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The Department of Energy’s (DOE) Voluntary Protection Program (VPP) Team (Team) 
from the Office of Environment, Health, Safety and Security (AU) recommends that 
Nuclear Waste Partnership, LLC (NWP) at the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) 
continue in DOE-VPP as a Merit participant.  In order to achieve Star status, NWP needs 
to address the new opportunities for improvement identified in this addendum (those that 
state, “NWP needs to…”).  The Team is recommending that NWP remain in DOE-VPP 
at the Merit level while it addresses these current issues.   

Background: 

WIPP was a DOE-VPP Star site under the previous contractors from 1994 through 2011.  
In 2011, DOE awarded the managing and operating WIPP contract to NWP.  NWP 
requested to continue participating under the Transitional Star program.  In March 2015, 
DOE completed the transition assessment, and admitted NWP into DOE-VPP as a new 
participant at the Merit level.  That status requires periodic progress reviews by DOE 
until the participant demonstrates the performance expectations for Star level 
participation.  This document provides the results of the January 2018 Merit review (the 
first review since 2015), and is an addendum to the March 2015 assessment. 

WIPP is the Nation’s solution for permanently disposing of defense-related transuranic 
waste currently in temporary storage at DOE sites across the country.  Managed and 
operated by NWP, WIPP is a deep geologic repository for permanent disposal of 
long-lived radioactive waste that must be isolated to protect public health and the 
environment.  Authorized by Congress in 1979 and operational since March 1999, WIPP 
has received more than 12,000 waste shipments, safely disposing more than 65,000 cubic 
meters of transuranic (TRU) waste in the repository located nearly one-half mile 
underground.   

On February 5, 2014, a fire involving a salt haul truck occurred at the WIPP site.  On 
February 14, 2014, WIPP experienced an underground radioactive release of Americium 
and Plutonium from one or more TRU waste containers.  These events exposed 
unrecognized vulnerabilities and deterioration in facility operations and conditions that 
had developed over several years.  The urgency to correct the problems and resume waste 
receipt and emplacement created tension between NWP workers and managers.  
Managers did not effectively include workers in many of the urgent changes to 
procedures, processes, and programs, and workers perceived NWP might be intentionally 
excluding or ignoring them.  NWP managers recognized the breakdown in 
communications and in 2015 were working to repair the gaps that had developed, but 
those efforts needed time to demonstrate effectiveness and restore workers’ trust.  NWP 
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was safely executing work to upgrade WIPP systems, establish better controls on 
combustible materials in the mine, and train workers.  On its own, NWP demonstrated 
the commitment to excellence that warranted continued participation in DOE-VPP as a 
new participant, but the programs and processes needed time to demonstrate the 
excellence that warrants recognition at the Star level.  DOE admitted NWP to DOE-VPP 
as a new participant at the Merit level while it continued to address the necessary 
improvements already identified by other investigations and assessments.  The 2015 
assessment identified 12 Opportunities for Improvement with three specific 
recommendations needed to attain Star level.   

Since the 2015 assessment, NWP has successfully resumed waste handling activities in 
the mine.  Resumption of those activities required many changes and assessments, and 
NWP operations remain at a much slower pace than prior to the fire and release.  
Feedback from workers in the interim indicated the relationship between the union and 
NWP was still strained.   

As a Merit participant, AU would have normally performed annual progress reviews, but 
due to the number of changes required for restart activities, AU agreed to wait until after 
resumption of waste handling to conduct the first progress review.  This review marks the 
first Merit progress review.  The Team focused on the required improvements identified 
in the 2015 assessment through interviews with senior managers, workers and staff, and 
performing walkthroughs of the entire site.  This report is being prepared as an addendum 
to the 2015 assessment report and supports the Team’s recommendation that NWP 
continue in DOE-VPP at the Merit level while it addresses the identified needs. 

Results 

Merit Goals 

In 2015, the Team identified three opportunities for improvement that NWP needed or 
must take in order to achieve Star status.  

