
In the early 1990s, the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics was the largest nation on earth, covering 
nearly one-sixth of the world’s land mass and boasting 
a population of more than 290 million. Along with the 
United States, it was one of the world’s two great nuclear 
powers, each with an arsenal of thousands of nuclear 
weapons.

By C. Mark Smith

peaceful uses of atomic energy, and to expeditiously further 
nuclear disarmament. 

A flurry of arms control treaties followed in the 1970s 
and 1980s. These included the 1991 Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty (START I), signed just before the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. START set a ceiling of 1,600 strategic 
nuclear delivery vehicles and 6,000 "accountable" warheads 
for each country, reducing the current number of US long-
range nuclear warheads by fifteen percent and the number 
of Soviet warheads by twenty-five percent. Nuclear weapons 
have remained a focus of international negotiations and 
scrutiny.

It was also a country in turmoil, with conflicting political 
leaders offering different paths to reform an inefficient 
communist regime. Growing interconnectivity with the rest 
of the world allowed Soviet citizens to learn more about 
life outside of their homeland and compare it to their own. 
They didn’t like what they saw―the standard of living for 
the average Soviet citizen was less than one-third that of the 
average American.

One major reason for this disparity was that up to 
twenty percent of the Soviet Union’s gross national 
product was spent on its military, especially on nuclear 
weapons. Yet even at that level of spending, Russia had 
been unable to avoid defeat in Afghanistan after ten years 
of war. 

The growing number of nuclear-armed countries had 
led the United Nations to negotiate the 1968 Treaty on 
the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, commonly 
known as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty or NPT. 
Its objectives were to prevent the spread of nuclear 
weapons and weapons technology, to promote the 

In 1994, a group of Tri-Cities businesspeople led a private sector initiative to 
gain control of excess weapons-grade plutonium in the United States, Russia and 
Ukraine; complete the construction of two nuclear reactors to dispose of the 
plutonium; and, perhaps, alter the future of the world.

It almost worked.
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The Soviet hammer and sickle being lowered from the Kremlin and replaced with the Russian tricolor on  
December 25 1991, after Mikhail Gorbachev announced his resignation . By Link, Fair use,  
https://en .wikipedia .org/w/index .php?curid=65037746 .

Dissolution of the USSR

By 1989 it had become clear to Mikhail 
Gorbachev, General Secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
that the political system that had driven his 
country for sixty years was unsustainable. 
His decision to loosen the Soviet yoke on 
the restless puppet states of Eastern Europe 
created a democratic momentum that led 
to the overthrow of those regimes and the 
fall of the Berlin Wall. Allowing multi-party 
elections began a process of democratization 
that eventually resulted in the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. 

In August 1991, an unsuccessful coup 
against Gorbachev by hardline Communists 
diminished Gorbachev’s power and 
propelled Boris Yeltsin to the forefront. 
Within days, Ukraine declared independence, followed 
by Belarus. Others followed, including the Baltic states 
and Kazakhstan. Mikhail Gorbachev signed a decree 
relinquishing control of nuclear weapons to Boris Yeltsin on 
December 25, 1991, and resigned as president of the Soviet 
Union, and Yeltsin became president of the diminished and 
newly renamed Russian Federation.

Meanwhile, large numbers of nuclear weapons remained 
deployed in Russia and in three former Soviet republics―
Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. The status of these 
weapons became a matter of concern for all parties.

II) and had continued to produce plutonium throughout 
the Cold War. Ferguson’s trajectory went from being 
the youngest shift supervisor at Hanford’s B Reactor to, 
in October 1978, being appointed by President Carter’s 
administration as the first Deputy Assistant Secretary 
for Nuclear Energy Programs, an office within the US 
Department of Energy (DOE). 

