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ABSTRACT 
In 2001, a diverse group of citizens ranging from conservationists to industrial developers joined forces to 

produce a factual description of Oak Ridge’s environment and the issues associated with contamination on the U.S. 
Department of Energy (DOE) reservation.  This consensus effort was a result of common values not generally seen 
in this spectrum of philosophies, and of shared concerns about rising property taxes, declining city services, fleeing 
retail establishments, and diminishing real estate values.  These problems are attributed to waning local DOE 
budgets coupled with Oak Ridge’s national reputation of being contaminated and unsafe.  This undeserved 
reputation harms the city’s ability to attract new industry to replace declining federal employment and to induce 
families to live in the community. 

Representatives from a spectrum of conservation, environmental, economic development, local 
government, and civic organizations were invited to meet regarding how to best explain the complex environmental 
story of Oak Ridge and the DOE reservation.  This large group decided to publish a straightforward explanation of 
the environmental quality of the city and its relationship to the DOE reservation in easy-to-understand language.  
The result was Oak Ridge, Tennessee - A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment, a 28-page glossy booklet, distributed 
through the Chamber of Commerce and other organizations.  The Oak Ridger ensured wide distribution in the 
community by publishing it as an insert in the daily paper.  The material is also available on several web sites.  A 
trifold brochure summarizing and promoting the larger document was also produced for wider distribution. 

The integrity of the Citizen’s Guide was ensured by having a six-member editorial team manage writing 
and review of the document.  There was no direct involvement by the DOE and its contractor.  Knowledgeable 
citizen writers from throughout the community contributed technical and descriptive text.  A professional technical 
editor melded the disparate styles into a cohesive publication.  Volunteers from about 100 organizations reviewed 
the draft for accuracy of content and readability.  Participating organizations, upon review of the final draft, then 
decided whether their names would be listed in the document as contributors and supporters.  While the writing and 
editing was primarily accomplished by conservation and civic organizations, funding to print the final publications 
came largely from economic development interests and their supporters.   

The positive reception from the public upon release of Oak Ridge, Tennessee - A Citizen’s Guide to the 
Environment stands as testament to the ability of diverse interest groups to come to consensus and communicate the 
environmental value of their community. 

INTRODUCTION 
Oak Ridge, Tennessee, is a city of deeply divided opinions on the environmental and health effects of six 

decades of nuclear weapons production, research and development.  DOE’s activities left a legacy of radioactive and 
hazardous contamination, creating understandable distrust by many residents and workers.  In addition, the city’s 
attempts to entice new companies and residents to the area have been damaged by fears of radioactive and hazardous 
contamination.  In 2001, a diverse group of volunteer citizens came together to document the facts and produce a 
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publication that presents the issues in easily understood language.  This is the context for the unique year-long 
consensus effort that produced Oak Ridge Tennessee – A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment. 

Oak Ridge was created as part of the Manhattan Project, a WWII effort that was conducted under an 
extreme sense of urgency.  Radioactive and hazardous materials were used in large quantities.  Waste disposal 
practices were driven by the need to maintain production, with little consideration of the effects on the environment 
and nearby residents.   Not until massive mercury releases were publicized in 1983 did DOE acknowledge the need 
to remediate contamination and properly dispose of its wastes.  In 1989 the 35,000-acre Oak Ridge reservation was 
declared a Superfund site.  Subsequent studies have shown that only about 10% of the land is contaminated, but 
releases to air and water carried contamination off DOE property, potentially affecting the public. 

Oak Ridge today continues to be dominated by DOE’s presence, with the reservation largely contained 
within the city’s limits and the 13,000-employee operation the largest regional employer.  Although DOE’s missions 
have changed, the environmental legacy and the national publicity it has generated contribute to a perception by 
many that the City of Oak Ridge is an unhealthy and environmentally unsafe place to live.  This perception is further 
promoted by workers and residents who believe their illnesses were caused by working at or living near the DOE 
facilities.  An environmental justice issue complicates the question due to the historically black section of the town 
being the community located closest to the Y-12 Plant.  Many African-American residents of the Scarboro 
community believe their proximity to the DOE facility has exposed them to harmful contaminants.  These various 
factors have damaged the efforts of Oak Ridge to attract new residents and businesses in an attempt to diversity and 
expand the economy.  

