The dependable tour-bus powered up and turned 
back onto the highway.  We drove back towards the Columbia River and then turned 
north, into the Nuclear Reservation. 

Pulling up to an open metal-bar gate we stopped at a guard shack. The uniformed 
guard told the bus driver told to pull over for a search. As we lurched to a stop in a pull-
off beside a shuttered white guard shack, a black dog, tail wagging furiously, came on 
board with a smiling soldier dressed in camouflage and armed with an M-16. It wasn’t 
frightening though, instead it was a happy and mysterious event. I almost felt it was 
staged for our benefit. Everything was still under control, checked, re-checked, and 
triple-checked. The dog made a beeline for the back up the narrow aisle, where I could 
hear dog owners cooing to the canine GI. Suddenly, a trailer truck pulled up beside, 
lurching to a hydraulic brake halt, paralleling us in the dusty security parking zone. It 
was emblazoned with radioactive waste signs, and a heavy dusty tarp was pulled tightly 
over the top. Beyond the truck and on the other side, where I sat, past the guard shack 
was a scrubland dotted with little yellow metal signs on poles sporting the red radiation 
symbol. The birds played off the breeze and dove into Bitter-brush and Sagebrush. The 
canine guardian done, departed with his soldier handler, and we continued on into the 
site. 

The only existing nuclear power plant still in production at Hanford, the Columbia 
Generating Station is owned by Energy Northwest on land leased from the US 
Department Of Energy. We approached it in the midst of more birds and a relatively lush 
high desert landscape. Ron White, the personable tour guide, told us to watch for the 
nuclear plants steam clouds, but all I could see was a low smoky black cloud. The 



cartwheeling birds still bounced from shrub to shrub. Their feathers were probably 
radioactive2, mostly from Cesium-137, a byproduct of the decommissioned plutonium 
reactors on the road farther along before us, that had leaked out of the waste storage 
tanks.

We passed by an abandoned town, pockmarked with large depressions where 
contaminated waste previously buried was found and removed. USDOE has found and 
mediated 370 sites so far, carting off truckloads of radioactive and toxic waste to the 
giant underground storage pit in the center of Hanford, up on the Central Plateau. We 
continued on the two-lane roadway, driving now over one of the larger underground 
radioactive plumes. The plumes are huge and moving in a southeasterly direction, 
descending from the contaminated uplands to the Columbia River just out of sight to the 
east. Radioactive tritium, lithium, and iodine-129 is slowly working it’s way through the 
groundwater to the salmon spawning grounds along the banks of the Columbia. The 
Reach is known as one of the last free flowing, or dam-less, stretches of the Columbia, 
and during spawning season the red-colored salmon can be seen from a low-flying 
airplane. The fish are being contaminated. Tritium (radioactive hydrogen) is a by-
product produced from plutonium reactors cooling water and is a mutagen, causing 
genetic damage and cancer. The lithium was for use in the American thermonuclear 
arsenal as a neutron trigger source. The iodine-129 came from the spent fuel of the 
plutonium reactors and will be affecting the region for thousands of years. Like the wind 
blowing above, the movement of tritium, lithium, and the other radionuclides into the 
Columbia River watershed is constant and unstoppable.

There were nine plutonium generating reactors placed along the Columbia at 
Hanford Reach. They were designated the 100 Area and given alphabetical references 
rather than names. We passed the F-Reactor first, as we headed north. Covered now in 
a white concrete envelope, the irradiated out-buildings and removable pipes and 
machinery were demolished and carted off in the trucks, like the ones passing by our 
tour-bus, for burial in the giant central disposal pit. The reactors are too contaminated to 
move, and are set alone on the wide plain. From the distance it looked like a modern art 
museum in a medium sized city, a white and angled geometric basilisk, for the moment 



sleeping. We gave them all, reactors H, D and DR, N, KE and KW, a wide berth, as we 
motored along the roads peppered with the radioactive warning signs, groundwater 
radiation monitoring wells, and excavation pits surrounded by warning tapes and 
fencing. Huge amounts of water were used from the Columbia to cool these plutonium-
creating reactors, and the remaining legacy, impossible to clean from the water table 
below is hexavalent chromium, extremely toxic and carcinogenic. The chromium, used 
to stop pipe corrosion from the river water, was made famous by Erin Brockovich’s suit 
against Pacific Gas and Electric in 1993. Brockovich was concerned with chromium 
concentrations of 1.19 μg/L, the Columbia River’s level is 112 μg/L. This extremely toxic 
pollutant is now bioaccumulating in the fish and other river life.

