
Page 1 of 3 

ROCKY FLATS STEWARDSHIP COUNCIL 
 P.O. Box 17670       (303) 412-1200 
 Boulder, CO 80308-0670       
 www.rockyflatssc.org 
 

Jefferson County ~ Boulder County ~ City and County of Broomfield ~ City of Arvada ~ City of Boulder  
City of Golden ~ City of Northglenn ~ City of Thornton ~ City of Westminster ~ Town of Superior 

League of Women Voters ~ Rocky Flats Cold War Museum ~ Rocky Flats Homesteaders 
Kim Griffiths 

 

  
 
Looking Back: The Community-Led Review of Plutonium Cleanup Levels 
One of the most important studies undertaken during cleanup was a community-led effort to evaluate 
soil cleanup levels for plutonium and other radionuclides. The study resulted in two critically important 
decisions: (1) lowering the surface soil cleanup levels for plutonium, and (2) providing a scientific basis 
for local governments and community members supporting the use of the Rocky Flats National Wildlife 
Refuge. This study remains an important benchmark, but unfortunately it is no longer widely known or 
understood. 
 
As background, in the early 2000s, an independent, community led initiative (the Radioactive Soil Action 
Level Oversight Panel or RSALOP) hired scientists and independent reviewers and delved into the 
technical underpinnings of setting plutonium cleanup values. The RSALOP stayed away from the term 
“safe” and instead focused risk (i.e. the probability of contracting cancer).  
 
To reduce the risk to visitors and Refuge workers, the RSALOP adopted the most intensive future use 
scenario it could conjure – a resident ranching family. The idea behind this scenario is that if a resident 
ranching family is protected then so too would less-intensive uses such as recreational visitors and site 
workers.1 
 
Under this future use scenario, the resident ranching family would live on Rocky Flats and get all their 
food and water from this site, activities that are prohibited under federal law. As part of this scenario, 
the RSALOP and its team of scientists modeled ingestion and inhalation rates, modeled the impact of 

                                                 
1 The rationale for the resident rancher scenario is best exemplified by the Peace Center’s consultants: 

When the main route of exposure over long time periods is uncertain, it is the general practice to use 
the subsistence farmer scenario for calculating risk, or the level of permissible exposure. This approach 
assumes that a person would unknowingly use contaminated water for drinking and farming and 
would grow all their own food. Further, it assumes that such exposure would last a lifetime, and not 
just a few years. The people in the critical group spend most of their time on the contaminated site. In 
addition, it assumes that the diets as well as food and water intake of future populations will be similar 
to those of today. People are considered protected if their lifetime exposure is less than an assigned 
limit. The reasoning is that in such a case all other people would be protected since their doses would 
be lower than that of the hypothetical subsistence farmer. 

See Institute for Energy and Environmental Research, “Setting Cleanup Standards to Protect Future Generations: 
The Scientific Basis of the Subsistence Farmer Scenario and Its Application to the Estimation of Radionuclide Soil 
Action Levels (RSALs) for Rocky Flats,” December 2001, page 17 https://ieer.org/resource/press-releases/setting-
cleanup-standards-protect/ (accessed on July 16, 2019). 
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fire, and examined a myriad of other factors that are central to a comprehensive risk assessment. Here’s 
what they concluded: levels of plutonium far greater than are found on the Refuge and along Indiana 
Street would be protective of this hypothetical ranching family.  
 
Specifically, the RSALOP concluded that for each member of the resident ranching family, plutonium 
concentrations up to 35 picocuries per gram (pCi/g) of soil would result in an individual increased cancer 
risk of 1 in one million. The Peace Center dissented. Their consultant, the Institute for Energy and 
Environmental Research (IEER), recommended that more conservative assumptions should be utilized 
concerning fire and the potential time it would take for plutonium to reach groundwater.2 IEER 
ultimately concluded that plutonium levels up to 10 pCi/g would protect the resident ranching family. 
 
Without getting into the details of either study, both analyses confirmed that plutonium levels 
far greater than are actually found on the Refuge or along Indiana Street would be protective of 
a resident ranching family. No samples in either location have been shown to be above 10 pCi/g, 
and in most cases hover around 1 pCi/g or lower.  
 
Understanding this important study, and the science and history that underly it, remains critical to 
understanding the risk associated with visiting the Refuge.  
 
For more information about this study, go to the Rocky Flats Citizens Advisory Board’s on-line 
files -- http://www.rockyflatssc.org/advisory_projects.html (see “Radioactive Soil Action Levels 
Oversight Panel”).  
 
