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was the first accident?

The record of Rocky Flats is not one
to inspire confidence in man's ability
to handle substances as fiendish as
plutonium. Only eight miles from
Denver, Rocky Flats is the nation’s
primary facility for the manufacture of
plutonium components. Plutonium, a
waste product of reactors, is used in
the production of atomic bombs and as
a fuel in the experimental ‘‘breeder’’
reactor. On May 11, 1969, improperly
stored plutonium spontaneously ignit-
ed, something plutonium often does.
By the time firefighters arrived, the
fire was out of control. $20 million
worth of plutonium went up in smoke,
a quantity which theoretically could
give everyone on earth cancer.
Fortunately, the firefighters were able
to contain the fire and little smoke
escaped. An Atomic Energy Commis-
sion (AEC) official later admitted: *‘If
the fire had been a little bigger, it is
questionable whether it could have
been contained.”” Damage, not
including the lost plutonium, was
estimated at $50 million, setting the
record for the most expensive industry
fire in U.S. history. The taxpayers
footed the bill.

While this was the largest fire at
Rocky Flats, it was by no means the
only one. There have been at least 271
fires and 410 ‘‘contamination
accidents’’. Not all of the costs of these
incidents can be measured in dollars:
the cancer rate among Rocky Flats
workers is seven times the national
average.

Hundreds of railroad cars carried
the waste from Rocky Flats’ worst fire
to Idaho Falls, where it was dumped
into trenches in the ground. These
trenches are directly above the
nation’s largest underground water
reservoir, a source of water for much
of the northwest. An AEC spokesman
said: ‘*We have substantial technical
experience. There's no real or
potential basis for alarmm — ewver.’’ He
added that the Idaho facility was
reviewed by the National Academy of
Sciences. What he neglected to
mention was that the National
Academy of Sciences had condemned
the practices of the dump. One of its
findings was that radioactive waste
might move through the ground to the
aquifer and could take as little as 50
years to reach the springs in the Snake
River Canyon.

In one of the reactors in Hanford,
Washington, the emergency shutdown
(scram) system failed, due to a short
circuit. This system is designed so that

if a short knocks out one circuit, there
is another ‘‘redundant circuit’’ to take
over. But in this case, the short caused
a wire to melt, and the molten metal
flowed until it ran into another nearby
wire, where it froze, creating a new
circuit! The new circuit prevented the
entire scram system from functioning.

Even if you don’t live near a reactor,
you aren't necessarily safe from
nuclear accidents. There is also the
possibility of accidents during
transport of nuclear materials. In one
instance, a cask containing 385
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kilograms of plutonium en route from
Ohio to St. Louis got lost in transit. It
was found 9 days later in Boston's
Logan Airport.

On December 20, 1973, a truck
carrying two casks of radioactive
cobalt was involved in a pile-up of two
cars and six trucks — one of which
was carrying a cargo of inflammable
lacquer. One of the cars burst into
flames, but fortunately the truck
carrying the casks of cobalt did not
catch fire. On January 12, 1976,
however, we were not so lucky. A
semi-trailer loaded with low-grade
nuclear waste crashed into the rear of
a highway truck, breaking eight
55-gallon drums and spilling their
contents on a bridge over a Kentucky
highway.

On January 8, 1963, Edward J.
Gleason, a New Jersey truck dock
worker, handled an unmarked, leaking
container of plutonium-239. Originally
from Hanford, Washington, the
leaking box spent five years near
Pittsburgh, and was on its way to the

_Brockhaven National Laboratory on

Long Island when the unsuspecting
Gleason grabbed it in Jersey City. In
1966 he developed a rare form of

cancer. Two years later his arm was
amputated but the cancer continued to
spread. Gleason sued the AEC and the
companies involved in the shipment,
but they insisted that there was no
conclusive evidence showing that the
cancer had been caused by the leaking
plutonium. Gleason died while the suit
was working its way through the
courts. According to U.S. wital
statistics, less than one person out of a
million dies from such cancer each
year.
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nuclear disaster
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occurred in 1958 was recently revealed

by exiled Soviet scientist Zhores
Medvedev. The Soviet nuclear
industry had ignored scientists’

warnings that the manner in which
nuclear wastes were being stored was
unsafe. One day, due to the heat and
chemical reactions generated by the
wastes, there was an enormous
explosion, which threw radioactive
matter into the air. There were no
strong winds, and the cloud of
radioactivity was blown over hundreds
of miles, killing hundreds of people
and affecting tens of thousands. A
large area is still considered
dangerous and is closed to the public.
A much larger area in uninhabited.

One Soviet scientist who traveled
through the area after the explosion
remembers, ‘A vast riothing . . . as far
as the eye could see.’

The U.S. had its waste disposal
problems too. Over half a million
gallons of radicactive liquids have
leaked from storage tanks at the
Hanford waste disposal facility. These
steel tanks were buried a few feet

below the surface, only seven miles
from the Columbia River. The liquid
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wastes stored at Hanford are so
radioactive that they boil spontaneous-
ly, and if allowed to boil dry, can melt
through steel and concrete. The
wastes contain deadly radioactive
isotopes including plutonium, stron-
tium-90, and cesium.

It was standard practice at the
AEC’s Hanford reservation to dump
large quantities of low-level radio-
active waste directly into earth
trenches. It was assumed that the soil
would absnarb the radioactive contami-
nants, and permanently retain them
above the water table in an insoluble
form. In one of these trenches, trench
Z-9, the AEC allowed a quantity of
plutonium equivalent to 10 to 15
Nagasaki-size  atom bombs to
accumulate. Some time later, the AEC
realized that the soil was absorbing
different elements at different rates,
resulting in elements being seperated
into layers. One of these layers
contained a concentration of plutonium
so high it was feared that a soaking
rain could trigger a nuclear chain
reaction. The result could be a *‘mud
volcano,”” belching radioactive wastes
into the air. Over 56,000 people live
downwind of the Hanford Reservation.
Congress appropriated $1.9 billion to
build an automated plutonium mine to
dig up trench Z-9. Meanwhile, the
AEC continued to dump plutonium
into a similar trench called Z-18.

On March 22, 1975, an electrician
started a fire in the cable spreading
room of the Brown's Ferry twin
nuclear reactor in Alabama. The
electrician was testing for air leaks
with a candle, when the highly
flammable foam barriers caught fire.
The fire knocked out numerous
systems, including all sub-systems of
the Emergency Core Cooling System
in the unit 1 reactor, as well as one of
the emergency power generators.
Rising pressure and falling water
levels indicated the plant was headed
for a meltdown — the most serious
type of reactor accident. It was barely
adverted by jury-rigging the few small
pumps still working. Difficulties were
compounded when the telephone
system went out. It was a tense 15
hours before the reactors were finally
shut down.

The NRC stated that there was no
release of radioactivity, despite the
fact that the only downwind radiation
monitor was inoperative. The total cost
of the accident was at least $150
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