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to communicate effectively to 
workers that managers understand and appropriately balance risks of both nuclear and 
mine hazards and help workers be sensitive to both at all times.  

NWP took several actions to improve communications with workers.  Actions included 
monthly All-Hands safety meetings, articles in the 2150 newsletter, the Whole Truth 
weekly Project Manager’s message, and other initiatives intended to help communicate 
that message.  To help balance mine hazards with the nuclear hazards, the Environment, 
Safety, and Health department has been conducting frequent Mine Safety and Health 
Administration’s (MSHA) self-assessments that have helped identify and correct many 
mine safety items.  Despite these efforts, NWP continues to have challenges in this area.  
Some workers in the mine have significant concerns regarding mine safety, centering on 
fire prevention and ground control.  Although NWP is trying to address these concerns, 
pressure to resume waste emplacement, and disagreement between NWP and the 
Carlsbad Field Office (CBFO) regarding the ventilation plan approval have left some 
workers with the continuing impression that production is more important than safety.  
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NWP has not yet established the senior managers’ credibility regarding mine safety, 
which further erodes workers’ confidence that both nuclear and mine hazards are 
balanced.   

A further challenge for NWP is that the mine hazards are not stable.  The nature of the 
salt formation causes working conditions to degrade without continuous work.  Ground 
control issues (bolting, scaling, mining, etc.) continuously develop and quickly lead to 
MSHA violations and worker concerns.  Resources for operating WIPP are limited and 
continue to challenge NWP’s ability to maintain a long-term balance of mine and nuclear 
hazards.  NWP needs to continue building credibility with the workforce regarding its 
ability to address mine safety issues in combination with the nuclear safety issues. 

 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:   NWP must stabilize its stop-work process, 
eliminate conflicting terms and practices, and allow the process to mature. 

To address this issue, NWP finalized its Stop Work Procedure that includes a Time-Out 
process that allows questions and issues to be resolved in a timely manner.  NWP took 
several company-wide time-outs to resolve issues.  NWP also started a Time-out-of-the- 
Day recognition program to reinforce its support for workers pausing work to ensure they 
performed work correctly.  The Time-out-of-the-Day program rewarded the “time-out” of 
the week with senior managers hosting a lunch for the recognized employees at the site 
cafeteria.  This helped workers see that NWP managers encouraged them to use the 
time-out process.  These actions have clarified and cemented the process in the NWP 
culture.  The Time-out-of-the-Day program ended approximately 9 months after the 
implementation of the new time-out procedure, but some managers continue to recognize 
time-outs in the site newsletter and e-mails.   

Workers’ understanding of time-out and stop work has improved since 2015.  Most 
workers and managers interviewed by the Team expressed their willingness to stop work 
or pause work if there were issues.  The Team did not encounter any confusion regarding 
“Time Out” versus “Stop Work.”  Although some workers believe there are people at 
several levels of the organization that are fearful of retaliation for “pushing back,” the 
Team was unable to corroborate that belief.  NWP may have fostered this belief by some 
recent reassignments of lower and middle level managers that workers liked and trusted.  
Several people expressed frustration with the lack of actions, but no one interviewed by 
the Team expressed a clear fear of retaliation.  The NWP stop-work process has 
stabilized and matured, but NWP should continue working with all levels of the 
organization to foster confidence that anyone can stop or pause work without fear of 
retaliation or retribution, particularly lower and middle level managers. 

 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to continue building credibility with 
the workforce regarding its ability to address mine safety issues in combination with 
the nuclear safety issues. 

 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should continue working with all levels of the 
organization to foster confidence that anyone can stop or pause work without fear of 
retaliation or retribution, particularly lower and middle level managers. 
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2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP must increase its vigilance in authorizing 
work, train workers to expect errors in the procedures, and stop work to resolve 
discrepancies. 

