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Madam Chairman, Ranking Member Johnson and members of the Subcommittee, thank 
you for the opportunity to provide testimony regarding safety culture and related issues at the 
Department of Energy’s Hanford Site Waste Treatment and Immobilization Plant Project (WTP). 
 

I would like to take a brief moment to describe the unique role of the Independent 
Oversight Program within the Office of Health, Safety and Security which has conducted safety 
culture reviews at Hanford and elsewhere.  The mission of this program is to provide DOE line 
management, Congress, and other stakeholders with an independent evaluation of the 
effectiveness of DOE policy and line management performance in safety and security, and other 
critical areas as directed by the Secretary of Energy. This mission is accomplished by conducting 
activity, facility, site, and Department-wide performance-based assessments that are designed 
to verify that the Department's safeguards and security interests are protected, that the 
Department can effectively respond to emergencies, and that Department’s operations are 
conducted in a manner that protects its employees, the public, and the environment. These 
assessments complement line management's responsibility for security and safety program 
oversight, contract management, and self-assessments. The results of these assessments are 
reports that provide information and analysis regarding the effectiveness, vulnerabilities, and 
trends in DOE safety and security programs and performance, and identify issues requiring 
corrective action as well as recommended areas for improvement. 

Our team has completed two safety culture assessments at the WTP, one in 2010 and 
one in 2012.  The assessments included interviews with employees of the Office of River 
Protection and the contractor, Bechtel National, Incorporated (BNI), as well as a detailed review 
of their safety programs, processes and procedures.  Detailed reports of these assessments and 
their recommendations have been provided to the Committee.  I will summarize our findings 
briefly. 
 

In our 2010 assessment, we found that most personnel who were interviewed 
expressed that their managers encouraged a questioning attitude and that they were 
comfortable with raising safety concerns.  However, some individuals believed that there was a 



chilled environment that discouraged reporting of safety concerns, and some BNI employees 
expressed concerns about retaliation for reporting safety concerns.  Our report contained a 
number of detailed recommendations for both the ORP and BNI.  Among those 
recommendations were that BNI strengthen processes and procedures for the resolution of 
nuclear safety concerns and identify mechanisms to strengthen trust among the workforce and 
better communicate information to employees.   
 

Two years later in 2012, we performed a second comprehensive assessment (covering 
both ORP and BNI) to measure the state of the safety culture at the WTP.  For this assessment 
we engaged external independent safety culture experts with extensive experience in safety 
culture reviews to supplement and complement the nuclear safety expertise of our staff.  That 
helped us to more effectively diagnose the safety culture attributes at WTP and learn things we 
didn't learn during our 2010 assessment.  In 2012, we found that most personnel at WTP 
believed that safety was a high priority.  However, during the evaluation, a significant number 
of Federal and contractor staff expressed reluctance to raise safety or quality concerns for 
various reasons.  Fear of retaliation was identified in some BNI groups as inhibiting the 
identification of problems.  Employees’ right to raise safety concerns without fear of retaliation 
is not only protected by the law but is an essential element of a healthy safety culture, and 
therefore significant management attention is needed to improve the safety culture at WTP.  
We found that while managers espoused support for a healthy nuclear safety culture, they did 
not have a full appreciation of the current culture or the nature and level of effort needed to 
foster a healthy safety culture, and the WTP community had not been sufficiently engaged in 
creating a mutually shared and desired culture.   
 
 We are currently conducting a follow-up assessment of safety culture at WTP.  That 
review will be completed this spring and a written report presented to management.  We look 
forward to sharing the results of that assessment with the Committee when our report is 
completed. 
 
 A strong safety culture starts with strong, ongoing support by the most senior leaders of 
the organization.  I want to take this opportunity to assure the members of the Subcommittee 
that this is a very high priority for the Secretary and Deputy Secretary of Energy.  With the 
permission of the Subcommittee, I would like to include for the Record a copy of a September 
20, 2013 memorandum signed by both the Secretary and Deputy Secretary titled “Personal 
Commitment to Health and Safety through Leadership, Employee Engagement, and 
Organizational Learning.”  The Memorandum provides visionary leadership and a deep 
personal commitment to building the type of organization in which we can all be proud to work.  
A vibrant and healthy organizational culture will help the Department to achieve its national 
security, scientific and environmental missions safely and securely, and we are committed to 
helping the Department to achieve that goal. 
 

I would be happy to answer any questions that members of the Subcommittee may 
have. 
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