Overseeing the nation’s domestic nuclear energy 
program, Ferguson worked to explain President Carter's 
controversial nuclear non-proliferation policy to allies. 
During his appointment, the partial reactor meltdown at 
Three Mile Island, Pennsylvania, occurred; it remains the 
most significant accident in US commercial nuclear power 
history, rated at level five on the seven-point International 
Nuclear Event Scale. The accident added to decades of 
anti-nuclear public opinion (particularly in the Pacific 
Northwest) and resulted in the cancellation of dozens of 
nuclear power plants across the nation. 

US President George Bush and General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union Mikhail Gorbachev sign the START I Agreement for the mutual elimination of the two 
countries’ strategic nuclear weapons, July 31, 1991, George H .W . Bush Presidential Library 
and Museum ID: P24017-08 .

Bob Ferguson and the Isaiah Project

Half a world away, in Richland, Washington, Robert L. 
(Bob) Ferguson was carefully following events in Russia, 
and he had an idea that he believed could dramatically 
hasten nuclear disarmament. Thinking outside the box was 
nothing new for Ferguson, a nuclear physicist and successful 
businessman, yet this idea was notable in scope and scale. 
The Bible verse Isaiah 2:4 inspired the project name: “And 
He shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many 
people; and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and 

their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation, neither shall they 
learn war anymore.” Ferguson’s 
primary motivation was to 
further nuclear disarmament at 
a time when Russia’s financial 
condition suggested they would 
be willing to engage in bilateral 
action.

Bob Ferguson was a tough 
but charismatic and innovative 
leader full of ideas. He had 
amassed decades of expertise in 
nuclear energy through his work 
with the US Atomic Energy 
Commission at Hanford and in 
Chicago, Illinois. The Hanford 
Site was created in 1943 as the 
center of plutonium production 
for the Manhattan Project (the 
American effort to develop the 
atomic bomb during World War 

In stark contrast to 
the growing anti-nuclear 
s e n t i m e n t ,  Tr i - C i t i e s 
community leaders remained 
captivated by a vision of 
transforming Hanford into 
a massive nuclear energy 
park that could supply power 
throughout the west as well as 
thousands of jobs. 

T h e  m e c h a n i s m  fo r 
achieving that loft y goal 
already existed. In 1957, 
t h e  Wa s h i n g t o n  S t a t e 
Legislature had authorized the 
creation of a state-chartered 
municipal corporation called 
the Washington Public Power 
Supply System (WPPSS). It allowed 
small public utility districts to combine 
their money to build facilities that would 
provide at-cost power. 

The Washington Public Power Supply 
System created a steam generating plant associated with the N 
Reactor at Hanford, and citing a growing demand for power, 
they approved the construction of five new nuclear power 
plants at Hanford in the first half of the 1970s. The original 
estimated cost of the five plants had been $4.1 billion. By 1981, 
the cost estimate had reached nearly $24 billion and was still 
rising. WPPSS was derisively known as “WHOOPS!” 

The situation cried out for a new managing director 
who could see the WPPSS projects through to completion. 
Ferguson was persuaded by Senator Henry M. (Scoop) Jackson 
to take the job. The stress of the job took a severe physical toll, 
and after quadruple by-pass open heart surgery at age 49, he 
stepped down from WPPSS. 

Ferguson transitioned to consulting, offering clients his 
wealth of experience in the nuclear industry and leveraging 
his political connections. In 1991, just as the Soviet Union 
was imploding, he was negotiating the sale of his consulting 
company to Science Applications International Corporation 

Bob Ferguson as CEO of WPPSS, 1980 . Courtesy Energy Northwest . "The mistake called WPP$$: 
a fable of our times" cartoon 
illustrationed by Marja Van Wijk 
Meyers and written by John F . 
Hippely, 1982, Washington State 
Historical Society, ID: 2003 .1 .133 .

Aerial view of the 100-B Area at Hanford in Richland, WA, January, 
1945. This is one of the first photographs released to the public in 1945, 
and is perhaps the most often used photograph of 100-B . Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Call Number: HAER WA-164 .
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numerous research and development opportunities if the 
Isaiah Project was successful. All three partners had strong 
political connections to add to Ferguson’s.

