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Landmark Case in U.S. Environmental History

One of the most well-known and troubling cases of toxic waste pollution in the United
States occurred at the Rocky Flats nuclear weapons facility in Colorado, where industrial

contamination devastated a local community.

The Rocky Flats Plant, located just 15 miles northwest of Denver, was a major hub for the
U.S. nuclear weapons program. From 1952 until its closure in 1989, the facility produced
plutonium triggers for nuclear bombs. Operated by the U.S. Department of Energy in
partnership with Rockwell International Corporation, the plant sprawled over 2500
hectares. In 1989, a major investigation by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
uncovered a disturbing reality: thousands of cubic meters of dangerous radioactive and
chemical waste—ranging from plutonium and uranium to carbon tetrachloride,
trichloroethylene (TCE), and tetrachloroethylene (perc)—had been carelessly discarded or
poorly stored across 134 separate sites. Some of the waste had been dumped directly onto
the ground, while other toxic materials were stored in steel containers that had begun to
corrode, leading to the contamination of local groundwater. '

The severity of the pollution prompted a massive cleanup effort. The Department of Energy
enlisted the Kaiser-Hill Company to manage the remediation, a project that took ten years
and cost $7 billion to complete. Rockwell International was fined $18.4 million for its role in
the 1llegal dumping. However, Rocky Flats was not an isolated case. Across the country,
dozens of similar nuclear production sites remain contaminated, with overall cleanup costs

projected to exceed $100 billion.

Reference: Daniels, T. (2014). Environmental Planning Handbook (2nd ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351179270
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