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Los Alamos aide had

pushed a probe into the

unauthorized storage of

plutonium.

ByRALPHVARTABEDIAN
AND REBECCA TROUNBON
Times staff Writers

Energy Department otncials
have suspended a key safety
manager at Los Alamos National
Laboratory without explanation
after he pushed an investigation
into unsafe storage of plutonium
and other safety problems at the
nuclear weapons research cen-
ter.

Christopher Steele, a 10-year
veteran at the New Mexico facil-
ity, had aggressively pursued an
investigation into the lab's use of
an unauthorized steel shed to
store plutonium-contaminated
waste for five years. Untilthema-
terial was moved in 2001, thelab
failed to take measures to ensure
that the radioactive materials
would not be released in a fire or
earthquake, according to Energy
Department documents.

Energy Department omcials,
finding a serious safety breach
that could have jeopardized the
public, assessed a $220,000 fine
in late December.

Steele's suspension comes as
the lab, run by the University of
California under contract with
the Energy Department, is un-
der intense federal scrutiny be-
cause of allegations of misman-
agement and financial

irregularities. Two investigators
who were looking into those mat-
ters contend they were fired by
the lab in November as part of a
cover-up. UC rehired the investi-
gators this month.

The Energy Department,
stung by that controversy, is
considering whether to break
UC's contract to run Los Alamos
and two other labs. UC omcials
are in Washington this week to
discuss the problems at Los Ala-
mos, among other issues, with
department omcials and mem-
bers of Congress.

Scrambling to retain the con-
tract, the university already has
reassigned or replaced half a
dozen senior omcials at the lab,
including lab director John C.
Browne, who resigned earlier
this month.

Some congressional leaders
are worried that the lab and the
Energy Department are trying to
keep the lid on additional em-
barrassing disclosures.

"We know that part of the un-
healthy culture there is that if
you rock the boat and make the
university look bad, you're fired,"
said Rep. James Greenwood (R-
Pa.), who chairs the House over-
sight subcommittee that is in-
vestigating the lab. "If that's the
case in this instance [involving
Steele], we'd certainly be con-
cerned about it."

The suspension of Steele, un-
like the firings of the investiga-
tors in November, was carried
out by the Energy Department,
not by the lab or by UC.

Steele, a nuclear engineer
with a degree fi"om the Massa-

[See Lab, Page BlO]
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