
Since Time Immemorial: This area 
along the Columbia River was 
inhabited by Indigenous People.

Indigenous people, including Tribes and Bands who now make up the Yakama Nation, the Confederated Tribes of 
the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR), the Nez Perce Tribe, and the Wanapum, lived and used the area where the 
Hanford Nuclear Site is located. For example, some Indigenous people used the area as a wintering encampment 
ground, because of the mild winters, foods in these ancestral lands were ready for harvest in early spring.
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1855: Yakama Nation, CTUIR, and Nez Perce sign 
Treaties with the United States 
In support of ongoing colonization, the United States 
entered into hundreds of treaties with sovereign 
Tribal Nations. As a means of expanding American 
territories, the President and Congress of the United 
States ordered ambassadors to negotiate treaties 
with American Indian Tribes and Nations. These 
treaties were often unfairly and unjustly negotiated, 
however, they created a Trust-Relationship between 
the United States and the signatory Tribe which 
reserved rights to the Tribe. For example, with the 
signing of the Treaty of 1855, the Yakama Nation 
ceded more than 11 million acres of land to the 
United States, however they reserved their rights 
in these ceded lands to hunt, fi sh, and gather in all 
usual and accustomed places. During the 1855 treaty 
negotiations at Walla Walla, the Nez Perce Tribe also 
retained their hunting, fi shing, and gathering rights 
in all usual and accustomed places. Similar provisions 
can also be found in CTUIR’s Treaty with the United 
States. Many acres of these Tribes’ ancestral 
homelands are in the Hanford area. The United States 
has failed to honor many treaties over time and many 
Bands and Tribes did not enter into treaties. 

1943: Forced removal of 
people from the Hanford area 
In early 1943, the U.S. 
Government forced the settlers 
of the White Bluffs and Hanford 
to leave their homes and 
farms to make way for a secret 
project part of the federal 
government’s Manhattan 
Project. They received 
very little compensation. 
Indigenous people, like the 
Wanapum who lived in the 
area were also forced to 
relocate, but were offered no 
compensation. However, Tribes 
fought for visitation rights that 
still enabled them to hunt, fi sh, 
and camp in the Hanford area, 
which originally encompassed 
nearly 700 square miles of 
land. Today Hanford is about 
580 square miles.

1943-1987: Hanford Nuclear 
Site Operations 
The U.S. built nine nuclear 
reactors on the Hanford 
Nuclear Site, along the 
Columbia River. For over 
40 years, during plutonium 
production, the U.S. released 
hundreds of billions of 
gallons of liquid chemical 
and radioactive waste into 
the soil and groundwater. 
The Government built single-
shelled underground storage 
tanks in the center of the site 
to contain some of the most 
harmful liquid wastes, but 
what didn’t go into the tanks, 
went directly into the land and 
water. Plutonium processing 
generated a number of 
radioactive chemicals 
including: uranium, cesium, 
and iodine. 

1944: “The Mississippi of 
the North”- Lula Mae Little, 
waitress in Hanford Mess Hall
An estimated ten percent 
of Hanford’s workforce was 
African American. In an effort 
to escape the Jim Crow south 
and obtain jobs, around 15,000 
Black people moved to the area 
during Hanford operations. 
“For the most part, they were 
banned from local restaurants 
and targeted by the local Pasco 
police for harassment. Still, 
they were, at least for a time, 
partially free of the limits they 
faced down south.” Knute 
Berger, Hanford’s Diverse 
Human History Deserves to be 
Told, Crosscut (May 15, 2016). 
Despite the need for Black 
workers, Hanford hired none of 
these workers for permanent 
positions after the war and 
the Governor of the time, Art 
Langlie, insisted that these 
workers leave the state.