Recognizing the above, and hoping to dispel the rumor that “Oak Ridgers glow in the dark,” a group of 
citizens came together in a volunteer effort to determine and document the true state of the environment of the 
residential and commercial sections of the city.  Available data would be examined, interpreted, and the results 
published in a brochure to be made widely available in the community.  Four criteria were established as absolutes: 
the material would be factual, understandable to the average person, free of bias and broadly accepted.  The major 
intended audience was stakeholders outside of the environmental restoration and waste management field. 

The effort soon attracted the attention of the entire community and became a model of public participation.  
In the beginning, the citizens were unsure of the feasibility of such an effort.  Although greatly differing 
perspectives existed, a broadly acceptable approach was developed.  An editorial team began meeting to consider 
the range of viewpoints to be incorporated into a document meeting the four criteria described above.  The editorial 
team was given final decision-making authority on content, format, and tone, and assigned specific topics to about 
50 people.  The editorial team assembled and compiled the contributions into an initial draft that was than reviewed 
by 75 other individuals and 40 organizations.  Their comments led to production of an improved second draft. 

The effort was conducted with no support or participation by DOE to eliminate even the appearance of 
influence.  The writers utilized available data from a number of sources, which are referenced in the final product.  
The third and final draft was submitted to the 40 participating organizations to ensure that the content met their 
standards for accuracy and tone and to gain approval for listing their names.  No group could veto the publication or 
substantially change its findings – the only option for a party that disagreed was to remove its name from the listing.  
All of the organizations ultimately agreed to allow their names to be listed as supporting the publication.  

The conclusion reached through this consensus-based process was that the health of those who live and 
work in Oak Ridge is better than average for the region.  Furthermore, the federal facilities, physically separated 
from residential and commercial areas, are now operated safely and in accordance with federal and state 
environmental standards.  Past releases that once might have impacted the public environment have been 
remediated.  These conclusions are supported by one of the most extensive monitoring and oversight programs of 
any American community. 

The most significant aspect of the effort was the development of a cooperative approach which resulted in a 
widely supported consensus on a controversial and technically complex topic.  The final brochure was generally 
acclaimed within the community as presenting a balanced assessment which fairly and accurately portrayed the 
city’s environmental status in an understandable manner. 

The resulting publication was produced as an 8-1/2” x 11” 28-page color brochure titled Oak Ridge 
Tennessee – A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment.  The local newspaper reproduced this publication in tabloid 
format and distributed it as an insert; additionally the document is posted on several organizations’ websites.  An 8-
1/2” x 11” full color summary tri-fold pamphlet was also produced for broad distribution.  Copies of the products 



WM’03 Conference, February 23-27, 2003, Tucson, AZ 

Page 3 of 10 

are widely available in the community through city facilities, the Chamber of Commerce, realtors, industry human 
relations departments, and advocacy organizations. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM – OAK RIDGE’S “FEAR FACTOR”  
Oak Ridge’s role in the Manhattan Project was to enrich the uranium needed for an atomic bomb and 

conduct the research for creation of plutonium, the other radioactive element with potential for a fission bomb.  At 
the K-25 site, uranium was enriched in the U-235 isotope by gaseous diffusion and thermal processes.  The latter 
process was abandoned, and the product from the gaseous diffusion plant was then fed into cyclotrons designed by 
the University of California and installed at the Y-12 plant.  These “calutrons” then brought the enrichment up to 
levels needed to sustain a fission reaction.  Concurrently, X-10 (later called Oak Ridge National Laboratory) began 
producing experimental quantities of plutonium-239 and separating them from irradiated fuel rods using chemical 
processes.   

At all three plants, radioactive and hazardous materials were used in large quantities to sustain the huge 
production effort.  Waste was disposed using practices typical of the time—burial in trenches or discharge into 
nearby streams.  Early health physics practices required the “hottest” waste streams, generally those from X-10, to 
decay while stored in pond prior to being discharged.  Due to the need for secrecy and to maintain production, there 
was little consideration of the effects on the environment.    

