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Last of three articles.

‘ .
‘ By BRUCE BENSON - *~
q Advertiser Srience SWriter ... 2-.

'

RUNIT ISLAND, Enewetak

\White: moths danced.in. and out of -

tha shrubs ol scaevola as a truck
© Jegglad down a rutted road in low

. gear toward ground zero. It's a-safe. "

vlace fpr a casual visit, said Capt.
Chuck BPay, but everyone nervously
kent glaucing anyway toward his
geiger counter. T a

Runit was the site of several nu-
clear explosions in the U.S. weapons-
testing program of the cold war. One
fell an overwhelming desire to sud-
denly learn more about alpha, heta
and gamma rays as the truck
bounced toward two craters at the
northern end of the little island.

The radioactive hali-lives of con-
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\ o Cap'f. Day tests radioactivity of metal debris en .route to ¢raters ov
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taminated debris — that length of
time for the radioactivity to natural-

. ly reduce itself by one-half — ranges

from five years for cobalt 60 to 2.~
000 years for plutonium. Theoretical-
ly, the amount of plutonium on Runit
wouwld have to go through.10 half-
lives. or 240,000 vears, before it is

debased to an environmental lavel

safe for people tolive here. -

After a cleanup operalion now
under way, limited access to the is-
land will be allowed for shert peri-
ods but it will remain quarantined to
prohibit permanent residents,

To ease tcnsion aboard the truck.
several bad jokes are told. The
troops assigned to clean up the
radioactive debris at Enewelak are
ordering a special T-shirt, says
someone. It will have a (rog - with
two heads — and beneath, the

mutated creature.will ve
“Runit.” - Lo -

“Hey, Chuck, we'rejust radiant
with enthusiasm about this wvisit,"”
says.another. .

Survey parties have camped and
worked on Runit before without any
ive clothing, out today cvery-

saying:

proiact

oo is fitted out in rubber boots and,
one.

two face masks made of paper.
sver the other. ‘

Runit is the ‘"hottest” of the 40 is.

lands in the Enewetak atoll, party -

pecause of large armnounts ol twisted
metal debris and partly because two

ecxplosions blew a pood deal of pla- -

tonium across its landseape.

One Mawail scientist who eamped
at ihe craters for a month was call.
cd to the Mainiand rvecently for o
whole body count of radienuclides.
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an atomic spzcies of spentancously emitted radia-
tion. Although the tests revealed nothing unte-
ward, they are indicative of a caution bordering
on uncertainty about 2xposure to places like
Runit. ' :

On Runit, two of the many detonations carved
eraters — Cactus and LaCrosse — and it is into
Cactus that troops of the 84ith’ Engincering Battal-
icn from Scheficld Barracks in [{awaii \Vl” be
burying radioactive wastes.i:. :

Two troop teams will sweep across the rest of
the atoll while 83 persons of Team C will go to
work on Runit, With them at all times will Le

¢ight or nine radiologicel safety officers, purt of o
uuu,: of 63 persons dircctly responsible for x.\dno-
lo;:u al control.

We will be concerned about Lhe salely of the
men doing the work as well as ourse ves,"™ said
Cupt. Day. “Each person and his lools will be
continuously monitored with instruments.

“Qur biggest problem will be with the plutoni.
um in the soil. Kicking it up in the dust and resus-
pending the plutonium in the.air is the bizgest
risk. Qur feclings are that the migration of plu-
toniwin should be very smail, based on our esti-
muates of foot traffic and light vehicles on the site.

“We'll have to determine lhis, however, by
ucm‘.l experience. We'll be controlling the dust by

water sprinkling. and by aveiding brute force on

the soil. We'll be removing it at depths of 2 to 3
inches at a time, and of coursz we ll c‘o:cly watch
the wind.'

All of the troops and radmloqxcal sa[cly officers-
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will be heavﬂ) dressed in fall protective clolhmg
and complete face masks, e said. The men will
work two hours, then take two hours o([ bccause
of the merciless temperature, o i 1

Contaminated soil will be "exmscd“ m pmchcs.
placod in a canopy-covered dump truck and hau
ed to Cactus crater to be dumped into its pn

But what is the level of risk?

"We have no specific analysis of safety in lerms
cl a statistical expectation of numbers of cancers
or deaths,” suid Hoger Ray, assistant manager of ...
environmenl and safety for the Energy Research'

and Development Administration (ERDAY. . “We '™

just don't expecl any guy who comes out here tp
end up with a greater exposure than he would .,
ha ve had if he had stayed home.

“With the ‘emission of any rays {rom the pluA

tonium, you're talking about a mo®cment of tens !
of feet or yards, not movement clear across lhe
atoll.”

People on the sauthern istands of the atoll loda) )
are in the same kind of rudioactive environment ., — o

that one would find on the Meuinland, he said.
-+If you go to Runit or other islands in the north,

“you come up with levels that, over along period

of time, would be three or {our times ubovc
what's acceptable.

“So you start lesking at what )ou can removc
You can remove a piece of contaminated iron —

‘that's 2 gamma emitter. It's gomg lo be less easy
_to remove the soil.-

Besides plutonium, the radmuclwe contamx-
nants at Enewetak are cesivm, strontium 90 and
cobalt 60. The cost to rehabilitate the ntoll for the
460 prople who wish to live herve is budgeted at $32
million 2and may run higher. But the money. the
United Stales spent in its 10-ycar lcslmg program
ran into the billions, reczlls Ray, s
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£ remembcx lhat in lhe 19505, we used to say a
veather delay cost us §} million a day. Our opera-
tianal ¢osts, Tunning three to four months, were
maybe $100 to $150 million aplecc v

*Ray said he believes therg is an “institutional as
well as pursonal moral commitment to make the
atoll safe’for the Encwclav peopl\. lo resume the:r
wny of life. SDRY S
L RDA has developed \vhut il s calhnn a dosc
-commumcnl" for the Enewelak peopie, defined
.8s.the maximum absmpuon of radioactlive

malcrmls théy c¢an receive without risk,

+ "We hope the people will be here for a lifetime
und for gencratlons,” Ray said,.

'S0 what would be scceptable numbers in the
way of radiation for a guy who is here only six
months, cutmg meals prepared entively from food
shlpp(.d in from outside — awwell, those humnmbers

*; nust be very much Jower [or these people.

. *!1t's- that sort of consideration thal acesunts l(n
us dcnylng lhc aloll o them rm S0 many years.”
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