DEFENSE NUCLEAR FACILITIES
SAFETY BOARD

Washington, DC 20004-2901

Patricia L. Lee

July 24, 2026

The Honorable Timothy J. Walsh
Assistant Secretary

Office of Environmental Management
U.S. Department of Energy

1000 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20585-1000

Dear Assistant Secretary Walsh:

The Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board (Board) observed the Hanford Site Waste
Treatment and Immobilization Plant’s Low-Activity Waste (LAW) Facility’s emergency drills
and exercises conducted throughout the readiness process and transition to hot commissioning.
A robust emergency drill and exercise program is important to ensure that the Department of
Energy (DOE) and site workers are prepared and equipped to effectively mitigate the
consequences of potential radiological emergencies. The effectiveness of this program is
paramount as the tempo of processing of waste at the Hanford Site escalates concurrent with the
upcoming change of the operating contract from Waste Treatment Completion Company, LLC to
Hanford Tank Waste Operations & Closure, LLC.

The Board is encouraged that DOE and its contractors have self-identified drill and
exercise performance gaps and have begun implementing actions to address these gaps. Notable
improvements include more timely treatment of injured contaminated personnel, improved use of
local meteorology for safe routing and personnel staging, and heightened drill realism with
regards to scenario complexity and diversity. However, the Board is concerned that some
performance gaps continue to persist. The LAW Facility emergency categorization and
classification strategy contains weaknesses that have resulted in delays or errors in correctly
classifying operational emergencies, where emergency classification is an essential step toward
identifying and implementing protective actions necessary for ensuring safety of the public.
Additionally, several sitewide communication weaknesses described in the Board’s November 2,
2021, letter remain unresolved. These issues could challenge the site’s ability to effectively
mitigate operational emergencies.
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The enclosed provides further details related to the Board’s review and is provided for
DOE’s use for continuous improvement of the Hanford Site emergency management program.

Sincerely,

Pt ee_

Patricia L. Lee
Board Member

Enclosure
c: The Honorable Chris Wright, Secretary of Energy

Mr. Ray Geimer, Manager, Hanford Field Office
Mr. Joe Olencz, Director, Office of the Departmental Representative to the Board



Enclosure
Observations from Emergency Drills and Exercises at the Low-Activity Waste Facility

Between 2024 and 2026, a Defense Nuclear Facilities Safety Board (Board) staff team
observed emergency drills and exercises at the Hanford Site’s Low-Activity Waste (LAW)
Facility and conducted limited-scope reviews of associated program documentation. Currently,
the LAW Facility is operated by Waste Treatment Completion Company, LLC (WTCC), with site
emergency management support provided by Hanford Mission Integration Solutions. WTCC is
expected to transition LAW Facility operation to Hanford Tank Waste Operations & Closure,
LLC (H2C) in Fiscal Year 2027. The staff team’s review encompassed the management self-
assessment, operational readiness reviews, and ongoing commissioning activities through April
2026. Significant observations are discussed below. Other observations that have been
adequately addressed at the staff level are omitted from the scope of this enclosure.

Scenario Realism and Complexity. WTCC is responsible for the emergency
preparedness and response program at the LAW Facility, which has both radiological and
chemical hazards. Prior to the facility contractor cold commissioning readiness review,
emergency drills focused primarily upon response to releases of anhydrous ammonia, a
significant chemical hazard that can pose immediate dangers to life and health. The anhydrous
ammonia release drill scenarios observed were repetitive, featuring a release from the anhydrous
ammonia skid or its immediate vicinity with little variation, despite other plausible scenarios
involving the piping outside the skid area.

Later, as the facility proceeded towards hot (radiological) commissioning, radiological
release scenarios were drilled more frequently leading up to the contractor readiness review.
These radiological operational and emergency drills were simple and repetitive, often using the
same personnel, utilizing simplified technical assumptions regarding potential spread of
contamination, and allowing unnecessary simulation of survey and equipment usage techniques.

Weaknesses in drill realism and variety can result in responder performance issues when
they are faced with real-world or unanticipated complexities, especially considering instances
where the workforce has limited prior nuclear experience. When conducted appropriately, these
drills add significant value in improving capability of the workforce to respond to emergencies
and in identifying response improvements.

Recently, the Department of Energy (DOE) and WTCC have been responsive overall to
the staff team’s feedback in this area and have begun executing more complex drill scenarios.
Notably, in March and April 2026, WTCC held drills using new, more complex scenarios with
both chemical and radiological components. The Board encourages DOE and WTCC to
continue with this recent approach.

Emergency Categorization and Classification. DOE Order 151.1D, Comprehensive
Emergency Management System, requires site personnel to categorize and classify emergencies
consistent with emergency action level (EAL) criteria. EALS are developed by emergency
planners to pre-identify plausible emergency scenarios associated with site and facility hazards
as well as initial protective actions for site workers and protective action recommendations for
the public. EALSs are supported by a technical planning basis, known as an emergency planning

E-1



hazards assessment (EPHA). Emergency categorization and classification initiate key response
actions, such as ensuring that protective actions are issued to site personnel and providing
immediate notifications to state, local, and DOE officials.

