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CLEANINGUP
s Cold War L.egacy

Durmg‘-'.-"wll and the Cold War, the
best and research minds in
the United Stares, with the political and
financial support of Congress, creared a
magnificent machine designed to protect
America’s security—the Nuclear Weap-
ons Complex. But it was tmaliy focused
on the nouclear wex mis-
sion. [t ignored what would happen
when the ULS. won the Cold War. Asa
result, a legacy was created—thousands
of tons of the deadlicst substances
known to the human race, with a half
life of 22,000 years.

Lattle did 1lenow when 1 began my ca-
reer that it would end in a fidl civcle. My
[first assignment was as XO for an Honest
folm Battery in Korea—complere with
risclear warbeads, Nearly 34 years lates,
when I retired from government service, it

wais as the manager of the Rocky Flats Envi-
ronmental Techmolgy Site, the manufac-
o [ty [oF vls lsctpesim ot G-
gers of America’s nuclear arsenal. My ca-
reer circle included all aspects of the nuclear
weapons business—a business that is virtu-
ally drut down in Amerita and now
wroteglit witl controversy,

In 1945, America used two atomic
bombs to end WWIL, establishing itself
as the most powerful military force on
Earth.

This incredible new rechnology ac-
complished thar and much more—most
profound of which was the initiation of
a global arms race of massive propor-
tions. It also spun off many peaceful and
beneficial applicanions, ranging from
nuclear electric energy to nuclear medi-
cirie.

The Manhatran Project is now
famous for its unprecedented level of
effort, bringing rogether che grearest
minds in the world and producing
resules with an unparalleled efficiency—
building a workable nuclear bomb from
scratch in 3 years. Whole Gities, com-
plete with infrastructure, were built in
this time. For example, at Savannah
River Site in Aiken, SC, five nuclear
power plants and two chemical process-
ing plants (canyons) were designed and
built in less thin 5 years for under
83 billion. By contrast, to build a single
nuclear power plant today would take
between 815 years and more than
51 billion.

by
MARK N.SIIVERMAN ‘61
and B AY D). HOESE
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water, using evaporation to
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It and others like it were

cleaned up in 1994,







ply for Westminster, Arvada, North-
glenn, Broomfield, and Thornton, CO.

The 1969 fire led to many studies on
plutonium combustibility and resulted
in upgraded safety and fire systems at
Raocky Flars and other sites across the
country. This included the requirement
that plutonium work take place in an
oxygen-free atmosphere,

During the 1970s, local citizens grew
increasingly skeptical and vocal about
the safety ar Rocky Flars and the poten-
tial environmental impact of its activi-
tics. Well-organized demonstradons
were regular events throughout the
1970s and early 1980s—keeping pace
with increased environmental awareness
across the country: At one point, thou-
sands of protesters linked arms in a hu-
man chain that completely surrounded
the 600-acre site.

The 1980s brought a greater focus on
environmental issues; most of the cur-

Meanwhile, Rocky Flats’ temporary
moratorium of plutonium operations
stretched from weeks to years . . . ironi-
cally making the site more dangerous
than ever. With the Cold War over
and nuclear weapons production “politi-
cally incorrect,” it was almost impossible
for the plant to do the safe thing—re-
sume plutonium processing to stabilize
the materials and make them safe for
storage.

Why? Because the result of this pro-
cessing was weapons-grade plutonium—
and that was unacceptable in the then-
political and social climate. Three Mile
Island, Chernobyl, and other nuclear
mishaps left little possibility in the U.S.
of new construction of commercial
nuclear power plants in the foreseeable
future. Ironically, the environmental im-
pacts, especially of global warming, are
significantly less from nuclear-powered
plants than from coal-fired power plants.

