
























The Nuclear Waste Primer: 
A Handbook for Citizens 
Review by Harold Berger 

The Nuclear Waste Primer is meant 
to present a balanced overview, to 
the non-e-xpert, of the issues sur
rounding the disposal of nuclear 
wastes in this country. The ninety
page book offers basic background 
information in simple and concise 
terms: the types of nuclear waste; its 
production (including a simple expla
nation of the nuclear fuel cycle); 
those responsible for its production, 
handling, storage, and ultimate dis
posal; the liabilities these groups face 
in the case of accident; and the dan
gers posed by nuclear waste. 

As might be expected from a han
dbook prepared by the League of 
Women Voters, it contains concise 
summaries of relevant legislation as 
well as chapters on the pohtics and 
policies of waste management. It a]so 
has a glossary of terms useful for the 
neophyte and a listing of publications 
and organizations involved on both 
sides of the issue. 

International 
News Source 

The World Information Service on 
Energy (WISE) is now mailing cop1es 
of its News Commzmique in English 
from Amsterdam by air directly to US 
subscribers. 

The bi-weekly publication covers 
major developments in energy news, 
with emphasis on the activitit?s of 
safe energy organizations. A recent 
issue, for instance, included back
ground information of the UF6 acci
dent in Gore, Oklahoma, and ac
counts of a planned radiological sur
vey in the Marshall Islands, a com
munal heating system with heat
pumps in Stockholm, and reports on 
radioactive waste in the UK, Sweden, 
Canada, and West Germany. 

The articles, each of which names 
published sources or lists a contact, 
are provided by a world wide net
work of safe energy activists. French 
and Spanish branches of the network 

In my opmion, the book's last 
chapter, "A Role for Citizens", is one 
of its best. It sets out a detailed expla
nation of how citizens can get in
volved in nuclear waste decisions 
which will affect them. For example, 
the book suggests discovering what 
officials are involved in these deci
sions and what qualifications they 
may have, commenting on proposals 
through the media or at hearings, or 
simply joining groups or subscribing 
to publications which monitor waste 
disposal decisions. 

Unfortunately, in its attempt to 
present a ''balanced" viewpoint, the 
Primer leans heaviJy on the current 
official thinking and provides only a 
minimal sense of the scope and seri
ousness of the opposing positions. 
For example, it gives the impression 
that technology has the waste dis
posal problem well in hand and that 
the main obstacles to a permanent 
nuclear waste repository are political. 
Tt even takes seriously the idea o( 
shooting nuclear waste into space. Its 

produce versions of the newsletter 
emphasizing events in their own 
countries. 

To order the Commrmiqrte in En
glish for a year, send a check for $35 
to WISE-Amsterdam, PO Box 5627, 
l007 AP Amsterdam, The Nether
lands. 

Storage Options
New Fact Sheet 

just when the recent (December, 
1985) amendments to the Low-Level 
Radioactive Waste Policy Act make 
alternatives to radioactive landfills 
politically feasible, the Sierra Club 
Radioactive Waste Campaign is re
leasing a new, updated fact sheet on 
the subject. 

"Low-Level Nuclear Waste: Op
tions for Storage" reports on the 
most successful of recently de
veloped substitutes for landfiUs. It re
views the Dartmouth College above
ground facility for storing research 

list of publications is almost half gov
ernment documents and doesn't 
mention any of the notable recent 
studies such as Radwnste, Forevermore 
or The Next Nuclear Gamble. (Further
more, while advising potential ac
tivists to subscribe to publications, it 
never mentions the Waste Paper!) So, 
while the Primer could be a useful in
troduction to nuclear waste facts, its 
presentation of the problems and 
controversies is fuzzy, and that's 
exactly what the concerned citizen 
needs to understand . [Editor's note: 
Perhaps the fact that the Department 
of Energy financially supports the 
League of Women Voters Education 
Fund has a role in its perspective.] 

The Nuclear Waste Primer: A Han
dbook For Citize11s is published by Nick 
Lyons Books for the League of 
Women Voters Education Fund and 
is distributed by Schocken Books, 62 
Cooper Square, New York, NY, 
10003. The book's cost is $5.95. 