After the conclusion of WWII, production efforts actually increased as the Cold War became the military’s 
central concern.  Waste disposal practices became more sophisticated, with hazardous and radioactive wastes stored 
in tanks and injected deep underground into shale bedrock.  At the same time, the City of Oak Ridge was created out 
of the federal land holdings, although the 35,000-acre Oak Ridge Reservation remained in the hands of DOE’s 
predecessor agency.  The city boundary actually encompasses nearly the entire reservation. 

In 1983 a local newspaper broke the story of massive mercury releases from the Y-12 Plant into East Fork 
Poplar Creek, a waterway that winds through downtown Oak Ridge.  Six years later, EPA declared the entire Oak 
Ridge Reservation a Superfund site.  DOE then embarked on investigations of the extent of contamination.  These 
studies have shown that only about 10% of DOE’s land is contaminated.  Contamination has also been carried off 
DOE property in streams and in groundwater.  Historical air releases of radioactive iodine and other pollutants have 
also been documented.  Understandably, the public wonders about the potential impact on members of the 
community and surrounding and downstream areas. 

Oak Ridge today continues to be dominated by DOE’s presence.  The reservation’s 13,000 employees work 
for the federal agency, its contractors and a legion of subcontractors, making the operation the largest regional 
employer.  DOE’s missions have changed and expanded over the past twenty years.  While the Y-12 Plant continues 
to build and refurbish nuclear weapons, DOE also has a strong Environmental Management program dedicated to 
cleanup and closure of contaminated sites and buildings.  The Oak Ridge National Laboratory is now a world leader 
in genomic studies and neutron research.   

In particular, tremendous progress has been made in determining and addressing the extent and type of 
contamination, both on the Oak Ridge Reservation and offsite.  The floodplain of East Fork Poplar Creek has been 
remediated.  Discharges of mercury from the Y-12 Plant have been cut enormously and continue to steadily decline 
as DOE cleans up remnant sources.  Offsite groundwater contamination with carbon tetrachloride is of no hazard to 
the public.  Contamination discharged into the Clinch River and ultimately Watts Bar Reservoir is either buried 
beneath at least 18 inches of uncontaminated sediment or has moved through the river system.  Air and water 
releases are from permitted sources and do not contribute to radiological exposure of the public above typical 
background levels. 

Despite the changes in materials handling practices, the many remediated and stabilized contamination 
sites, and the commitment to proper waste treatment and disposal, Oak Ridge Reservation’s past reputation and the 
national publicity it generated have contributed to a perception by many that the City of Oak Ridge is an unhealthy 
and environmentally unsafe place to live.  Complicating the picture, is a significant number of workers and residents 
who believe they have been made ill by working at or living near the DOE facilities.  This is especially true of the 
historically black section of the town, the community located closest to any of DOE’s facilities across the nation.  
Because the Scarboro community is separated from the Y-12 Plant only by a high ridge, many African-American 
residents believe this proximity has exposed them to harmful contaminants.   
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The reservation’s history and reputation, combined with the allegations of ill workers and nearby residents, 
have damaged the economic development efforts by the City of Oak Ridge.  As federal spending declines, the city is 
attempting to attract new residents and businesses so that the economy can be diversified.  The constant stumbling 
block to expansion cited by businesses, realtors, the chamber of commerce, and managers of tourist attractions is the 
untrue characterization that “Oak Ridgers glow in the dark.” 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONCEPT 
The idea for A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment germinated when Jenny Freeman, Executive Director of 

the East Tennessee Environmental Business Association, realized the lack of understanding on the part of the Oak 
Ridge community about the Department of Energy’s environmental cleanup program on the Oak Ridge Reservation.  
In September 2000, the State of Tennessee, DOE, and U.S. EPA signed a Record of Decision that would, after many 
years of characterization and planning, allow remediation of Melton Valley to begin.  Melton Valley occupies about 
1,000 acres south and downstream from Oak Ridge National Laboratory and was used largely for waste disposal, 
especially through the use of shallow land burial.  It was a burial ground for industrial, medical, and commercial 
low-level radioactive waste from many non-DOE sources.  Contaminants, some of which are slowly discharging 
into the Clinch River, include cesium-137, cobalt-60, strontium-90, tritium, other radionuclides, transuranic 
elements, and chlorinated organic compounds.  It is a high risk site; and the citizens of Oak Ridge should have 
celebrated the signing of the ROD that would lead to cleanup and closure.   