The staff team found that for various radiological and chemical emergency scenarios the
LAW Facility EALSs lack distinctive observable indicators, contain overly prescriptive logic, or
are not consistent with the analysis contained in the EPHA. These weaknesses have persisted
through completion of corrective actions driven by the various readiness reviews, including DOE
federal assessments.

Concerns with LAW Facility EALs were exemplified in two recent events. On December
20, 2024, WTCC declared an “Alert” operational emergency based on ammonia concentration
readings taken directly at a leaking flange exceeding the “Alert” threshold. More recently, on
May 1, 2026, WTCC encountered an ammonia leak during an ammonia delivery with indications
of ammonia concentration in the vicinity of the leak above the “Alert” threshold. However, in
this instance, WTCC did not declare an “Alert” operational emergency, which would have
ensured that emergency personnel are ready and available to respond if the situation becomes
more serious and that offsite authorities and DOE headquarters receive information on
conditions. These events exemplify the need to establish a consistently understood methodology
for emergency classification and categorization so that decision makers do not need to “interpret”
EALs.

While the staff team notes that EAL development for chemical hazards present unique
challenges compared to radiological hazards, the staff team identified additional weaknesses with
the EALs. Specifically:

e Multiple LAW Facility radiological release EALS, such as one for a direct feed low
level waste spray leak from melter feed piping, list as a required criterion for
distinguishing between “Alert” and “Site Area Emergency” severity classifications
that the leak is (or is not) isolated/secured within 15 minutes of discovery. However,
the EPHA provides no technical analysis of source term or potential release rates that
justifies use of this 15-minute isolation criteria. The staff team notes that if it is
apparent that a leak cannot be stopped within 15 minutes, an “Alert” classification
may be non-conservative. “Site Area Emergency” classification would require
activation of the emergency response organization, readying technical resources
commensurate with the more severe nature of the associated emergency.

e Various EAL scenarios contain vague criteria, such as “there is a probable release of
radiological material to the outdoor environment” and “probable impact to hazardous
materials,” without specifying what would provide indication of such events (e.g.,
visual indication, actuation of specific alarms, or airborne contamination monitors) or
how the events might be distinguished from other potential emergency scenarios
based upon potential consequences. This could result in delay or misclassification of
an event.

e Multiple EALSs list isolation zones and downwind protective action distances as being

“at the discretion of the [incident commander].” While the site protective action
procedure directs issuance of a “take cover” to the wider area, neither EALS nor
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protective action procedures clarify whether to issue evacuation or “take cover”
protected actions for affected facility workers as required by DOE Order 151.1D.
DOE Order 151.1D requires DOE sites to identify predetermined onsite protective
actions, while DOE Guide 151.1-1B, Comprehensive Emergency Management System
Guide, Section 4.8.3.7, provides guidance on development of EAL-specific pre-
planned protective actions, noting that “the number of people affected, and the effects
of that unavoidable exposure need to be considered when selecting a set of protective
actions” for a particular EAL.

While a “take cover” protective action is likely appropriate as the initial Hanford
Waste Treatment and Immobilization Plant (WTP) facility protective action for a
broad range of emergency scenarios at WTP, it may be inappropriate for scenarios
where sheltering is unavailable for outdoor populations, shelters are deemed
inadequately protective from hazards, or when there is adequate time to initiate an
orderly evacuation. Regardless of the chosen protective action strategy, EALSs and
relevant protective action procedures should clearly define the initial protective
actions to ensure decision makers direct the most rapid and effective implementation
of protective actions following an emergency declaration.

Emergency Communications Systems and Processes. The staff team identified
recurring communications problems that detrimentally affect emergency response activities.
Several of these issues were noted previously as sitewide issues in a November 2, 2021, Board
Letter to the Secretary of Energy.

Most significantly, radio communications systems used by site and facility emergency
response organizations to coordinate response actions and to issue protective actions are
considered by responders to be broadly unreliable across the Hanford site. This has resulted in
an institutionalized practice of responders defaulting to the use of cellular phones, typically
personally owned, to conduct response activities. However, drills and exercises frequently reveal
issues with inconsistent cellular coverage, especially near and inside of hardened structures (e.g.,
the LAW Facility), lack of availability of contact numbers on personal cell phones, and inability
to maintain sufficient battery charge during ongoing emergency response operations. Further,
cellular services are unlikely to be reliable during severe incidents in which DOE and its
contractors must be able to respond.

The Board encourages DOE to pursue necessary radio and telecommunications upgrades
to eliminate dependence upon personal cellular phones for emergency response purposes, or,
alternatively, to more formally integrate their usage into emergency response plans and
protocols.

Conclusion. These observations have been provided for the future improvement of the
LAW Facility’s emergency preparedness and response program. Through improving complexity
of drill and exercise scenarios, ensuring usability of pre-identified emergency action levels, and
improving reliability of site emergency communications systems, DOE will be better poised to
safely execute its mission at Hanford.
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