NWP has implemented and stabilized its work planning, control, and authorization 
processes.  NWP continues to work on procedure errors with a second round of updates 
in key areas of hazard analysis and work control.  The work authorization process is more 
formal and better communicated to workers.  NWP manages work with a scheduling and 
planning process that uses daily schedules, approved by the Facility Shift Manager 
(FSM), to manage work during the week.  Facility Operations controls this integrated 
schedule.  The FSM and Cognizant Operations Manager review the schedule to ensure 
current configurations align with scheduled work.  

The FSM authorizes work for the upcoming week by signing the integrated schedule.  
NWP reviews and revises this plan on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays of each week 
to evaluate progress and update any changes to planned work.  All applicable 
departments participate in these processes.  NWP also prepares 4-and 8-week look-ahead 
schedules that help NWP plan and schedule required resources and personnel. 

The work authorization and scheduling function is improving, but NWP continues to 
have challenges.  Workers are sending work packages and instructions back to the 
engineers and planners that do not contain the level of detail they believe the system 
requires.  The Zone 3 electricians were particularly vocal about their concerns with work 
packages.  Although workers believe they can do the work using a “skill-of-the-craft” 
approach, they are concerned that work packages and procedures they receive do not 
meet the expectations for proper work performance at WIPP.  Electricians regularly reject 
the work packages or stop work.  Several factors may have contributed to this condition; 
however, discussions with the electricians focused on the lack of communications 
between the work planners and the electricians.  The electricians believe that the 
centralization of the work control group (in previous years) contributed to a breakdown 
of communications between the work planners and the electricians.  WIPP has lost 
experienced work planners due to high turnover rates.  The electricians also believe the 
physical separation of the groups contributed to communication breakdowns.  The Team 
believes the primary challenge at this point is workers and planners’ proficiency, 
experience, attention to detail, and better communication rather than extensive procedure 
revision.  As workers and planners continue to use the processes, they will consistently 
produce high quality work packages and instructions.  NWP should evaluate and 
implement changes to improve communications between the electricians and the work 
control planners. 

 

Other Opportunities 

In 2015, the Team identified nine additional opportunities for improvement for NWP.  
Those opportunities were not required to reach Star status, but were for NWP’s 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should evaluate and implement changes to 
improve communications between the electricians and the work control planners. 
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consideration in its pursuit of excellence.  The following discusses actions NWP took in 
response to those opportunities. 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should consider assisting the local union 
president in preparing similar letters or regular articles in “2150” as a means of 
improving communication from the workers. 

NWP did not act on this opportunity specifically, but it attempted to address this 
recommendation as a broader action to improve its relationship with the United Steel 
Workers (USW).  Those efforts, discussed later, have not been effective.  
Communications between NWP senior managers and union leaders have deteriorated 
over the past 2 years. 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP managers should reinforce the message that 
“NWP will resume handling waste only when it is ready,” and reinforce the message to 
the workforce that NWP will insist on learning how to accomplish the mission safely and 
“do it right, every time.” 

Since 2015, NWP experienced extreme pressure from DOE and other stakeholders to 
resume shipping waste to WIPP and emplacing waste in the mine.  NWP was not 
successful in shielding the workforce from that pressure and some personnel believe 
waste handling resumed prematurely.  Pressure from DOE, outside stakeholders, and 
others to resume waste handling hampered NWP’s efforts to establish its commitment to 
safety.  This does not mean NWP was not ready to resume waste handling, but it failed to 
establish its credibility with some portions of the workforce regarding its commitment to 
safety.  NWP needs to continue reinforcing its corporate philosophy that it values safety 
as a means to accomplish its mission and demonstrate that commitment daily through 
visible support and a willingness to pause or stop work when conditions warrant. 

 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should accelerate and implement its change 
management program to help it more efficiently and effectively navigate the extensive 
changes it is making to resume operations. 

