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This past February in California, a universal “Medicare for All”
bill failed in the Senate by just two votes. (Similar legislation
approved by both houses of the state legislature was vetoed by
then-Governor Schwarzenegger in 2006 and 2008.) Since 2009,
Connecticut has been striving toward a system of affordable
healthcare for virtually all of its residents—which will likely one
day include a nonprofit public health insurance program.
Another road to public enterprise would build on the auto
company takeovers in 2008–09. Not only did the government
nationalize General Motors and Chrysler; it did so using a joint
ownership structure that involved a UAW-linked health-related
entity, VEBA, owning 17.5 percent of GM and 63.5 percent of
Chrysler. In the future the public should continue to benefit
directly from its investment instead of seeing the taxpayers’
stake sold off when serious post-bailout profits begin to flow,
as with the auto bailouts.
There is an obvious and growing need for mass transit and
high-speed rail in America, yet with the exception of the small
United Streetcar Company in Oregon (and some assembly
work for foreign companies), the United States has no production capacity for either. A government plan to invest in mass
transit and high-speed rail would create jobs, build new capacity
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in public worker-owned companies and free the United States
from foreign dependence—all the money, after all, will come
from taxpayers and commuters. The jobs might be targeted to
help rebuild Detroit and other declining auto-producing cities.
Elsewhere we have urged a “new economy,” a communitysustaining vision of the next stage of American development—
one made up of public enterprises where necessary, private corporations in numerous sectors, and a powerful and growing mix
of small businesses and firms that in general aim to democratize
the ownership of capital in a nation where a mere 1 percent
at the top owns just under half of all investment wealth (see
Alperovitz, “The New Economy Movement,” June 13, 2011;
Alperovitz et al., “The Cleveland Model,” March 1, 2010; and
community-wealth.org).
Rebuilding the spirit and drive of the next progressive politics
calls for developing economic ideas that make sense at every
level and scale. The Tea Party, for all its inane posturing, teaches
a useful lesson—namely, that saying clearly what you want has
a compelling force. When progressives are being called “socialists” no matter what, there is little to lose and much to gain by
clearly making the case for a long-term plan that confronts—and
ultimately overcomes—the centrality of corporate power.  n

The Dirty Secrets of Rocky Flats
The legacy of Colorado’s nuclear plant is radioactive waste—and public distrust of government.
by Kristen Iversen

Adapted from Full Body Burden: Growing Up in the Nuclear Shadow
of Rocky Flats (Crown Publishers), published June 5, 2012. © 2012
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A

t the top of the hill behind our house stands the Arvada
cemetery. The year 1863 is etched in a stone marker
at the entrance. The cemetery works like a magnet.
As soon as our mother puts us out into the yard for
the afternoon—just like the kids and grandkids on
the family farm back in Iowa, who were expected to fend for
themselves for the day—my sisters and I scramble over the
fence and head for the hill. We trek across the field behind the
row of backyards and through the old apple orchard and get up
to the creek, where we balance a flat plank across the shallow,
sluggish water and tiptoe across.
At the crest of the hill stand row after row of headstones.
Some have the names of children or images of their faces
etched in the stone, and we stay away from those. We look
down the hill to our house and imagine our mother, big and
round, lying on her bed and waiting for the next baby, a boy
at last, she’s sure of it. A little farther, we can see the Arvada
Villa Pizza Parlor and the Arvada Beauty Academy. Between
our neighborhood and the long, dark line of mountains stands
a single white water tower, all by itself. The Rocky Flats water
tower. There is a hidden factory there.
That factory is the Rocky Flats Nuclear Weapons Plant, a

