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Issue: Repository for spent fuel

Interview conducted in person by Jeff Berry

Basic Background

Prior Activity

“We’re at the tail end of something [this is contradicted by his story; the issue is ongoing]. This has to do with spent fuel. Now since the Atoms for Peace program in the 1950s, government has said to the commercial nuclear industry, ‘you burn it, we’ll take care of it.’ But the government has been searching for a way to do this. You can put it in dry silos. But government began a scientific study to see what would be the best solution. Now they had about 10 options. You could put it in granite. You could put it salt caves, you could put in sea beds. Now the study came down to one: Yucca Mountain in Nevada. Science pointed the way. It was a good study.”

“Now the Congress passed a law in 1982 that said by January 31,1998, they would have a repository for spent fuel. The government had been dealing with weapons fuel waste. . . [I believe the study selecting Yucca Mt. came from this 1982 law, but I’m not sure of the timing.] Well, 16 years later [in 1998], there had been very little progress. The government had said that by that date we’ll pick up the waste and we’ll put it into casks and take it away [to the repository]. So in your case, Connecticut Yankee [a power plant in New England] will have its waste taken away. It will be loaded in casks—these are entirely safe, put onto trucks, trucked to a railhead, sent to the repository’s closest railhead, and then trucked once again. Completely safe, no issues really.”

“Now since the 1970s we’ve been expending money . . . if the government doesn’t pick it up, then it has to go somewhere. Right now it goes into cooling pools. They’re a temporary holding pen. Every six  months one-third of the rods are pulled out. So over 18 months you replace it all. And it goes into an Olympic-sized swimming pool. It’s 3-5 years before it can be handled [after it goes into the pool]. But by Jan. 31, 1998, the government hadn’t moved. The Dept. of Energy [DOE] has a contract to do this. It’s not a handshake—it’s a contract. And when the government didn’t start picking it up in February of 1998, the utilities started to litigate. They said, hey, you hold up your end of the contract.”

“This is not an issue that divides Democrats and Republicans. Neither the Democrats or Republicans are quickening the pace on this. We’re trying to get legislation passed to force some action. There’s been tests in Nevada. We want the government to build the tunnel; we want the government to keep its promise. We want to force them to compress the schedule. This administration hasn’t done much. Clinton hasn’t done much. The Nevadans are excited about this issue [as you might expect], but the rest of the country isn’t. This thing should pass the Senate by 98-2. Now this is a little inside baseball, but Clinton talked to Gov. Miller and he said he wouldn’t do it to Nevada. He did it for electoral reasons [he wanted to carry Nevada]. [What’s so frustrating] is that there is no technical shortfall here. And there is enormous financial stakes. The taxpayers’ exposure on this is on the Savings and Loan [debacle] scale. We’re talking $30-50 billion. That big. And we were no closer in 1998 than in 1982.

At this point he brought the story up to date:

“The Congress [two years ago I believe] passed legislation we supported designed to accelerate progress on this. It passed the House by 307 to 160 or so. More than a veto margin. The Senate passed it 65-34 [short of the veto margin]. The president said send it up and I’ll veto it. It never got to his desk. [Not clear what happened in conference or if it went to conference.] Then last year [this year?] the Senate passed it with 65 votes. In the House it only got 260 votes. Mostly Democrats who dropped off. Basically on procedural grounds. The House took the Senate bill and voted on it. These Democrats said, ‘no, we have to have our own bill.’ So it went to the White House and Clinton let lie for nine days and then vetoed it. We spent $1 million on the override attempt. In the Senate it got 66 votes.”

This relates to obstacles: #4

“The Nevada senators [are doing their work on this]. But with senators from Connecticut and Massachusetts, you’d figure they’d be delighted to get the stuff out of state. Wouldn’t you expect that Dodd and Lieberman [CT’s two senators] would be happy [to tell voters that they have gotten the government to get the spent fuel out of Connecticut? But Bryan and Reid [NV’s two senators] are able to politic this thing. They go to these other senators [and persuade them]. The environmental groups have failed to stop nuclear energy but they have no shame. No shame in saying things like if you let this fuel be shipped ‘babies will die.’ They’ve put leaflets in seniors’s boxes scaring them about nuclear fuel shipments. There’s been 3,000 shipments of nuclear fuel [I believe the context was that these were shipments of weapons fuel.]

Advocacy Activities

Direct lobbying

Public relations

Key Congressional Contacts

None mentioned

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Legislators in general

Targets of Grassroots lobbying

None indicated

Coalition 

None.

“This issue affects our industry solely. This really, really hurts us. I mean we can go the Taxpayers Against Government Waste [from context this may be a hypothetical group] and they’ll sign on [but the context was that they had no real interest group allies. And what’s [ironic] is that the government takes nuclear fuel waste from foreign research [institutions], but they won’t take our waste.”

Other participants:
None mentioned

Ubiquitous Arguments:
Their basic argument is that government agreed to take care of commercial nuclear waste but has not lived up to its commitment to the nuclear industry and has not kept faith with the 1982 law.

This is an argument which would be nice to use, but which they can’t use:

“Our members are on the horn of a dilemma. They won’t allow us to go and say, ‘hey look, the spent nuclear fuel is on site at the power plant, 300 yards from the elementary school. Wouldn’t it be safer if we shipped it to Nevada?’ We can’t make those kinds of political statements. We can’t rile up the communities where this stuff is stored now.”