1943-
1944
Photo courtesy of Crosscuts
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1945- 
2000
The Hanford Reach. Photo courtesy  
of U.S. Fish and Wildlife

August 9, 1945: 
During WWII, the U.S. 
military dropped the
“Fat Man” atomic bomb, 
on Nagasaki, Japan, 
killing an estimated 
60,000-80,000 people. 
The plutonium for the 
bomb came  
from Hanford.

June 16, 1986: 
Dr. Russell Jim, 
founder and manager 
of the Yakama Nation 
Environmental 
Restoration Waste 
Management Program, 
testifies to the House 
Committee during the 
Second Nuclear Waste 
Repository Selection, 
asserting Yakama Nation’s 
treaty rights. Since 
this time, the U.S. has 
negotiated with Yakama 
Nation, CTUIR, and Nez 
Perce in government to 
government relations 
concerning Hanford.

1989: 
The U.S. Dept. of Energy 
(Energy), Environmental 
Protection Agency 
(EPA), and Washington 
State sign the Tri-Party 
Agreement, officially 
switching the primary 
mission at Hanford from 
national security to 
cleanup.

1997: 
After a decades-long effort 
to stop the dumping of 
contaminated liquids into 
the ground at Hanford, 
the last of the liquid being 
dumped is sent to a 
treatment facility.*

2000: 
The U.S. declares the 
Hanford Reach a  
National Monument

2000:  
Energy begins moving 2,535 
tons of irradiated nuclear 
fuel in the K Basin along 
the Columbia River into dry 
storage.*

2002: 
Construction of the Waste 
Treatment and Immobilization 
and Plant (WTP) begins. “The 
facility is intended to treat 56 
million gallons of radioactive 
and dangerous chemical 
waste currently stored in 
177 aging tanks at Hanford.” 
Washington Dept. of Ecology. 
Originally, construction was 
projected to take 5 years, 
however now the projected 
start date of operations at 
WTP is 2023. 

2004:
Pumpable liquid tank waste 
removed from 149 single 
shell tanks.*

2009:
Weapons grade plutonium 
left at Hanford after the Cold 
War is shipped offsite to the 
Savannah River site in South 
Carolina.*

2010: Recovery Act money 
funds the completed cleanup 
of Rattlesnake Mountain.*
Lalíík, or Rattlesnake 
Mountain, often described as 
the tallest treeless mountain 
in the world, is sacred to 
Tribes in the surrounding 
area and is designated a 
Traditional Cultural Property. 
“A Traditional Cultural 
Property (TCP) is a property 
that is eligible for inclusion 
in the National Register of 
Historic Places (NRHP) based 
on its associations with the 
cultural practices, traditions, 
beliefs, lifeways, arts, crafts, 
or social institutions of a 
living community. TCPs 
are rooted in a traditional 
community’s history and are 
important in maintaining the 
continuing cultural identity of 
the community.” U.S. Dept. 
of the Interior National Park 
Service. TCPs are identified by 
consulting with the traditional 
community.*

2000- 
2010
Rattlesnake Mountain. Photo  
courtesy of Monuments for All

2013- 
2017

2013:  
Leaking of single-shell tanks is 
confirmed. Up until this point, the 
single-shell tanks were considered 
stabilized after 2004 when liquid 
waste was pumped out.

2017: Hanford’s PUREX Tunnel 
partially collapses. 
Hanford makes national news 
when a PUREX tunnel containing 
highly radioactive waste partially 
collapses, triggering a shelter-in-
place order for nearby workers and 
prompting widespread concerns 
about Hanford’s aging nuclear 
infrastructure. Energy filled the 
tunnel with grout, a form of 
cement to stabilize the structure. 
The PUREX Facility processed 
roughly half of the plutonium in 
the U.S. nuclear weapons arsenal, 
and the PUREX Tunnels contain 
highly contaminated derelict or 
failed equipment from inside this 
extremely radioactive plant

*Timeline- 25 years of Hanford 
Cleanup, The Tri City Herald  
(May 11, 2014).

