
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has excoriated the Navy’s plan to retest part of the former Hunt-
ers Point Naval Shipyard for radioactivity as inadequate and unscientific, threatening to pursue a rare dispute 
process if changes aren’t made, according to letters obtained by The Chronicle.

“Without the requested changes, the approach will not provide the necessary confidence level to establish 
when Parcel G would be suitable for redevelopment,” Angeles Herrera, assistant director of the EPA’s Super-
fund Division, wrote to the Navy on Tuesday, referencing another letter the EPA sent to the Navy in March 
that raised many of the same concerns.

The letters are significant because for the first time they articulate the tension between the EPA and the 
Navy over the extent of the problems associated with the shipyard cleanup and how to go about making the 
site safe.

The Navy owns the 500-acre shipyard, which is a Superfund site heavily contaminated with toxic materials 
that include heavy metals, asbestos and radioactivity. The EPA oversees the cleanup, which has been ongoing 
for more than two decades.

The dispute over retesting the property comes after a year in which state and federal agencies accused Tetra 
Tech, an environmental engineering company that was paid $280 million for its role in the cleanup, of faking 
thousands of soil samples across multiple parcels to speed up the work. Two Tetra Tech supervisors pleaded 
guilty to fraud and were sentenced to federal prison. Tetra Tech has stood by its work and contends that any 
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wrongdoing was limited to a “cabal” of rogue employees.
The scandal has stalled the Bay Area’s largest redevelopment project, which is scheduled to eventually 

include more than 12,000 homes, 300 acres of parkland, three schools, and millions of square feet of space ded-
icated to retail, office and research and development. Development of new housing at the shipyard started in 
2014 and so far about 450 homes are completed or under construction in an area known as Parcel A.

The Navy now plans to retest multiple portions of the shipyard, starting with Parcel G, a 40-acre, rectangu-
lar piece of land just south of Parcel A.

But in Tuesday’s letter, Herrera suggested that the Navy’s “work plan” for retesting Parcel G was too cursory 
and contended that it did not reflect recommendations made by both the EPA and the California Department 
of Public Health.

If any contamination is found in the first stage of retesting, the Navy’s current plan “would no longer be suf-
ficient by itself to demonstrate protection of human health and the environment,” Herrera wrote.

According to the EPA, the Navy’s planned surveys may miss critical radioactivity issues and they may have 
to take more samples than proposed to make any reliable conclusions about safety. The EPA also urged the 
Navy to explain things more clearly to the public as “the next draft of the Work Plan will receive a great deal of 
attention.”

While community members had criticized the cleanup for years, the allegations gained more attention in 
January when the Navy issued a preliminary report compiled by five outside consultants who concluded that 
nearly half of the data Tetra Tech collected from the Superfund site were flawed.

That data include samples collected mostly between 2006 and 2012 from 300,000 cubic yards of soil, 20 
buildings, 30 former building sites and 28 miles of storm drains. Then in April, an environmental watchdog 
group released a letter written by John Chesnutt, manager of the EPA’s local Superfund Division, which stated 
that as much as 97 percent of Tetra Tech’s cleanup data from Parcels G and B were suspect and should be 
retested. Tetra Tech has disputed that analysis. A Tetra Tech spokesman declined to comment on the dispute 
over the cleanup plan.

The retesting is expected to delay redevelopment of the shipyard by at least a year.
On Friday, others who have voiced concerns about the Navy’s retesting plan said they hope the agency heeds 

the EPA’s warnings.
“The Navy seems to be intent on going full speed ahead, and damn the torpedoes, on a retesting plan,” said 

Daniel Hirsch, retired director of the Environmental and Nuclear Policy Program at UC Santa Cruz. “Even as 
its sister agencies are shouting that you aren’t doing this right, the public will not be protected if you continue 
on this path.”

Shipyard resident Linda Parker Pennington said, “If the EPA thinks it should be more rigorous, then of 
course the Navy should follow their lead.

“The EPA has a more objective approach to the issue — I’m not sure why the Navy is unwilling to listen,” 
said Pennington, who lives in Parcel A, the part of the site that has been developed and is occupied by resi-
dents.