Harolrl Berger lroftts a MA degree in 
political science a11d e11t'ironme11fal polzcy 
a11d is curre11tly worki11g as a volu11teer 
for tlze Radioactive Waste Campaign. 

and medical wastes on site, Ontario 
Hydro's waste reduction strategy, 
and the French method of storage in 
monoliths and tumuli. lt also des
cribes and critiques the Westin
ghouse SUREPAK, (an acronym for 
Subsurface Recoverable Packaging 
System) that is now being considered 
by several states. The fact sheet also 
explains the characteristics of the dif
ferent "low-level" waste streams and 
shows why specific storage tech
niques are required for each. Photos, 
simple diagrams, and a glossary 
make it easy for the non-expert to vi
sualize technology that, in more offi
cial documents, has a way of seeming 
hopelessly complicated . And it is 
written in everyday English. 

Tlze eight-page "Options for Storage" 
facl sheet can be ordered from Sierra Cl11b 
Radioaclive Waste Cnmpmg11, 625 Brond
way, New York, New York, 10012. 
Single sheets are $1.00; 15 cents each for 
25 or more. Please add 22 ceuts postage 
for eaclr $1 of purclzase. 
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Goodbye Seattle . 
Hello Long Beach 

In the fall of last year, when the 
Department of Energy (DOE) in
fo.rrned Seattle, Washington that 
their city had been chosen to receive 
a series of irradiated nuclear fuel 
shipme nts from Taiwan, DOE wasn't 
thinking of Greenpeace, the 

. dockworkers (lLWU) union, and a 
fei sty local citizenry. But, they sure 
are now, as DOE beats a hasty retreat 
to a possibly warmer reception in 
Long Beach, California. On January 
19, DOE informed Long Beach that 
they, not Seattle, will be the lucky rt>
cipients of the Taiwan shipments. 

A large coalition of Seattle resi
dents raised questions about the pos
sibility of transportation accidents, 
insurance, local emergency pre
paredness, and more global issues 
concerning proliferation of nuclear 
bombmaking material and technol
ogy. The Taiwan fuel would be ship
ped in 25 ton containers or casks, two 
to a mixed cargo container ship. Tom 
Buchanan of Green peace pointed out 
that some fires on ocean-going ships 
can be difficult, sometimes impossi
ble, to extinguish, and that DOE had 
not prepared an environmental im
pact statement on the consequence~ 
of a nuclear spill. Shipping casks are 
only designed to withstand a half 
hour fire. Each cask holds about ten 
times the long-lived radioactivity re
leased by the Hiroshima bomb. 

Since Taiwan alone has four 
operating commercial reactors and 
two more under construLtion, and 
many other countries, such as the 
Philipines and South Korea, have 
reactors, but not disposal factltbes, 
Seattle citizens saw the T.1iwan ship
ments as a foot in the door. As the 
battle heated up, the Seattle City gov
ernment placed a series of safety con
ditions on the shipments and the 
fLWU dramatically announced in the 
beginning of January, that they 
would not unload the projected eigh
teen shipments, scheduled in 1986. 

We love to get mail! Send your 
comments, contributions, letters 
to the editor, inquiries, even com
pliments to The Editor, The Sierra 
Club Waste Paper, 625 Broadway-
2nd Floor, New York, N.Y. 10012. 

Following mounting opposition and 
this step by the ILWU, DOE pulled 
out of Seattle and announced January 
19, that Long Beach, California, 
would be the new port. Whether op
position groV\s in the sunnier climes 
of California remains to be seen. 