NWP finalized WP 15-CA1005, Change Management, in 2015.  The Contractor 
Assurance department hired a full-time coordinator to facilitate and document initiatives.  
Through 2016, NWP used the change management procedure on 26 managed project 
initiatives.  The graduating cadres from the Leadership Academy were the participants in 
a number of the initiatives.  Some key changes managed through this process included 
the radiological down posting of some areas of the mine, and a new electronic system for 
signing onto radiological work permits.  In each of those cases, NWP managed the 
change, communicated with workers regarding the need and benefit of the change, and 
helped workers through the transition process to accept the change. 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to continue reinforcing its corporate 
philosophy that it values safety as a means to accomplish its mission and demonstrate 
that commitment daily through visible support and a willingness to pause or stop work 
when conditions warrant. 
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However, many of the changes implemented over the last year did not use the change 
management procedure.  For example, NWP completely revamped its lockout/tagout 
procedure.  Rather than use the change management process and involve the workers, the 
managers responsible for the change rewrote the procedure and implemented it.  This 
further alienated some workers who were not ready for the change.  More recently, NWP 
reorganized Operations, including replacing or reassigning some managers.  Workers did 
not universally understand or accept this change, and some workers continue to harbor 
mistrust for the newly assigned managers (particularly for managers with limited mining 
experience).  The procedure has good suggestions and expectations for change 
management.  The projects that NWP used this process on went well, but NWP managers 
may have become frustrated with the additional work and time needed to use it, and have 
abandoned it.  NWP needs to become more adept at implementing change management, 
including consideration for the workers affected by the change, and ensure managers use 
the process. 

 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  The NWP president and/or vice president, and the 
local USW president should begin making joint walking tours of the site on a weekly 
basis. 

NWP combined this recommendation with other actions to improve the NWP and USW 
relationship.  None of the NWP presidents or vice presidents since 2015 adopted this 
strategy.  Some NWP managers, particularly the Safety, Industrial Health and 
Environmental Field Support manager, have conducted regular walkdowns with the 
union safety representatives, but no managers have successfully reached out to the USW 
president.  NWP took a number of actions since 2015 that have widened the gap between 
NWP and the USW local president (see New Observations). 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should consider reviewing the overall 
approach to involving employees in solving safety-related issues and consolidate the 
overlapping committee functions, if appropriate, to eliminate redundancy and improve 
efficiency. 

The key action addressing this recommendation has been the formation of the zone safety 
committees.  NWP formed the zone safety committees approximately 6 months ago.  
Members of these committees are excited about their role in improving safety.  The Team 
observed two zone safety committee meetings (Zone 5 and 7).  Both meetings were well 
attended and the participants were actively engaged.   

Because the zone safety committees are new, the committees are still working out the 
processes they use to identify, track, resolve, and close safety issues.  Currently, the 
committee chairs capture and track the employee-raised safety actions with notations on 
the committee meeting minutes.  In some cases, safety actions are addressed/closed after 
submitting an action request (AR) in the work control system.  The committee chairs 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to become more adept at implementing 
change management, including consideration for the workers affected by the change, 
and ensure managers use the process. 
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should exercise caution closing a concern based on a requested action because the work 
control process may not assign a priority consistent with the worker’s concern.  The 
committee chairs should consider tracking actions until work addressing the concern is 
complete.   

 

The zone safety committees are identifying and resolving safety issues of concern to the 
workforce.  The Zone 7 safety committee is developing an anonymous safety suggestion 
card for use in its zone.  However, the committee has not considered how to report 
actions back to initiators of anonymous safety issues.  Current feedback mechanisms 
from the committee rely on zone safety committee members verbally reporting to their 
workgroups regarding issue closure.  This method may not reliably ensure that feedback 
to an anonymous concern reaches the individual who initiated the concern.  NWP should 
consider providing the zone safety committees access to other communication tools, such 
as safety logbooks, broadcasting safety action status on the site’s network, and messages 
on sign boards and TV screens located around the site as a means of responding to 
anonymous safety concerns.  

