New Life for Nuclear Repository
by Bob N. Leach
Nov. 5, 2014 - It would be a stunning change for the better: just 4 years after President Obama halted the Yucca Mountain project in Nevada, a Republican-controlled Congress could appropriate funds next year for completion of the waste repository.
If control of the Senate changes hands, Sen. Harry Reid, the crusty majority leader from Nevada, presumably will no longer be able to prevent construction of the repository.    It’s been no secret that Obama pulled the plug on the Yucca Mountain project as a political favor to Reid, who doesn’t want the repository in Nevada.
There are signs that a political shift is about to take place in Washington, and that the Yucca Mountain project could benefit from it.  Sen. Lisa Murkowski, Alaska Republican and ranking member of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, recently urged Congress to restore funding for the repository’s completion.  Meanwhile, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission announced that it had determined that a repository could safely store high-level waste from nuclear power plants and nuclear weapons manufacturing for 1 million years.  The NRC would still have to issue a license for the repository’s construction, but its finding on the facility’s safety removes a hurdle that has stood in the way of its completion.
If and when the deep-geologic repository is built and opens, the U.S. Department of Energy will be able to take possession of more than 80,000 metric tons of nuclear waste that has been held in storage at nuclear plant sites around the country.  Among the sites believed to be highest on DOE’s agenda are those where nuclear plants have been dismantled or shut down — such as Maine Yankee, Connecticut Yankee, and Yankee Rowe in New England, Trojan in Oregon and Rancho Seco in California.  After it’s shuttered at the end of this year, Vermont Yankee will no longer produce electricity but leave behind 620 tons of waste.
As at other nuclear plants, the waste is stored in engineered water pools, in concrete and steel casks.  For years, DOE referred to it as spent fuel, since it’s really not waste at all but rather nuclear material that contains valuable plutonium that can be removed, then chemically combined with uranium to produce a mixed-oxide fuel for use in nuclear plants, to produce more electricity.  In fact, such recycling, known as reprocessing, was done in the United States until the mid-1970s, when President Jimmy Carter halted the practice, on grounds that its use in other countries would lead to the proliferation of nuclear weapons.  France, Great Britain and Russia did not follow the U.S. lead; they have continued to reprocess spent fuel.  
The United States should revive reprocessing.  Its use would reduce the volume and toxicity of high-level waste by a significant amount, opening up enough space in the repository to take all of the waste from nuclear plants and the defense program.
Budget constraints are always an issue, but coming up with the money to complete the repository should not be a problem.  Since 1982, users of nuclear-generated electricity have paid $41 billion into the Nuclear Trust Fund.  Payments from Vermont alone have reached $100 million.  Let’s put the money to work, and move ahead with construction of the repository, now.
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