A Navy spokesman referred questions to a statement on its website, which specifies the Navy is evaluating 
whether to incorporate the public comments into its work plan and is “committed to conducting 100 percent of 
needed remediation if remaining contamination is found.”

The Navy’s plan calls for independent contractors to gather “new radiological data” at Parcel G by evaluating 
former sanitary sewer and storm drain trenches, as well as a portion of the property previously identified as 
having possible radiological contamination. It also calls for scanning six buildings “identified as radiologically 
impacted according to historical use,” the Navy said.

The Navy said the new soil data would be “analyzed at approved off-site laboratories to determine if it meets 
cleanup objectives. If results do not meet the cleanup objectives, the samples will go through an additional 
radiological assessment.”

Supervisor Malia Cohen, whose district includes the shipyard, said she has “made clear to the U.S. Navy 
that we cannot accept their positions at face value moving forward.”

“I don’t claim to be a scientist, but in the interest of public safety I am pressing for the Navy to consider the 
EPA’s comments and work to establish a viable threshold to ensure that the land being tested is not radioactive 
and the new contractor doing the testing is not making mistakes and covering up bad behavior,” Cohen said.

If the EPA’s proposed changes are not included, the agency may push the Navy into an interagency dispute 
process to force resolution. That process can further delay cleanup work and is invoked only when an agree-
ment cannot be reached informally.



Three major banks have stopped offering mortgages for homes at the former Hunters Point Naval Ship-
yard, an extraordinary move likely to complicate the already troubled effort by the city and developers to 
transform 500 acres of waterfront in San Francisco.

The banks, Wells Fargo, Chase and Citi, all confirmed to The Chronicle that they are not providing loans 
to any buyers at the San Francisco Shipyard development at the moment. They cited reasons related to 
unresolved questions about the safety of the land where mega-developer Lennar Corp. has built about 450 
homes and is planning thousands more.

The home area — a 75-acre hilltop site known as Parcel A — is adjacent to America’s largest Superfund 
site, hundreds of acres contaminated with radioactive materials spread by the Navy during the Cold War 
and undergoing cleanup since the early 2000s. In recent years, a scandal involving falsified radiation tests 
has marred the effort, raising concerns that toxic hazards were missed or covered up - and spawning law-
suits against Lennar from angry homeowners.

It is unclear how many banks may still be offering mortgages for homes on Parcel A. Lennar said in a 
statement that multiple banks are still lending to home buyers. But real estate and economics experts said 
the decision by the three banks is exceptionally rare and reflects an atmosphere of uncertainty about the 
shipyard and its future.

The move might affect current shipyard homeowners as well as potential buyers, they said, because if 
banks aren’t lending, people wanting to buy might have to pay in cash, and people wanting to sell could 
struggle to unload their properties.

“If you freeze financing on that — wow,” said Denis DeSaix, a real estate appraiser and incoming presi-
dent of the Northern California chapter of the Appraisal Institute. Depending on the extent of any contam-
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Construction at the San Francisco Shipyard project continues at the former Hunters Point Naval Shipyard. 
Three major banks have suspended mortgages at the site, making it difficult for buyers and sellers.



ination and the difficulty of removing whatever hazards exist, “It could be a ghost town there for a while.”
Chris Thornberg, founding partner of Beacon Economics, an economic consulting firm based in Cali-

fornia, said the banks’ move could cause serious ripple effects, possibly making it more difficult to pay off 
construction loans, upsetting the development’s investors and potentially leading to more lawsuits.

“If the banks aren’t lending to people to buy these homes, then everything else falls apart,” Thornberg 
said. “Basically all hell breaks loose.”

The only comparable drama to play out in San Francisco in recent years has been at Millennium Tower, 
a glass pillar of lavish condos that is leaning and sinking — and plunging its residents, the developer and 
the city into litigation. The Chronicle reported in 2016 that after writing $67 million worth of loans for con-
dos at the tower, First Republic Bank decided to stop lending.

While all-cash transactions are common in the Bay Area’s superheated housing market, shipyard 
condos have been designed and pitched as a relatively affordable solution for first-time homebuyers, with 
some condos previously selling from around $560,000.

“We’re not talking about high-tech millionaires,” said Patrick Carlisle, chief Bay Area market analyst 
for Compass, a residential real estate firm. “We’re talking about people buying their first homes, or look-
ing to stay in the city. If they can’t get a loan, it’s over. They can’t buy.”

