As Nuclear Waste
Languishes, Expense to
U.S. Ri ses
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A tunnel at the Yucca Mountain nuclear waste site in
Nevada. It is not expected to open for at least a decade, say
officials
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WASHINGTON N Forgotten but not gone, the
wage from more than 100 nuclear reectors that the
federal government was supposed to start aceping
for burial 10 yearsag is dtill at the reacbr sites at
leag 20 yearsbehind schedule. But it is making
itself felt in the federal budget.

Each circle entombs a nuclear waste canister near
Aiken, S.C.

With court orders and settlemerts, the federal
goverrmert has already paid the utilities $342
million, but is virtually ceriain to pay a total of at
leas $7 billion in the next few yearsand probaby
over $11 hillion, govermrmert officials said. The
industry said the total could reach $35 billion.

The paymerts come from an obscure and poorly
underdood governmert accaint that requiresno new
Congressional appropriations, and will balloon in

size,experts said.

The paymerts are due becaise the reactor owners
were all required to sign contracts with the Energy
Departmert in the early 1980s, with the governmert
promising to dispose of the wade for a fee of a 10th
of acert per kilowatt-hour. It wassupposedto begn
taking away the fuel in the thenfar-off yearof 1998.

Since then, the utilities have filed 60 lawsuits. The
main argumert N emgoying legons of lawyers on
both sides N is when the goverrmert would have
picked up the fuel if it had adhered to the original
commitmert, and thus how much of the storage
expense would have fallenon the utilitiesanyway.

But the damag number is rising. If the repository
that the govermrmert is trying to develop at Yucca
Mountain, near Las Vegas could start acepting
wagde at the date now offi cially projecied, in 2017,
the damagps would run about $7 billion, accading
to Edward F. Sproat IlI, director of the Office of
CivilianRadoactve Wade Managemert.

But that date is acually Ockarly out the window,0
Mr. Sproat said in a conference call with reporters,
becawse Congress underfinanced the effort to build
the repository, amang other problems he said. Mr.
Sproat said the goal of applying by this June for a
licerse to build Yuccacould no longer be met

If the repository opens in 2020, the damagps would
cometo about $11 billion, he said, and for eachyear
beyond that, about $500 million more. The industry
says the total could reach$35 hillion.

OTe rate-payer has paid for it,O said Michael
Bauser, the associate gereral counsel of the Nuclear
Energy Institute, the industryOstrade group. Orhe
Departmert of Energy hasOtdone it, and now the
taxpayeris paying for it asecond time.O

Initially, the Energy Departmert tried to pay the
damagpsout of the Nuclear Wade Fund, the money
cdlected from the nuclear utilities plus intereg,
which comesto about $30 billion. But other utilities
sued, saying that if the goverrmert did that, there
might not be emough money left for the intended
purpose, building a repository. So the govermmert
now pays the damagesout of gereral reverues

The damages arelarge relative to the amual budget
of the Energy Departmert, which is about $25
billion. But the money comes out of the Treasiry,



not the Energy Department. Under a law passed in
the Carter administraton, such paymerts are
recagnized as obligations of the federal governmert
and no further acton by Congress is required to
make them

The money comesout of a federal account calledthe
Judgmert Fund, which is used to pay settlemerts
and court-ordered paymerts. For the lag five years
the fund has mace paymerts in the range of $700
million to $1 billion, with the average paymern
being $80,000 to $150,000. In contrad, paymerts to
utilitieshave beenin the tens of millions.

The govermrmert is also running up extra expenses
on its own wades Same of the wade that is
supposed to go to Yucca, left over from nuclear
weapons production, is sitting in storage that is
expersive to maintain.

Same extra experse wasassured, because Yuccahas
beenbeset with legal and maragerial problems and
it is not clearwhether the gedogy is suitabe for the
goal, storing the wage for a million yearswith only
very small radation dosesfor people beyond the site
boundary. The interim solution is storing wagdesin
steel caks, pumped full of inert gas to prevent
corrosion, an arrargemert that will keepthe wages
isolatedfor decadesatleas.

At some point, the esalating costs slow down,
becawse some of the expenses for dry storage are
incurred only once, like the engineerng work, or
installation of a crare to get the cak in and out of
the spent fuel pool, officials said. But costs rise
again at the point where the reactor that gereraed
the fuel becamestoo old to run, and is torn down; at
that point, the ertire experse of the guard force ard
the mainterance workers are attributable to the
wage.

That has already hapoered in California,
Connecicut, Maine, Massachusetts and Michigan
Jay Silberg, a lawyer who represents some of the
utilities said some companiesthat had sold reacbrs
were suing the governmert and maintaining that
they could have gotten a higher price if their plarts
hadnot comewith the wade attached.

Each reactor typically creakesabout 20 tons of wage
a year, which is approximakly two new cass, at
roughly $1 million each If a repository or interim
site opered clearng the backlog would take
decaads experts say. At presernt, wade is in

temporary storage at 122 sitesin 39 states

The Energy Departmert haslaunched aninitiative to
gather the wade and run it through a facbry to
recover re-usable componerts, which would allow
certralized storage, but that programOsprospects are
highly uncertain.

The governmert has spert $11 billion on Yucca
Mountain, Mr. Sproat said. The project hasdragged
on so long that some of the researchdata is stored on
obsolete computers that must be redaced program
offi cials said.