PUREX Tunnel 
Collapse. 
Photo courtesy 
of CBS News
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2019

June 5, 2019: The U.S. Dept. 
of Energy releases a new 
definition of “High-Level 
Nuclear Waste.” 
On June 5, 2019, Energy 
released a new interpretation 
of the term “high-level nuclear 
waste” (HLW) under the Nuclear 
Waste Policy Act (NWPA) that 
would exclude some dangerous 
waste traditionally considered 
HLW from stringent storage 
requirements. For over 50 years, 
the term HLW, as defined in 
the Atomic Energy Act of 1954 
(AEA) and the NWPA, required 
the disposal of this most toxic 
and radioactive waste in deep 
geologic formations to protect 
public health. Energy’s new 
interpretation opens the door 
for less robust cleanup and 
the possibility of more waste 
remaining at Hanford.

June 14, 2019: 
Over 150 people gather along 
the Hanford Reach for the 
inaugural Hanford Journey, to 
celebrate the life and legacy 
of Dr. Russel Jim and to 
demand a thorough cleanup 
of the Nuclear Site. Hosted 
by Columbia Riverkeeper and 
Yakama Nation’s Environmental 
Restoration Waste Management 
Program, the Hanford Journey, 
sought to bring people together 
upstream of the Hanford 
Nuclear Site creating a physical 
connection with and shared 
understanding of the area’s 
natural beauty and cultural 
importance.

2021: The Record of Decision for  
the groundwater in the 100-BC Area 
is released.  
A Record of Decision or ROD is 
a public document that explains 
the remediation cleanup plan at a 
Superfund Site. Because of its size 
and complexity, Hanford includes 
RODs for different areas, including 
separate plans for the clean up of 
groundwater. The 100-BC Area was 
once home to two of Hanford’s 
nine nuclear reactors. The reactors 
generated radioactive and hazardous 
waste which contaminated water: river 
water used to cool the reactors during 
plutonium production was discharged 
directly back into the Columbia River, 
as well as infiltrated through trenches 
and cribs. Contaminated solid 
waste directly buried in the ground, 
resulted in extensive contamination 

of soil, sludge, and groundwater. The 
reactor’s aging piping and retention 
system leaked into groundwater, 
creating contamination that flowed 
directly into the Columbia. The result: 
large amounts of radionuclides and 
hexavalent chromium. Clean up of the 
100 Area began in 1995. Since then, 
the government has removed over 
18 million tons of contaminated soil 
from the banks of the Columbia River 
and moved it to the Environmental 
Restoration Disposal Facility in 
the Central Plateau; however, 
contaminated soil remains. The 
release of the 100-BC groundwater 
ROD documented an ecological risk 
to the Columbia River from chromium 
and strontium-90 and left the door 
open to investigate the actual risk to 
the Columbia River.

2021
Yakama Nation Swan Dancers
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2022

2022: Tribes’ advocacy for Hanford clean up 
continues to alter the future at Hanford. 
Throughout Hanford’s history, Tribes have 
played an active role in advocating for a 
thorough clean up of the site. Today, Tribes 
have representation on the Hanford Advisory 
Board and regularly contribute to, review, and 
comment on cleanup activities. In addition, 
a natural resources damage assessment is 
underway at the site with participation by the 
Yakama Nation, CTUIR, and Nez Perce Tribe.

The Future of Hanford:  
Hanford remains a beautiful, culturally signifi cant area 
worth fi ghting for, it is not a nuclear wasteland. There are 
many jobs available in the cleanup process at Hanford, 
many involving time outside protecting the environment. 
Careers in STEM fi elds, as well as skilled trades like pipefi tter 
and electrician, and even fi re fi ghting and security. Whether 
you fi nd your future in the Hanford workforce or not, 
Hanford’s future will depend on the next generation’s 
advocacy for a cleanup that is thorough and just.

This product is funded through 
a Public Participation Grant 
from the Washington State 
Department of Ecology.