The Congressional Record on May 26, 1994 described 
the Isaiah Project as “a private-sector initiative intended 
to assist the US Government in addressing the plutonium 
problems in Russia and the US.” It went on to say “the clear 
and present danger to national and international security” 
required a program that could be implemented soon, and 
needed to be based on “reciprocal and parallel activities” 
in the two countries. It noted that “Significant financial 
assistance” to Russia might leverage mutual goals, and that 
the Isaiah Project proposed another incentive to minimize 
the costs to US taxpayers.

The Isaiah team proposed to raise $3.5 million in 
private financing to acquire and complete two mothballed, 
unfinished WPPSS commercial power reactors at the 
Hanford site and give them to the US government. It 
would also acquire Hanford’s completed but never-used 
Fuels and Materials Examination Facility where the excess 
American plutonium would be converted to MOX to fuel 
the commercial nuclear power reactors. The Isaiah team 
estimated that consolidation of the excess plutonium 
could begin within two or three years of the government 
authorizing the program, and conversion to reactor fuel 
could begin within six years.

The Bonneville Power Administration would receive the 
power generated at the two Hanford reactors to sell to their 

but Clinton reportedly told him that not signing it would 
risk major damage to future US-Ukraine relations. Ukraine 
also agreed to promptly ratify the 1991 START I Treaty and 
the 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 

Significantly, when the text of the official statement 
summarizing the accord between Ukraine, Russia, and the 
US was released, the US made sure that the word “assure,” 
rather than “guarantee," was used in referring to the security 
guarantees for Ukraine. 

The Isaiah team followed the Moscow negotiations with 
great interest. Several months earlier, an important member 
of the Ukraine Rada, Volodymyr, had visited Portland and 
Seattle; they invited Shovkoshytnyi to the Tri-Cities and 
briefed him on the Isaiah Project. He was very impressed 
with what he heard from the Isaiah team and invited them to 
visit Ukraine, promising to arrange meetings with high-level 
Ukrainian government officials. Shovkoshytnyi had been a 
nuclear engineer at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant at 
the time of that facility’s Level 7 disaster in 1986.

The Isaiah team traveled to Kyiv and Moscow for 
ten days in January 1994, closely following the Moscow 
summit with Presidents Clinton, Yeltsin, and Kravchuck. 
Ferguson and John Honekamp, an expert in nuclear power 
design, represented SAIC. They were joined by Bill Welsh 
of Newport News Shipbuilding and Laurin Dodd, who 
managed nuclear activities at the Pacific Northwest National 
Laboratory. Ever mindful of the media’s importance in the 

US President Clinton, Russian President Yeltsin, and Ukrainian President Kravchuk sign 
the Trilateral Agreement in Moscow, January 1994, original photo from US government 
employee, photo from William J . Clinton Presidential Library, Wikimedia Commons .

Isaiah Project 
Timeline

November 9, 1989

Fall of the Berlin Wall (marking 
the fall of the Iron Curtain) .

August 19-22,  & 24 1991

August Coup in USSR . Ukraine 
declares independence from 
the USSR .

1991

Bob Ferguson conceives the Isaiah Project 
and begins to builds a team of corporate 
partners to develop and promote the plan .

December 25, 1991

Mikhail Gorbachev resigns as president of the Soviet 
Union and the USSR ceases to exist . Succeeded by the 
Commonwealth of Independent States/Russian Federation .

January 12-14, 1994

Moscow summit between Clinton, Yeltsin, 
and Kravchuk . Agreement to remove all 
nuclear weapons from Ukraine .

July 31, 1991

START I Treaty between 
the US and the USSR 
signed in Moscow .

(SAIC), a Fortune 500 company and multi-billion-dollar 
government contractor. That sale was contingent on SAIC’s 
involvement with Ferguson’s Isaiah Project. 