At the famous B-reactor, the world’s first large-scale plutonium production reactor, 
we stopped for an extended tour. A Fluor corporation representative came aboard and 
played up that folksy post-war style sentimentality that made America the envy of the 
world, gruffly admonishing us to be responsible, pay attention, and feel the pride of 
accomplishment that seemed to flow from the giant concrete reactor. Fluor has a great 
track record at Hanford, including being fined over $8 million in 2001 for submitting 
millions of dollars in false billing to the federal government. And here they were again, 
fulfilling yet another government contract. Then, to bring us completely into the 21st 
century, a hipper young man with dreadlocks appeared from out of the cavern, like 
some oracle from Delphi, and became our docent, giving us a historical context to 
decide whether it was worth it all in the end. B-Reactor, a forty foot windowless concrete 
block was built in 1943, with 390 tons of structural steel and 17,400 cubic yards of 
concrete. Inside was the core pile of 71,000 concrete bricks housing a huge graphite 
block with tube holes pieced through it. Uranium slugs would be inserted into the 
graphite bloc, making the pile, and allowed to react, creating vast amounts of heat and 
tiny amounts of plutonium. After 100 days the slugs were pushed out into water cooling 
tanks outside the back of the reactor and then carted off to the chemical separation 
plants up on the Plateau. Cold Columbia River water was used to cool the whole 
operation, the pile and the slugs, and then pumped back into the River. 



Thousands upon thousands of Americans, hardened by the Depression and too old 
for the Army and the war had been transported here to build the Plutonium City. Hungry 
for jobs they were, and jobs they were given, and more. During the war years food 
rationing was in place, particularly meat, but not here. From giant commissaries the 
workers were fed as much as they could eat. They accomplished the theoretical by 
building an intricacy, and paid little attention to nuclear waste disposal oversight. But 
what can one say, in hindsight, in opposition to them or their endeavor? In the end they 
built a machine that had never been built before. A machine of the stars. Unsung and 
unremembered, except by the few who are able to visit this place, their secret former 
hometown. The times were of electric tubes glowing orange, of ledgers with beautiful 
handwriting from fountain pens, of smoky clarinets and the jitterbug. I was swarmed 
again by another happy sentimental mythology, of the gritty sacrifice and heroic 
ingenuity of the men and women who built this place. The only thing missing from the 
presentation was a cardboard cut-out of a larger-than-life Ronald Reagan with faded ink 
atoms buzzing around his head. 

Back on the bus my sensibility returned. I took my sandwich half-out of the plastic 
ziplock, trying to keep any radioactive particles from entering my mouth and wolfed it 
down thinking of the workers hard-worn faces, bronzed by desert wind and ionic 
discharges from the uranium-pellet open water cooling trenches, now empty and hidden 
just a few dozen yards away. I noticed the other bus tourists ate in the same way. A 
quiet and thoughtful meal, almost like some cosmic confirmation, the molecules and 
atoms of mayo and cheddar, the water from the lettuce. All in place and stable. We all 
knew that wildly jumping electrons were out there, as unstable element decayed into 
newer elements, trying to get into our bodies though our open mouths, so we chewed 
close mouthed. It seemed we were all eating some kind of sausage or salami too, a 
food that, like plutonium, was compact and full of energy. 

Plutonium is a fascinating substance, extremely dense and very heavy. A cubic inch 
of plutonium weighs almost 3/4s of a pound. It was first synthesized by Glenn Seaborg 
at University of California Berkeley in 1941, but the discovery was kept secret until a 
year after the war for security reasons. Nuclear researchers learned to efficiently extract 



the plutonium from uranium, and determined it’s properties were ideal for creating a 
chain reaction event when enough was present in a particular geometry, the sphere. In 
nature, plutonium does occur from natural decay of uranium and neptunium but only in 
tiny dispersed quantities. Seaborg’s findings and theories allowed for a production of 
useable quantities of plutonium, and were expanded with the Manhattan Project into 
industrial production here at Hanford. At least 132 tons of Pu-2393, the plutonium 
isotope for nuclear weapons, were produced from a vast amount of uranium in the 
reactors of Hanford, or imported and dumped. The uranium cooked for 100 days in the 
reactor pile and only one atom in every 4,000 was transmuted into plutonium. After 
isolation and consolidation in the chemical separation plants, they were shaped into 
hockey puck sized plugs. The plutonium was then hand delivered to Los Alamos, NM, to 
the Pantex plant in Amarillo, Texas, and to laboratories at Oak Ridge, Tennessee for 
construction into nuclear weapons. A dollop of plutonium was surrounded by high 
explosives. The explosives were detonated, forcing the supersonic compression of fast-
fissioning plutonium. At the instant of plutonium compression, neutrons were also fired 
into the internally directed implosion from a lithium trigger, crashing into the 
overcrowded plutonium atoms, creating a critical mass, and the fission that releases an 
intense blast of energy.  A nuclear explosion results. The second nuclear bomb, dropped 
on the great port city of Nagasaki, Japan on August 9, 1945, was the end product of B-
reactor produced plutonium. The Nagasaki detonation created temperatures in excess 
of 7,000 degrees and winds of over 600 mph, killing 40,000 to 75,000 people instantly, 
another 75,000 injured, and immediately left 120,000 homeless.  There was a woman I 
met in Nagasaki, when I was taking a tour with Kikuchi Takao of the local office of the 
Anti-war Joint Action Committee, in 2008. She was a hibakusha, an atomic bomb 
survivor. She was very old and standing all alone in front of a shiny steel cart. It was in 
the park beside the Ground Zero black obelisk. Takao-san led me over to her even 
though I was emotionally overwhelmed from the exhibits of nuclear destruction. She 
smiled sweetly at me and opened her steel cart and made me an ice cream cone, the 
mochi shaped into a rose by her expert hands.



