
America's Nuclear Spent-Fuel Time Bombs 

Robert Alvarez
Senior Scholar, Institute for Policy Studies
06/06/11

Japan's nuclear disaster should serve as a wake-up call for the United States.

Now that many Americans have stopped paying attention to Japan's nuclear catastrophe, shocking new details 
about its severity are finally coming to light.

The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission recently revealed that the cores of three of the Fukushima Dai-Ichi 
nuclear station's reactors started to melt within hours after the loss of offsite power, right after the March 11 
earthquake and tsunami. Tokyo Electric Power, which owns the wrecked reactors, has announced that the accident 
probably released more radioactivity into the environment than the Chernobyl debacle. That would make it the 
worst nuclear accident on record. Meanwhile, a nuclear waste advisor to the Japanese government reported that 
about 373 square miles near the power station -- an area roughly 17 times the size of Manhattan -- may now be 
uninhabitable.

The Fukushima accident should be a wakeup call for the United States to address the hazards posed by our own 
dangerous spent fuel pools at nuclear reactors. They are a time bomb. America's reactors have generated about 
65,000 metric tons of spent fuel, of which 75 percent is stored in pools, according to Nuclear Energy Institute data. 
No other nation has generated this much radioactivity from either nuclear power or nuclear weapons production.

The nuclear industry often claims that all the spent nuclear fuel in the U.S. would cover a football field ten feet 
deep. 

There's a bit of problem with this assertion. If it were possible to squeeze the single largest concentration of 
radioactivity on the planet (12 to 14 billion curies) onto a football field, this would unleash nuclear chain reactions 
involving enough plutonium to fuel about 150,000 nuclear weapons and also ignite a radiological fire that would 
create severe contamination -- making Chernobyl and Fukushima look like pimples on a pumpkin. Thousands, if not 
millions, of people hundreds of miles away would receive lethal doses.

Nearly 40 percent of the radioactivity in U.S. spent fuel is cesium-137. With a half-life of 30 years, Cs-137 gives off 
potentially hazardous external penetrating radiation. Once in the environment it can remain there for hundreds of 
years where it accumulates in the human food chain and other biota. 

The 4.5 billion curies of radioactive cesium in U.S. spent reactor fuel is roughly 20 times more than what all 
worldwide atmospheric nuclear weapons tests released. The United States has 31 boiling water reactors (BWR) 
with pools elevated several stories above ground, similar to those at the Fukushima Dai-Ichi station. Consider this: 
the pool at the Vermont Yankee reactor, a BWR Mark I (the same design as the four crippled Fukushima nuclear 
reactors), currently holds nearly three times the amount of spent fuel stored at Dai-Ichi's Unit 4 reactor.

As in Japan, spent fuel pools at U.S. nuclear power plants don't have steel-lined, concrete barriers that cover 
reactor vessels to prevent the escape of radioactivity. They aren't required to have back-up generators to keep 
used fuel rods cool if offsite power is lost.

For nearly 30 years, Nuclear Regulatory Commission waste-storage requirements have remained contingent on the 
opening of a permanent waste repository that has yet to materialize. Now that the Obama administration has 
cancelled plans to build a permanent, deep disposal site at Yucca Mountain in Nevada, spent fuel at the nation's 
104 nuclear reactors will continue to accumulate and is likely remain onsite for decades to come.

The U.S. government should promptly take steps to reduce these risks by placing all spent nuclear fuel older than 
five years in dry, hardened storage casks like Germany did 25 years ago. It would take about 10 years at a cost 
between $3.5 and $7 billion. If the cost were transferred to energy consumers, the expenditure would result in a 
marginal increase of less than 0.4 cents per kilowatt hour for consumers of nuclear-generated electricity. Despite 
the destruction wreaked by the earthquake and tsunamis, the dry casks at the Fukushima site were unscathed.



Money could also be allocated from the $18.1 billion in unexpended funds already collected from consumers of 
nuclear-generated electricity under the Nuclear Waste Policy Act to establish a disposal site for high-level 
radioactive wastes.

After more than 50 years, the quest for permanent nuclear waste disposal remains illusory. One thing, however, is 
clear, whether we like it or not: the largest concentrations of radioactivity on the planet will remain in storage at U.S. 
reactor sites for the indefinite future. In protecting America from nuclear catastrophe, safely securing the spent fuel 
should be a public safety priority of the highest degree.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-alvarez/americas-nuclear-spentfue_b_871718.html

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-alvarez/americas-nuclear-spentfue_b_871718.html