Developing the Isaiah Project 

The breakup of the Soviet Union and its dire financial 
condition created a unique opportunity to achieve arms 
control and move toward nuclear disarmament. Both the 
Russian Federation and the United States had accumulated 
stockpiles of weapons-grade plutonium estimated to be at 
least thirty-five metric tons beyond each country’s military 
requirements. For perspective, the bomb detonated 
over Nagasaki contained approximately 6.4 kilograms of 
plutonium; 35 metric tons could potentially create 5,468 
such weapons.

As Ferguson and his SAIC associates watched events 
in Russia and its former republics unfold, the Isaiah 
Project moved from concept to development. The plan 
entailed gaining control of Russia’s excess plutonium, and 
along with America’s own huge stockpiles, burning the 
plutonium in specially modified reactors to produce MOX 
fuel (plutonium and uranium mixed oxide). The MOX fuel 
would feed nuclear plants, generating power.  

Russia might be willing to unilaterally dispose of its 
weapons-grade plutonium, Ferguson believed, if the US 
paid them to do it and also agreed to dispose of its own 
excess plutonium at the same time. Converting it into MOX 
fuel would be permanent (all other 
methods of disposing of plutonium 
could be reversed).

With SAIC, Ferguson assembled 
a group of heavyweight partners for 
the Isaiah Project including Newport 
News Shipbuilding, a multi-billion-
dollar defense contractor that built 
the Navy’s nuclear aircraft carriers, 
and Battelle, a non-profit research 
institution that operated the Pacific 
Northwest National Laboratory 
in Richland. Battelle brought 
credibility, technical expertise, and 
contacts in the Russian nuclear 
establishment; they also foresaw 

customers. The Isaiah team estimated that the revenue 
from the sale of electricity would be enough to repay their 
debt and pay for a parallel program in Russia.  

But first, Ferguson and his team needed to sell the 
Isaiah Project to three governments that were deeply 
suspicious of each other.

Promoting the Isaiah Project 

After the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine 
was left in possession of approximately 1,800 nuclear 
warheads, amounting to the world’s third largest nuclear 
arsenal, and raising concerns about their future disposal. 
Most Ukrainians were willing to send the weapons back to 
Russia, but they were also deeply suspicious and saw the 
weapons as bargaining chips in dealing with the Russian 
Federation. What guarantees or assurances would Russia 
provide to ensure Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity if Ukraine gave up its nuclear arsenal? How 
would they be compensated for the weapons? Bilateral 
talks between Russia and Ukraine had failed to reach an 
agreement on these issues.

Removing the weapons from Ukraine was a top priority 
of the United States. Ukraine was a developing nation, 
nearly bankrupt, and fraught with political divisions. 
The new Clinton administration supported transferring 
the weapons to Russia but was sympathetic to Ukraine’s 
worries. 

In December 1993, Vice President Al Gore flew to 
Moscow for a meeting on the issue. A US and Russian 
delegation then flew to Kyiv with an outline of a proposed 
three-way agreement between the US, Russia, and Ukraine 
that included $1 billion in US aid if the weapons were 
returned to Russia. 

This led to a summit in Moscow on January 12–14, 
1994, between President Clinton, President Yeltsin, and 
Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuck. The three signed 
an accord to remove all nuclear weapons from Ukraine 
in return for Russia canceling $2.5 billion in Ukrainian 
gas and oil debt and providing future supplies of fuel 
for Ukraine’s financially-starved nuclear power reactors. 
Facing strong opposition from anti-Russian nationalists 
in the Ukrainian Rada (parliament) as well as negative 
public opinion, Kravchuk almost backed out of the deal, 

400 Area at Hanford that primarily houses the Fast Flux Test Facility (FFTF) . Outside the FFTF is the Fuels and 
Materials Examination Facility (FMEF) which was intended to be a support building for the FFTF and the future 
Liquid Fast-Breeder Reactor Program, but was never used in any kind of a nuclear capacity, from Handford's 
website: www .hanford .gov/page .cfm/400areafftf .