And when large banks shut off funding, Carlisle added, other banks usually follow. “Nobody wants to 
be on the wrong side of a financial situation like this,” he said.

***
According to records from San Francisco’s Office of the Assessor-Recorder, only one housing unit sold 

in the hilltop area from Sept. 1 to Dec. 12. A condominium with a reported sale price of $725,000 sold in 
mid-September, with a mortgage provided by Quicken Loans.

Quicken Loans did not respond to a question about whether the company is still lending at the shipyard.
In response to questions from The Chronicle, Lennar said the home area at the shipyard is safe and that 

the company has sold and closed homes since August.
“As the facts become more widely known, we believe the lending environment will normalize and more 

banks will provide loans,” the company said in a statement.
Headquartered in Miami, Lennar is the nation’s largest home builder, completing almost 30,000 new 

homes last year and generating $12.6 billion in annual revenue. The shipyard development is an $8 billion 
project that has been fueled in part by EB-5 funds, a U.S. immigration program that essentially trades 
green cards to foreign financiers in exchange for investments that lead to jobs.

Lennar also has long-established ties to the city’s power structure. Willie Brown, the former mayor and 
current columnist for The Chronicle, raises money for Lennar as a principal with the EB-5 investment 
fund Golden Gate Global. Brown’s onetime deputy Kofi Bonner is a top executive with Lennar spin-off 
FivePoint Holdings.

The shipyard is the city’s largest redevelopment project in a century, part of a new bayshore communi-
ty where developers have planned 12,000 homes, more than 3 million square feet of office space and 300 
acres of parks. Lennar is in charge of the first phase, and FivePoint Holdings is handling the second wave, 
which includes homes at nearby Candlestick Point. Between the two phases, about 750 housing units have 
been created so far, and Lennar is currently selling a new outcropping of luxury townhomes that start at 
$1.4 million.

Asked if the company had ever experienced a similar situation in any of its hundreds of home communi-
ties throughout America, Lennar said in a written response: “No.”

The shipyard scandal has already taken a toll on the developers, according to city records and an in-
terview Bonner gave to The Chronicle’s editorial board this year. By early 2017, city documents show, six 
buyers of Lennar homes at the shipyard had backed out of their contracts because of concerns over their 
health and safety.

Bonner also told the editorial board that if uncertainty about the shipyard’s future becomes too great, 
FivePoint could consider abandoning its plans to build homes at the shipyard and focus on developing at 
Candlestick Point. But he didn’t think such a step would be necessary.

“We are very excited by the prospect that this cloud will be lifted at some point - at the end of the day, 
uncertainty is bad for business and terrible for the people who live there,” Bonner said then.

A FivePoint spokesman did not respond to a request for comment on this story.
***

The Parcel A home area was transferred from the Navy to the city in 2004; multiple agencies declared 



it safe for development and free of harmful radioactivity. But in 2014, whistle-blowers who had worked 
for lead cleanup contractor Tetra Tech emerged and said that the cleanup process on the Navy-owned 
portions was fraudulent and broken. Two former shipyard workers also raised questions about possible 
contamination on Parcel A.

Since then many of the whistle-blowers’ allegations have been confirmed by government agencies. This 
year the Department of Justice announced that two former Tetra Tech cleanup supervisors had admitted 
to faking radioactivity tests to make the site appear cleaner. Tetra Tech has said that all problems were 
caused by a few “rogue” employees, but both the Navy and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
have concluded that the company’s radioactivity measurements can’t be trusted and the site should be 
retested.

The Navy has said that may end up costing taxpayers more than a half-billion dollars and could delay 
the transfers of other shipyard parcels by about a decade.

Uncertainty about the extent of contamination has caused some homeowners to question the safety of 
the hilltop home area. The California Department of Public Health recently agreed to perform a limited 
search for radiation, walking across some pieces of the parcel with handheld and machine-towed detec-
tors that can see one type of radiation but not other types.

The survey, which began in July and was completed in October, turned up a buried, highly radioactive 
object: a radium-filled deck marker once used by the Navy. Beyond that, the scan found nothing out of the 
ordinary, the state has said. But critics have said the only way to confirm the safety of the parcel is to take 
soil samples, as the Navy has done in other parts of the shipyard.

