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ABSTRACT

Increasing public sensitivity to radioactive and other hazardous
waste issues often results in opposition that ranges from presenta-
tions by individuals at various public meetings to organizations
initiating legal action in the courts. Organized opposition to pro-
posed plans by the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) for a Surplus
Facilities Management Program site near Weldon Spring, Missouri, has
emerged during the two years that DOE has been involved in developing
plans for this waste management site. An important aspect in the
development of the major interest group in this case was the reliance
on extra-local expertise at both the state and national levels. The
group received organizational strategies, information on radioactive
waste, legal advice, and direction from state and local environmental
interest groups and various state agencies. In this paper, we present
the historical development of organized public response and agency
response to DOE's plans for the Weldon Spring site. The role of the
interest group has emerged as one of a "watchdog", scrutinizing and
evaluating data, publications, and plans. Other organizations now
rely on the group as a clearinghouse for information. This case is of
particular importance to other waste management projects because it
demonstrates the effective use of networking between various interest
groups and agencies from the local to the national level. We believe
that the emergence of such groups and their ties with a variety of
extra-local organizations will be the rule rather than the exception
in future waste projects. Agency personnel and project sponsors will
find that an interactive, cooperative approach with such groups is an
effective way to resolve waste issues.

INTRODUCTION

It is becoming increasingly apparent to those working with radio-
active and other hazardous waste issues that the public is particularly
sensitive to these issues. The usual outcome of such sensitivity is
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opposition that ranges from presentations by individuals at various
public meetings to organizations initiating legal action in the courts.
Recently, a radioactive and hazardous waste management site near
Weldon Spring, Missouri, has received considerable attention from
politicians, the media, and the local public. The uite, called the
Weldon Spring site (WSS), is located west of St. Louis in St. Charles
County. It is actually composed of three major areas in proximity:
Raffinate Pits, Chemical Plant, and Quarry. All three areas contain
radioactive wastes and are designated as one site in the Surplus
Facilities Management Program (SFHP) of the U.S. Department of Energy
(DOE). Some of the areas also contain toxic chemical wastes, and the
Quarry is a "Superfund" site, as designated by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency under the Comprehensive Environmental Response,
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA). Alternative actions for
reducing the hazards at WSS are now being considered by DOE and EPA,
and an environmental impact statement is being prepared.

In this paper, we discuss the development of organized public
response and agency response in the case of DOE planning for the WSS.
The emergence of a well-organized and effective interest group and its
interactions with DOE, various state agencies, and political leaders
are a major focus. Generalizations are drawn from the case with
regard to ways that federal and state agencies could turn opposition
end adversarial relations in other waste management situations into
open communication and potential for compromise.

BACKGROUND

The Weldon Spring Chemical Plant was used for the production of
TNT and DNT from 1941 to 1944. It was operated by the U.S. Department
of the Army under the name Weldon Spring Ordnance Works (WSOW).
During operations, several springs and creeks in the area were contami-
nated by an alkaline "red water" resulting from part of the production
process (Fishel and Williams 1944). The contamination caused destruc-
tion of fish life in the streams and some problems with water for
irrigation and livestock. It appears that in the urgency to begin
production at WSOW, some appropriate steps were not taken to prevent
seepage of the red water into the ground or flow from some production
lines directly into area streams. However, a 1944 study of the red
water contamination stated that problems from the contamination "would
seem to be a minor consideration during the present [war] emergency"
(Fishel and Williams 1944:20).

Production of TNT and DNT at WSOW ceased in 1944. Between 1944
and 1950, ownership of large portions of the Army's land at WSS was
transferred to the Missouri State Conservation Commission and to the
University of Missouri for use as wildlife preserve and for agri-
cultural extension activities, respectively. One small portion was
transferred tc the St. Charles County Consolidated School District
(now the site of the Francis Howell High School) and another was sold
for development (now the town of Weldon Spring Heights).

