
 

*IDEAS FOR WRITING POEMS ABOUT NUCLEAR WASTE* 

Originally compiled by 2025 Award-Winning Hot Poetry Contest Judge, 

 Sierra Nelson, and since expanded upon. 
 
Photography: Choose a Hanford declassified photo and write a poem inspired by it.  

 

●​ The U.S. government kept it a secret that Hanford was a nuclear production site, and 

documents connected to Hanford were classified as secret. Even most workers at 

Hanford and people living nearby did not know that Hanford was producing plutonium 

for nuclear weapons. In 1986, the Department of Energy released a 6-foot-high stack of 

previously unavailable documents concerning Hanford, 19,000 pages in all, including 

information about radiation dangers. 

●​ Selection of declassified photos: 

○​ The Hanford Project 

○​ Hanford History Project: USDOE Collection 

○​ Hanford Station Rotation: Photo Voice (Captions with more info about the “at 

work” selected photos here.) 

○​ USDOE Hanford Photo Gallery (photos from Hanford’s production days-present) 

 

Warning: Using words, images, and/or innovations—how would you alert future people 

hundreds of thousands of years from now about the continued dangers of the Hanford site 

and other places contaminated by nuclear waste? 

●​ How to build a nuclear warning for 10,000 years’ time, BBC article 

●​ The Ray Cat Solution (website) and The Ray Cat Solution (video) 

●​ Ten Thousand Years, 99% Invisible Podcast 

●​ 10,000-Year Earworm to Discourage Resettlement Near Nuclear Waste Repositories 

(Don’t Change Color Kitty) song 

●​ Into Eternity film 

●​ Waste Isolation Pilot Plant fact sheet on site warning markers 

●​ Sandia Report: Expert Judgment on Markers to Deter Inadvertent Human Intrusion into 

the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 

 

Focus on a Person: Nuclear weapons production and nuclear waste contamination affect all 

people, but different people and communities are impacted in specific and amplified ways, 

locally and globally. Choose a specific person or community to focus on in your poem. (Perhaps 

that person is you, a worker on the frontlines of cleanup, or a community you connect to 

https://songsforsquid.tumblr.com/Bio
https://hanfordproject.com/photos.html
http://hanfordhistory.com/items/browse?collection=39
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1xivNCVscys1UvSKhE9Onc-1IepMJ21kX
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1SwXoBzVUSfS1KXPn5ZFfbfK9dXIaLA6JoydY5PbJbaQ/edit?tab=t.0
https://www.hanford.gov/c.cfm/photogallery/index.cfm/1
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200731-how-to-build-a-nuclear-warning-for-10000-years-time
https://www.theraycatsolution.com/#10000
https://vimeo.com/138843064
https://99percentinvisible.org/episode/ten-thousand-years/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=amn3kn0XPLQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=amn3kn0XPLQ
https://youtu.be/qoyKe-HxmFk?si=iN0WbwXoOn596Sqn
https://wipp.energy.gov/pdfs/site_markers.pdf
https://www.osti.gov/servlets/purl/10117359


personally.) What is their experience and perspective on the harm caused? What is their hope 

for the future?  

 

●​  Some resources about different communities impacted by nuclear production can be 

found here and here.  

 

Non-Human World: Explore the impact of nuclear waste from the perspective of a plant or 

animal that lives in the Hanford area. We highlight a few of our favorites on our 

Protect-This-Place webpage here.  

 

●​ Hanford is important to many unique plants and animals. There are 28 rare plants in the 

area listed as endangered or threatened, 15 species of small mammals, 38 species of 

birds at risk of being endangered, and over 1,500 species of insects. Several insects 

found near the Hanford Site are not found anywhere else in the world. Many plants and 

animals also live in and along this part of the Columbia River Basin, including one of the 

world’s largest Chinook salmon spawning areas (the Hanford Reach).  

