The Nuclear Waste Scam  (795 words)
The late Alvin Weinberg, longtime head of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory, called nuclear technology “a Faustian Bargain,” meaning it was a priceless gift to humanity, but the Devil to pay if we did not handle it with unprecedented care.  Shortly before he died, he called me to his bedside to urge that we carry on the myth, to scare people into maintaining the high level of technical excellence that has been the basis of its extraordinary record of safety and reliability: Over four hundred large scale commercial nuclear power plants, plus a comparable number of naval reactors, operating in all sorts of different national environments, for half a century, without a single significant radiological incident.  

I told Dr. Weinberg that the Satanic myth had done great harm, terrifying the public and distorting the technology by implying that 300 years of engineering experience with ordinary machinery was never adequate for nuclear.  It created lifetime careers and reputations for scientists, but it’s now time to get real.  In Admiral Rickover’s Naval Reactors program, we showed that experience in designing, building and operating “ordinary” equipment that had to work safely and reliably in the real world was the best path to building reliable nuclear plants.  Let’s look at the facts.

The most important fact about nuclear technology is that the problems are hypothetical—speculative fears about what might someday happen—while the safe, reliable performance is real.  Radiation is not inimical to life, it is essential to life.  The world was more highly radioactive when life first emerged, and there is good evidence that without radiation, life cannot survive.  How does “man-made radiation” differ from “natural radiation”?  Under the Satanic myth, we have set permissible levels a hundred times lower for radiation associated with nuclear technology, though neither instruments nor the human body can tell the difference.

What about nuclear waste?  Scare-mongers claim that each year’s production of radioactivity could kill ten billion people!  Perhaps, if you lined them up and injected each person with just the right amount, into the critical organ. It’s a phony problem.  The same thing is true of fresh air: a bubble into bloodstream. Nuclear critic Sheldon Novick writes that nuclear waste is no worse than many other industrial wastes we produce in much greater quantities.  And that’s if we turned it loose, which we don’t. 

“Nuclear waste” is a misnomer for valuable material, composed of used fuel, which will be recycled in breeder reactors to use most of the remaining fissionable uranium, and use also the fertile uranium that creates more fissionable material while generating electricity.  Part of the used fuel is fission products, worth literally billions of dollars, which will be recovered.  The residual material, with no further use, amounts to about two pounds for each person’s lifetime supply of electricity.  

The number of toxic doses  (on the same silly basis as the nuclear 10 billion) for our annual production of some non-nuclear chemicals, comes to:  

Barium - 100 billion 

Hydrogen cyanide - 6000 billion

Ammonia - 6000 billion

Phosgene - 20,000 billion

Chlorine gas - 400,000 billion

These are purely hypothetical numbers, useful only for making comparisons.  A large public swimming pool may contain enough water to drown a million hypothetical people, but we don’t consider it a potential mass killer.
But isn’t nuclear different?  Yes.  It gets less and less toxic every day.  Before it leaves the plant, it has lost 99+% of its toxicity, and it’s pretty harmless after 300-600 years.  But the toxicity of non-radioactive materials we handle routinely in much larger quantities—containing mercury, selenium, lead, arsenic, etc., stays undiminished forever!  I don’t understand why anyone ever bought the scare story that this wonderful property was a disadvantage.  Would that all our problems would fade away, day by day!
Not only is the nuclear material less dangerous than many non-nuclear materials we already store in tanks, but this nuclear material will be fused into a glass, as the French and others are already doing.  If you want further precautions, we can post an OSHA warning: “Don’t Eat the Glass.”

“The nuclear waste problem” is just one instances where nuclear advantages have been characterized as problems.  As a result, many power plants that should be been nuclear have instead been made coal-fired, and 50 tons of unregulated mercury, plus countless tons of toxic heavy metals—arsenic, lead, molybdenum, and chromium—are released each year from each 1000 megawatt plant.  And the same amount of carbon dioxide as 1,500.000 cars.  But it’s radioactivity you fear?  Each coal plant releases 27 tons of radiological material each year, exposing Americans to a hundred times more radiation than nuclear plants do.  A nuclear plant would be shut down if it operated that way.  

Radiation from coal plants is not dangerous—and nuclear is even less so.

