
Is Government 

Stonewalling OK?
South Carolina newspapers, 
including this newspaper, 
believe it isn’t, especially 
when public safety is at risk.
In the spring of 2007, reporter Sammy Fretwell of Th e 
(Columbia) State asked S.C.’s environmental protec-
tion agency for records of spills and leaks at a nuclear 
waste landfi ll that had been open since 1971.

Fretwell wanted to know if there was contamination 
and how it might have aff ected the environment in 
and around the Barnwell County low-level nuclear 
waste landfi ll operated by ChemNuclear.

Th e state Department of Health and Environmental 
Control provided documents but withheld informa-
tion about known spills and leaks in the 1970s and 
1990s, claiming that information was “proprietary.” 
Almost a month later aft er Fretwell pushed for a 
more complete response, the agency agreed to pro-
vide two more boxes of documents.

In the fi les were maps showing high levels of radioactive 
tritium beneath the landfi ll and extending off  the land-
fi ll site toward a creek and a neighborhood. More than 
30 spots had radioactivity higher than the federal EPA 
safe drinking water standard.

Th at story outraged state lawmakers and prompted 
Attorney General Henry McMaster to scold DHEC, 
saying it should have been more forthcoming. Aft er 
more stonewalling and misleading claims by DHEC, 
McMaster launched his own inquiry about the land-
fi ll’s safety and the agency’s handling of the informa-
tion sought by Th e State.

In a formal opinion, the attorney general said DHEC 
had violated the state Freedom of Information Act, 
and also criticized the agency for releasing data that 
was impossible for the public to understand.

“Th ese reports are virtually unreadable by almost 
anyone,” McMaster wrote. “Th us, as far as the public 
is concerned, disclosure of these reports in this form 
is practically useless.”

Th e attorney general added that 
the agency should not have accept-
ed ChemNuclear’s broad claim that 
the information was “proprietary.”

Th e (Columbia) State: 2007 South 
Carolina Press Association FOI 
Award Winner.
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