January 15-31, 1994

Isaiah Project team visits Ukraine and 
Russia to promote the Isaiah Project .

February 11, 1994

Laurin Dodd reports from Moscow that the Ministry of 
Atomic Energy, the Russian Academy of Sciences, and 
Kurchatov Institute all support the Isaiah plan .

199419911989

Mid-February 1994

US National Academy of Sciences report 
supports the Isaiah Project .



Vice Prime Minister Shmarov agreed to raise the issue at 
the upcoming trilateral talks between Presidents Clinton, 
Yeltsin and Kravchuk scheduled for March, 1994, in 
Washington, D.C. “I will throw this project into the pot 
where it will be able to boil,” Shmarov told the Isaiah team.  
But he also said that Ukraine would expect compensation 
for their weapons. Dodd suggested that the compensation 
could be in the form of fuel for Ukraine’s struggling nuclear 
power plants.

Shovkoshytnyi arranged for the team to visit the 
Chernobyl complex where one of the four reactors had 
exploded eight years before, causing the worst nuclear 
accident in history. Accompanied by a translator, they 
arrived at the ghost town of Prypiat on a bitterly cold day, 
wearing huge, recently purchased fur hats. Shovkoshytnyi 
showed the group the empty high-rise apartment where he 
had lived with his wife and five children. 

Entering through checkpoints, the group went to the 
administration building to be briefed and hosted for lunch. 
They donned hazmat suits to tour one of the reactors that 
was being forced to close because it had run out of reactor 
fuel (supplied by Russia). “I was never so happy to get out of 
any place in my life,” Briggs remembered. “We literally ran 
down the hallways getting out of the place.” 

Before leaving Kyiv, the delegation met with US 
Ambassador Charles Miller, who had helped negotiate 

the START I treaty. Ambassador Miller liked the Isaiah 
proposal and set up an unusual Sunday night meeting with 
the US Ambassador in Moscow, Thomas Pickering. 

Pickering helped facilitate a series of meetings over the 
next two days with a wide spectrum of interests in Russia, 
ranging from senior governmental officials and advisors 
to President Boris Yeltsin, to representatives of the Green 
Party who wanted to shut down nuclear reactors all over 
the world. Laurin Dodd summed up their meetings: “Our 
objective is to communicate the concept of the Isaiah plan 
and seek the Russian view on that concept. Ambassador 
Pickering thinks Isaiah sets out important goals and is 
concerned that for this to go forward there must be broad-
based support in this country.” 

Wanda Briggs was not allowed to attend the meetings 
in Moscow, unlike Ukraine where she was permitted free 
access. While in Ukraine, she had filed a series of reports 
with the Tri-City Herald reflecting Ukraine’s suspicions 
of Russia. Some of those stories found their way to the 
Associated Press, were widely distributed, and were not 
well-received in Moscow. Her interviews in Russia were 
summarily canceled; she encountered endless difficulties 
with her visa and she felt that she was being watched 
everywhere she went in Moscow. 

The meetings in Moscow were highly technical but 
inconclusive. “They know this is a concept that needs to be 
acted on,” Ferguson noted. “There are some people here, 
as there are in the US government, who are looking for 
the perfect solution. And there are some looking for no 
solutions. The result of either of these views is the same. 
Nothing is yet done.”

That comment turned out to be prophetic. 
Laurin Dodd remained in Moscow after the others 

returned home, meeting with Russian officials.  On 
February 11, he announced that the Ministry of Atomic 
Energy, the Russian Academy of Sciences, and the 
prestigious Kurchatov Institute (a major research complex), 
had all agreed to press the Russian government to support 
the Isaiah plan. 

