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West Texas Site Wants Nation's Spent Nuclear Fuel
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Modular concrete canisters containing nuclear waste are shown at the bottom of a storage pit near Andrews, Texas. Feb. 9, 2015

Texas’ only radioactive waste dump wants to open its gates to tens of thousands of metric
tons of spent nuclear reactor fuel now scattered across the country — a large expansion it is
pitching as a temporary solution for a problem that has bedeviled federal policymakers for
decades.

Waste Control Specialists is seeking federal approval to temporarily store highly radioactive
waste at its complex in Andrews County, northwest of Midland. In a letter sent Friday to the
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, the company, formerly owned by the late Dallas
billionaire Harold Simmons, said it plans to file a federal license application in early 2016.

“Our nation needs a safe, centralized interim storage solution,” company President Rod
Baltzer told reporters Monday. “We believe Andrews County and WCS offers that safe
storage solution.”

The sprawling facility is one of few in the country that accepts low-level nuclear waste, and
ithas been growing. Since 2012, the company has used less than 10 percent of its 1,400-acre
site to store contaminated tools, building materials and protective clothing, among other
items, from shuttered reactors and hospitals. And last year, it took in 420 truckloads of
transuranic waste from the federal government’s nuclear weapons program.

If the federal government will let it, the company said it would initially set aside about 1,000
acres for spent fuel currently stored at Texas' four operating nuclear reactors — at Comanche
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Peak in Glen Rose and the South Texas Project outside of Bay City — and shuttered reactors
elsewhere. The plans call for the facility to hold the fuel for 40 years or longer if necessary.

The company would later consider making room for waste generated by the country’s other
95 operating reactors, it said. It expects to get its license by summer of 2019 and accept used
fuel by the next year.

“This will be a community supported, consent-based facility,” Baltzer said. “We have the
ideal location, an experienced workforce, an impeccable safety record.”

Last month, the commissioners court of Andrews County adopted a resolution supporting
the expansion. The county currently receives 5 percent of the facility’s gross receipts —
totaling about $5 million in direct payments. The state gets 25 percent of the receipts, and
the Legislature may eventually want to weigh in on the plan.

Environmental groups have closely scrutinized the company as it has expanded the scale of
the waste it accepts, with some opposing the idea of housing such waste anywhere in Texas.

“It’s all risk and no reward for Texas,” said Tom “Smitty” Smith, director of Public Citizen’s
Texas office. Among other concerns, the group fears that transporting the waste could prove
dangerous, and that Andrews County would become a de facto long-term storage site if
Congress fails to find a better option.

Washington has long sought a final resting place for the roughly 70,000 metric tons and
counting of spent nuclear fuel and other highly radioactive materials that have
accumulated at nuclear reactor sites and other storage facilities across the country.

Though the nuclear energy industry insists that temporary waste disposal — either in pools
or sealed in dry casks of metal or concrete — is safe and environmentally sound, it has long
agreed that sealing the waste in geologic formations deep underground boosts protection
against terrorist attacks and natural disasters, such as the earthquake and tsunami that
rocked Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power station in 2011.

For more than 20 years, Washington saw Nevada’s Yucca Mountain as the solution, and the
federal government spent tens of millions of dollars preparing it to accept the waste. But
Nevada’s congressional delegation — led by Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, a Democrat
— has thwarted the project. And, facing significant political pressure, the Obama
administration has abandoned the Yucca plans.

That has left untapped a $30 billion waste disposal fund collected from U.S. electricity
ratepayers. Meanwhile, as nuclear power generators foot the bill for interim storage at their
reactors, they are winning large breach-of-contract disputes against the federal government,
which had promised to take the waste off their hands by 1998. The U.S. Department of
Energy expects those payments to total $21 billion by 2020. That means taxpayers are
essentially paying twice for disposal.

In 2012, the Blue Ribbon Commission on America’s Nuclear Future, assembled by President
Obama, suggested that policymakers develop at least one geologic disposal facility and at
least one consolidated storage site — the type Waste Control Specialists is pitching — to
remove the burden from nuclear generators.
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Several Texas officials have welcomed the idea of bringing the waste to Texas. That includes
former Gov. Rick Perry, who last year wrote, “We have no choice but to begin looking for a
safe and secure solution for [high-level waste] in Texas.”

Last year, House Speaker Joe Straus, R-San Antonio, instructed lawmakers to study the
economic potential of storing highly radioactive nuclear waste in Texas.

U.S. Rep. Joe Barton, R-Ennis, told The Texas Tribune in a statement that he continues to
support the Yucca Mountain project but “while we continue to debate the topic in
Washington we need to develop interim storage facilities.”

“I think putting one of these facilities in Texas is a good idea, as long as the community and
its leaders, including city council and county commissioners, welcome it,” the statement
said.

Under its proposal, the West Texas site would use the same dry-cask method used elsewhere
to store the waste aboveground.

“It’s row upon row of dry cask,” Baltzer said.

Smith said his biggest concerns surrounded how to transport all the waste to Andrews
County, and whether the trucks or trains carrying the waste would become targets for
terrorists.

In a report last March, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality acknowledged that
transportation of the fuel to one site “will be a complex logistical project” that could take 10
years to arrange and about 20 years to carry out. The federal Department of Energy says
such a project could require 10,700 rail shipments or 53,000 truckloads.

From 1970 to 2010, more than 3,000 shipments of spent nuclear fuel traveled more than 1.7
million miles across the country, the TCEQ report said. That yielded nine accidents, with
five involving radioactive material. None of that material spilled.

Dale Klein, associate director of the University of Texas Energy Institute and the former
chairman of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, said he believes the fuel could be
transported and stored safely at a centralized facility, and the biggest safety challenge would
be educating the public.

“This is not a new concept,” he said in an interview. “This isn’t really rocket science."
Disclosure: The University of Texas at Austin is a corporate sponsor of The Texas Tribune.

The Harold Simmons Foundation has been a major donor to the Tribune. A complete list of
Tribune donors and sponsors can be viewed here.
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