 

The Zone 7 safety committee also established a zone team folder on the WIPP SharePoint 
drive for other zones to see and evaluate for possible consideration in their zones.  Zone 7 
identified a manufacturer’s recall on some “Gators.”  Committee members immediately 
established a team that inspected all gators to see if they were included in the recall 
(steering failure).  They identified two gators, which they tagged out of service until 
inspected by the vendor.  Finally, all the Zone Safety Committee Teams performed the 
“safety sweep campaign” in December 2017.  Employee response to the campaign was 
very positive with many employees pleased with the resulting reduction in clutter.  
Overall, the zone safety committees are energized and effecting positive change.  

Because these zone safety committees are new, having formed in October 2017, NWP 
should carefully monitor the committees’ activities, and look for any signs that the 
committees are losing momentum or getting frustrated.  The current level of enthusiasm 
can easily diminish if managers do not fully support the committees.  Signs of decreased 
enthusiasm could include dropping attendance at meetings, increasing time to get issues 
resolved, or verbal expressions of frustration by committee members.  NWP needs to 
maintain the current level of committee activity over the coming months to ensure these 
committees become fully established. 

Opportunity for Improvement:  The zone safety committee chairs should consider 
tracking actions until work addressing the concern is complete.   

 

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should consider providing the zone safety 
committees access to other communication tools, such as safety logbooks, 
broadcasting safety action status on the site’s network, and messages on sign boards 
and TV screens located around the site as a means of responding to anonymous safety 
concerns. 
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The Team also attended the Operations Safety Team (OST) meeting.  All the zone safety 
committee representatives, the VPP committee, and the management champions for those 
committees attended the meeting, which one of the union safety representatives led.  As 
observed during the Zones 5 and 7 committee meetings, the attendees of the OST were 
enthusiastic and contributed freely to all the discussions.  The Zone 10 contributor 
announced he had developed a tracking system on the WIPP SharePoint for all the zone 
committee chairs to utilize.  He also offered to provide training to those interested and 
committed to input any zone committee’s current safety actions into the SharePoint 
system for them. 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should consider assigning a union safety 
representative to the third shift.  

NWP added an additional union safety representative to the third shift in fiscal year 2016. 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should consider engaging outside resources 
to mitigate the effects of organizational change. 

The Team did not evaluate this during the review.  

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should ensure it adequately trains workers 
to use and interpret Wet-Bulb Globe Thermometer readings and to implement appropriate 
heat stress control actions when required. 

To address this opportunity, NWP developed an additional heat stress monitoring training 
class and an associated qualification.  NWP also revised its written Industrial Hygiene 
Program (WP 12-IH.02-15, Rev. 3), to provide additional information and establish 
requirements for heat stress.  NWP bases the heat stress program on nationally 
recognized American Congress of Governmental Industrial Hygienists standards.  Unlike 
2015, the Team did not hear complaints from workers about their understanding of the 
Heat Stress Program, indicating the training classes and qualifications achieved the 
desired result. 

2015 Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP should ensure that all safety programs and 
policies receive attention to eliminate complacency around above ground hazards.   

Team observations confirmed that above ground conditions have improved.  The number 
of NWP workplace safety and health inspections and evaluations have increased.  NWP 
procedure WP 15-CA1003, Management Observation, first published in 2016, 
established a process for managers to perform and document field observations with the 
stated purpose of improving organizational performance through observations of work 
activities and direct engagement of the workforce.  The procedure identifies the 
importance of evaluating and correcting unsatisfactory jobsite conditions, as well as the 
recognition of good worker performance.  

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to maintain the current level of 
committee activity over the coming months to ensure these committees become fully 
established. 
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New Observations 

Although NWP continues to be cited by MSHA, and CBFO continues to identify issues, 
in general, the safety issues related to mining and waste handling are understood; and 
NWP is working to address hazards based on safety and operational priorities.  DOE 
continues to strive for additional funding, but Federal budget limitations and shifting 
priorities within DOE continue to contribute to potential safety concerns. 