At home, the team also received encouraging news from 
a special committee of the National Academy of Sciences 
(NAS). The NAS committee studied the two available 
options for the disposal of excess plutonium―the first 
being to turn the plutonium into MOX fuel to run the 

March 4, 1994

President Clinton and Ukraine President Leonid Kravchuk hold a bilateral 
summit at the White House . US Government ensured that the Isaiah 
Project was not on the agenda and advised Kravchuk not to bring it up .

1994

Ukraine signed and ratified the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty .

February 22, 2022

Russia launches full 
invasion of Ukraine .

February 28, 1994

Isaiah Project team presents a briefing to 
the International Atomic Energy Agency 
in Vienna, Austria and gains support .

December 5, 1994

The US, United Kingdom and Russian Federation meet in Budapest and sign 
what becomes known as the Budapest Memorandum, agreeing not to use 
military or economic coercion against Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan in 
return for their transferring their nuclear weapons back to Russia . 

February 27, 2014

Russia invades Crimea and parts of the Donbas Region of Ukraine .

Hanford equation, Ferguson asked Wanda Briggs, a Tri-
City Herald reporter who covered the site, to accompany 
the delegation. 

Arriving in Kyiv, Wanda Briggs reported that the 
Ukraine Rada was still “bitterly divided” over President 
Kravchuk’s proposal to send the warheads to Russia in 
return for aid from them. Shovkoshytnyi arranged for the 
delegation to attend a session of the Rada during which he 
described the Isaiah Project in glowing terms, explaining 
that it provided Ukraine with an opportunity to participate 
in the future use of the plutonium from the weapons. 

The following day, the Isaiah group met with Vice 
Prime Minister Valerie Shmarov, responsible for Ukraine’s 
military and industrial complex. He pledged to send a letter 
to US Secretary of State Warren Christopher, embracing 
the Isaiah Project. Battelle’s Laurin Dodd remembered, “A 
major concern was that under the Moscow accord, Ukraine 
was to be compensated for the uranium in the weapons it 
sent back to Russia but not for the plutonium. There was 
some view that the Isaiah Project might either compensate 
Ukraine for the plutonium or, at least, see that Russia did 
not use it in weapons.”

FROM TOP TO BOTTOM:

During their January 1994 trip to Ukraine, several members of the 
Isaiah Project team posed in front of signs cautioning against the 
dangers of radiation due to the nuclear reactor meltdown at the 
Chernobyl plant . Left to right: an interpreter, Ukraine Rada member 
Volodymyr Shovkoshytnyi, and Tri-Cities Herald reporter Wanda Briggs . 
Courtesy Ferguson Family Papers .

Volodymyr Shovkoshytnyi, ca . 2004 . Shovkoshytnyi is a former 
member of the Ukraine Rada, and well-known leader for Chernobyl 
workers’ rights . After the 1986 nuclear accident, Shovkoshytnyi started 
a foundation to assist in compensation for Chernobyl victims and 
their families . In addition to his political work and advocacy, he is a 
published writer and poet . He continues to live in Ukraine today and is 
fighting alongside his son for Ukraine’s freedom from Russia. Courtesy 
C . Mark Smith .

Isaiah Project team having “dinner and lots of vodka” at Volodymyr 
Shovkoshytnyi’s apartment in Kyiv . Pictured left to right: Volodymyr 
serving, Laurin Dodd, John Honecamp, Wanda Briggs, Volodymyr’s 
assistant, Bob Ferguson, and the team’s interpreter . January 1994 . 
Courtesy Ferguson Family Papers .

Listening and observing a session of the Ukraine Rada while Volodymyr 
Shovkoshytnyi presents, and Rada members discuss, the Isaiah Project 
proposal . Back row: Lauren Dodd . Front row, left to right: The Isaiah 
team’s interpreter, Bob Ferguson, Wanda Briggs, Bill Welsh . January 
1994 . Courtesy Ferguson Family Papers .

