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Despite recent interest by the Bush administration and some members of Congress in reviving
commercial reprocessing—the separation of uranium and plutonium from irradiated nuclear
fuel—as a solution to the country’s nuclear waste problem, reprocessing would in fact only
exacerbate the problem.! Reprocessing—sometimes incorrectly called “recycling”—is simply
the separation process. The separated plutonium may be used in fresh fuel for reactors,
called mixed oxide (MOX) fuel. Currently, the U.S. has only a few reactors that are licensed

to use MOX fuel.

Reprocessing is Extremely Expensive
Approximately $100 billion has been spent globally trying
to commercialize plutonium, about $40 billion of which
has been used to reprocess commercial and fast reactor
irradiated fuel.? The only private commercial reprocessing
facility in the United States, West Valley in New York
State, was an economic and environmental disaster,
reprocessing only one year's worth of fuel in six years.

France, England, Russia, India, and soon Japan are the
only countries in the world that have commercial
reprocessing facilities. China is in the design phase of a
pilot facility. All of these programs are heavily subsidized
by their governments. A July 2000 report commissioned
by the French government concluded that reprocessing is
uneconomical—costing about $25 billion more than a
“once-through” fuel cycle®—and will do little to reduce the
amount of long-lived radionuclides in the waste. In
England, a recent leak of 20 tons of uranium and
plutonium fuel from the government-owned THORP
reprocessing plant has led to the plant’s operator calling
on the government to permanently close the facility,
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which has been losing money even when operational.
Meanwhile, the Japanese company, Japan Nuclear Fuel
Ltd., is about to start up its Rokkasho reprocessing plant,
which cost $20 billion (three times more costly than
initially estimated) and has taken 12 years to build. MOX
fuel produced from the separated plutonium and uranium
for use in reactors will be at least 20 times more
expensive than low enriched uranium fuel.*

Reprocessing is a Security Threat
Reprocessing weakens the global non-proliferation regime
to stop the spread of nuclear weapons and weapons-
useable materials. About 250 metric tons of plutonium
from commercial reprocessing—equivalent to more than
30,000 nuclear bombs—has been separated globally,
leaving it vulnerable to theft.®

Both the Ford and Carter administrations instituted a “no
reprocessing” policy in the U.S. in order to convince other
countries to forego this technology. Recommencing
reprocessing in the U.S. would send a signal to the rest of
the world that the U.S. intends to extract plutonium that
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Reprocessing, once against U.S. policy, is getting increased federal
funding.®

could be used in nuclear weapons, at a time when the
United States is seeking to discourage other nations (such
as North Korea and Iran) from acquiring such
technologies.

The technologies for “proliferation-resistant” reprocessing
currently being researched by the U.S. Department of
Energy (DOE) differ little from the reprocessing
technology used during the Cold War, and thus are not
sufficient to prevent theft. Furthermore, even if a
proliferation-resistant technology were eventually
developed, it would mean the spread of reprocessing
expertise and equipment that could be easily converted
into a nuclear weapons program.

Reprocessing Harms the Environment
Reprocessing creates high-level radioactive liquid and
sludge that must be managed as high-level radioactive
waste. During the Cold War, the U.S. reprocessed at
nuclear weapons sites (Hanford, Idaho and Savannah
River) to obtain plutonium for nuclear bombs. These sites
how have over 100 million gallons of high level
reprocessing waste sitting in leaking underground tanks
that threaten important water resources. The Department
of Energy estimates that it will cost over $100 billion to
clean up the reprocessing waste at these three sites.’
Reprocessing at West Valley resulted in high-level
radioactive waste, transuranic waste and so-called “low-
level” radioactive waste that is still threatening the
groundwater and the Great Lakes watershed more than
30 years later. A 1996 estimate on the cost for cleaning
up the part of the site that did reprocessing is $5.2
billion.®

Reprocessing Cannot Solve the Nuclear

Waste Problem
Reprocessing does not eliminate the need for a repository,
nor does it significantly reduce the radioactivity of the

waste that must be stored in a repository. Proponents of
reprocessing hold France and England up as models of
how commercial reprocessing can solve our waste
problem. But the reality is that these countries also have
massive quantities of highly radioactive waste with
nowhere to go. In fact, they are dumping some of the
radioactive waste into the sea, much to the ire of other
European nations. Moreover, no country in the world
reprocesses irradiated MOX fuel, because it is too
expensive—which ultimately results the problem of finding
a disposal site for the highly radioactive irradiated MOX
fuel.
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