However, this historic signing received very little fanfare, so Freeman to decide to write a story about the 
meaning of the ROD and submit it to the local newspaper.   She began interviewing people involved in the last 15 
years of site characterization, regulatory monitoring, and state oversight.  One of the people she interviewed was 
Earl Leming, former Director of the Tennessee Department of Environment and Conservation (TDEC) DOE 
Oversight Division, who suggested that she expand the scope of the article to include stories about other RODs that 
had been signed as well as ones that were pending.  Suddenly, the concept became too large for one person to 
handle. 

After conversations with other citizens who understood the immensity of the DOE cleanup program and its 
impact on the community, the idea of a larger piece evolved.  Parker Hardy, President of the Oak Ridge Chamber of 
Commerce, had talked to Freeman about producing a general description of the cleanup in lay terms for the 
Chamber to distribute to help quell fears regarding radioactive contamination.  Freeman and Hardy soon realized 
that any product which seemed to be produced for the Chamber would be derided as propaganda by the vocal 
minority who alleged that DOE pollution had harmed their health.  Instead, a broad community consensus was 
needed on what such a publication should incorporate and how the environmental situation both on the DOE 
reservation and in the City of Oak Ridge needed to be explained. 

Key to the gaining of community consensus on the healthy nature of living in Oak Ridge was for disparate 
political and philosophical factions to recognize their mutual interests.  As with any healthy and involved 
community, there are factions that are polarized over issues of growth, development, and use of undeveloped lands.  
In Oak Ridge there are those who favor conserving undeveloped green space and limiting growth and those who 
favor industrial development despite the resulting environmental harm.  These factions have been vocal and 
contentious over growth issues in the community.   

To conservationists, the Oak Ridge Reservation represents nearly 50 square miles of largely pristine natural 
area in the Valley and Ridge Province, a physiographic zone that everywhere else has been impacted by agriculture, 
forestry, urbanization, and sprawling suburbs.  The DOE reservation is known to provide habitat for several rare and 
endangered species.  Limited access is provided for birders, bicyclists, hikers, and hunters, all of whom appreciate 
the uncommon resource that such contiguous woodlands represent.   This interest group recognized that far from 
being a contaminated dump, Oak Ridge and the DOE reservation were a mecca for those who appreciated the 
opportunity to live in a beautiful community with exceptional expanses of undeveloped lands.  However, these 
people do not want to pay exorbitantly high property taxes, have declining city services, and have the values of their 
houses diminish.  

At the other end of the spectrum, the industrial development advocates had recognized that the presence of 
a national laboratory, a center for manufacturing science that showcased the best machining abilities in the world 
(literally honed by producing atomic weaponry), and a pool of highly educated and skilled labor could make Oak 
Ridge a world leader in technology development and production.  However, as DOE budgets fell during the 1990s, 
these community boosters had a more difficult challenge—to replace the more than 5,000 jobs lost at the federal 
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plants with nearly as high paying jobs in the private sector.  The task of moving Oak Ridge from near-complete 
reliance on government-related employment to a more diverse industrial base is progressing with fits and starts, 
hampered in large part by the negative reputation of radioactive contamination.   

As these groups assessed their efforts they found that although employment was holding relatively steady, 
population growth was stagnant and tax collections were down.  The primary reason was that the new employees 
were choosing not to live in Oak Ridge and thus were not contributing to the property tax base, nor were they 
shopping in Oak Ridge and contributing to sales tax collections.  Unlike the government-related employment, the 
new jobs were not related to engineering and science.   There was little understanding of the history of the DOE 
activities on the reservation, knowledge of radioactive materials, or that contamination was largely confined to 
federal property.  Previously, at least one member of the family could look at the situation and provide a reasoned 
evaluation of the risks of living in Oak Ridge.  Now potential residents only held the widely perpetuated myths 
about “deadly radiation” and the dangers of nuclear operations.  Families were no longer choosing Oak Ridge’s 
excellent schools, cultural amenities, and expansive green spaces, but instead were fleeing to Knoxville—where in 
fact pollution is measurably worse and cancer rates are significantly higher.   

Both factions were forced to recognize that declining city coffers, a stagnant real estate market, and fleeing 
retail establishments marked a downward spiral that harmed all who had economic, sentimental, or residential ties to 
the city.  The vast majority of thoughtful and involved individuals, no matter what their philosophy on growth and 
development, believe that Oak Ridge’s reputation has been wrongly tarnished. 