The Isaiah Project team visted the Chernobyl nuclear complex in late 
January 1994 . Chernobyl was the site of a Level 7 disaster in 1986 . 
Standing left to right: Wanda Briggs, Bob Ferguson, Laurin Dodd, John 
Honecamp, an interpreter, Volodymyr Shovkoshytnyi, his assistant, and 
Bob Welsh . Courtesy Ferguson Family Papers . 
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From the Budapest Memorandum to 
the 2022 invasion of Ukraine

In the 28 years since the Budapest Memorandum, 
international agreements and domestic policies have 
yielded little progress in disposing of excess plutonium, 
coping with nuclear waste, or reducing the threat of 
nuclear weapons, and billions of dollars have been wasted 
on failed endeavors. 

Russia’s commitment in the Budapest Memorandum 
to “to respect the independence and sovereignty and the 
existing borders of Ukraine” was broken in 2014 when 
Russia invaded Crimea and supported Russian-backed 
Ukranian separatists in the Donbass region. On February 
22, 2022, Russia launched an all-out invasion of Ukraine, 
the first major land war in Europe since the end of World 
War II. 

The Isaiah Team
Bob Ferguson remained an outspoken critic of DOE’s nuclear 
waste strategy at Hanford. He wrote about government 
mismanagement of nuclear waste and spent nuclear fuels in 
his book Nuclear Waste in your Backyard: Who’s to Blame and 
How to Fix It, and as co-author of Something Extraordinary: 
A Short History of the Manhattan Project, Hanford and the 
B Reactor. He co-founded Northwest Energy Associates, a 
Tri-Cities nonprofit that supports new methods of treating 
nuclear waste, a proposed clean energy research and 
development park, and the development and siting of small 
nuclear reactors at Hanford. In 2021, Ferguson suffered a 
major stroke, and while recovering at a rehabilitation hospital, 
he contracted Covid-19. He passed away on August 12, 2022.

Volodymyr Shovkoshytnyi who had worked as a 
nuclear engineer at Chernobyl, was elected to lead the 
8,000-member Chernobyl Workers Union, and created a 
foundation to care for the children of Chernobyl workers 
who died of radiation poisoning. He was elected to the 
Ukraine Rada, and is a prolific poet and writer. He remains 
in contact with members of the Isaiah team. Wanda 
Briggs remembers him as “a man of peace.” When Russia 
invaded Ukraine in 2022, Shovkoshytnyi sent his family 
out of the country and has remained with his son to fight 
with the resistance.

Laurin Dodd worked for PNNL and Bechtel Corporation 
where he managed the international effort to stabilize the 
derelict Chernobyl nuclear reactor. In 2016, he received an 
award from Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko for his 
work. Regrettably, Russian troops occupied the Chernobyl 
complex in 2022, digging trenches and releasing radioactive 
dust into the atmosphere.

Bill Welsh was the Isaiah team partner from Newport News 
Industrial Corporation. The author believes that Bill Welsh has 
passed away; no biographical information has been found. 

Wanda Briggs retired as a reporter in 1997 after 30 
years with the Tri-City Herald. She remains involved in 
her community through various public service positions. 

John Honekamp was an expert in the design, development, 
construction, testing, and operation of nuclear power plants, 
working for General Electric and SAIC before retiring from 
PNNL. He passed away in 2020.

two WPPSS reactors at Hanford (the Isaiah plan), and the 
second being to build a massive vitrification plant that 
would turn the plutonium into a glass-like material to be 
buried in an underground depository. The NAS report 
concluded that the first option “is the leading contender for 
long-term plutonium disposition.”

More encouragement for the plan came in mid-
February. The Russian delegate to the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) asked for a briefing on 
the Isaiah Project. “The request is significant,” responded 
Ferguson. “The IAEA was set up for the purpose of verifying 
nonproliferation agreements. We believe that their request 
was a result of our recent meetings in Russia.”