foundry that smelts plutonium, purifies it and shapes it into plutonium “triggers” for nuclear bombs. A largely blue-collar link
in the government’s nuclear bomb network, Rocky Flats is the
only plant in the country that produces these triggers—small,
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spherical explosives that provide an atomic bomb’s chain reaction. From 1952 to 1989, Rocky Flats manufactures more than
70,000 plutonium triggers, at a cost of nearly $4 million apiece.
Each one contains enough breathable particles of plutonium to
kill every person on earth.
Rocky Flats’s largest output, however, is radioactive and toxic
waste. The American nuclear weapons industry has for decades
produced waste with little thought to the future or the environment. Virtually all radioactive waste produced with each gram
of plutonium remains with us today.
But no one in our community knows what goes on at Rocky
Flats. This is a secret operation, not subject to any laws of the
state. The plant is operated by Dow Chemical. My mother
believes they’re making Scrubbing Bubbles.
The wind blows, as it always does. The chill of evening
begins to creep up the hill; the air turns cold when the sun dips.
“Let’s go!” my sister yells, and we jump to our feet and roll
and tumble down the hill. We bounce across the plank and

When he is asked to approve home building permits on contaminated land near Rocky Flats, he spearheads research to
determine if local residents have been affected by the activities
of the plant.
By 1978 news of Johnson’s research begins to reach the
public. In his published study, he demonstrates a stark pattern
of “excess incidence of all cancer in all age categories” and both
genders in areas exposed to Rocky Flats contamination, from
lung cancer, leukemia and lymphoma to thyroid and brain
cancer in females. By 1962, five years after an explosion leads
to a devastating uncontrolled fire that sends a plume over the
Denver metro area, leukemia deaths in children who had lived
near the plant are twice the national average. Before the construction of the plant, they’d been below the national average.
In Area I, which extends thirteen miles downwind from the
plant, Johnson finds that males have a 24 percent higher cancer rate, females a 10 percent higher rate. Lung and bronchial
cancer for males is about 33 percent higher than in unexposed
areas. In Areas I through III, Johnson makes
a “most unexpected discovery”: forty cases of
testicular cancer, “an unusually high incidence.”
Ovarian cancer is also higher than expected, at
24 percent higher than in exposed areas.
Johnson also finds that workers at Rocky Flats
have eight times more brain tumors than expected, as well as triple the number of malignant melanomas. In addition to plutonium, other radioactive and toxic
materials keep showing up in the environment: cesium, curium,
strontium and carbon tetrachloride. When scientists go out to
collect soil samples in residential areas around Rocky Flats, they
wear protective face masks and don’t stay on the property very
long. “So how can children play in it year-round?” Johnson asks.
Carl Johnson is an unlikely renegade. He’s a quiet, gray-suited
man with black-framed glasses that give him a scientific look, a
man conservative in his politics. But he doesn’t back down.
In January 1980, for the first time the EPA admits to the
press that it believes cancer deaths from Rocky Flats contamination may occur among Denver residents. This conclusion is
based on reports prepared by the Department of Energy and on
the fact that air-monitoring stations at Rocky Flats have consistently shown higher levels of plutonium-239 than any others in
the Western Hemisphere.
All this news is becoming a problem for the county commissioners, the county board of health, the DOE and Rockwell.
For them, business is the name of the game, and no one wants
to hear about contamination. It’s a tight group: the county
commissioners, who monitor business growth and new home
development, appoint the county board of health. The county
board of health in turn appoints the health director. Although
Rocky Flats is run by Rockwell, it is regulated by the DOE.
Rockwell receives bonuses from the DOE based on production.
What counts is the number of triggers produced. The Atomic
Energy Act of 1954 exempts nuclear weapons plants from environmental laws.
The question is how to keep someone like Johnson from
releasing more alarming reports to the press. Attempts to
censure Johnson in 1977 and 1979 are unsuccessful. However,

No one in our community knows what goes on
at Rocky Flats. This is a secret operation, not
subject to any laws of the state.
race across the field, full speed, before the sun sets and the
ghosts come out.

