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DISCLAIMER 

This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the United 
States government. Neither the United States government nor any agency thereof, nor any 
of their employees, nor any of its contractors, subcontractors, nor their employees makes 
any warranty, express or implied, or assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the 
accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process 
disclosed, or represents that its use would not infringe upon privately owned rights. 
Reference herein to any specific commercial product, process, or service by trade name, 
trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise does not necessarily constitute or imply its 
endorsement, recommendation, or favoring by the United States government or any other 
agency thereof. The views and opinions of authors expressed herein do not necessarily 
state or reflect those of the United States government or any agency thereof. 
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 ABSTRACT  

During the summer of 2015, Mr. Ryan Sheffield conducted an internship with the U.S. 
Department of Energy Office of Environmental Management (DOE-EM) at the Department of 
Energy Headquarters (DOE-HQ) in Germantown, Maryland. Under the mentorship of Dr. James 
Poppiti, Ryan’s main role was to study and analyze the radioactive release that occurred at the 
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) in February of 2014; Ryan then assisted Dr. Poppiti in 
developing an article based on these events, to be published in the Operational Radiation Safety 
journal. WIPP is the final disposal location for the nation’s transuranic waste. It is located near 
Carlsbad, NM, in a salt mine half of a mile underground. On February 14, 2014, a continuous air 
monitor (CAM) alarmed, indicating airborne radioactive activity. Proper precautions were taken 
to ensure the safety of the workers, and investigations commenced to find the source of this 
release. Mr. Sheffield also worked with John Moon to assist in coordinating the Integrated 
Project Team workshop at the DOE Hanford Site. Apart from the aforementioned tasks, Mr. 
Sheffield also shadowed various DOE employees within EM-23, Waste Treatment Plant/Tank 
Farm program office, to various meetings discussing the operations of DOE.   
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 1. INTRODUCTION  

“The mission of the Energy Department is to ensure America’s security and prosperity by 
addressing it energy, environmental and nuclear challenges through transformative science and 
technology solutions” (Department of Energy). Throughout Mr. Ryan Sheffield’s time as a DOE 
Fellow in the DOE-FIU Science and Technology Workforce Development Program,  Mr. 
Sheffield had only seen the Environmental Management perspective of this enormous 
organization. During his summer internship at the Department of Energy Headquarters, despite 
working in an office within Environment Management, all the entities within the Department of 
Energy were just down the hall. The overall Department of Energy has the following disparate 
missions: 
 

 Energy: “Catalyze the timely, material, and efficient transformation of the nation’s 
energy system and secure U.S leadership in clean energy technologies.” 

 Science and innovation: “Maintain a vibrant U.S. effort in science and engineering as a 
cornerstone of our economic prosperity with clear leadership in strategic areas.” 

 Nuclear safety and security: “Enhance nuclear security through defenses, 
nonproliferation, and environmental efforts.” 

 Management and operations excellence: “Establish an operational and adaptable 
framework that combines the best wisdom of all Department stakeholders to maximize 
mission success.” 

 
As can be seen in the organization chart in Figure 1, there are 3 principal offices that report to the 
Office of the Secretary: Office of the Under Secretary for Nuclear Security, Office of the Under 
Secretary for Science and Energy, and Office of the Under Secretary for Management and 
Performance. Under the Office of the Under Secretary for Management and Performance lies the 
Assistant Secretary for Environmental Management, as can be seen highlighted in yellow in 
Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. DOE organization chart. 
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Mr. Sheffield had the opportunity to meet and attend a meeting with Monica Regalbuto, recently 
appointed Assistant Secretary for Environmental Management. The organization chart for the 
Office of Environmental Management can be seen in Figure 2. Within the organization chart for 
DOE-EM, all the DOE EM sites can be seen. Mr. Sheffield has worked primarily with the DOE 
Hanford Site in Washington State, reflected on the chart as ORP (Office of River Protection), 
whose site manager is Kevin Smith. Mr. Sheffield had the opportunity to assist in coordinating 
an Integrated Project Team Workshop at the Hanford Site, as well as visit during his internship. 
The Office of River Protection site can be seen in Figure 2, highlighted in yellow.  
 