 

We drove on up onto Hanford’s Central Plateau, rising 250 or so feet off the alluvial 
plain of the Reach. This was the heart of Hanford, and is one of the most radiologically 
contaminated sites on the planet. The former joviality in the bus began to shift into a 
tired resignation as the bus guide talked of the realities of contamination and the 
expensive clean-up. The buried tanks and cleanup costs were ultimately our own and 
our children’s responsibility, now becoming a huge burden in tax dollars. The local 
newspaper, the Tri-City Herald, estimated the clean-up cost to be $112 billion dollars4 in 
early 2012. As we ascended we left behind the areas of strontium-90 contamination, 
that pernicious ion that seeks out and attaches itself to calcium-like substances, such as 



milk and human bone. The strontium-90 came from the N-Reactors advanced cooling 
design, which used less water but water that was recirculated over and over again, 
creating higher contamination in the waste stream. It was dumped into the water table 
using injection wells, and, with just about everything else, into unlined trenches, 
underground tanks and shallow pits. Still, there was more nasty stuff ahead of us as we 
motored on. We traversed over the highest concentrations of carbon tetrachloride in 
Hanford, used in the plutonium extraction process, now mingling within the water table 
and slowly edging towards the river. 

The ground was different here, excavated and devastated, with strange furrows and 
radioactive warning signs pretty much everywhere you looked. Closed irradiated 
injection wells were still awaiting decommission. Fenced off tank farms were protected 
by rabbit fencing, yellow police tape, and dozens upon dozens of radiation signs. There 
was lots of gravel, and what looked like dried-out salt-brush, sparsely decorating the 
devastation. The birds were gone. We drove by huge 800 foot long narrow buildings, the 
chemical separation plants, that were the actual plutonium retrieval facilities. They were 
now mostly shuttered and abandoned, awaiting eventual demolition and disposal.  

The heart of Hanford was an industrial wasteland. No humans were out and about 
anymore, only monitoring pipes sticking out of the ground attached to the leaking 
nuclear waste tanks below. We made our way to the Z-plant, or Plutonium Finishing 
Plant (PFP), in former times one of the most highly guarded areas in Hanford. We were 
allowed off the bus, first time ever for the Tour Group, and led quickly under heavy air 
into an empty trailer where, sealed inside, we were shown a video. Z-plant is still being 
decontaminated and there have been accidents and explosions along the way, including 
an incident in 1976 when Harold R. McCluskey was exposed to extremely high doses of 
americium, a by-product of plutonium decay. After five months of chelation therapy in 
isolation he was released and dubbed the ‘Atomic Man’, and avoided by his neighbors 
for the rest of his life.  The accident in the Z-plant happened where McCluskey’s glove 
box, the work area shielded with leaded glass where gloves are used to manipulate 
machinery for the nuclear bomb plutonium, Pu-239, exploded. The nuclear worker was 
showered with glass, radioactive metals, and nitric acid and yet survived. This area 



remains one of the most highly contaminated areas within the plant. McClusky died 
eleven years later from a heart attack, with the americium still embedded in his face. 
There have been other accidents, including a 1997 chemical tank explosion which Fluor 
Corporation tried to cover up. This place was scary. You could feel a deep hurt here in 
the land that was like an open wound that had been flushed out and gauzed over but 
still resisted healing. This pain, once isolated and covered up, was now becoming a 
shared pain, as the taxpayer-funded contracts from DOE were handed out. We hurried 
back onto the bus from the shelter of the trailer trying not to breathe in too much of the 
air blowing and swirling through the high-ground of Hanford. 