In the mid-1950s, use of and responsibility for WSOW were trans-
ferred to the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), which decontaminated



the explosives facilities and constructed and operated a uranium and
thorium processing facility called the Weldon Spring Feed Materials
Plant. During this period, the buildings, equipment, and immediate
terrain of the plant became contaminated with uranium, thorium, and
their decay products. After closure by AEC, the site was acquired by
the Army in 1967 and partially decontaminated, but considerable
radioactive and chemical contamination remained. The site, currently
called the Chemical Plant, is now maintained by the Kansas City
District of the Army Corps of Engineers (U.S. Dept. Army 1976).

The radioactive residues (raffinates) generated by AEC's process-
ing of uranium and thorium concentrates were stored in four raffinate
pits. Responsibility for the contaminated raffinate pits was trans-
ferred back to AEC in 1971. As successor to AEC, DOE currently has
responsibility for maintenance and management of the area containing
the raffinate pits. The site is surrounded by a fence topped with
barbed wire and is closed to the public (U.S. Dept. Army 1976; Bechtel
Natl. 1984).

The Weldon Spring Quarry was formerly used by the Army for
disposal of rubble contaminated with TNT. In 1958, the Quarry was
acquired by AEC for the purpose of developing it into a disposal site
for low-level radioactive materials. From 1958 through 1969, about
43,000 m3 (56,000 yd3) of radioactive materials from the Chemical
Plant and other processing facilities in the St. Louis area were
disposed in the Quarry. Since 1969, no chemical or radioactive
materials have been placed in the Quarry. The Quarry is fenced,
closed to the public, and is maintained and managed by DOE.

HISTORY OF INTERACTIONS

Public interactions began in some form in 1943 with the study of
the "red water" contamination. Response to this problem appears to
have been slight because it was taken as an acceptable risk in light
of the war effort. Later, when the Chemical Plant was used by AEC as
a Feed Materials Plant, it was a major employer in the area. Despite
continued disposal of radioactive and toxic chemical wastes in the
Quarry, only occasional concerns about offsite contamination were
raised and these concerns were alleviated by reassuring responses from
site operators. Nevertheless, studies were performed and documenta-
tion was increasing that contamination at the WSS could threaten
offsite activities.

In 1972, St. Charles County purchased a well field southeast of
the Quarry. Three years later in 1975, the Missouri State House of
Representatives passed a resolution calling the WSS a potential health
hazard and asking for federal action. Between 1975 and 1980, a series
of studies were performed by state and federal agencies to determine
the extent and nature of contamination at the WSS. Each study
documented the need for action to reduce the hazard level, but no
consensus was reached on a reasonable set of alternatives.

In mid-1980, memos began to pass between the Missouri Department
of Natural Resources (DNR), the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission,



the Missouri Governor's office, DOE, and the Army regarding the con-
tamination problems and containing proposals for action and for
initiating studies of the site. By this time, DOE considered WSS to
be the largest of several contaminated sites in the St. Louis area for
which it was responsible (St. Charles Countians Against Hazardous
Waste, undated).

In May 1982, DOE first announced its plan to use the appropriately
modified Raffinate Pits at WSS as a long-term management site for
contaminated material from axl the St. Louis sites as well as from the
other "7SS areas. The Missouri Governor expressed agreement with this
decision. While DOE and its contractors began preliminary plans for
this action, the Missouri DNR was expressing concern to the Governor
about the suitability of WSS for a long-term facility. At requests
from the Missouri congressional delegation, DOE held briefings in
Washington regarding the St. Louis sites. However, tension was rising.
Senator Danforth wrote to the Secretary of Energy saying that until
issues raised by the Missouri DNR regarding suitability of the
Raffinate Pits were resolved, he would oppose any action at WSS by DOE
(St. Charles Countians Against Hazardous Waste, undated; Danforth
1982).

Up to this point in mid-1982, DOE had been acting fairly indepen-
dently of Missouri state and federal representatives and the DNR in
making its plans for WSS, although briefings and meetings were held
when requested by these groups. Additionally, the general public had
not been involved or asked to participate in the planning or decisions.