DOE weapons complex as sensitivity to
environmental issues increases, reducing
storage optons throughout the nation,

From 1992 to 1995 were years of ex-
tensive analysis as Rocky Flars worked to
figure out how to proceed. The Rocky
Flats path became bogged down because
of a number of political, regulatory, and
technical issues. The result—very little
actual clean up was accomplished, but
more than 53 billion was spent doing
lirtle more than paper studies required
by the federal and state regulatory agen-
cies,

This period was exacerbated by
DOE'’s maintenance and operating
(M&Q) contractor system where one
company was hired to run a given site.
In this system, the operator was basically
paid to show up—the fee was directly
proportional to the gross number of em-
plovees. In a production mode, with real
incentivized deadlines, this system

On 6 Jun 1989. agents from the FBI
and Environmental Protection Agency raided the site.

rent federal and state environmental laws
and regulations for managing waste
were defined during this decade.

This environmental sensitiviry, com-
bined with a complex political scenario,
led to the most pivotal event in Rocky
Flars’ history. On 6 Jun 1989, agents
from the FBI and Environmental Pro-
tection Agency raided the site, seeking
evidence to support alleged criminal en-
vironmental violations. The raid was the
first time federal agents had ever
“raided” another federal faciliry

Although the major claims were
never substantiated, Rockwell Interna-
tional (the operating contractor at the
time) agreed to a plea bargain—admit-
tung to some environmental crimes, pay-
ing 518.5 million in fines.

In November 1989, Rocky Flats was
added to the list of highly polluted sites
destined for cleanup under the federal
Superfund program. In December, plu-
tonium operations were “temporarily”
curtailed to make safety and environ-
mental compliance improvements. Be-
causc the curtailment was expected to
last just a few weeks, the special nuclear
materials were left in tanks and pipes—
which was only appropriate for short-
term storage. Then came the most
pivotal event of 1989, the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall . . . marking the end of the Cold
War.

Plans for resuming weapons produc-
tion at Rocky Flats were refined, stalled,
revised, refined again . . . and
finally scrapped in January 1992, when
President Bush announced the curtail-
ment of the W88 weapons program—
Rocky Flats’ only remaining production
work. Environmental restoration, waste
management, and building decommis-
sioning became the site’s new missions.

Though the new direction for the
DOE had been clearly set by the end of
the Cold War, obstacles came into play
just as clearly In 1989, there was a near-
universal decline in off-site waste storage
options—primarily from the Governor
of Idaho's refusal to accept onto DOE’s
Idaho National Engineering Laboratory
any more transuranic waste from Rocky
Flats,

A facility in New Mexico called the
Waste Isolation Pilot Project, or WIPR
was scheduled to begin taking shipments
of transuranic waste in 1989, A series of
technical, regulatory legal, and political
sctbacks, however, have delayed WIPP’s
opening again and again, It is currently
targered to open in 1998,

The Nevada Test Site also stopped ac-
cepting Rocky Flats” radioactive waste
shipments in 1990. As off-site waste
storage options diminished, there was a
buildup of radivactive waste stored on-
site. This is a problem throughout the

worked well. Bur after 1989 ar Rocky
Flats, there was no production, no clear
mission, no real deadlines, and regula-
tory and political turf battles only con-
fused marters.

As a solution, Congress increased
Rocky Flats’ budget, and the M&O con-
tracror added more personnel and still
nothing got done—except for intermi-
nable studies required by the regulators.
The result was a 1992 budget of $800
million, almost 8,000 employees, and
analysis, reports, and debates being most
of the work product. For comparison, at
the height of production, the 1989 bud-
get was less than $500 million with ap-
proximately 4,000 employees. This
trend crested in 1994 when Rocky Flats’
budget reached almost $900 million,

The solution to this problem has
been a tangled effort at contract reform
aimed at replacing the single contractors
with teams of “world’s best-in-class™
companies paid for performance. In
1995, Rocky Flats hired a new contrac-
tor to run the site under the first-ever
performance-based contract for DOE.