It was in this context that conservationists and industrial developers could forget for a moment their 
disagreements on land use planning and the value of threatened species and wilderness.  The common enemy was 
ignorance.  And each of the factions could bring special talents and resources to bear to combat this enemy. 

The conservationists, although having limited financial resources, have been involved citizens in 
overseeing DOE decision making.  These volunteers make up groups such as the Oak Ridge Site Specific Advisory 
Board, the Oak Ridge Reservation Local Oversight Committee, Advocates for Oak Ridge Reservation, Tennesseans 
for Wilderness Planning, and the League of Women Voters of Oak Ridge.  They are well-informed, well educated, 
and willing to donate time and professional effort.  The industrial developers have access to significant financial 
resources, though are less able to articulate the intricacies of environmental quality.  Lead by the Oak Ridge 
Chamber of Commerce, the New Century Alliance and the Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, the development 
community came to provide financial support but recognized that they could not dominate or unduly influence the 
job to be undertaken.  This partnership enabled both factions—and the spectrum that makes up a large middle 
ground—to work together to produce a professional publication explaining the truth about Oak Ridge’s 
environment.   

This unlikely alliance recognized that the effort must be unbiased and factual, both in truth and in 
perception, in order to have value.  The development community invested their dollars for professional editing, 
graphics and reproduction, and stood back to let the conservationists explain the facts about contamination and 
cleanup, both in the city and at DOE’s facilities.   

People across the spectrum of opinion in Oak Ridge knew their community—one of the most monitored in 
the country—was safe.  They knew that spectacular and amazing scientific developments had taken place and 
mistakes had been made and accidents had happened, but all-in-all Oak Ridge was a better, safer place than almost 
anywhere else.  Their experience and knowledge led them to believe this and they were sure the evaluation would 
bear it out.  If it didn’t, they needed to know that too and increase their efforts to improve the community.   

THE CREATIVE PROCESS 
Discussions of the idea of an overview of Oak Ridge’s environment broadened after the initial conversation 

between Freeman and Hardy.  A core group of interested individuals was convened to explore the idea.  It was 
recognized that Oak Ridge easily had the technical knowledge, the production resources, and the willing volunteers 
to make the publication a reality.  The next step was to invite representatives from across the philosophical spectrum 
to come together and buy into the concept.  This turned out to be easy—there was no argument regarding the need 
for such a publication.  The larger group of representatives from a wide range of conservation, environmental, 
economic development, local government, and civic organizations agreed that a balanced core editorial team should 
undertake the task of assembling a publication from a variety of sources. 
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Credibility of the final product depended on obtaining broad consensus from as many of the diverse interest 
groups in the community as possible.  The organizers originally estimated that this might require involvement of 
perhaps 20 different groups.  In the end, some 40 groups and numerous individuals were involved in production 
and/or review of the brochure.  This number and diversity precluded the possibility of formal approval of all details 
and wording of the product by all of the groups.   

Early in the process, those first participants understood that whatever piece evolved, it had to be written by 
citizens of the community who were not connected to the Department of Energy or its prime cleanup contractor.  
Therefore, a number of organizations from throughout the Oak Ridge community were asked to name a 
representative who would participate in the creation of the piece.   

Doug Sarno, an outside technical writer with strong involvement in and knowledge of the DOE community 
in Oak Ridge and at other sites, was engaged to assist in taking the concept to the next level.  He helped devise an 
outline that would form the skeleton of a story about the environment of Oak Ridge.   

Once the representatives of the participating organizations met and were briefed on the concept, they 
decided on a process for its creation.  The process would be guided by a six-member editorial team who would be 
responsible for making writing assignments, checking them for accuracy, and pulling the piece together.  This team 
represented the spectrum of community perspectives from environmental interests to economic development groups.  
Each member had a good understanding of the Oak Ridge area.   

The editorial team worked as part of a series of concentric circles.  The editorial team invited writers from a 
larger group of organizations to write pieces of the story.   This much larger group of knowledgeable citizen writers 
were recruited and assigned to prepare draft sections from an annotated outline of the paper.  The editorial team then 
combined and edited these inputs, and prepared an initial draft, often through a laborious process of almost word-by-
word review and deliberation.   

