
WHAT IS HANFORD? 
In 1943, the U.S. military took one look at the vast 
shrub-steppe high desert of southeast Washington – 
bisected by the Columbia River – and decided it was 
an ideal place to make plutonium. In just a few weeks, 
hundreds of farmers, ranchers and townsfolk were 
moved off the nearly 600-square-mile site. Native 
American tribes who had used the area for millennia 
were barred from access. 

Ultimately, more than sixty percent of the 
nation’s plutonium stockpile was processed 
at Hanford, including the plutonium used 
in Fat Man, the fission bomb that helped 
bring an end to World War II. 
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After 1945, Hanford became the nation’s primary 
source of plutonium for the nuclear stockpile that fueled 
the Cold War. By the end of plutonium production at 
Hanford, nine nuclear reactors, five massive plutonium 
processing plants and thousands of support facilities 
dotted the site. 

When production ceased in 1989, state and federal 
regulators and the surrounding community began to 

realize the magnitude of the contamination
left behind. Initial projections optimistically 

predicted a 30-year cleanup timeline. 
Today, 30 years later, the U.S. 
Department of Energy is still at least 50 
years away from finishing the job. 

Status of cleanup 
Today, thousands of structures have 

been demolished and disposed of,
millions of tons of contaminated soil have been 

The Tri-Party Agreement 
In 1989, the state of Washington, the
U.S. Department of Energy and the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency signed the
Tri-Party Agreement, which provides the binding
legal framework for the Hanford cleanup. The TPA 
serves as both a federal facility compliance order under 
the federal Superfund law, and as an enforceable site 
treatment plan required by state and federal hazardous 
waste laws.  It sets out deadlines – known as milestones 
– for specific cleanup and waste management tasks.
Frustrated by Energy’s inability to meet key waste
treatment milestones, the state negotiated a federal
consent decree with Energy.  Key tank waste retrieval and
treatment deadlines are set out in the consent decree. 

The challenge 

removed, six of the reactors have been 
cocooned and groundwater contamination has 

been significantly reduced. 

The biggest remaining hurdle is the 56 million gallons 
of mixed radioactive and toxic waste held in 177 aging 
underground tanks. 

Since the earliest days of the cleanup, the plan has 
been to incorporate that waste into glass then dispose 
of it in engineered landfills or in a deep geologic 
repository.  
The progress

9 nuclear reactors 6 of 9 reactors cocooned, awaiting demolition. One, 
B Reactor, preserved as historical exhibit.

1,600 waste sites awaiting remediation 

177 underground tanks ranging from 40-75 years old 

1,353 waste sites remediated 

149 single-shell tanks with pump-able liquids removed 
~1700 facilities to be demolished 915 facilities demolished 

56 million gallons of nuclear waste in tanks awaiting 
treatment 

2023 - the start date for treating tank waste 

85 sq. mi. of contaminated groundwater plumes in 
1995 

65 sq. mi. of contaminated groundwater plumes with~ 
1 billion gallons of contaminiated groundwater treated 
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