Mountain Mess
by

Eyes Right

Blacksburg, VA -  As one drives south on I-81 through the middle of Virginia, visual treats abound.   Pastures springing to life after their winter dormancy provide a lush green carpet which seems to almost reflect the sunlight.  Cattle surrounded by freshly foaled calves sprinkle the fields.  It is difficult to keep the driver’s eyes on the road.  In view of the total preponderance of 18-wheelers on this interstate, gazing anywhere other than the highway can be a deadly treat.

Most of this section of I-81 lies in a valley with the Shenandoah Mountains to the east and the Appalachians to the west.  The trees on the mountainsides are just now beginning to green up with new leaves, so there is an opportunity to fully appreciate the magnificence of the undulating ridges. Again, the senses are overwhelmed – it is almost like a Disney ride.

But not all mountains evoke such smiles and wonderment.  In fact, there is one mountain in the U.S. whose very name evokes passionate argument and heated debate.  That would be Yucca Mountain in Nevada.  It has been in the news quite a bit lately. The Obama administration and the Congressional majorities are moving to kill an unimaginably expensive and politically charged 22-year old project in which Yucca Mountain would become home to the national nuclear waste repository.
To understand the controversy, it is necessary first to know some energy facts.  Currently the U.S. has 104 operating nuclear reactors providing approximately 20% of our nation’s electricity.  The process is proven, economical, and emits essentially zero pollution.  Its “carbon footprint” is zero.  As a result of the nuclear fission reactions taking place, enormous quantities of heat are produced which is used to convert water into steam to turn electrical generating turbines.   As a byproduct of the fission process within the reactor, long-lived radioactive isotopes are also produced, which, if allowed to enter surrounding soil or atmosphere, would produce dangerous levels of radiation which could be harmful to humans.  What to do with this radioactive waste, that is physically small, but potentially deadly, forms the crux of the controversy.  
Because of the national nature of the problem, the U.S. Congress voted in 1987 to create a national nuclear waste depository deep inside Yucca Mountain in Nevada.  The idea was to bore into the mountainside to excavate a man-made cave 1000 ft. underground to safely store shielded containers of the waste.  The containers are designed to ensure that they will be intact for at least 10,000 years.   Nearly $8 billion has been spent to date preparing the site.
Opponents have argued throughout the past two decades that nuclear waste, no matter how well contained and shielded, may eventually seep into the local water supply through either corrosion or earthquake events and that this risk outweighs any possible benefits.  Proponents, including most scientists, consider the risk to be essentially zero, and point out that it would be far safer to store the material safely inside Yucca than in the 121 separate “temporary” above ground sites mostly on the same electrical generating land where it is produced, all over the U.S.  
Soon after taking office, the Obama administration has apparently chosen to agree with the opponents by signaling its intention to reverse 20 years of national policy and end the Yucca Mountain project.  Nevada Senator Harry Reid was a prime mover in this decision.  Of course, for the past 20-some years, Senator Reid had absolutely no problem with the billions of dollars of Yucca Mountain money pouring into his state.  Now that the project is on the brink of completion, he is now opposed to the actual operation.  How cleverly malleable are these politicians!

What was not stated when this decision was made public was any alternative.  Exactly what is the new plan to deal with the nuclear waste issue?  At present, nearly 60,000 tons of waste is in “temporary” storage at those 121 above ground sites, each carrying far greater risk than one permanent underground storage site far from any humans.  The answer is very solvable from a technical and engineering perspective (a.k.a., Yucca Mountain), but is hopelessly mired in politics.   What is certain is that any new solution will involve billions of future taxpayer dollars.  In this light, those I-81 mountains lose some of their luster.
I thought you might like to know.
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