Involvement of the public in such actions as were proposed for
WSS is not legally required except under CERCLA and the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The NEPA process has evolved
historically such that by the time public input formally takes place,
a great deal of evaluation has been done to narrow the range of poten-
tial alternative actions to be considered on a project. This situa-
tion occurs partly as a practical solution to reduce the time and
expense of evaluating the environmental impacts of the entire range of
possible actions. The public is traditionally given the opportunity
to provide input on what is covered in the EIS relative to this
reduced number of alternatives. This input is made either verbally at
a public scoping hearing or in written comments received during the
scoping period. The agency holding the hearings traditionally does
not answer questions at the hearings or respond directly to the
written input, but merely takes note of the major issues raised or
major new alternative suggested, which are then analyzed in the EIS.

In late July 1982, a news release announced that DOE was consider-
ing a plan to bring radioactive wastes from four out-of-state DOE
remedial action sites for disposal at the Raffinate Pits (St. Charles
Countians Against Hazardous Waste, undated). This plan had not been
formally presented to the Missouri DNR, although it had been suggested
to state officials in May (Keller 1982). This nevs release and others
about plans for the site were causing the public, local officials, and
state and federal representatives to pursue information about the
site, to press DOE for assurance about the safety of the actions



proposed, and to express their opinions about the proposals presented
in the newspapers. In response to increasing concern and specific
requests from the Missouri DNR, DOE agreed to keep the DNR informed
and to obtain DNR input on DOE proposals before making decisions.

DOE also scheduled a public information meeting about the WSS on
August 10, 1982, in the auditorium of the Francis Howe11 High School,
located about one-half mile from the Raffinate Pits. This meeting was
the first public appearance of the St. Charles Countians Against
Hazardous Waste (SCCAHW) and proved to be the turning point in inter-
actions among the parties. Nearly 2,000 concerned citizens attended
the meeting. Speakers were numerous and included: the lieutenant
governor of the state, representatives of both state and U.S. legi-
slatures, Missouri state government representatives, local government
officials, members of SCCAHW, and numerous individuals. Almost all
speakers were critical of how DOE had moved ahead without consulting
them.

Overwhelmed by the magnitude of the response, DOE began to change
its interaction style. In response to letters from U.S. senators and
representatives to the DOE Secretary, DOE began to hold briefings for
the Missouri congressional delegation prior to making decisions.
Letters from concerned citizens and particularly from the SCCAHW were
responded to by DOE officials. The Missouri DNR began taking a very
active role in following DOE actions regarding the site and was now
being consulted by DOE. Instead of announcing its decisions and
waiting for response from the SCCAHW and local and state officials,
DOE began initiating some of these contacts before making decisions.
Later in 1982, DOE committed itself to the SCCAHW to develop a plan
for keeping local citizens informed. Additionally, in response to the
uproar created by the August meeting, DOE withdrew its plans to bring
out-of-state FUSRAP wastes to WSS.

By mid-1983, DOE was meeting often with the Missouri DNR, was
briefing the SCCAHW, was more readily responding to requests for
information, and was carrying out studies of the geology and hydrology
of the WSS to address concerns raised by many parties. Well-established
modes of behavior of large organizations are slow to change, but DOE
made gradual adjustments in its mode of operations to be more open in
communication and responsive to legitimate concerns. Some people in
the decision process were not satisfied with the new approaches,
although others were enthusiastic. It takes time to adjust formal
mechanisms so that both the dissatisfied and the enthusiastic are
equally prepared for their new roles. The changes were not mandated
from a superior in the hierarchy, but seemed to be more of a change in
response to criticism at all levels simultaneously. U.S. senators
applied pressure at the top, and local officials and the Missouri DNR
watched the people who actually worked at the site. The SCCAHW put
pressure on senators, the governor, local representatives, mayors, the
county administrative court, various state agencies, and the DOE.

In early 1984, the NEPA process began. A public scoping hearing
was held on March 20 under quite different conditions than the infor-
mation meeting of a year and a half earlier. The hearing attracted a



substantial turnout, but not on the scale of the earlier meeting.
Citizens and political representatives, although still very concerned
and critical of DOE's proposed alternatives for WSS, apparently
believed that they would be adequately represented. Speakers were
well-informed and orderly. DOE representatives held on-the-spot
meetings with Missouri DNR representatives and political officials.
The environment was calmer.

