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Overview

nature, and of the Pacific Northwest region and its people. Its water

is used to irrigate millions of acres of arid land and turn it into
productive farmland that helps feed people all around the world. The river
supports endangered salmon runs and is a popular recreation destination
for boating, camping, windsurfing, fishing and swimming.

The mighty Columbia River is a symbol of the power and beauty of

I The Columbia River is also ariver at severe risk.

For more than 40 years, the U.S. government produced plutonium for
nuclear weapons at the Hanford Nuclear Site in southeastern Washington.
This process generated enormous amounts of radioactive and chemically
hazardous wastes. Beginning in 1944, Hanford workers began to store the
most hazardous of these wastes in large underground tanks. Hanford’s
177 waste storage tanks now hold more than 53 million gallons of highly
radioactive waste. Sixty seven of these tanks have leaked an estimated
one million gallons of waste into the soil. Some of this leaked waste has
already reached the groundwater and will eventually reach the river, which
flows through the Hanford Site.

The solution is to remove the waste from the tanks and immobilize it
through a process called vitrification. Vitrification requires construction of
large, expensive treatment facilities. The wastes will be treated to
separate high-activity from low-activity waste (waste which contains
smaller amounts of radioactivity in large volumes of materials, but which
still pose a hazard). Most of the waste will be low-activity. The high-
activity waste will be mixed with glass-making materials, heated, and then
poured into steel containers to harden. These containers will be stored at
Hanford until a national high-level waste repository is constructed. Some
of the low-activity waste will be vitrified through a similar process and then
permanently buried at Hanford. The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE),
proposes to immobilize the remainder of the low-activity waste using some
other technology. Although the material will still be radioactive, by
changing the waste into a solid form it will no longer be mobile and able to
enter the environment through the soil or groundwater.

DOE, which owns Hanford, has successfully operated vitrification facilities
at two other DOE sites. Vitrification is also a proven technology in Britain
and France. However, because of Hanford’s large volumes of waste,
Hanford’s vitrification facilities need to be considerably larger and will be