Within the DOE Mission Units is EM-20, Office of Tank Waste & Nuclear Material, whose 
Deputy Assistant Secretary is Kent Picha; Mr .Sheffield had the opportunity to attend a couple of 
meetings with Mr. Picha as well. Below EM-20 is EM-23, Office of WTP/TF Program, where 
Mr. Sheffield interned. The Office of WTP/TF Program can be seen highlighted in Figure 2. Mr. 
Sheffield worked under Dr. James Poppiti in EM-23, assisting Dr. Poppiti in writing an article 
describing the radioactive release event that took place at the WIPP, as well as day-to-day 
operations such as meetings and conference calls. 
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Figure 2. DOE-EM organization chart. 
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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This research work has been supported by the DOE-FIU Science & Technology Workforce 
Initiative, an innovative program developed by the US Department of Energy’s Environmental 
Management (DOE-EM) and Florida International University’s Applied Research Center (FIU-
ARC). During the summer of 2015, a DOE Fellow intern Ryan Sheffield spent 10 weeks doing a 
summer internship at DOE Headquarters in Germantown, MD, under the supervision and 
guidance of Dr. James Poppiti.  The intern’s project was initiated on June 1, 2015, and continued 
through August 7, 2015 with the objective of analyzing the WIPP accident and assisting Dr. 
Poppiti in publishing an article about the event, as well as attending the day-to-day meetings and 
conferences held at HQ.  
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3. INTERNSHIP DESCRIPTION 

3.1 Waste Isolation Pilot Plant Article 
 
Mr. Sheffield’s primary task while at the Department of Energy Headquarters for the summer 
was to assist his mentor, Dr. James Poppiti, in writing an article based on the events that took 
place last year at the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP). WIPP is the final destination for the 
nation’s transuranic waste, and is located in a salt mine half of a mile underground in Carlsbad, 
NM. A radioactive release occurred due to an exothermic reaction caused by incompatible 
chemicals. This article has been submitted for publication in the Operational Radiation Safety 
Handbook. For further information on this publication, please refer to the references of this 
report. 
 
3.2 Vitreous State Laboratory Tour 
 
During Mr. Sheffield’s time at the Department of Energy Headquarters, he had the opportunity to 
tour the Vitreous State Laboratory (VSL) at Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. 
This was a great opportunity to gain insight on the operations of the melters that are used in the 
process of creating glass, a method used to treat nuclear waste. This laboratory has various scales 
of melters, all operational and with supporting equipment in place. For further information on the 
VSL, please refer to Appendix A for the presentation of the facility. 
 
3.3 Integrated Project Team Workshop 
 
Mr. Sheffield worked with Mr. John Moon in coordinating an Integrated Project Team 
Workshop at the DOE Hanford Site. This was a great opportunity for Mr. Sheffield to travel to 
the Hanford Site, as his research at the Applied Research Center focuses on this site, and seeing 
it in person provides a helpful perspective in the execution of the research project. The workshop 
was comprised of presentations from DOE HQ employees, as well as from employees at the 
Hanford Site. The intention of these presentations was to exchange valuable information that 
could improve the operation. An underlying goal of this workshop was to improve 
communication between DOE HQ and the site, as this is believed to be very important for 
success. Photographs taken while touring the facility can be seen in Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 3. Mr. Sheffield (on right) at the cold test facility at Hanford. 

 

 
Figure 4. Pulse jet mixer full-scale test facility at Hanford.  
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3.4 Day to Day Meetings 
 
At the Department of Energy Headquarters, meetings and conference calls are a vital component 
of daily activities. Mr. Sheffield participated in daily calls with the office he was working in, 
EM-23, providing updates of each member’s progress. Mr. Sheffield also participated in weekly 
calls regarding the WIPP incident, which provided valuable insight for assisting Dr. Poppiti with 
the publication article. Apart from these routine meetings, there were also frequent meetings on 
different topics that Mr. Sheffield had the opportunity to sit in on, giving a valuable perspective 
of the breadth of the Department of Energy’s mission. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

The Department of Energy plays a vital role in the progression of this country. The Office of 
Environmental Management within DOE has a very important mission, with which Mr. Sheffield 
had the opportunity to intern. Mr. Sheffield had the opportunity to interact with others within 
DOE regarding some very important components of DOE’s mission, such as the Hanford Site 
Waste Treatment Plant and Tank Farms, the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, and many others. This 
internship undoubtedly has assisted Mr. Sheffield in not only educating him on the whole 
operation that DOE concerns itself with, but also specifically the Hanford Site where Mr. 
Sheffield’s research at the Applied Research Center is focused on. 
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