NWP’s safety culture reviews and surveys have identified actions to address conditions 
observed by the Team, particularly regarding communication of safety concerns and 
issues.  NWP has yet to implement some of the actions identified in the most recent 
survey from November 2017, and other actions need time to demonstrate improvement. 

NWP has upgraded its fire department from a fire brigade (that did not meet the National 
Fire Protection Association (NFPA) definition of a fire brigade) to an NFPA-compliant 
Fire Department that includes fire suppression capability above ground and provides 
medical emergency/response in the underground.  The WIPP fire department now 
includes five firefighters and one company commander per shift, with one shift firefighter 
designated for medical and emergency response located in the underground. 

Currently, the emergency response department conducts approximately 120 emergency 
drills per year.  A recent AECOM corporate review and assessment of the NWP drill 
response indicated a lack of overall preparedness, NWP determined it should reduce the 
quantity of drills but increase the scope and complexity.  The Emergency Management 
Program managers/coordinators are revising existing emergency response drill 
procedures.  NWP recently hired a new drill coordinator to help improve the emergency 
drills. 

NWP Emergency Management Program coordinators/managers set up a second 
Emergency Operations Center (EOC) location at the Skeen Whitlock Building in 
Carlsbad.  The second, 4,000-square foot EOC now allows for a primary and alternate 
EOC location. 

NWP employees attending an outside safety workshop/conference identified a vendor 
that manufactured an electronic Wi-Fi-based notification system that uses handheld 
radios to identify the location of personnel in the mine.  Prior to the 2014 fire, no accurate 
worker location tracking capability existed other than a rudimentary brass tag tracking 
system.  Numbered brass disks, issued to every mine entrant, only provided a count and 
identity of those in the mine.  As a safety improvement initiative, NWP procured and 
installed the Sentinel® Underground Radio Notification System, identified by workers, 
that has a 50-foot accuracy and updates personnel locations every 60 seconds.  The 
system provides worker location data to multiple locations, including the onsite lamp 
room, the NWP EOC, and the new EOC in the Skeen Whitlock building in Carlsbad. 

NWP has made many improvements to the radiological control program since the last 
VPP evaluation in 2015.  These changes include procedure revisions, updating the 
Radiological Protection Program plan, and significant improvements in the Radiological 
Control Technician Training Program.  Improvements addressed the additional 
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radiological hazards introduced by the events of 2014, as well as improving the controls 
for existing radiological hazards.  There were no radiological control-related 
opportunities for improvement identified in the previous VPP evaluation. 

NWP’s contamination control procedure provides the appropriate controls for the existing 
radiological conditions, as well as other potential hazards.  NWP workers did not 
routinely encounter radiological contamination prior to the events of February 2014.  
Those events changed the status quo and challenged the radiological controls technicians.  
The addition of the contamination control procedure and changes to the radiological 
protection program are appropriate for the radiological contamination hazards and 
facilitate a safe work environment.   

In addition to these improvements, NWP supplemented its radiological control staff with 
subcontract employees skilled in radiological contamination control.  The subcontract 
employees have also been beneficial in providing additional robust contamination control 
training and mentoring for existing radiological control technicians. 

Interviews with radiological control staff, including technicians, supervisors, and 
managers, and observations of radiological work activities demonstrated a consistent 
overall radiological safety process with an emphasis on worker safety.   

Despite improvements in emergency management, radiological controls, and its efforts to 
improve safety culture, NWP has not developed an effective partnership with the local 
USW.  NWP only addressed the 2015 recommendations to help improve relations 
between NWP senior managers and USW tangentially.  The Team intended those 
recommendations to help managers better understand USW concerns, provide senior 
managers with meaningful opportunities to listen to USW, gain credibility with workers, 
and help senior managers speak directly to workers and USW leaders about priorities and 
actions.  After the 2015 assessment, the union and NWP renegotiated the bargaining unit 
labor agreement.  The union president and bargaining unit safety representatives also 
participated in the offsite planning meeting for core values and expectations; the safety 
representatives participated in the final revision and canvased their workers for feedback.  
The bargaining unit safety representatives also participate in walkdowns several times per 
week with the Safety, Industrial Health, & Environmental Field Support Manager, and 
others.   