“When the cooling pools fill up, then what? The industry puts the stuff in [radiation proof]  casks and basically puts it into a parking lot with a big fence around it at the plants. These casks cost $5-6 million a piece. Now you have some states, like Minnesota, which have passed legislation that say you can’t do this [no parking lot of casks]. They’re trying to get the federal government to live up to its end of the bargain.”

Secondary Argument:

It costs taxpayers money for the government to drag its heals on this.

Targeted argument:

“One thing I would say to Sen. Kerry [MA] is that you have spent fuel at Pilgrim [nuclear plant in MA]. You have 2,000 tons at Buzzard’s Bay. This is a chance to move. You also have a tax, a mill [1/100th of 1%; I didn’t get the formula]. That tax [I think came from the 1982 legislation, but not sure; levied on energy bills I assume] has raised $13 billion. About 5 billion of that has been spent on research. The rest was put toward deficit reduction. It was stolen for deficit reduction. But this thing is a way for [Kerry and other senators] to get off the hook. You know, it’s basically that the ratepayers are paying for a program that’s not working. And they’re paying for site storage in their energy bills now, for the building of the casks to store it on site. You know even if you shut down the entire industry you still have this problem for 50 to 75 years.”

Nature of opposition:

Congressmen who don’t want this spent fuel to travel through their states.

Congressmen who are being loyal to Nevada’s two senators.

Environmental groups

Administration (not sympathetic and is happy with status quo).

Ubiquitous/opp

Spent fuel is dangerous and moving it is dangerous.

Secondary/opp

We need more study, more data.

Targeted/opp

To those legislators on rail path, this dangerous stuff is going through your constituency. 

Partisan?

No

Venue

Congress

Dept. of Energy

Action Pending

Awaiting report due next summer supporting Yucca Mt. choice and the action that will follow if it gives the seal of approval for it. 

Policy Objectives

Support for the status quo comes from legislators and environmental groups. Legislators want to avoid a policy vote that doesn’t have a good side to it. Environmentalists don’t want to do anything to make life easier for the nuclear utilities. Legislators want to avoid a vote; environmentalists would probably prefer a vote that goes against the DOE recommendation to build at Yucca Mt. but could live with nothing happening.

The opposition to the status quo, the nuclear industry, wants this policy change so there’s a place to send the nuclear fuel and a cheaper way to deal with than to store it on site.

Advocate’s experience

“I was a pilot. I’m a graduate of the Naval Academy. I was in the Navy for 23 years. At the end of that time I was the Navy’s liaison to Congress. I liked that. I decided to retire. And I wanted to do something as completely different from Defense as possible. In 1990 I went to the federal operations at the American Council of Life Insurance.” Schweiker’s group? “Yes. I did that for 7 years. This is my fourth year here.”

Reliance on Research:

Wasn’t asked directly.
“We’re constrained. We have to have the facts back us, backed up by evidence. The environmentalists—they take a kernel of the truth and then make sweeping generalizations. We can’t do that. You know, when you raise money for causes you have to have a crisis. Direct mail: you need a crisis for fundraising. Nuclear power is safe. We have a great safety record. We have to get that message out. We have the safest record of any industry, chemicals, whatever industry. [We’re the safest].”

Number of Individuals in advocacy

12

“There are three assistants and nine lobbyists. Roughly an equal balance between Republicans and Democrats. Not quite, but just about. And about even in terms of House and Senate experience. But we’re issue driven here. You’ll work an issue. We don’t work by committee or region. Since there are only nine of us, they’re so few of us, we have surge lobbying, so if something heats up we all pitch in. But then we’ll go back to our issues.”

Number of units.

One.

Some background:

“The Nuclear Energy Institute is the amalgamation of three different organizations. There was a technical group. There was a public affairs group. And there was a separate group for lobbying. The industry began to ask, why are we paying 3 different bills. So we pulled it together here.” 

Advocate’s Skills:
Intelligence

Type of Membership

Companies

Membership Size:

275 companies

Org. Age

6 years

Misc.:

“Before the merger, the lobbying unit didn’t have the brightest reputation. We’re now just making our mark. Our reputation now, I think, is pretty good.”

“We’re going through a transition in the industry. There is no nuclear industry. Right now you have 42 companies running 103 plants. There is a wide spectrum. Some [feel good about this industry] and they’re making lots of money. There are other companies which feel like they’re saddled with nuclear. They’d like to put it in a closet. But as competition with electric utilities heats up, we’re going toward an industry with 10-12 companies.”

“Some of our companies also own coal, so we’re constrained in what we can say. We have a vertically integrated industry. So we have a diluted interest because we have companies that have coal, or have gas.

[I asked about people to contact as names had not come out in earlier parts of the interview]. “Andrew Lundquist. Staff Director for the Senate Energy Committee. Sue Sheridan, at the House Commerce Committee. One Republican, one Democrat.”

“We’re going to reach a milestone next summer. That’s when the scientific study will be published. And the president, whoever it will be, has to make a decision about this. If the decision is ‘no,’ we’re back to square one. It could be 30-50 years before we do anything about this if that happens. And it’s a clean report.” Is it a private study? “No, it’s a DOE contractor. And it’s a clean study [meaning, I think, that it is scientific and hasn’t been compromised by politics within the Energy Department or administration].”

So I take it that Bush would be better for this decision than Gore? “Probably. He’s an old oil and gas man. I think he would do what the science says to do.” Gore is awfully close to the environmentalists. “The environmentalists call [transporting the fuel] the ‘mobile Chernobyl.’ And Gore says that too. Can you imagine? Our Vice President calling this a ‘mobile Chernobyl.’”

