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As propLe recognize the dangers of fossil fuel plants—
especially the risk of global warming from carbon dioxide
production—nuclear power begins to look more attractive. But
what about the waste—all that highly radioactive debris that
will endure for thousands of vears? Do we have the right to
leave such a legacy to our children?

Nuclear waste is one of the biggest technical issues that any
future president is likely to face. The problem seems totally
intractable. Plutonium—just one of the many highly radioac-
tive waste products—has a half-life of 24,000 years. Even in
that unimaginable amount of time, its intense radioactivity will
decrease by only half. After 48,000 years it will still emit deadly
radiation at a quarter of its original level. Even after 100,000
vears the radiation will still be above 10% of the level it had
when it lef the reactor. What if it leaks into the ground and
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anrmm human water supplies? How can we possibly certify th
this material can be kept safe for 100,000 years! o
Still, the US government persists in its pursuit of “safe”
nuclear waste disposal. It has created a prototype nuclear w .
facility buried deep within Yucca Mountain, Nevada (Fi e
1). To keep the waste safe, the storage rooms are 1000 mm_MHm
helow the surface. To store even part of the present ::n_mm_u
waste requires a vast area, nearly 2 square miles. The cost mm
the facility is expected to reach $100 hillion, with hundred Om
billions of dollars more in operating costs. , e
..Ho make matters worse, the Yucca Mountain region is sej
mically active. More than 600 earthquakes of magnitud Nmm\
and higher have occurred within 50 miles in the Eﬂ:mmmnmmw

Figure 1. Yucca Mountai .
: tain, Nevada, the site of th
waste storage facility. et nuctear