News from The Hill 
 
Bill to Address Mineral Extraction at Superfund Sites: On July 7, 2019, Rep. Neguse (D-CO) introduced 
the “On or Under Act” (H.R. 3747), a bill “To require the Federal Government to acquire mineral rights, 
and prohibit disturbance, of the subsurface of federally owned sites listed on the National Priorities List 
to the extent necessary to protect cleanup remedies, and for other purposes.” The bill comes in 
response to widespread concerns expressed by local governments and other community leaders about 
the potential impact of developing oil and gas resources under Rocky Flats.   
 
While the impetus for the bill is tied to a Fall 2018 proposal, since withdrawn, to drill for oil and gas 
under Rocky Flats, its reach is national and applies to all mineral extraction activities at CERCLA listed 
Superfund sites. The bill as drafted requires the federal government to acquire “all the current existing 
mineral rights, including lease interests.” Upon acquiring those rights, the EPA shall prohibit, except for 
the purpose of site cleanup, any “drilling, excavation or other disturbance” activity. The bill does not 
prohibit drilling on lands adjacent to CERCLA sites (e.g., Rocky Flats National Wildlife Refuge), or require 
that those minerals be purchased.  
 
Rep. Perlmutter (D-CO) co-sponsored the bill. The bill was assigned to the House Natural Resources, 
Energy and Commerce, and Transportation and Infrastructure committees. 
 

                                                 
2 RSALOP’s primary consultant, the Risk Assessment Corporation (RAC), calculated that plutonium would not reach 
groundwater within 1000 years. IEER argued that RAC’s “analysis potentially underestimates doses by the 
groundwater pathway, if site conditions evolve to allow much faster plutonium migration than assumed in the RAC 
study.” IEER at p. 44. 
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Continuing to Advocate for Former Rocky Flats Workers: On July 12, 2019, Rep. Perlmutter (D-CO) issued 
the following release: 
 

Washington, D.C. – As part of the National Defense Authorization Act which passed the U.S. 
House of Representatives today, U.S. Rep. Ed Perlmutter (CO-07) successfully included an 
amendment on behalf of Rocky Flats workers and other Cold War patriots to improve the 
Energy Employees Occupational Illness and Compensation Program Act (EEOICPA). 
 
During the Cold War, approximately 600,000 Americans were employed at atomic weapons 
program facilities in the U.S., including thousands of workers at the former Rocky Flats plant 
in Colorado. Many of these workers were unknowingly exposed to radioactive and toxic 
substances, and as a result, developed debilitating and often terminal illnesses. These workers 
are due compensation and medical benefits under EEOICPA, however, the law has been 
riddled with procedural inconsistencies and delays, preventing workers from successfully 
submitting their claims and receiving their hard-earned benefits. 
“These workers risked their lives to protect our nation and helped end the Cold War. We owe 
these patriots the compensation and care they need and deserve as they deal with the health 
consequences and other side effects related to their service to our country,” said Perlmutter. 
 
Perlmutter helped create the Advisory Board on Toxic Substances and Worker Health, 
established in 2015, to reduce red tape faced by workers seeking compensation for illnesses 
developed as a direct result of their jobs. The Advisory Board, comprised of scientists, medical 
professionals and former nuclear weapons workers, has improved transparency and made 
several recommendations to improve the administration of the program. Perlmutter’s 
amendment would make several adjustments to better empower the Advisory Board, 
improve the claims process for workers, and expand transparency at the Department of 
Labor. It would also extend the authorization for the Office of the Ombudsman which serves 
as a key advocate for former nuclear weapons workers. The office is set to expire in October. 
 
The amendment is one of more than 400 amendments considered during debate on the 
National Defense Authorization Act. The NDAA is a $733 billion defense spending bill which 
includes several key provisions to support our men and women in uniform such as a 3.1% pay 
raise for the military, improvements to military family housing, and a repeal of the existing 
law requiring military surviving spouses to forfeit all or part of their military Survivor Benefit 
Plan annuity (commonly known as the SPB/DIC offset). The legislation also requires the 
Department of Defense to assess current climate vulnerabilities and develop a comprehensive 
risk mitigation plan. Importantly, the bill also prohibits funding for the construction of a 
barrier along the southern U.S.-Mexico border, prohibits DoD funds to house unaccompanied 
minors who have been separated from their parent or legal guardian, and requires DoD to 
certify any housing of unaccompanied minors meet the standards of the Department of 
Health and Human Services. 

 
In Memoriam: Tony Carter 
On Saturday, May 11, 2019, Tony Carter, a friend and colleague with the Department of Energy’s Office 
of Legacy Management, passed away at his home Annapolis, MD. Originally from South Carolina, Tony 
served as a Congressional staffer before transferring to the Department of Energy. Tony’s openness and 
generosity exemplified what is best about public service. He will be missed. 


