








Ranking Process 
Ranking the various options to draw distinctions within 
the same rating level will be helpful. In explaining the 
ranking process, only those categories that received the 
same mark (minus, N, or plus) will receive comment: 

Effectiveness. The three options were ranked as follows 
for effectiveness: MRS, on-site, and tufflYucca Mountain. 
On-site storage ranked ahead of tufflYucca Mountain be-
cause it offered relatively secure short-tenn containment 
and did not involve waste transportation and related risks. 

Cost. 1be three options were ranked as follows for costs: 
on-site ranked fIrst and MRS and tufflYucca Mountain tied. 
Construction of an MRS facility was clearly cheaper than a 
geological repository, but the long-tenn costs of monitor-
ing an MRS facility likely would balance construction costs. 

Political Feasibility. The three options were ranked as 
follows for political feasibility: on-site, tufflYucca Moun-
tain, and MRS. On-site storage ranked ahead of tuff/ 
Yucca Mountain because it represents the status quo 
and is unlikely to arouse new waves of opposition. 

Intergenerational Equity. 1be three options were ranked 
as follows for intergenerational equity: l\.1RS, tufflYucca 
Mountain, and on-site storage. TufflYucca Mountain was 
chosen before the on-site location because, despite seri-
ous containment problems, this alternative at least avoids 
the on-site storage problem of passing economic costs to 
future generations. 
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Synthesis 
When examining different alternatives under the criteria 
it is striking how poorly each fared. Only one plus ratidg 
was assigned in the entire analysis and that went to on-site 
storage under the cost criterion. Under the most important 
criterion, effectiveness, MRS was the only alternative that 
did not receive a minus rating. This analysis shows the 
poverty of our present high-level radioactive waste policy. 
Several conclusions and recommendations can be drawn 
from this analysiS. . 

Overall, MRS, the top perfo1lller in terms of effectiveness 
(the most important criterion) and inter generational equi-
ty, appears to be the best option. For cost, this option 
was given a minus, but still ranked second. Only in 
terms of political feasibility did MRS rank: last. 

In addition to ranking first for both cost with a plus and 
political feasibility with an N, on-site storage showed 
short-tenn promise for effectiveness. The major faults of 
on-site storage are long-term effectiveness and intergen-
erational equity. 

The geological repository, tufflYucca Mountain, scored 
extremely poorly (receiving as a high mark an N for 
political feasibility) and represents the least effective and 
most expensive option. For intergenerational eqUity, 
tuff/ Yucca Mountain ranked ahead of on-site storage by 
not transferring economic burdens. Clearly, the central 
role Yucca Mountain plays in u.s. nuclear waste policy 
should be reconsidered. 

Given these facts, the following hybrid policy is 
recommended: 

1. Continue storing those commercial wastes that are 
adequately contained on-site. At the same time, power 
companies should continue to pay into the nuclear waste 
fund: If the government takes stewardship, the cost of 
monitoring waste and cleaning up any containment 
breakdown would be, in effect, a taxpayer-funded liabili-
ty. In contrast, under this recommendation power com-
panies must bear storage burdens. 

2. Move all military wastes and any unsafe commercial 
wastes into a government-owned MRS facility, ensuring 
containment of the greatest short-term risks. A hint 
at where to locate such facilities comes from Sweden 
which has located an interim facility "adjacent to an 
existing reactor, in recognition that communities with 
the experience of hosting a nuclear plant tend to be 
more willing to accept waste storage �f�a�c�i�l�i�t�i�e�s�:�'�2�~� 

, 
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3. Eventually move wastes stored on-site to the MRS 
facility. This step will ensure that on-site wastes are 
moved before expiration of the short-term containment 
value of on-site storage. In the meantime, sufficient funds 
should have accumulated in the nuclear waste fund to 
pay for expansion of the MRS facility and to help future 
generations cover the costs of monitoring. 