●​  Some resources for animals and plants in the Hanford area:  

○​ Protect This Place 

○​ Animals impacted by Hanford’s radioactive and chemical contaminants 

○​ Hanford Wildlife National Park Service article 

○​ Protecting Hanford's Natural Resources, WA State Department of Ecology 

 

Words that Pop: What is one word or phrase that stood out to you as you learned about 

Hanford or nuclear waste? Focus on this word or phrase, repeating it, meditating on it, exploring 

different meanings, any personal associations, as well as its meaning to Hanford and/or nuclear 

waste. You can also watch a short video and write down the words that stick out to you and 

start from there. Some video suggestions about Hanford and nuclear waste: 

 

●​ Video: - Why Is Hanford the Cold War’s Hot Mess, EarthFix Media (2016) (3min) 

●​ Video: Hanford: A Race Against Time, Columbia Riverkeeper (2015) (5min) 

●​ Animated Video: Waste Encapsulation Storage Facility (2020) (1min) 

●​ Video: Nuclear Attack on the Yakama Culture, Russell Jim, Talking Stick TV (2001) (1hr) 

●​ News Footage: King 5 videos on Hanford - there are a lot of stories and videos 

●​ Video: Hanford Hazards Update: Cleaning up Nuclear Waste- OMSI Science Pub (2020) 

Presentation by Oregon Department of Energy superstars Jeff Burright and Ken Niles on 

Hanford history and Hanford tank waste. (2 hours) 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1v9299fqBSfUyKhWhRl5HA70nX2mv9A5J9Ojxqw9wCWI/edit?tab=t.0
https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/expand-the-story
https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/protect-this-place
https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/protect-this-place
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/568adf4125981deb769d96b2/t/69977dbefe90482c48a7bbdb/1771535808042/2023+We+All+Live+Downriver+%28Tri-fold+Brochure%29.pdf
https://npshistory.com/publications/usfws/hanford-reach/hanford-wildlife.pdf
https://ecology.wa.gov/waste-toxics/nuclear-waste/natural-resources-protection
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L8eDFhHpf2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QcA7JXD4mAM
https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/wesf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wTLCSFN2fH4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=66dALYGDySo&list=PLklZkh6I7zW81oWtsSfgOSlNFftWaWmHH
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M6yLM7A2z9M


Explore a Poetic Form: Try writing in a poetic form? Poet Kathleen Flenniken, the inspiration for 

this contest, has some great videos explaining some of these forms (plus example poems) on 

our Hot Poetry webpage (when you get there, just scroll down). 

 

●​ Black-out poem / Erasure / Redacted poem (1:19) Using a source text connected to the 

theme of nuclear waste, blackout or redact the words you don’t want, revealing a poem 

inside with what you leave visible. Check out Kathleen’s example of a Redacted Poem 

here. Source text ideas here. 

●​ Concrete Poetry / Shape Poem (3:30)  Write a poem from the perspective and/or in the 

shape of an object connected to nuclear production or nuclear waste. Check out 

Kathleen’s example of a Concrete Poem here. 

●​ Palindrome / Mirrored Poem (1:38) Use repetition to create a poem that reads the same 

forward or backward. Check out Kathleen’s example of a Palindrome Poem here. 

●​ Ekphrastic Poem (:57)  Write a poem inspired by a piece of art connecting to the theme. 

Here’s one resource for art connecting to nuclear waste. Check out Kathleen’s example 

of an Ekphrastic Poem here. 

●​ Abecedarian: In an abecedarian poem, each line starts with the next letter of the 

alphabet. Check out Sofia Torres’s poem Hanford, my home, one of the 2024 poems that 

won using this style. 

●​ Burning haibun: A poetry form invented by poet torrin a. greathouse that pays homage 

to the traditional Japanese haibun form. In a burning haibun, write a prose 

poem/paragraph, then erase / burn down that prose into an erasure poem, and then 

make an erasure of that erasure into a haiku/small core fragment. (Here’s an example.) 

 

Or go your own way! (More resources for learning & inspiration here.) 

 

 
Funded in part by a Public Participation Grant from the Washington State Department of Ecology. 

 

https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/hotpoetry
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ioXQnZnGhQs
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1v9299fqBSfUyKhWhRl5HA70nX2mv9A5J9Ojxqw9wCWI/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.6h3vhi6lns2k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ytkpZv7yueE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XWpFhjG9zU&t=1s
https://www.coloradonuclearatlas.org/path/artwork
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogtWoQr2hV4
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/abecedarian-poem-guide
https://www.hanfordchallenge.org/hotpoetry-2024
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/160528/dancing-in-the-dark
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1v9299fqBSfUyKhWhRl5HA70nX2mv9A5J9Ojxqw9wCWI/edit?tab=t.0