The Isaiah team’s John Honekamp and Laurin Dodd 
traveled to Vienna and presented to 45 members of the 
International Atomic Energy Agency on February 28. A 
US delegate sent a cable to the Department of Energy in 
Washington stating that the IAEA was “clearly intrigued” 
and “thought that it offered an opportunity to start 
eliminating nuclear weapons and end the threat of nuclear 
proliferation,” but was “skeptical the United States would 
move quickly on the plan to use unfinished reactors in 
Washington state to burn nuclear weapons and launch 
similar programs in Russia and Ukraine.” “Privately, they 
say that the US attitude is somewhere between arrogance 
and hypocrisy,” Dodd noted. “They [the US] are sitting 
on a huge amount of plutonium and are not ready to do 
anything.  At the same time, they are criticizing others for 
reprocessing their plutonium.”

The skepticism was well-founded. In spite of the positive 
NAS report, and the favorable reception in Ukraine and 
Russia and at the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
the window of opportunity for implementing the Isaiah 
plan was rapidly closing. Pro-environment and anti-nuclear 
members of both houses of Congress opposed licensing 
any new nuclear reactors, and funding for maintaining the 
mothballed WPPSS reactors was running out.  

The situation was dire in Ukraine, where 42 percent of 
the nation’s electricity came from nuclear power. Without 
oil, gas, or nuclear fuel production of its own, the country 
relied on supplies from Russia, which was refusing to 
ship fuel to Ukraine. In late February, the government 

announced that it would have to start shutting down its 
nuclear power plants for lack of fuel. 

The future of the Isaiah Project hung in the balance in 
late February as Ferguson escorted Ukraine’s Shovkoshytnyi 
to a series of meetings with decision-makers in Washington, 
DC. The White House meeting between Presidents 
Clinton and Kravchuk was only days away. Shovkoshytnyi 
was optimistic. “I think once they learn of it and study it, 
they will support it,” he told the Tri-City Herald.

US Government scuttles the Isaiah Project

When Clinton and Kravchuk met on March 4 at the 
White House, the Isaiah Project was not discussed because 
the Americans made sure that it was not on the agenda, 
and Kravchuk was quietly told not to raise it. Ferguson 
was in Congressman Norm Dicks’ office (representative 
for Washington’s 6th congressional district) when he was 
contacted by high-level government officials and told that 
the United States would not support the Isaiah Project. The 
US would opt instead to persuade the Ukrainian Rada to 
ratify the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and to return 
all the nuclear weapons to Russia in return for Russia’s 
guarantee of Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

At the joint press conference following their meeting, 
Clinton announced $350 million in economic aid to 
Ukraine, and a further $350 million in assistance in 
dismantling their missiles. He reaffirmed “America’s 
support for Ukraine’s independence, sovereignty, and 
territorial integrity.” 

On December 5, 1994, the three primary nuclear 
powers—the Russian Federation, the United States, and 
the United Kingdom—signed what became known as the 
Budapest Memorandum.  The agreement prohibited the 
three nations from threatening or using military force 
or economic coercion against Ukraine, Belarus, and 
Kazakhstan in return for the former Soviet republics 
transferring their nuclear weapons back to the Russian 
Federation. Each of the signatories pledged “to respect the 
independence and sovereignty and the existing borders of 
Ukraine” and “to refrain from the threat or use of force” 
against it.

As this is being written, Russia and Ukraine are trading 
accusations, each warning that the other has threatened to 
detonate a “dirty bomb” using radioactive waste from one 
of their nuclear power complexes. On October 23, 2022, 
Ukraine Minister of Defense Oleksii Reznikov, posted 
on Twitter, “… we demand adherence to Paragraph 4 of 
the Budapest Memorandum …” calling for the United 
Nations and the International Atomic Energy Agency to 
send monitoring missions to Ukraine. 

As Russia’s invasion of Ukraine rages on, Ukraine’s 
people are heading into a frigid winter facing increasing 
energy shortages as a result of damage to their power grid 
and limited outside energy supplies. We are left to ponder 
how the lives of Ukrainians—as well as Russians and  
Americans—would be different today had the Isaiah 
Project succeeded. b
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