The editorial team would be assisted by Sarno who, once all the pieces were written and assembled, would 
make the story sound as if it had been written by one author.  An even larger group (about 100 organizations, citizen 
experts, teachers, real estate sellers, and other professionals) were asked to review various drafts of the story.   

Through this broad outreach to the Oak Ridge community that involved literally hundreds of organizations 
and citizens, A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment, slowly and painstakingly evolved.  The lack of direct 
involvement by the Department of Energy and its prime cleanup contractor legitimized the piece, giving way to 
what would be the creation of an independent, accurate, and thorough story of the environment of Oak Ridge. 

The team was committed to seeking broad public input and to consider it in an unbiased fashion.  Interim 
drafts and the resulting final product were to be supplied to all participating groups for review before publication.  
No group was to be allowed to demand a change to the final product.  Instead a list of the groups which participated 
was to be included in the document as having agreed with the conclusions.  If any group were to not approve, their 
only option would be to remove their name from the list.  It should be noted that none of the participating groups 
requested to have their name removed in the final product. 

After three rewrites by the editorial team, a review draft was published and made available broadly 
throughout the community.  Approximately 75 organizations and individuals supplied extensive and constructive 
written comments.  Generally the comments addressed the tone of the draft, its factual nature, and its readability by 
the general public.  Each comment was considered and addressed by the Editorial Team and three progressively 
polished drafts were prepared.  The last of these was again supplied to the public and involved organizations for 
comment and to serve as the final product for each group to express their agreement with. 

SUMMARY OF OAK RIDGE ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS 
The community-produced publication Oak Ridge, Tennessee – A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment 

explained the current environmental and health conditions in an easy-to-read form.  The explanations and 
conclusions of the guide are summarized below. 

Since the DOE Reservation is almost entirely within the City of Oak Ridge boundaries, the status of the 
health and environment of the public area compared to the Reservation is important.  Many studies have shown that 
risks to Oak Ridge residents from the DOE operations are negligible.  The Tennessee Department of Environment 
and Conservation states in their Status Report to the Public that there are no immediate threats to public health from 
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current operations of the Oak Ridge Reservation.  Oak Ridge is one of the safest cities in which to live because it is 
the most monitored, sampled, and analyzed.   

With few exceptions, contamination is confined to the immediate process areas at the plants and to waste 
disposal sites on the DOE reservation (See Map).  Contamination on the reservation does not affect the commercial 
and residential sections of the city.  The DOE reservation contains 55 square miles of mostly forested land and these 
forests adjoin the residential areas of Oak Ridge.  Along with natural barriers such as ridges and rivers, the forests 
provide safety and security buffers around the DOE Plants.  

Map of Oak Ridge. Contaminated areas on the DOE reservation are shown in red.  The red dashed line is the 
reservation boundary; the green dashed line is the City of Oak Ridge municipal limit. 

Tennessee State Health Department statistics show that the City of Oak Ridge and the two counties in 
which it lays, Roane and Anderson, are healthy places to live.  Compared to the state average Roane and Anderson 
counties have fewer infant deaths and, adjusted for age, fewer cancer deaths, deaths from lung disease and deaths 
overall.  Table I shows mortality rates for selected counties of Tennessee in comparison to local counties.  

 Oak Ridge drinking water meets or exceeds state and federal water quality standards and is tested regularly 
for contaminants, including radionuclides.  Most Oak Ridge residents use city water for drinking, but some nearby 
rural communities rely on well water.  TDEC regularly samples these wells for any evidence of contamination from 
the reservation.  To date, none has been detected.   

The vast majority of surface waters in and around Oak Ridge are safe for recreational uses including 
swimming and fishing.  Fishing in a small portion of the Clinch River along the DOE reservation is restricted for a 
few species because of possible contamination by polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), although only 25% of the 
PCBs in the downstream reaches of the Clinch River are attributable to the reservation.   