INTEREST GROUP FORMATION

The August 10, 1982 information meeting was critical to the
formation of an organized interest group. Several days before this
meeting, a local person had contacted the Missourians Against
Hazardous Waste (MAHW) for recommendations on how to deal with DOE and
the meeting on August 10. MAHW recommended acquiring recognition by
forming an affiliate organization, issuing a press release, and hold-
ing a press conference prior to the meeting.

On August 4, 1982, just six days before the August 10 meeting,
the SCCAHW was organized with a charter membership of about 40 people.
Once organized, the group took steps to ensure that large numbers of
local people would attend the August 10 meeting. They printed flyers
which the school district distributed to students prior to the meeting.
Encouraged by the large turnout of 2000 people at the August 10 meeting,
the SCCAHW sought to become the "watchdog" group to protect local
interests.

As a newly organized group without substantial knowledge of
hazardous or radioactive waste, the SCCAHW sought expertise from and
interaction with other organized groups not only in Missouri but
across the nation. The Coalition for the Environment, another Missouri
group, provided information, reports, background on other St. Louis
waste sites, and a link to expertise developed by the Coalition. The
SCCAWH interacted with other affiliated member groups of Missourians
Against Hazardous Waste, and joined the Missouri Waste Coalition—a
group of waste producers, waste haulers, environmentalists, and agency
personnel seeking reasonable solutions to waste problems. The League
of Women Voters was contacted for information regarding its position
on hazardous waste management and its publication entitled "A Nuclear
Waste Primer" (1980). The Sierra Club provided "The Waste Paper", a
series of published papers on waste-related matters, and a fact sheet
entitled "A 'Low-Level1 Nuclear Primer" (undated).

Officers of the SCCAHW went to a conference in Washington, DC,
sponsored by Ralph Nader's group Critical Mass. At this conference,
the officers interacted with representatives of national citizens
action groups: the Sierra Club, the Legal Environmental Assistance
Foundation (LEAF), and the Environmental Assistance Foundation (EAF).
It was at this meeting that the SCCAHW learned how LEAF had success-
fully challenged DOE in court over the Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act and the Clean Water Act in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. This
provided the SCCAHW with a model for legal action if other courses of
action did not provide satisfactory results.



The SCCAHW now has a membership of approximately 230, an eightfold
increase in just two years. The group spent $10,000 last fiscal year
in its efforts. Membership dues, grants from the catholic church and
local municipalities, and small contributions keep the organization
running.

While gaining expertise to become a "watchdog" group, the SCCAHW
amassed a considerable library of reports and documents related to the
Weldon Spring site and has become a local clearinghouse for informa-
tion about the site. The group provides site reports, historical
material, and suggestions on topics in need of study to political
leaders at the local, state, and national levels. It has been
instrumental in collecting data for two studies on the possible
effects of contamination at WSS: (1) an epidemiological study of the
incidence of childhood leukemia in the St. Charles area, and (2) a
well-monitoring study in St. Charles County in conjunction with the
Missouri DNR, the Missouri Department of Health, and the St. Charles
County Administrative Court.

The SCCAHW has been effective in halting expansion of the
St. Charles County well field near the Quarry. The group first tried
to convince the county not to activate additional wells until more
research was done on groundwater migration in the area. Failing at
the county level, the group wrote to the corporate headquarters of the
private water company that operates the well field and water distribu-
tion system. The parent corporation decided not to expand the
existing well field until more research was carried out. In addition,
the SCCAHW has been involved in numerous meetings with local, state,
and national agencies, political leaders, and researchers.

GENERALIZATIONS ABOUT THIS CASE

In drawing generalizations about the development of interaction
in the Weldon Spring case, we make a distinction between two aspects
of problem-solving on such projects. The "technical" aspect focuses
on characterizing the technical oroblems (e.g., level of contamination,
amount of materal to be removed); developing alternative engineering
plans; ond implementing remedial actions. Engineering and technical
feasibility and cost are major factors in the technical aspect of the
action decision.