T

he name Rocky Flats is taken from the dry, rolling
land dotted with sage and pine trees, a name chosen by
early homesteaders who raised cattle and hay. Now it
will no longer be ranchland. The money is in housing.
Jefferson County and the entire Denver area are booming. Just over half a million in 1950, by 1969 the population
of the Denver metro area has more than doubled. Jefferson
and Boulder counties are two of the fastest-growing counties
in the country.
The plant is surrounded by two tiers of barbed-wire fence
stretching ten miles around the circumference of the core area.
The first tier, three feet high, is to keep cattle out. The second
tier, nine feet high, is electrified and patrolled by guards with
guns, high-powered binoculars and, eventually, tanks. With the
exception of a two-story administration building, the plant’s
buildings are built low to the ground, in ravines cut deep into
the soil. The factory is almost invisible from the road. By early
1952, things are in full production. The product that comes off
the factory line at Rocky Flats is a well-kept secret. By 1969
more than 3,500 people work at the plant. No other nuclear
bomb factory has ever been located so close to a large and growing population.
In 1969, the year we move into a new home even closer to
Rocky Flats, a devastating fire brings the Denver metro area
close to a major nuclear disaster. A radioactive cloud travels over
our house and beyond. No one knows.
In 1973, Dr. Carl Johnson, a public health physician, is
appointed director of the Jefferson County Health Department.
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on May 1, 1981, the balance of power shifts when the county
board of health appoints the president of the Jefferson County
Homebuilders Association to the board. Two weeks later, the
board votes 3–2 to force Johnson’s resignation.

O

ne dissenting board member, a hydrologist with the
US Geological Survey, notes that most of the county
commissioners want “a house on every tenth of an acre
in the county” and Johnson is standing in their way. In
June 1989, after finding evidence of environmental
violations, the FBI and EPA raid the plant, the only time in US
history that two government agencies have raided another. The
raid leads to a two-year grand jury investigation.
After twenty-one months of work, on May 18, 1991, the
jurors, led by cowboy Wes McKinley, vote to indict Rockwell,
five of its employees and three others working for the DOE.
But in a surprise move, Justice Department prosecutor Mike
Norton refuses to sign the indictments. Not a single Rockwell
or DOE official is indicted, even though more than 400 environmental violations occurred over the decades.
Instead, Norton negotiates a plea bargain with Rockwell.
The deal drops waste-dumping and incineration
charges and all charges against individuals; their
immunity is guaranteed. In return, the Rockwell
corporation will agree to plead guilty to criminal
violations of the federal hazardous waste law and
the Clean Water Act, admitting to five felonies
and five misdemeanors. The criminal conduct
includes “possible exposure of workers and local
citizens to radioactive and hazardous waste that was sprayed
into open pools and even stored in ventilation vents.” And
Rockwell is required to pay an $18.5 million fine, at the time
the second-largest in US history for an environmental crime,
following the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska.
Yet this $18.5 million fine is a smaller amount than what
Rockwell has collected in bonuses for meeting production
quotas at Rocky Flats—bonuses that were paid despite the
DOE’s ranking of Rocky Flats as “the most dangerously
contaminated site” in the nation’s nuclear weapons complex.
Perhaps most devastating to local communities, the agreement
also indemnifies Rockwell from any further claims and closes the
door on all future prosecution, whether criminal or civil. Judge
Sherman Finesilver approves the plea bargain and tells the grand
jurors that their work is finished and they can now go home.
The jurors can’t believe what just happened. They refer
again to the judge’s instructions: “The federal grand jury…is
independent of the United States attorney…it is not an arm of
the United States attorney’s office. Please keep in mind, you
would perform a disservice if you did not indict where the evidence warranted an indictment.… The government attorneys
cannot dominate or command your actions.”
The jurors are bound by an oath of secrecy, even after the
case is closed. But they have heard almost three years of damning testimony. They want indictments, and they want the public
to know the truth about Rocky Flats.
“We were studying a million pages of documents,” McKinley
tells the press. “Memos, internal information, balance sheets,
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material sheets and other information.… We had a little disagreement as to whom to indict. [To indict average workers
at the plant] would have targeted the throwaway people, and
things would have gone on as usual. They would have replaced
one valve-turner with another. We wanted to get the people
responsible so that we could actually enforce environmental
laws. These were the people in the DOE and the executives in
the higher echelon of Rockwell International who, we felt, actually committed the crimes.”
Rather than go home, the jurors consider their oath, consult
the Constitution, look over the evidence again and write their
own grand jury report—without the help of prosecutors. They
ask Judge Finesilver to release it to the public. On September 25,
1992, he rules that the report will remain sealed.
A few days later, much of the report is leaked. A detailed
account is printed in Westword, a Denver alternative newspaper,
and excerpts appear in Harper’s magazine. Finesilver calls for the
Justice Department to investigate whether grand jurors should
face criminal charges. The jurors become known as “the Rocky
Flats 23,” the first grand jury in history to risk incarceration
for revealing information critical of the Justice Department.