The state health department says the final report on its scan will be released in the next few weeks. 
Meanwhile, about 20 homeowners have filed lawsuits against Lennar and Tetra Tech, alleging that the 
companies withheld key facts about contamination at the shipyard. Lennar and Tetra Tech have said the 
suits are baseless.

***
One of the plaintiffs, Salustiano Ribeiro, said he bought a condo at the shipyard last summer and has 

since grown worried about his health after learning of fraud that occurred in the shipyard cleanup.
“I love the condo,” said Ribeiro, who works as a laboratory scientist. “The view is beautiful. But I don’t 

know if in 10 years if I’m going to develop a type of cancer that’s related to the area where I live.”
A spokesman for Wells Fargo said the bank is not lending at the shipyard because of the homeowner 

lawsuits against Lennar.
“Due to the nature of the pending litigation,” Tom Goyda said in a statement, “the Naval Shipyards 

development does not meet Wells Fargo and industry project eligibility standards and we are unable to 
provide mortgage loans on individual condominiums and townhomes in the development.”

According to an email that a Chase loan officer sent to Ribeiro, Chase is not lending at the shipyard 
because it is waiting for the state health department’s final report on the radiation scan. A Chase represen-
tative confirmed that the company has halted lending, but did not comment further.

The government-sponsored mortgage giant Fannie Mae stays away from loans for condominiums when 
the developer “is named as a party to pending litigation that relates to the safety, structural soundness, 
habitability, or functional use of the project.” Fannie Mae guarantees home loans, and many banks use the 
organization’s guidelines to design their own lending policies.

“In the end, it is mortgage loans that are going to cover this project,” Thornberg said. “And if those aren’t 
being made, then someone is going to be left holding the bag.”

The state health department has already released a letter saying that its radiation scan of the home area 
is complete, only the one radioactive deck marker was found, and the rest of the scanned areas appeared 
normal, though the agency is still reviewing the data. Lennar said it expects that when the final report is 
issued, the lending environment will return to normal.

Like the other agencies that perform oversight of the shipyard cleanup, the state health department did 
not discover problems with Tetra Tech’s work until whistle-blowers emerged in recent years. It’s unclear 
whether homeowners will accept the conclusions of the department’s final report on Parcel A.

“Let’s do a soil testing,” said Ribeiro, the homeowner and plaintiff against Lennar. “Let’s do a full evalu-
ation of the soil. But they will not do it.”

Ribeiro worries that until all questions are fully answered about Parcel A and what went wrong with 
the wider shipyard cleanup, he will have a hard time trying to sell his home.

“I feel stuck in the moment,” he said. “I just want to get out of here.”
Chronicle staff writers J.K. Dineen, Roland Li, Kathleen Pender and Gwendolyn Wu contributed to this report.



Top managers of the environmental engineering firm Tetra Tech directed their employees to commit 
widespread fraud in the cleanup of America’s largest Superfund waste site, according to new legal com-
plaints by the U.S. Department of Justice.

The allegations were filed Monday against Tetra Tech EC, a wholly owned subsidiary of parent compa-
ny Tetra Tech Inc., the $3 billion government contracting giant. The complaints contradict Tetra Tech’s 
repeated claims that the company has done nothing wrong and that all problems with its cleanup work at 
San Francisco’s mothballed naval shipyard were caused by a few rogue employees.

“Tetra Tech’s fraud was initiated and directed by Tetra Tech’s corporate managers,” the government 
maintains in federal court documents.

In response, company spokesman Sam Singer again said that any misconduct was isolated and that the 
company stands by its work.

“Tetra Tech EC will vigorously defend its record and is confident it will prevail following an impartial 
and transparent legal and scientific review of the facts,” Singer said in a statement.

The government is asking for almost $800 million in damages — an amount equal to about one-fourth of 
Tetra Tech’s revenue last year.

To date, questions about the integrity of its work at Hunters Point have apparently not affected Tetra 
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Tech’s ability to win substantial state and federal contracts. The Chronicle revealed last week that the state 
of California just awarded Tetra Tech Inc. a record-breaking contract worth $250 million, for managing 
debris and hazardous waste left in the wreckage of the devastating Camp Fire, which burned 240 square 
miles of Butte County.

