REPROCESSING:  RECYCLING A BAD IDEA

The Administration is presenting reprocessing as a new idea that will solve the growing radioactive waste problem.  Reprocessing technology has been around for decades and has proven itself to be economically unsustainable and more importantly, a threat to human health and the environment. 

BACKGROUND:

Reprocessing, the separation of uranium and plutonium from irradiated nuclear fuel, was conducted by the U.S. government from the 1960s through the 1980s.  Three Department of Energy (DOE) sites — Hanford (WA), the Idaho National Laboratory, and the Savannah River Site (SC) — reprocessed government fuel to pull out plutonium and highly enriched uranium for nuclear weapons.  The only commercial reprocessing facility, located in West Valley, New York was shut down after just six years (1966-1972).

Cleanup of the high level waste from these reprocessing sites is the responsibility of DOE and all four remain dangerously contaminated after years of delays and inadequate funding. 

Of all the steps in the nuclear chain, reprocessing has the highest routine air emissions.  The most common reprocessing technique also leaves large quantities of highly radioactive, acidic, liquid waste.  The legacy of reprocessing is 100 million gallons of extremely poisonous high-level radioactive waste.  This waste is stored in 243 large, leak-prone underground tanks at West Valley, Hanford, Idaho National Laboratory, and Savannah River, and continues to threaten crucial water supplies.  

It will cost U.S. taxpayers tens of billions of dollars to cleanup the contamination from past reprocessing.  

GNEP WASTES MILLIONS TODAY, BILLIONS TOMORROW:

In 1996, DOE calculated the cost to clean up the waste from past production of nuclear weapons over the next three-quarters of a century at $227 billion. That is a partial tally, leaving out currently operational sites, for instance. Estimates for the total cost have varied from about $100 billion, in the early years before the problem was well understood, to $1 trillion. 1 

In the FY 2007 Budget Request, cleanup budgets were cut at most of the sites that will play a key role in the ongoing or new weapons and power initiatives.  More than $800 million was cut from FY 2006’s Environmental Management budget of $7.1 billion.  These cuts slow down necessary cleanup, endangering vital water sources, and public health.  

At the same time that funding for cleanup is being cut, the Bush Administration proposed a major initiative called the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP) which includes reprocessing of irradiated nuclear fuel.  

The Administration’s FY 2007 Budget Request for $250 million for the Advance Fuel Cycle Initiative will be used to site facilities and order equipment for the technological core of GNEP.  Under the plan, the Administration proposes reprocessing spent nuclear fuel in spite of the increased risk of reactor accidents and high costs associated with “burning” reprocessed fuel in American reactors designed for low-enriched uranium.  However, plutonium constitutes only about one percent of high-level nuclear waste, so most of the deadly radioactive poisons would remain as waste and still need to be stored.  Reprocessing will not eliminate the need for a geologic repository.

The estimated costs for the Bush Administration’s GNEP plan will cost taxpayers an additional $3 billion to $ 6 billion in its first five years.  According to a 1996 estimate by the National Academies of Sciences, reprocessing will “easily” cost taxpayers $100 billion. However, the total costs to taxpayers for this program is uncertain.  

Reprocessing technologies are massively expensive.  Many studies (including recent studies at Harvard and MIT and by the French and Japanese governments) 2 have shown that reprocessing is much more costly than spent-fuel storage.  Japan’s reprocessing program will cost about $166 billion over 40 years (including construction, operating, and decommissioning costs).   America’s only commercial facility, West Valley, was an economic failure, reprocessing only one year’s worth of fuel in six years and resulting in 600,000 gallons of liquid highly radioactive waste.  

The costs for future reprocessing technologies under the proposed GNEP plan are over and above the current costs to taxpayers for clean up of legacy waste from past nuclear weapons production.  Instead of embarking on another attempt at reprocessing, DOE should clean up the waste from past reprocessing and nuclear weapons production.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

•
Congress should transfer the $250 million FY 2007 Budget Request for the DOE GNEP reprocessing research and development program to the DOE’s program to clean up the waste from Cold War weapons production.

•
Congress should restore funding in the FY 2007 Budget for environmental cleanup to the levels required to comply with all environmental laws and cleanup agreements.

1Stephen I. Schwartz, ed., Atomic Audit: The Costs and Consequences of U.S. Nuclear Weapons Since 1940, (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 1998), p. 4. See also Science for Democratic Action (SDA) V6N4 /V7N1 (double issue), p. 21. 

2See for example, The Future of Nuclear Power:  An Interdisciplinary MIT Study, Massachusetts Institute of Technology (2003) (co-chaired by John Deutch and Ernist Moniz).   See also Matthew Bunn, Steve Fetter, John P. Holdren, Bob Van der Zwaan, The Economics of Reprocessing and Recycle v. Direct Disposal (2003) (available at http://www.pref.fukushima.jp/chiiki-shin/energy/kentou31/shiryou_English.pdf).