In addition, the State has posted signs along Lower East Fork Poplar Creek, which flows near commercial 
and residential areas of Oak Ridge.  The postings are to prevent consumption of fish that may be contaminated with 
mercury and PCBs (although it should be noted that this creek does not support a game fish population) and to 
prevent contact with the water, due to contamination with fecal coliform bacteria from leaking sewer lines.   Lower 
East Fork Poplar Creek is subject to most of the same problems that plague other urban streams in the region.  
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Table I. Mortality rates for selected counties of Tennessee* 

County (City) Mortality rate  
(1996-1998) 

Shelby (Memphis) 1,081.1 

Davidson (Nashville) 1,042.4 

Statewide average 979.4 

Knox (Knoxville) 954.8 

Hamilton (Chattanooga) 951.4 

Roane (Oak Ridge) 931.0 

Anderson (Oak Ridge) 908.9 

*Mortality rate per 100,000 residents from all causes of death. The rates shown include  
all races and both sexes, are adjusted for age, and are annualized for the period 1996-1998. 

Source: Tennessee Department of Health (http://web.utk.edu/~chrg/deathrate.htm) 

TDEC’s annual air quality inspections demonstrate that air quality on the DOE reservation meets state air 
pollution control regulations.  However, the greater Knoxville metropolitan area, which includes Oak Ridge, would 
not meet the proposed U.S. Environmental Protection Agency ozone regulations (see Table II).  This ozone 
contamination, in addition to local contributions from coal-fired power plants and vehicle emissions, primarily 
comes from sources in the Midwest United States.   

Table II. Comparison of air contamination (ozone) levels at various locations in Tennessee 

Ozone Levels (days per year  
exceeding proposed regulatory limits) 

 
Location (County) 

Calendar Year 1999 Calendar Year 2000 

Clingmans Dome (Sevier) 29 21 

Knoxville (Knox) 20 12 

Memphis (Shelby) 16 14 

Oak Ridge (Anderson) 16 10 

Nashville (Davidson) 15 3 

Chattanooga (Hamilton) 11 9 

Kingsport (Sullivan) 7 9 

Source:  http://www.state.tn.us/environment/apc/03page.htm 

TDEC also monitors overall levels of hazardous pollutants and the general level of radiation in the 
environment.  TDEC has found the levels of these contaminants to be in compliance with established standards.  
Typical off-site radiation exposures around the reservation are less than 1 percent of those allowed by regulations. 

Hunting is allowed by permit on the DOE reservation.  It has been the practice for many years to test all 
game for contamination before it is released for human consumption.   Low levels of radioactive contamination are 
found in 1 to 2 percent of the 300 to 400 deer killed each year, and these animals are confiscated.  Other wildlife, 
including turkeys and geese, are tested each year with similar results for low contamination.  Vegetables and milk 
are tested routinely for contamination from local sources in the vicinity of the DOE reservation.  Data show that 
there is no radiological contamination in locally produced milk or vegetables.   
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Background gamma radiation varies markedly around the United States because of both natural features 
and human activity.  Oak Ridge ranks very well in this area when compared to other cities in the United States (see 
Table III).  In addition, current emissions from the DOE reservation are extensively monitored and are well below 
the regulatory limit. 

Table III. Background gamma radiation at selected U.S. locations 

Location Microrem/hour 

Denver, CO 15.9 

Pittsburgh, PA 13.4 

 Chicago, IL 9.5 

Columbus, OH 9.0 

Oak Ridge, TN 7.5 

Orlando, FL 6.7 
 
The environmental issues on the DOE reservation are directly related to World War II and Cold War 

activities when the three Oak Ridge Plants generated waste that remained on the reservation and released some 
toxins to the environment.  Under a massive DOE effort, these materials either have been or are being addressed 
according to state and federal requirements, with first priority given to the elimination of any potential risks to 
nearby residents.  This effort focuses on finding, characterizing, and cleaning up areas of contamination, both on and 
off the reservation.  For the most part, contamination on the DOE reservation is still concentrated at the plant sites. 

Contamination on the DOE reservation generally consists of low-level radioactive materials from 
production facilities and lesser amounts of other contaminants from research and development.  Hazardous industrial 
wastes typical of manufacturing plants were also produced.  In the reservation’s early operations, it was standard 
waste management practice throughout the world to place waste in unlined ponds, and direct the outflow of waste to 
rivers and streams.  These practices would be unacceptable today, but they were normal at the time in all types of 
industry.  Because of them, waste seeped into soils and groundwater on the reservation and must now be removed 
and isolated from the environment.  The vast majority of the wastes today are contained in designated areas with 
limited access, buried in the ground, or contained in soils within the plant areas. 

