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Lacking a long-term plan, we can at least make on-site
storage safer. 
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Minnesota has a nuclear waste storage problem. The problem is simply
stated: We generate radioactive wastes at our nuclear power plants at
Monticello and Prairie Island, but we have no viable plan for long-term
storage of that waste. In other words, every time Minnesotans ip on the
light switch, more nuclear waste is produced. And in the near-term future,
there is nowhere for that nuclear waste to go.

From the 1980s to 2008, the U.S. government had a working plan to move
nuclear waste from the plants where it is generated to a permanent
storage facility at Yucca Mountain in Nevada. But in 2008, the Yucca
Mountain Repository development ended when scientists established high
risk for groundwater contamination there. Until another geological
repository can be developed, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission's plan is
to continue to store spent nuclear fuel at the plants where it is generated.

A Sept. 3 Star Tribune article quotes Prairie Island Indian Community
secretary Ron Johnson saying that spent fuel "was supposed to have been
removed in the 1990s. We translate that to mean [the Prairie Island site] is
probably more of a permanent storage facility."

The problem isn't unique to Minnesota: Nuclear power plants all over the
United States are now storing nuclear waste on site. But, and this is a big
one, Minnesota's plants weren't designed or located in places that make
sense for long-term storage of nuclear waste.

Both of Minnesota's nuclear facilities are on the Mississippi River. Siting
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The Prairie Island Nuclear power plant as seen from Lock and Dam No. 3.
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Both of Minnesota's nuclear facilities are on the Mississippi River. Siting
the plants on the river initially made sense: River water can be used for
cooling spent fuel and steam. But by their very nature, rivers are
geologically hazard-prone. After the destruction of Japan's Fukushima
Daiichi plant by major tsunami, we need to give careful thought to where
and how we store nuclear waste. In a post-Fukushima world, it is difficult
to believe that Minnesota's nuclear facilities are disaster-proof.

For the time being, we may be stuck with on-site storage, but we can take
important steps to minimize the risks. Currently, we manage nuclear
wastes in two stages. Waste is initially cooled and stored in spent fuel
pools. This waste is eventually transferred and sealed in steel and
concrete containers called dry casks. The Prairie Island and Monticello
plants use both storage methods.

Each method has a key advantage: Spent fuel pools are less expensive,
while dry cask storage is far safer, but more costly.

Importantly, the casks are less vulnerable to hazards such as re,
ooding, or even earthquakes and tsunamis. Dry casks at the Fukushima

plant were knocked over, but no radiation leaked from them; the release of
radiation at Fukushima was entirely from the spent fuel pools.

According to the Sept. 3 article, the Prairie Island Indian Community has
concerns about the longevity of the dry casks.

But the casks represent a far better alternative than storage in pools, and
moving waste to cask storage is a necessary step before the waste can be
moved offsite. The Union of Concerned Scientists, a nonpartisan scienti c
organization, sees dry cask storage as one of the most obvious sources of
nuclear risk reduction.

This week, the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee will hold
a hearing on a bill to implement recommendations of President Obama's
Blue Ribbon Commission on America's Nuclear Future. Unfortunately,
neither the commission's report nor the bill conveys the importance of
transferring spent fuel waste to dry cask storage.

This is where Minnesota can make a difference.

U.S. Sen. Al Franken sits on the Energy and Natural Resources
Committee, and has the opportunity to make important policy
recommendations that would accelerate the process of moving spent fuel
to safer storage systems.

Ideally, Franken will also urge the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to
reduce the risks to the Prairie Island Indian Community by moving waste
quickly from the Mississippi River oodplain.

Dry cask storage is the essential rst step.

---------------------

Julie Maxson is an associate professor in the Department of Natural
Science at Metropolitan State University.
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A deplorable act of violence, this time targeted at
a congressional baseball team. Hear the "Playing
Politics" analysis from WCCO Radio's Jordana
Green and the Star Tribune Editorial Board's
John Rash and D.J. Tice.
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The best response to Virginia shooting is to
show national resolve.
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And the lesson for teens — and adults — is that
online behavior matters.
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Because they are what we've made them to be —
their own brand, an army of one.
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Wander with the
Kangaroos at new Mn. Zoo
exhibit
⁵ −’ @√@>  At the new Minnesota Zoo Kangaroo

exhibit there are no barriers limiting interaction.
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