Next stop was the big pit where they are burying all of Hanford’s myriad 
contaminations, the newly found containers, the excavated pits, the decommissioned 
reactor parts, and the demolished waste of Hanford’s buildings. It is supposed to be 
impermeable. A vast industrial process buries whole trailers, like the one we saw next to 
us at the guard shack when we first entered the reservation hours ago. Three of these 
truck trailers, each about 76 feet long and 15 feet wide, were lined up side-by-side 250 
feet or so beneath our sandy outlook. There was a concrete filler arm poised above 
them, sealing them in some grout before they were to be covered with dirt.  Behind us a 
water truck, tiny in the vast packed-dirt open lot, sprayed water to keep the dust, and 
our exposure, down. As the water truck neared the driver smiled and waved to us. No 
one waved back. Mud wasps love this water spraying and have built radioactive nests5 
throughout the area. This is where we saw most of the current workforce, beside and 
inside this giant pit, driving around in giant trucks, spraying water and covering radiation 
with dirt. It must be hell here, I thought, during the frequent windstorms. There are plans 
to ship in more nuclear waste, from the outside, and bury it next to the giant pit in 930 
vertical boreholes laid out like an old style telephone switch board over a 110 acre plot. 
The boreholes are a new technology, but they appear to be just more trenches, placed 
vertically in the ground rather than horizontally.

Past more underground tank farms and half-buried pipes filled with unknown 
radionuclides, we motored on, the deflation of our sentimentality continuing as the lands 
devastation stretched in all directions, and the radiation warning signs multiplied so 



much so that they began to vary in size and color, imploring us to stay away. We passed 
by Trench 94 and pulled over to gawk at dozens of giant nuclear reactors from Trident 
submarines, decommissioned and, after being barged up the Columbia River, left to sit 
here and radiate, a faded memory of cat-and-mouse games with the Soviet submarine 
fleet.  

The crown jewel of Hanford, if there is such a thing, is the new Bechtel glass 
vitrification Waste Treatment Plant, or WTP, a giant collection of pipes attached to four 
buildings being built to encase low-level, medium-level, and high-level nuclear waste in 
glass, making it water impermeable and able to decay in a safer way than ever before. It 
is a new technology to contain our designed waste from the nuclear weapons and 
energy complex. Bechtel, the super-secret, privately held corporation is building the 
plant at a cost of $12 to $20 billion, depending on who you ask. The ambitious project 
has had delays, design flaws, and the inevitable explosive cost increases. 
Whistleblowers are a constant problem for the giant corporation that works hand-in-
hand with the Federal government, and all over the world on construction projects in 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia, creating water privatization schemes in Bolivia, with a new 
contract of clean-up the British Sellafield plutonium nuclear dump, and, to build more 
nuclear plants in China. We parked about a half-mile away from the plant and got out to 
stand on a cracked basketball court. Huge interconnected multi-story rectangles formed 
the plant and we watched eight giant cranes moving things around. People asked the 
presenter, who was not with Bechtel, repeatedly about the cost to taxpayers. The eagle-
eyed patriotism of before that had morphed into sad resignation now seemed to edge 
into a morose bitterness. We were tired. We were dusty. We might be getting ripped off 
by these giant corporations. No one knew if this was even going to work. And that dust, 
we all knew, was radioactive. The jewel was now being seen to be a tarnished one.

After vitrification, the high-level waste is supposed to be transported to the WIPP-site 
salt caverns near Carlsbad, New Mexico, there to slowly decay into eternity, untouched 
by human hand or the fingers of moving water tables. The WIPP site is not assured 
though. The final depository for the less lethal medium and low-level wastes is also still 
up in the air. Currently nuclear waste is being stored onsite at nuclear energy plants, 



which are at or near full capacity, or being shipped around the nation on trains and 
trucks, constantly moving through our towns on byways, highways, and railways. No 
longer just weapons-based, each one of our nuclear power plants generates 20–30 tons 
of high level nuclear waste annually. The future of Hanford is an open and expensive 
question mark. The cleanup is daunting, and the river contamination inevitable. Some 
low-level nuclear waste, from nuclear reactors, labs, and hospitals is already being 
shipped into Hanford for disposal in the giant pit, expanding the volume of waste. Many 
suspect that the Hanford Reach may well serve as a medium and high-level nuclear 
waste dump as well, and that is really what the boreholes and glass vitrification plant is 
all about. The 132 tons of plutonium, and an additional 1000 tons of plutonium waste 
from the cold war with associated chemical toxins, all those spent nuclear fuel rods and 
irradiated equipment now sitting beside our 108 civilian nuclear reactors, and the 
unknown amounts from the military nuclear waste stream, have to go somewhere.



 

1 Hanford & The River, Columbia Riverkeeper
2 http://www.corecumbria.co.uk/tour/seascale.htm
3 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/11/science/earth/11plutonium.html?pagewanted=all
4 http://www.tri-cityherald.com/2012/02/09/1819305/new-cost-for-hanford-cleanup-
projected.html
5 http://www.tri-cityherald.com/2009/06/11/609825/sting-planned-on-radioactive-
wasp.html
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