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WASHINGTON, D.C. --- The Government Accountability Project today released evidence suggesting that private federal contractors at the Hanford nuclear reservation have covered up evidence of worker occupational illness and injuries. In some cases, contractors have retaliated against workers who complained. 

Workers were sick and injured after being exposed to vapors from high-level nuclear waste tanks, beryllium and other toxic and carcinogenic substances. The disclosures are the result of a 14-month investigation in which scores of Hanford whistleblowers worked with the Government Accountability Project (GAP), a national, non-profit good government whistleblower organization and law firm based in Washington, D.C., and Seattle. 

Many whistleblowers told GAP of professional misconduct by medical providers, falsification of medical records and callous disregard of workers with physical complaints. Several raised their allegations after the release last September of GAP’s "Knowing Endangerment: Worker Exposure to Toxic Vapors at the Hanford Tank Farms.” The GAP report examined a significant increase in the number of workers exposed to potentially cancer-causing chemicals. Since then, GAP investigators and lawyers have interviewed nearly two dozen more workers concerned with dangerous and potentially lethal safety practices at Hanford. 

The gravity of the disclosures was confirmed this week when the Department of Energy announced a long- overdue investigation into allegations of supervisor misconduct, fraud and medical-records mismanagement. Tom Carpenter, Director of GAP's Nuclear Oversight Program, said he would prefer an independent investigation. 

"The Department of Energy is the source of the problem and not the solution,” Carpenter said. “The DOE has tried investigating itself over the years without much change for the real harm happening to real people.” 

Many workers told GAP that they were subjected to retaliation, harassment, and taunting by their managers when they raised concerns and insisted on protecting themselves from chemical vapors. This effectively creates a chilling atmosphere and discourages other workers from raising concerns. Two workers – Steve Wallace and Virginia Wallace – have filed charges with the U.S. Department of Labor alleging that they were terminated after exercising their authority to stop work at the Hanford tank farms and complaining about the persistent exposure of worker to vapors at Hanford. They were reinstated by CH2M Hill, a federal contractor at Hanford, after GAP and the PACE union complained to Department of Energy headquarters’ officials and Congress. 

The onsite medical provider at the Hanford Nuclear site is the Hanford Environmental Health Foundation (HEHF), a federal contractor, which provides occupational primary care services for worker-related medical problems. Whistleblowers provided GAP with evidence that that HEHF is colluding with contractors to undermine worker compensation claims, and that HEHF is pressured to redefine occupational related symptoms as non-occupationally related. Under the DOE contract, contractors could lose up to 30% of their Performance Based Incentive for not performing safety-related performance expectations. 

Several HEHF whistleblowers have provided evidence that records, including medical records, may have been altered or falsified. Nancy Morse told investigators that she was ordered to change medical records. Other whistleblowers allege these examples of record tampering were not isolated but part of a records-management system that operated to keep workers from successfully pursuing workers compensation claims. GAP documentation supports critical aspects of these claims. 

Carpenter blamed the problems uncovered by the GAP investigation on inadequate oversight by the Department of Energy. 

“The lack of external oversight means that Hanford contractors are able to ostensibly address chemical vapor and worker health problems without really making any significant changes,” he said. “It is past time to end the era of self-regulation at sites like Hanford and others around the nation." 

The disclosures have drawn closer scrutiny of the Hanford site by the Washington State Attorney General's Office, which announced last week that it has assigned investigators to start gathering evidence on the claims and allegations uncovered in the GAP and other investigations. Also launching an investigation is the National Institute of Occupational Health and Safety (NIOSH).