‘The Rocky Flats 23’ became the first grand
jury in history to risk incarceration for revealing
information critical of the Justice Department.
Twelve jurors write a personal letter to President-elect Bill
Clinton, asking for a special prosecutor to investigate the government’s plea bargain with Rockwell. There is no response. In
January, seven of the jurors appear on Dateline NBC to discuss
the trial and why they feel it is a miscarriage of justice.
In Washington, an oversight subcommittee of the Committee
on Space, Science and Technology, chaired by Democratic
Representative Howard Wolpe of Michigan, issues subpoenas
to a number of players in the grand jury investigation for eight
days of private hearings in September 1992. The following
January, the subcommittee issues a report revealing evidence
of high-level intervention by Justice Department officials to
reduce charges and fines against Rockwell. “The most important
thing that federal prosecutors bargained away in negotiations
with Rockwell was the truth,” Wolpe says. Jonathan Turley, a
Washington lawyer representing the grand jurors, is more blunt.
“The Justice Department,” he says, “is in complete denial.”

W

ith the final report of the scuttled grand jury sealed
by the judge, the secrecy continues and the public is
still not fully informed about the ongoing contamination at Rocky Flats. I miss the raid and the grand
jury investigation; I had left Colorado for job and
family reasons. When I return, my circumstances have changed.
I’m a single parent with two young boys, working to put myself
through graduate school. I need a job with flexible hours that
pays well. Rocky Flats is the best job in town. Like many of the
kids I grew up with, I end up working at the plant.
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One evening I come home from work and I’m shocked to see
a Nightline investigation on TV about Rocky Flats. Interviews
with DOE and Rocky Flats officials confirm that as much as
1,320 pounds of plutonium is stored around the plant, much of
it unsafely, and contaminated groundwater has spread to suburbs of Denver, including the neighborhood where I grew up.
Unbeknownst to the public, the two fires in 1957 and 1969 had
sent toxic plumes throughout the Denver area, and for years the
plant had routinely released plutonium into the air.
I never knew. In 1995 I quit my job and begin the many years
of research that lead to my book Full Body Burden, which tells
not only my story but those of other residents and workers, people whose lives have been profoundly affected by Rocky Flats.

T

oday, the Rocky Flats site looks pristine, but it is not.
The DOE originally said it would take seventy years
and $40 billion to clean up Rocky Flats, and it wasn’t
sure it had the technology to do it. This was modified
to an agreement that partially cleaned up only the top
three feet of soil and allowed much more contamination to
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remain, particularly below six feet. Cleanup was declared
complete in 2005. More than 1,000 acres of the site are so profoundly contaminated that they can never be open to the public. The rest of the site is slated to open as a wildlife refuge and
public recreation area for hiking, biking and possibly hunting.
After a twenty-year legal battle, in 2010 the Court of
Appeals for the Tenth Circuit overturned a $926 million award
in a class-action lawsuit against Dow Chemical and Rockwell
International, stating that the more than 12,000 property owners had not proved that they or their properties were damaged
from plutonium that blew onto their properties.
There are no signs at Rocky Flats to tell what happened
there, or why anyone should worry about the deadly legacy
that remains. Extensive home-building, highway and road
construction, and commercial development continue. In recent
weeks, citizen activism temporarily stopped the planned construction of the Jefferson Parkway, a highway that would run
adjacent to Rocky Flats and spur expansive development in the
area. Boxes from the Rocky Flats grand jury investigation are
n
still sealed. Rocky Flats still keeps its secrets. 