Taiwan's four operating GE reac
tors, and two Westinghouse reactors 
under construction by Bechtel are 
outgrowths of the "Atoms for Peace" 
program inaugurated under Presi
dent Eisenhower. Under this plan to 
encourage the use of nuclear energy, 
nuclear fuel has been shipped to ex
perimental reactors worldwide since 
the 19t;O's. Wtth these small experi
mental reactors, foreign countries 
develop the engineering infrastruc
ture to operate large commercial reac
tors, the sales of which are sub
sidized by US taxpayers with 3% in
terest loans from the Export-Import 
Bank. But this buildup of the en
gineering infrastructure has become 
a two-edged sword. As demonstrat
ed in India, engineers schooled in the 
fine art of nuclear technology are also 
capable of making nuclear bombs, 
hence the need to return the basic 
bombmaking ingredient contained in 
nuclear fuel, uranium-235, to the 
United States. So these developing 
countries are encouraged to return 
their used or irradiated fuel to U.S. 
government reprocessing plants in 
South Carolina and Idaho, where the 
weapons grade reusable uranium it 
contains ts extracted. Like an expen~ 
sive botlle deposit, when the fuel is 
returned to the United States, foreign 
countries get a credit towards the 
next purchase. 

Citizens are becoming increasingly 
aware of these shipments that cus
tomarily move through ports in 
Portsmouth, Virginia, and, more re
cently, Portland, Oregon, and then 
on the highway::.. Several U.S. un
ions, notably railroad workers in 
Nebraska, United Transportation 
Union, and firefighters and fire
chiefs, have expressed concern, but 
none until now has taken the ulti
mate step of refusing to handle this 
dangerous cargo. In England, the In
ternational Seamen's Union refused 
to dump low-level waste into the sea, 
puLLing a hall to that practice. 

Midwest /continued 
form, that will not leach out in a land
fill, reduces the advantage of inciner
ation. According to the Rogers and 
Associates report, "If the ash is sol
idified, a net volume reduction of 16 
to 26% may be achievable." 

Similar conclusions, and many 
more, were reported by the Radioac
tive Waste Campaign, in a 30 page re
port, now written up as an eight page 
fact sheet, "Radioactive Waste Incin
eration: What's Coming Out of the 
Stack?" fhe possible production of 
caustic hydrochloric acid and ex
tremely toxic d ioxin was not 
broached by the Rogers and As
sociates report, but are discussed in 
the Campaign fact sheet. 

For copies of the Rogers and As
sociates report, "Regional Manage
ment Plan, Review of Alternative 
Waste Management Methods for the 
Midwest Compact Region, Report on 
Task 4, " write to the Executive Direc
tor, Midwest Interstate Low-Level 
Radioactive Waste Commission, 350 
N. Robert Street, St. Paul, MN 55101. 
The fact sheet, "Radioactive Waste 
Incineration: What's Coming Out of 
the Stack?" is available from the 
Sierra Club Radioactive Waste Cam
paign, 625 Broadway, New York, NY 
10012. Single sheets are $1; 25 cents 
each for 25 or more. Please add 22 
centc:; postage for each $1 of purch
ase. 

Soulh Dakota/continued 
When the NWVC gathered twice 

the number of signatures needed to 
place the LLRW initiative on the 1984 
ballot, the campaign heated up. The 
Black Hills Sierra Oub Group used 
the Fairness Doctrine to net the 
NWVC $19,000 worth of free TV and 
radio time. The Sierra Club's North
ern Plains Regional Conservation 
Committee and Dacotah Chapter 
sent EPA whistleblower Hugh Kauf
man on a statewide speaking tour. 
As a result of these and other efforts, 
sixty-two percent of the voters ap
proved tile initiative. Even so, the 
1985 legislature approved a retreaded 
Dakota Compact, which would per
mit a national site, understood to be 
at Igloo. A special election was au
thorized, under the terms of tile in
itiative, to approve or reject the Com
par.t. 

Chem-Nuclear, having said after 
the 1984 election that they would not 



challenge the initiative, did just that. 
The NWVC, knowing that the state's 
defense of the initiated Jaw would be 
minimal, intervened, and deflected a 
move to make the Compact referen
dum non-binding. After a quiet elec
tion campaign, 83% of the voters re
jected the Dakota Compact. The 
politicians at last got the message. 
Options now being explored will ex
dude waste importation and shallow 
land burial, and the NWVC is par
ticipating in the planning. 

Jim Maclnnes is Dacotah Chapter Con
servation Co-CI~~tir (SO) and a member of 
tlte Nuclear Energy Subcommittee. 

