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UITE A FEW years ago, I
was flying over eastern
Washington when my compan-
ion, Harry Morrison of Morri-
son-Knudsen, the big-time con-
struction firm, pointed down at
Hanford where they make some
of the stuffing for atomic bombs.
“It’s not our job,” Morrison
said, “but they’re building some
mighty big tanks down there —
underground tanks that cost
about $300,000 apiece. You can't
get much out of the Atomic En-
ergy Commission but what we
hear is that they’re building

those tanks to hold radioactive
wastes from the plant.” -

That had the ring of a salable -

story to me and after a few
weeks I talked to AEC men who
admitted that, yes, they did
have a problem with the dispos-
al of highly-dangerous — not
their term — radioactive
wastes, not only at-Hanford,
Washington, but also at Brook-
haven., New York, Los Alamos,
New Mexico, and Oak Ridge,
Tennessee, in fact anywhere
they handled uranium and plu-
tonium and the other elements’
of our day. '

I spent a month or so going
around to AEC plants. They had
a problem, all right. They still
have a problem and it gets big-
ger every day. The-AEC wants
very much to handle the prob-

lem in its own way — whichis'to -

say. as little as possible about
the possible pollution whic¢h ae-

companies every step in the’

manufacture of the big bombs —
from the uranium mines all the
way to the hydrogen bomb. The

AEC, when it is not entirely si-..

lent on the issue, says that it
. knows what it is doing and that
* what it does is safe and sane.
-~ The intimation is that what the
AEC does is really no one’s busi-
ness but the AEC’s.
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FTTHOSE underground tanks at

Hanford stick in my memo-
ry. The chain reaction which re-
sults in plutonium also spews out
about 40 other radioactive
waste elements and these are
stored in the tanks. So hotis the
brew that the liquid in these
tanks — hopped up by radioac-
tivity — churns and boils day
and night, a surging, million gal-
lon pot of death. Strontium 90,
one of the isotopes inevitably
produced in the making of plu-
tonium, is 60 times as radioac-
tive as radium. -

I asked what that meant. How
dangerous is strontium 907 What
would happen if this isotope
somehow escaped the tanks?
Several engineers whipped out
slide rules and began writing
down figures. The answer they
came up with was this: It would
take eight hours of the full flow
of the nearby Columbia river to
dilute one gram of pure stron-
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tium 90 to the point where the
water would be safe to drink. I
did some figuring on my own:
Four or five grams of strontium
90 a day would turn the Colum-
bia, the sixth largest river in the
country,. into poison. A gram is
one-twenty-eighth of an ounce.

Make no mistake. These ra-
dioactive wastes are dangerous.
They cannot be destroyed. Noth-
tirg~known to man can turn off
their malignant rays. And they
will be around a long time:
Some of them have half lives of
thousands of years. Plutonium
itself has a half  life of 23,000
years.

The AEC, confronted with a
tremendous job, is certainly
doing everything it can to con-
fine these horrors. Under the
circumstances — which means
no one knows very much about

the atom and its substructure —
AEC has no other course butte
contain its wastes in very expen-
sive ways. Let us hope, for the
sake of the world, the AEC does
its job well. The AEC says it is
handling things superbly.
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HAT IS what worries me. I

have been around the AEC
on a number of occasions and
the smugness of its brass and
publicity men put me on guard.
It was typical, then, that follow-
ing a fire at its Rocky Flats, Col-
orado, plant — a fire which
burned a large amount of pluto-
nium—in May of 1969, the AEC
was quickly on the streets to
say: “No appreciable amount of
plutonium escaped from the
building and no off-site contami-
nation resulted from the fire.”

Some Denver people, some of
them scientists, asked the AEC
to check the Denver area, justin

- case. The AEC refused, but Dr.

Edward Martell, a nuclear
chemist with the National Center
for Atmospheric Researchat
Boulder, made his own check.
He found that highly-dangerous
plutonium oxide, formed when
the Rocky Flats plutonium
burned, had indeed spread out

over Denver in alarming-

amounts.
Apparently to prove Dr. Mar-

tell wrong, the AEC ordered its
own check and then agreed that
Dr. Martell’s techniques and re-
sults were accurate. “Of course,
we question his interpretation of
the new information,” the AEC
said. ““While it is true that some
plutonium is escaping from the
plant we' don’t believe it
presents a significant health
hazard to Denver.”

Dr. Arthur Tamplin, a special-
ist in the physiological effects of
radiation, an AEC scientist,
thinks differently. As quoted in
Ramparts, he said: ‘“The Mar-
tell study shows one trillion pure
plutonium oxide particles have
escaped from Rocky Flats.
These are very hot particles.
You may only have to inhale 300
of them to double your risk of
lung cancer.

“Inhaled plutonium oxides
produce very intense alpha ra-
diation dosage to lung tissue,
thousands of times higher than
the intensity of radioactive fall-
out particles - and millions of
times moré intense than the
dose from natural alpha radioac-
tivity. An inhaled plutonium ox-
ide particle stays in your lungs
for .an average of two years,
emiting radiation that can de-
stroy lung tissue. If the pluton-
ium oxide from the fire is being
distributed as Martell - suggests,
then it could increase the lung
cancer rate for Denver by as

much as 10 per cent.”
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TUDIES of all this are still
going on. The betting down

_at the corner saloon is that the

AEC will be vindicated. It al-
ways has been, usually by its
own tame experts. I would feel a
lot better if the AEC admitted it

“does not have all the answers. It

would not be faulted because it
can not be expeeted to have all
the right answers. After all, plu-
tonium and strontium 90 and all
the rest are man-made sub-
stances. They did not exist 30
years ago.

We talk here about the United
States only. What are the other
atomic nations doing? How are
they protecting us against the
escape of deadly gases, particles
and rays?

I worry about smog and non-
returnable bottles and about the
sorry state of our rivers and
bays. But when I really want to
treat myself to a scream in the
night, I think about that deadly
soup in those million-gallon
cauldrons at Hanford. I think of
the tons of contaminated junk
which has been encased in con-
crete and dumped into the sea. I
worry about the possibility of a
nuclear power plant exploding
somewhere near. In a word, I
am awed by a deadly power
which will be only half used up
in 23,000 years. .