The new legal complaints are part of three federal suits originally filed in 2013 and 2016 by whis-
tle-blowers who worked on the cleanup of the former Hunters Point Naval Shipyard. Military radiation 
experiments during the Cold War left the shipyard’s soil and buildings tainted with large quantities of 
radioactive substances. Some of these materials remain dangerous for tens of thousands of years and can 
cause cancer if inhaled or ingested in extraordinarily small amounts.

The Department of Justice announced its intention to join the whistle-blower lawsuits in October, a rare 
move signifying how seriously the government views the cases. Less than 25 percent of such claims result 
in such an “intervention,” according to one report.

Since at least 2003, the Navy has paid Tetra Tech more than $250 million to find and remove these ra-
dioactive materials. But the government now alleges that much of that work, from lab tests of soil samples 
to radiation scans of buildings, was fraudulently performed.

According to the Department of Justice, Tetra Tech fabricated radiation data and submitted more than 
200 false reports that painted a bogus picture of the safety of much of the shipyard — including parcels 
of land directly adjacent to the developed hilltop area where 450 homes have been built and hundreds of 
people now live.

The company’s motive, according to the filings, was to decrease its costs and make more money.
Until now, the Department of Justice had linked just two Tetra Tech employees to the fraud, announcing 

last year that former Hunters Point supervisors Justin Hubbard and Stephen Rolfe had swapped dirty 
soil with clean soil and lied about it. The two men pleaded guilty and were sentenced to prison as part of a 
separate criminal case.

In his plea agreement, however, Rolfe said that he was pressured by Tetra Tech’s managers to “get clean 
dirt” because the company wasn’t interested in “remediating the whole goddam site.” The new filings 
focus attention on higher-level Tetra Tech officials, mentioning four by name.

One is Andrew Bolt, president of Tetra Tech EC since 2014 and a former senior vice president and com-
pany leader since 1994. Another is William Dougherty, the company’s top official in charge of the Hunters 
Point cleanup. The Chronicle revealed last year that Dougherty was instrumental in placing a large yard 
full of tainted soil right next door to a busy police office located inside the shipyard, potentially exposing 
cops and civilians to dangerous amounts of radioactive dust.

The other two Tetra Tech officials singled out in the complaints are Dennis McWade, construction man-
ager at Hunters Point, and Rick Weingarz, who managed crews that performed radiation surveys.

Bolt did not immediately return requests for comment by email and voice mail. An email to Dougherty’s 
attorney went unanswered. A person who answered a cell phone number connected to McWade said, “I’m 
sorry, I have no comment, he’s not here,” before hanging up. Weingarz couldn’t immediately be reached.

In various public forums over the past year, Tetra Tech representatives have argued that the subsidiary 
handling radiological work at Hunters Point (Tetra Tech EC) and the parent company (Tetra Tech Inc.) 
are separate, and one is not necessarily responsible for the other.

However, in other contexts, company attorneys have said the opposite. In a 2017 filing against the federal 
government alleging breach of contract on a project to build facilities for the Customs and Border Protec-
tion agency in North Dakota, Tetra Tech argued that “routine business practices” of Tetra Tech Inc. and 
Tetra Tech EC were “taken on behalf and at the direction of the other in their roles as parent and whol-
ly-owned subsidiary, and as business units of the same company.” The judge agreed.

Asked whether the officials identified in the new complaints are still employed by Tetra Tech, Singer 
declined to comment, citing a company policy against discussing current or former employees.

David Anton, the attorney for seven whistle-blower plaintiffs, called the filings “massively significant.”
“It is finally demonstrating that the Department of Justice is doing something to correct the fraud and 

environmental disaster at Hunters Point,” Anton said. “This fraud was committed from the top down. It is 
not two renegade low-level supervisors. It was operated by top management.”

Some concerns flagged by the whistle-blowers in their initial lawsuits are not being pursued by the gov-
ernment, including alleged misconduct by other contractors hired to clean up the shipyard as well as the 
former naval bases on Treasure Island and in Alameda.

Anton said the whistle-blowers still plan on pursuing these allegations and that as the lawsuits progress 
they “are hoping that the DOJ can realize these points and join with us.”