Simply put, if no work gets done, no
fee is paid. The Kaiser-Hill Limited Li-
ability Company, a joint venture be-

(continued on p. 52)
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ROCKY FLATS FROM THE EAST. The Boulder Mountains (first row of mountains) and the
Rocky Mountains clearly visible behind them, including the 14,000-foot Long’s Peak, on the |
right. The houses and buildings of Boulder, CO, are viewable in the upper right background.

likely that this same scale of effort—
dedication, political and financial—will
have to be applied to clean up the Cold
War’s legacy of contamination. The cost
has been estimated to be more than
$250 billion and could take from 20-80
years. Yet the trend is going in the oppo-
site direction. Time is passing. The Cold
War is fading from our national
memory. The alternative to cleanup is
the creation of dozens of nuclear ghost
rowns that will dot the Unired States, as
in Russia, untouchable for 40,000 vears
and still posing risks to those who live
near and around them.

This nuclear-nonproliferation mental-
ity also has had a sobering side effect.
‘Rather than slowly down-sizing
America’s nuclear weapons “machine,”
it would be more accurate to say an ax
has been taken to it. Facilitics have been
dismantled or left to deteriorate and,
most significantly people with irreplace-
able and unduplicatable skills have been
laid-off or retired. If for some reason
America needed ro produce nuclear
weapons in Cold War volumes again, it
would almost be starting from scratch.

Tritium, a key element in h
bombs, has a half-life of 124 years and
America currently has no tritium pro-
duction on-line.

In a recent report titled “Erosion by
Design,” the House National Sccurity
Committee says that with the disman-
tling of America’s nuclear weapons com-
plex and no nuclear testing, America
cannot maintain a competent nuclear
deterrent in a world that, despite test-
ban treatics and other non-nuclear
agreements, remains a very dangerous
place.

In all fairness, it must be noted that
we have enough nuclear weapons in our
arsenal ro last a few decades, burt trit-
ium’s half-life of 124 years requires that
it be replenished in existing weapons on
a regular basis to provide the desired
vield. In the meantime, tritium is being
recycled from dismantled weapons.

The issucs—complex, political, and
expensive—cannot be adequately cov-
cred in an article of this length.

DOE has a daunting task on its
hands. Because of an unflarcering history
of bureaucracy and mismanagement,
disbanding DOE is and has been seri-
ously discussed in more than one Con-
gressional commircee. This would
change nothing of the enormous scope
of the cleanup of chemical and nuclear
contamination necessary for closing the
books on the Cold War

The most important factor now is to
proceed carcfully, with forethought of
how today’s actions will affect the fu-
ture. The lack of that planning is what
got us here in the first place—an error
we cannot afford to repeat.

Listle did | know wien I graduated in
1961 that the skills I would mast need in the
post—Cold War era involved negotiations
and bwalding political coalisions. The most
dawnring task I inbevited m 1993 was to
overcome the distrust, anger and hostility
between Rocky Flats and its stakebolders in-
cludinyy the regulators, citizens, news me-
dia, and clected officials at all levels. In or-
der for Rocky Flas to get on with the task of
reducing the risk and cleaning up the site, I
would have to fonye an alliance of environ-
mentalists, peace activists, elected officials,
and regulators. This coalition was esential

to our reaching a regqulatory enforceable
cleanup agreement with the State of Colo-
rado and the Environmental Protection

Regaining a level of trust with the news
media also was a key ingredient, as they
were crucial to creatingg an environment in
which a dialogue could proceed.

Berhaps this is the buggest lesson we need
1o learn and implement. As we continne to
ENsire our nation’s secursty, as we live wp t
our miotto of “Duty, Homwog Country,™ we
need to develop and employ different skills
than just those needed on the bantlefields for
whicl West Point 5o ably trains us. Now
there are many different battleficlds. We
must have the public’s trust and confidence,
WE ST commsienicate with them fie-
quently, openly, and bonestly. WE must
mever fompet thai anr wission is (0 scrve onr
nation, which we cannot do so unles we
have the public’s sapport. BE will only get
and keep their support if we bave earned
thetr trvst and confidence.
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