Any hazards to public health outside the DOE facility borders have been addressed, and the practices that 
caused them have ceased.  From an environmental standpoint, the consequences have been primarily to the quality 
of surface water and groundwater on the DOE lands.  Some of the land itself is occupied by buried waste, and these 
areas are restricted from public access. 

SPONSORS AND CONTRIBUTORS 
More than 40 groups and an additional 75 individuals with widely disparate opinions and points of view 

supported the editorial committee by writing sections and commenting on each draft of the Citizen’s Guide. This 
provided all contributors with a sense of ownership over the final product.  Also an early familiarity was developed 
with the contents of the document so that each contributor was able to evaluate, on a progressive basis, whether or 
not to sign on to the final product.  

All participating organizations were given the opportunity to review the final draft and to decide whether or 
not allow their names to be listed in the document as contributors and supporters of the final document.   Many of 
the organizations took the document to their members for review and discussion. No group could veto the 
publication or make substantive changes. The only option for a group disagreeing with the document was to have its 
name removed from the listing. Following this final review, all of the originally participating organizations reached 
consensus and agreed to allow their names to be listed in the final Citizens Guide. 

FUNDING 
It was recognized early on that while most of the development of the paper would be a volunteer effort, 

some funding would be required.  A total of $25,000.00 was estimated.  Part of the funds were to be used to hire a 
non-resident consultant was who well-regarded for his previous work in Oak Ridge leading citizen groups in 
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discussions of the environment.  His role was to assist the Editorial Team.  The balance of the funds was reserved 
for printing of the final products.  An early decision was made to refrain from asking DOE for a contribution, to 
remove any perception of their influence on the product. 

Contributions were received from economic development groups, trade associations, industrial firms, the 
local Convention and Visitors Bureau, the hospital, and private individuals to meet the need.  During the process of 
preparing the product, a large number of local firms and organizations also freely contributed in-kind services of a 
significant amount. 

DISTRIBUTION 
The product has been widely distributed in the Oak Ridge area.  A complete version for local residents was 

published as an insert for The Oak Ridger, the city daily newspaper with a circulation of around 8,500.  Three 
thousand copies of a 28-page, 8-1/2” x 11” professional quality color booklet and 7,000 copies of a color 8-1/2” x 
14” trifold brochure were published with donated funds.  These have been widely distributed and made available in 
the community through the Chamber of Commerce.  Recipients of quantities of these for further distribution include:  
city and county governments, realtors, motels, the convention bureau, human resource departments of major 
employers, libraries, museums, visitor and information centers, hospitals, and other groups interested in spreading 
the word about the good environmental quality and safety of living in Oak Ridge.  

The entire document has also been placed on the web pages of several environmental and economic 
development organizations in Oak Ridge.  Oak Ridge, Tennessee – A Citizen’s Guide to the Environment can be 
found on the following www sites: local-oversight.org, eteba.org, orcc.org, and eteconline.org. 

RESPONSES FROM THE PUBLIC 
The responses from the public have been favorable, with most comments fairly generic.  From an adult who 

was raised in Oak Ridge and now lives elsewhere: “What a great document!  It tells a balanced and objective story.” 
From a veterinarian who lives in Oak Ridge because he feels it is a nice place and the schools are good: “This is a 
very thoughtful piece.  For the first time I understand the cleanup program and how the City of Oak Ridge relates to 
the Oak Ridge Reservation.” 

What is most significant is the complete lack of negative comments. This is the only document that author 
Bill Pardue, a long-active participant on DOE environmental issues, can ever remember about the Oak Ridge 
environment that has not been publicly criticized by some person or group. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Planning, organizing, writing and production of Oak Ridge, Tennessee - A Citizen’s Guide to the 

Environment was possible only with broad community consensus on the essential truths about Oak Ridge, 
Tennessee—that despite the contamination on the DOE reservation and the limited off-site releases, the city is a safe 
and healthy place to live and work.  A broad spectrum of stakeholders put aside their differences and worked 
together to produce a professional quality brochure that refuted allegations of harmful conditions in the residential 
and commercial areas of the city. 