Three years later, key relationships and trust between union leaders and NWP senior 
managers have deteriorated, mostly due to many small actions that were misunderstood, 
or misinterpreted.  In some workers’ view, NWP has taken actions that USW leaders 
view as unsafe, and contrary to the espoused company values and VPP.  After NWP and 
workers agreed on the core values, some workers have witnessed actions and decisions 
by managers they perceived as conflicting with those core values.  Workers perceive that 
there is a different standard for accountability for managers.  Last year, an NWP manager 
incorrectly determined that rashes experienced by workers were not work-related, 
creating a critical conflict.  After that conflict, the USW president lost faith that NWP 
supports workers’ involvement through DOE-VPP.   
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Contrary to the USW president’s view, there are many people, including union members 
that want to continue in DOE-VPP, believing it gives them a genuine opportunity to 
improve safety and health in their workplace.  These workers are struggling with their 
desire for a better, healthier, more effective workplace, and the poor relationships 
between key personnel.  While many of these personnel do not believe NWP is yet 
worthy of a DOE-VPP Star, they do believe it is possible to salvage the relationship with 
hard work and open, honest communications.  If NWP wants to achieve Star status, and 
many of the workers do, both the company and the union must overcome these 
relationship obstacles, open lines of communication, and resolve the misperceptions on 
both sides.  This will require commitment and actions that do not repeat the missteps of 
the past 3 years.  Actions that NWP should strongly consider, include weekly walkdowns 
by the USW president and the NWP president.  NWP should also consider facilitated 
discussions between USW leaders and NWP operations managers to discuss workers’ 
perceptions without threat or coercion.  NWP operations managers need to continue 
spending significant amounts of time in the workspace, but they must use those visits to 
open conversations with workers, ask workers about their tasks, exhibit a sincere desire 
to help workers succeed, address workers’ issues, and build trust.  NWP needs to take a 
broad suite of actions to repair its relationship with the USW local that opens 
communication, demonstrates managers’ willingness to listen, and restore trust between 
NWP and USW. 

 

Conclusions 

Since 2015, despite improvements in systems and processes required to safely resume 
waste handling and emplacement, the relationship between NWP and key leaders in the 
workforce has deteriorated.  NWP has not dealt with workers and managers’ perceptions 
through open and honest communications.  Workers and managers alike have become 
frustrated at their inability to affect meaningful changes and build trust.  Some of these 
leaders have become stuck in a cycle of blame, leading to further distrust.  The 
deterioration of trust tracks with a rise in recordable injuries over the past 3 years.  A 
large population of the workforce wants to fix this condition and believes DOE-VPP can 
once again provide workers with an avenue to address issues and build partnerships.  In 
order to achieve Star status, NWP needs to address the new opportunities for 
improvement identified in this addendum (those that state, “NWP needs to…”).  The 
Team is recommending that NWP remain in DOE-VPP at the Merit level while it 
addresses these current issues.  As such, the Team will return in 12-18 months to evaluate 
NWP’s progress against those needs.  

Opportunity for Improvement:  NWP needs to take a broad suite of actions to repair 
its relationship with the USW local that opens communication, demonstrates 
managers’ willingness to listen, and restore trust between NWP and USW. 
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Attachment 1 
 

 
Injury Incidence/Lost Workdays Case Rate (WIPP NWP) 

Calendar 
Year 

Hours 
Worked 

Total 
Recordable 
Cases 
(TRC) 