Space/ Con tinu ed 

one, but two launches would be re
quired for each disposal mission , giv
ing us a grand total of 480,000 
pounds. Thus, for each pound of 
waste to be disposed of, we would 
actually have to launch about 400 
pounds. 

If you're starting to suspect that it 
may cost a lot of money to send 
radioactive waste into space, you're 
right. In 1980, the cost for one dis
posal mission was estimated at $45.7 
million; the initial cost of the space 
equipment was estimated at $3.2 bil
lion. And these estimates, which 
must be adjusted for five years of in
flation, do not include the costs of 
handling, transporting, and packag
ing the waste, much of which must 
be done by remote-control equip
ment. 

A 1982 report to NASA by Battelle 
estimated that 750 missions would be 
required to dispose of the waste from 
used fuel rods which will have ac
cumulated by the year 2003. The Bat-

telle estimate assumes an unrealisti
cally small high level waste volume 
and weight. Before you start figuring 
out taxpayer costs, consider that this 
estimate is based on the questionable 
assumption that used fuel rods will 
be reprocessed. The remains of the 
West Valley plant stand as silent but 
deadly testimony to this country's 
only attempt at commercial reproces
sing. 

If we make the far more plausible 
assumption that reprocessing is not a 
viable option, then approximately 
120,000 flights would be needed to 
dispose of the contents of one re
pository. Assuming a cost of $46 mil
lion per flight (in 1980 dollars), the 
estirnated cost to send aloft a full re
pository would be $5,000 billion, 
though some "frequent flyer" dis
coun ts may be available. About 2,000 
space flights per year would be 
needed just to keep up with the pre
sent product ion rate of nuclear 
waste. Even if all these missions were 
somehow carried out, in spite of the 
phenomenal cost and the thousand 
years required to launch this many 
shipmen ts, we still would not have 
rid the earth of radioactive waste. 
Used fuel rods are only a part of the 
nuclear legacy. Left on earth would 
be so-called " low-level'' wastes 
(many of which are lethal), uranium 
mill tailings, and all the radioactive 
wastes from the production of nucle
ar weapons, as well as all the fuel 
rods from nuclear power plants out
side the U .S. 

What about the risks? Putting 
radioactive waste into a heliocentric 
orbit would only reduce, not elimi
nate, the risks of putting it into a geo
centric orbit. Even though the waste 
containers would be farther away, 
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radioactive particles released from 
collisions with meteors could still 
make their way back to earth. Worse, 
a failure of the Orbital Transfer Sys
tem could result in the entire waste 
package returning to earth, burning 
up on re-entry, and releasing its 
radioactive contents into the atmos
phere. 

A launch failure would bring the 
waste plummeting back down to 
earth, and, according to the Battelle 
study, even that 58,800 pounds of 
packa~.ng might not withstand such 
a fall if the payload should happen to 
land on hard rock. It might also land 
in the ocean where, if recovery at
tempts should fail, it would eventu
ally corrode, releasing all its radioac
tive wastes. Assuming one failure in 
each 60 flights, the approximate mis
sile failure rate, about 2,000 rocket
ships in a fuJ1 repository's worth of 
nuclear waste, may destruct and rain 
an incredibly large amount of 
radioactivity from the sky. Despite 
the high failure rate for handling 
radioactive waste on earth, the odds 
in the sky are even worse. While 
practice might reduce the failure rate, 
the more waste that gets into space, 
the greater the risk of an outer space 
collision, with serious consequences. 

There are no science fiction style 
rescue missions on tl}e way to save 
the people of the earth from their fol
lies and indulgences. On the con
trary, the very fact that the U.S. gov
ernment has turned to this investiga
tion of space disposal schemes marks 
how desperate the radioactive waste 
problem has become. 

Robin Hewitt, a Waste Campaign volun
teer, has a degree i11 mechanical engineer
ing. 

r----------------------------------------------~ 

Subscribe to The Sierra Club Waste Paper, the world's only quarterly on radioactive waste. Exclusive inter
views, investigative reporting, citizens' battles and more! We've got the facts, the figures and the inside 
s tory for you. Only $8 for this important resource . 

