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The Flint VOICE

tWe Almost

On October 5, 1966 the Fermi
Nuclear Plant, 30 miles south of
Detroit, suffered a partial meltdown,

endangering the entire area of
southeastern Michigan.
John Fuller’s “We Almost Lost

Detroit”’ is a documented account of
the events surrounding this tragic
accident. We encourage you to pick up
a copy of it at your local bookstore or
library.

The following is an exerpt from "*We
Almost Lost Detroit. ™"

The phone call came in sometime in
the mid-afternoon of Wednesday,
October 5, 1966. The exact time is not
recorded, because it was never
entered officially on the log of the
sheriff of Monroe County, Michigan
Sheriff Charles Harrington, known as
Bud, a lanky man with a lean, craggy
face, received it. An unidentified voice
on the other end of the line spoke
sharply and briefly, saying it was
Detroit Edison calling — the major
utility company in southeastern
Michigan. There was something
wrong at the new Enrico Fermi Atomic
Power Plant, which Detroit Edison
operated at Lagoona Beach — just a
handful of miles away from the town of
Monroe. The cause of the problem was
uncertain, but the caller said that the
situation should not be publicized, that
no public alert should be given. More
information would follow.

Sheriff Harrington hung up the
phone in his tiny office, over-crowded
by just one desk and  his
radio-communications equipment. He
went directly into the next door office
of the cheif of police of the town of
Monroe. Both agreed they would not
enter the information on the blotter,
and would keep it to themselves. Both
men knew that a nuclear power plant
contains within it more potential
radicactive fallout than dozens of
Hiroshima-type A-bombs. The Fermi
plant was no exception: It was new, it
was untried, it was being tested. And
both knew that the ultimate action in
case of a major atomic plant accident
was evacuation. Yet, if the public was
given any hint of the problem there
could be mass panic. The two officers
decided to wait it out.

At about the same time, some one
hundred miles away, Captain

Buchanan of the Michigan State Police
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Through the haze Fermi I stands abandoned as Fermi Il ready’s to open — a
grim reminder of a near holocaust.

in Lansing was alerted by a similar
phone call, again from a Detroit
Edison representative. The state
police are responsible for the civil
defense of the state. But neither
Captain  Buchanan nor  Sheriff
Harrington — nor even the nuclear
experts — knew all the possible
consequences of a civilian atomic
power plant accident. In 1966, there
were only four commercial nuclear
power plants in the entire country.
There was no experience to act on.
The only certainty was that the
escape of radioactive poisons due to a
major reactor accident could be
catastrophic. The Atomic Energy
Commision’s (AEC's) own figures
were alreadv available in a study
known as WASH-740. In the worst
case, for a relatively small reactor, the
AEC estimated 3,400 people could be
killed, 43,000 could be injured or
stricken with radiation poisoning, $7
billion in property damage could
occur, and an area the size of
Pennsylvania could be contaminated.
These figures, however, were already
outmoded. A new study that nestled in
the ‘‘Official Use Only’’ files of the
AEC went far beyond these estimates.
In any case, the only action specified

“Presumably a shrine for one of their primitive religious cults.”
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by the AEC in the event of such an
accident was evacuation of the
population from the surrounding area.
This was not a source of comfort to
Sheriff Harrington, Captain Buchanan
or anyone else responsible for coping
with the situation.

Hardly anyone in Monroe County
was giving any thought that day to the
spanking new Enrico Fermi Atomic
Power Plant at Lagoona Beach on the
shore of Lake Erie. The citizenry was
apathetic about it, except for the jobs it
provided and the new tax revenues it
brought in. Everyone living in the
clustered towns of Monroe, French-
town, and Newport, surounding
Lagoona Beach, had grown used to the
old cumbersome Detroit Edison
coal-fired plant near the lake. They
had come to ignore the almost
grotesque procession of giant
transmission towers that seemed to
promenade across the flatlands
alongside the Dixie Highway, like
skeletons of enormous scarecrows
dragging festoons of high-tension
wires.

It was exactly 3:09 P.M. The
radiation alarms went off. The air
horns began blasting — two blasts
every three seconds. Then, over the
intercom, a laconic announcement:
““Now hear this. Now hear this. The
containment building and the fission
product detector building have been
secured. There are high radiation
readings, and they are sealed off. Do
not attempt to enter. Stay out. Both
buildings are isolated. This is a Class I
emergency. Stand by for further
instructions. Stand by for further
instructions.”’

The crew began scrambling about
on its assigned emergency procedures.
All doors and windows were closed.
The fresh air intakes in all buildings
were shut down. Plant guards closed
off the entrances to the site. The
health physics team rushed to the
control room. Someone — no one

remembers who — phoned the local

Monroe County Sheriff's office and the

state police headquarters in Lansing.
A Class 1 emergency was in effect at

| Lagoona Beach, and no one could say

what would happen next.

| Regardless of how well trained and

E | prepared the Fermi crew was to meet

emergencies, the situation in the
, control room  was tense and
dangerous. A sudden appearance of
radiation, of poisonous fission
products leaking out of the reactor
vessel and into the containment
building needed immediate expert
attention and extremely cautious
action

Decisions would have to be made
quickly, and they would have to be
made carefully. A wrong decision
might be worse than none at all.

At the control room console, the
operator had begun to pull down the
power as soon as the radiation alarm
sounded, dropping the rods slowly to
see if the reactor could be brought
under control. No one knew yet what
had happened, or why it had
happened. There were almost endless
possibilities, and any decision had to
rest on a careful assessment of all the
instruments. On the panels in the
control room, there were over two
hundred dials, gauges, and warning
lights alone — not counting those on
the centrol console.

This sort of problem left the
operating crew between the devil and
a runaway meltdown. Yet how could
any engineer or reactor operator be
cool enough to handle the complexities
in a crisis situation? Even if a
technician memorized every factor,
every golden rule laid down in the
industry’s Bible, how could they be
correlated in ‘the seconds — or
minutes, if they were lucky — that
were allowed in a nuclear accident
crisis?

The critical question remained: Was
there fuel melting or not? With direct
observation impossible, the problem
would boil down to instruments,
deduction, and a prayer. The only
hope for future inspection was to drain
the thousands of gallons of the thick,
opaque sodium out of the reactor, and
then, with infinite care, to try to probe
the bowels of the core to see what had
happened. This was, of course,
impossible at the moment.

To say that the Fermi team was
sitting on top of a powder keg would be
a major understatement.

However terrifying the situation, it
was staring the Fermi crew in the face.
The keynote was uncertainty. There
were few road maps to go by. No one
at the hastily called meeting knew
exactly what had happened within the
reactor core. No one knew what would
happen if they tried to look inside
it — or how to look inside it. The most
probable cause of fuel melting was the
blocking of the sodium coolant.

Outside of the tense atmosphere in
the Fermi plant conference room,
there was no outward sign of trouble at
Lagoona Beach. Speculation about a
peacetime nuclear accident had been
kept in such a low profile by the AEC
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