TRC 
Incidence 
Rate per 
200,000 
hours 

DART* 
Cases 

DART* 
Case Rate 
per 200,000 
hours 

2016 1,526,207 3 0.39 2 0.26 
2016 1,643,623 6 0.73 3 0.37 
2017 1,577,500 14 1.77 6 0.76 
3-Year  
Total 4,747,330 23 0.97 11 0.46 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS-2016) 
average for NAICS** 562211 
(Hazardous Waste Treatment and 
Disposal) 2.6  1.30 
Injury Incidence/Lost Workdays Case Rate (WIPP NWP Subcontractors) 

Calendar 
Year 

Hours 
Worked 

TRC TRC 
Incidence 
Rate per 
200,000 
hours 

DART* 
Cases 

DART* 
Case Rate 
per 200,000 
hours 

2015 246,936 2 1.62 1 0.81 
2016 201,009 0 0 0 0 
2017 217,224 0 0 0 0 
3-Year  
Total 665,169 2 0.60 1 0.27 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS-2016) 
average for NAICS** 562211 
(Hazardous Waste Treatment and 
Disposal) 2.6  1.3 

* Days Away, Restricted or Transferred 
** North American Industry Classification System 

 
TRC Incidence Rates, including subcontractors:  0.92 
DART Rates, including subcontractors:  0.11 

 
In 2017, DOE’s Office of Enterprise Assessments (EA) completed an assessment on 
NWP’s recordkeeping process.  The EA assessment influenced how NWP analyzed and 
reported its injury and illness records.  Because of that report and direction from DOE’s 
Office of Environmental Management, NWP’s annual VPP self-assessment report 
provided to CBFO included NWP’s subcontractor injury and illness statistics into the 
TRC and DART rates, and excluded safeguards and security.  Consequently, the report 
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submitted to CBFO did not accurately represent actual performance.  The table above 
shows the corrected numbers.  The Team reviewed several first-aid cases and believes 
that one first-aid case is recordable.  The numbers above do not reflect this case, and 
NWP should clarify this status with the DOE HQ Injury and Illness Recordkeeping 
subject matter expert.  NWP should focus on the value of the insight provided by causes 
of these injuries and illnesses and address these causes to prevent recurrence.  From 2015 
to 2016, and again from 2016 to 2017, the TRC rate doubled each period.  The increases 
were largely due to an increase in slips/trips/fall injuries.  Despite the recordkeeping 
reporting errors and a continued rise of TRC and DART case rates, the NWP injury 
incidence rates remain below its comparison industry average and meets expectations for 
DOE-VPP participation.  
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Attachment 2 
 

Opportunities for Improvement  
 

* Opportunities for improvement that NWP needs or must take in order to achieve Star 
status. 

 

Opportunity for Improvement Page 

*NWP needs to continue building credibility with the workforce regarding its 
ability to address mine safety issues in combination with the nuclear safety 
issues. 

3 

NWP should continue working with all levels of the organization to foster 
confidence that anyone can stop or pause work without fear of retaliation or 
retribution, particularly lower and middle level managers. 

3 

NWP should evaluate and implement changes to improve communications 
between the electricians and the work control planners. 

4 

*NWP needs to continue reinforcing its corporate philosophy that it values 
safety as a means to accomplish its mission and demonstrate that commitment 
daily through visible support and a willingness to pause or stop work when 
conditions warrant. 

5 

*NWP needs to become more adept at implementing change management, 
including consideration for the workers affected by the change, and ensure 
managers use the process. 

6 

The zone safety committee chairs should consider tracking actions until work 
addressing the concern is complete. 

7 

NWP should consider providing the zone safety committees access to other 
communication tools, such as safety logbooks, broadcasting safety action status 
on the site’s network, and messages on sign boards and TV screens located 
around the site as a means of responding to anonymous safety concerns. 

7 

*NWP needs to maintain the current level of committee activity over the 
coming months to ensure these committees become fully established. 

8 

*NWP needs to take a broad suite of actions to repair its relationship with the 
USW local that opens communication, demonstrates managers’ willingness to 
listen, and restore trust between NWP and USW. 

11 
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