0 Enclosed is $8 for a year's subscription to The Sierra Club Waste Paper, or $12 for two years. 

0 I want to s top generating nuclear waste. Here is my contribution to the Campaign. 

0 I would like to volunteer for the Campaign. I can help with research, public speaking, writing, visu al 
arts, organizing, or office work. (Please circle your interests.) 

Clip and mail to: The Sierra Club Radioactive Waste Campaign, 625 Broadway-2nd Floor, New York, 
N.Y. 10012. 
Name Phone ________________________ ___ 

Address State Zip __________ _ 

L---------------- ----------- --------------------1 
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Victory in North Carolina! 

Four thousand citizens stormed a public meeting in Fayetteville, NC 
January 14, and another 1000 hu:ned out for formal hearings a week 
later in Bladen County, protesting US Ecology's plans to build an in
cinerator to burn low-level waste in Duart, NC, 17 miles southeast of 
Fayelteville. Just four weeks later, the NC Department of Air Quality 
denied a permit for the incinerator. 

North Carolina Incinerator 
Permit Denied 

In a smashing victory for public 
heallh and safety. a key part of a 
license application to operate a 
radioactive waste incinerator in 
North Carolina was denied. The 
notice denying the air quality permit 
was sent out by the Division of En
vironmental Management of the De
partment of Natural Resources and 
Community Development February 
13 The Department of Human Re
sources which is the North Carolina 
agency which wiU grant or deny the 
license is waiting till the end of the 
public comment period which ex
pires Febntary 21. It would be almost 
impossible to operate an incinerator 
without relea&ing air, so the license is 
expected to be denied. US Ecology, 
operator of radioactive land fills in the 

States of Washington and Nevada, 
was proposing to license the in
cinerator in Bladen County, North 
Carolina. 

The agency's denial of the air qual
ity pem1it, announced by Paul 
Wilms, Chief of the Division of En
vironmenta l Management at a meet
ing of the Environmental Manage
ment Commission February 13, was 
based on several key grounds: 

• no prior experience with radioac
tive incinerators 

• the company's poor track record 
with radioactive Land!ills, mcluding 
the $97 million suit between US Ecol
ogy and the State of Illinois, which 
vitally affects the company's financial 
stability, and 

• technical grounds, mcluding in-

The Sierra Club Radioactive Waste Campaign 
625 Broad way, 2nd Floor 
New York, New York 10012 

Address correction requested 

adequate fire protection, problems 
with carbon-14 and tritium, and no 
mainlenance and replacement 
schedule. 

O ne ground for denial not men
tioned by Mr. Wilms was the tre
mendous public opposition to the 
perrntl, mcluding an unprecedented 
citizen turnout at two public hearings 
in January. North Carolina agency of
ficials must still be shaking their 
heads in disbelief at a 4,000 person 
turnout in Fayetteville January 16, 
and 1,000 persons in Bladen County 
the following week. Highway traffic 
in Favctleville was backed up five 
miles: · 

The denial vote culminates an al
most two year batUe between local 
residents in Bladen County, particu
larly United Concerned Citizen-. for 
Ecology, and lhe company. On May 
23 and 24, one year into the battle, 
the Sterra Club Radioactive Waste 
Campaign, Sierra Oub North 
Carolina Chapter, Conservation 
Council of Norlh Carolina, United 
Citizens, the Town of St. Pauls and 
the Robeson County Clergy and 
Laity Concerned held a crucial pubhc 
meeting and workshop in St. Pauls 
that kicked off a revitalized effort 
against the mcinerator. The Cam
patgn provtded the technical backup 
to citizens' concerns. Building and 
broadening political support, the Bla
den County Commiss1oners were 
eventually brought around to oppose 
the incinerator which would release 
radioactive gasec; to the air, and pos
sibly toxic dioxin as weU. The volume 
reduction alternative, supercompact
ing radioactive waste, was the viable 
alternative rel.ommended by en
vironmental and public interest ad
vocates. Soon c;tatewide political can
didates had to take a stand on the 
issue which moved to the front of the 
Governor's desk. The victory is a tes
timonial to what a determined band 
of united citizcms can do, and what 
United Citizens did. Congratulations 
North Carolina friends! 
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