The political aspect of the decision-making process develops in
parallel with and is intricately tied to the technical aspect
(Figure 1). The problem is publicized, diverse interests are solidi-
fied into a group, a collective definition of the situation emerges,
membership and interconnections of the group expand, and the group
develops the strength and skill to influence political action. The
influence of the interest group on the political system in turn
influences the technical decision-making process. This leads to a
politically modified technical plan that is more acceptable to the
local public, although not always the most technically or economically
efficient. The important point is that the political process can be
influenced by well-organized interest groups and interested local and
state agencies by putting pressure on high-level federal officials.
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Figure 1. The Interface of Technical and Political Aspects
of Project Decision-Making.

The amount of political clout exercised by an interest group can
perhaps be used as a measure of the ineffectiveness of the interactive
process designed by the project sponsor.

Opposition from local groups has greater influence on local/state
political representatives than opposition from national groups because
of the nature of representative democracy. Political leaders respond
to concerns of their constituency. In the case of the WSS, concerns
regarding threats to health and safety, the need for clean drinking
water, and the need for responsible moral action by the federal
government were easily supported by political representatives from
various levels of government.

Public participation should be actively sought prior to technical
decision-making to avoid veto by the public or political leaders.
Only by seeking out public participation can local concerns be
addressed in the project planning stages. In the Weidon Spring case,
both political action and public participation became active in the
latter planning stages. The large turnout at the August 10, 1982,
meeting demonstrated the public interest and its influence on the
political system.

The NEPA process is currently being viewed as the legitimate
process for taking into account local concerns and ideas for the WSS.
Local influence has already resulted in alteration of alternative
disposal plans in the DOE decision not to import wastes from outside
the WSS. Frequent interaction between the involved parties consti-
tutes a viable process for dealing with the problem and helps to
ensure the support of all parties for the outcome of the process.



CONCLUSIONS

From an organizational point of vie ?, it is notable that en
effective interest group such as the St. Charles Countians Against
Hazardous Waste could emerge from such a tranquil setting in the
countryside. It would be easy to attribute group formation and group
effectiveness to the personalities of the local people involved. To
do so, however, would mask a more important process. Specifically,
reliance on extra-local expertise for organization, information, and
support made the emergence of an effective interest group possible;
continued interactions kept the group strong.

Reliance on extra-local experts is particularly important in
relation to hazardous waste because of the technological complexities
involved. Effective dissemination of technical information and
expertise from a national and state level coupled with local enthusiasm
and knowledge of the local situation makes for a potentially strong
local interest group. National-level organizations with limited
resources will find this "delegation of responsibility" to state and
local groups an increasingly effective way of dealing with national
problems on the local level. The approach has been employed success-
fully in legally challenging other large projects in the United States
(Legal Environ. Assist. Found, and Nat. Resourc. Defense Counc. v. Hodel
1984). With this as the likely pattern for emergence of future interest
groups, it would be appropriate for agencies and organizations involved
in hazardous waste management to anticipate effective ways of dealing
with such groups. In addition to the technical aspects of decision-
making, project sponsors must allow for public participation in light
of the capacity of interest groups to use the political process,
processes outside of the law, or the legal system to draw attention to
their concerns.

Processes that can be established to involve the public include:
regularly scheduled meetings with interest groups; recognition of
organized interest groups; public meetings; meetings with political
leaders; establishing an advisory committee made up of representatives
of interest groups and political officials,- frequent newsletter/news
releases; and producing and releasing materials to the media, interest
groups, and other interested parties. These processes would not all
be used at the same time. Each process has its advantages and its
drawbacks. The case of cleaning an existing waste site is unusual in
that halting or delaying the action is not generally in the best
interest of the local communities. Under these conditions, a more
open planning process can be used to the advantage of the project
sponsor. The process of involving the-public should be chosen care-
fully. The point is to anticipate public action and take an active
role in allowing for public input.
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