4. Delay opening the Yucca Mountain repository and 
reopen the site selection process so that data on other 
potential sites can be gathered . .As prospects of opening 
Yucca Mountain have dimmed, some scholars have begun 
noting that "no compelling reason currently exists for siting 
a permanent repository at an early date."zs By keeping 
wastes on-site and at MRS facilities, the policy will be 
adaptable if emerging technologies such as transmutation 
- a chemical process that transforms the wastes into less 
dangerous isotopes - prove promising in the future.26 
At the same .time, examining other potential repository sites 
will help ensure that a repository is chosen on merit rather 
than political expediency (as some have charged in the 
case of Yucca Mountain and NWP AA). 

5. Reintroduce state involvement in a voluntary siting 
process. Most commentators, regardless of their opinions 
about the technical merits of waste storage techniques, 
agree that the primary obstacle to u.s. waste policy is 
public unease with things nuclear.Z7 Opening up the site 
selection process to allow state involvement, as originally 
intended under NWP A, would begin to build public trust. 
One small step in this direction would be congressional 
reauthorization of the Nuclear Waste Negotiator whose 
office expires in 1995.28 

These recommendations are an improvement over current 
policy. They capitalize on the short-term merits of on-site 
storage and avoid early transference of a huge economic 
burden to the government. At the same time, they present 
it reasonable option to pay for construction of an MRS site. 

Another attractive feature of this policy option is that even 
its weaknesses - in the areas of intergenerational eqUity 
and political feasibility - are not severe. While this policy 
passes some of the nuclear waste burden to future genera-
tions, funding for monitoring wastes is provided. In addi-
tion, this policy offers greater flexibility than a geologic 
repository to change waste handling procedures. The po-
litical feasibility of any off-site storage was shown in the 
analysis to be poor; however, placing the MRS facility near 
existing nuclear facilities might lessen some opposition, as 
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in the Swedish experience. Additionally, this policy might 
appeal to anti-nuclear and environmental groups, given 
the costs borne by the nuclear power industry as noted in 
the introduction. 

When asked to comment on these recommendations, 
Edison Electric's John Castagna, believing that the site 
selection process was already fraught with bureaucracy 
and moved too slowly, said he was "very surprised."2? In 
contrast, Worldwatch's Nicholas Lenssen found these rec-
ommendations "more rational than the current process."3') 

In conclUSion, the difference between these policy recom-
mendations and the current u.s. policy is clear. Current 
policy involves the government's assumption of a great 
economic burden and reliance on a questionable storage 
method, while raising great political dissent in repository 
states. In contrast, these recommendations provide safe 
storage of commercial wastes, force nuclear power compa-
nies to pay for their wastes, ensure that military wastes are 
safely contained, pass on the least possible burden to 
future generations and limit problems of political feasibili~ 
ty. Therefore, the recommendations seem an improvement 
over present policy. 

Kai Erikson summarized the value of such an approach: 

Perhaps the Government should relax its insistence on 
immediate and irreversible burial and turn to forms of 

. storage that allow both continuous monitoring and 
retrieval. .In the face of all the doubts and uncertain-
ties that attend nuclear waste management, such a 
policy maximizes flexibility and keeps options open.~1 

Bob loux, executive director of the Nevada Nuclear 
Waste Project Office, echoed this sentiment, saying: 

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission has determined 
that waste can be safely stored above ground for at 
least a century. During that time we should institute a 
nationwide program to develop a safe and lasting so-
lution - a Manhattan Project in reverse, if you will.32 

These recommendations would require congressional 
action. Although Congress is reluctant to revisit the difficult 
issues of nuclear waste policy, Sen. Paul Wellstone (D-MN) 
has been circulating among his Senate colleagues a letter to 
President Clinton that calls for just such a re-examinatiop." 
Many of the concepts contained in the letter, such as greater 
state involvement in the siting process, are consistent with 
the recommendations contained in this analysis.'.! * 

GW Policy Perspectives 1994 



Notes 
t I wish to thank the following for their advice and patience: 
Linda Parham, Mike Parks, and Mary Bounds. Your contribu-
tions to this article are greatly appreciated. 
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