Letters
(continued from page 2)

Earth Days
San Francisco

Re Mark Hertsgaard’s “Save Earth Day”
[May 7]: Earth Day 1970 was a signal
event; Earth Day 1990 was much bigger,
better organized, global in scope and returned environmental issues to the public radar screen. It was a well-organized
grassroots movement and had tangible
results: curbside recycling was enacted,
low-energy light bulbs developed; there
was greater interest in energy efficiency investments and a dramatically increased public awareness about climate
change.
In 1970 media meant ABC, NBC and
CBS. There were only a handful of registered lobbyists on Capitol Hill. The Vietnam War was tearing this country and that
one apart. Earth Day 1970 introduced a
new vocabulary and a new set of values. It
knit thousands of narrow groups fighting
freeways or DDT or pollution or whatever
into a somewhat coherent movement.
Today Earth Day hosts diverse events
in more than 170 nations. The most widely
observed secular holiday in the world, it has
become the annual coming together of the
global green community. It introduces tens of
millions of American kids to environmental
values every year. This year, many US events
focused on the continuing ecological havoc
of the gulf oil spill, coal exports to China,

nuclear power post-Fukushima and fracking.
Gatherings celebrated local organic agriculture, solar energy, deep efficiency and diminished consumption. But the political impacts
will tend to be on hundreds of mayors and
thousands of county commissioners—not the
president (if only…). And these decentralized
consequences will tend to get covered in alternative weeklies and digital media, not the
New York Times. Or even The Nation.
Denis Hayes, honorary chair, Earth Day Net
work; national coordinator, Earth Day 1970
Chris Desser, executive director,
Earth Day 1990

Hertsgaard Replies
San Francisco

I thank Denis Hayes and Chris Desser
for their thoughtful comments and for all
the work they’ve done over many years
to promote environmental progress. To
be clear, my article was not an attack on
Earth Day. On the contrary, I argued that
it has played a powerful role in the past and
should do so again. But how to make it happen—that’s the question.
It’s heartening to be reminded that
Earth Day 1990 was a large-scale, even
global, event, but that was twenty-two long
years ago. I’d love to be proven wrong, but
I doubt Earth Day 2012 will have anything
like that impact, and not simply because
the main rally in Washington had the bad
luck to encounter cold and driving rain.

The larger challenge, to which Desser
and Hayes allude, is that the political and
media context in which environmentalists operate today is profoundly different
from 1990, much less 1970. Activists need
to change with the times. The goal should
not be to retire Earth Day but to recast it
for today’s conditions and the opportunities they present.
Mark Hertsgaard

Torturing the Vulnerable
Portland, Ore.

As one who endured solitary confinement at the early age of 16, some fifty-five
years ago, I thank you for Matt Stroud’s
“Punishing Methods” [May 14], exposing the vast damage done by our prisons’
use of solitary confinement. This article
awakened some dormant thoughts and
emotions. I now wish to become active
in ending this barbaric activity.
Fred Ryan
Ionia, Mich.

Thank you for putting a face on everyday
events at prisons that use long-term segregation (solitary confinement). As states
imprison, rather than treat, the mentally
ill, the most vulnerable are subjected to
the toxic effects of solitary confinement,
although those effects have been documented for more than a century.
Raymond C. Walen Jr.

