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Bring me up to date; I was out of the country last week. Is this now on the President’s lap and he makes a decision?

“Yes. What happened is that the Secretary of Energy recommended to the President that this step be taken. He certified that Yucca Mountain was safe. This happened on January 10th. He has 30 days to act, then Nevada has time to respond. The President will [approve Yucca Mountain]. This will bring us to mid-February. Nevada then has 60 days to act. They will object. It goes to the state legislature and then to the governor. The state legislature doesn’t meet this year but before they adjourned last year they gave the governor the authority to act on this. He will do that. He’ll reject it and he’ll probably take the full 60 days to do it. This will bring us to middle of March, or April. Then the ball is in Congress’ court. A resolution goes to the House and the Senate. They have to take action in 90 legislative days. That’s legislative days, which as you know, is different than calendar days. This is highly privileged legislation. It’s like Fast Track or __________. It’s not designed to be amended. It has priority status. It can’t be filibustered. It can’t be bottled up in committee.”

“ So we expect a vote this summer. The question is whether they’re going to uphold the President and move the waste. Are they going to disapprove Nevada’s [decision]? If they don’t vote to uphold the president, or they don’t take action, then this doesn’t happen.”

Let me make sure I have this straight. If the House and the Senate don’t take action to support the President, Nevada’s disapproval stands? The default goes against Yucca Mountain? “Yes, if they take no action then Nevada’s decision stands.”

When I spoke with you 18 months ago, this issue was the proverbial slow boat to China. Now it’s just the opposite, things are accelerating very fast. To the outsider it seems like the election of President Bush made all the difference in the world. Am I correct?

“Yes. We started working on Bush a year before the election. We went to see him and we talked to him about the need for this. We told him that this was an obstacle to [moving forward with more energy from nuclear]. The President said during the campaign that he would look at Yucca Mountain in a dispassionate way. That he would make the decision on the basis of science. And the science is now in and shows that it’s safe. There are no show-stoppers [in the most recent scientific report].”

“If you look at his overall energy policy you’ll see that he’s called for more of everything. He rightfully calls for more of every [form of energy]. More coal, more oil, more gas, more nuclear. In a growing economy you need it all. He recognizes that. If you put all your eggs in one basket, that’s just asking for trouble. [You need diversity]. He’s supportive of the U.S.’s use of more nuclear power.”

Let me follow up directly on a question I asked when I saw you 18 months ago. When I asked you what the basic argument was that used with legislators, agency people, was, you said, “Congress made a commitment in 1982 for a repository by 1998. Congress needs to stick to its commitment.” Is that still your basic argument?

“That’s still the base argument but there’s more base now. [We also say] ‘Do you want to vote yes and get the waste out of Massachusetts [or wherever] to a safe, underground repository in Nevada? Or do you want to keep it in Massachusetts [or wherever] for the next 50 or 75 years?’ We also ask that in the wake of September 11th, if they think it’s a good idea to have [the waste] widely dispersed around the country, or if it would be better if we had it in one underground, secure location?”

We talked about the impact of Bush’s election, but the other change is the Democratic takeover of the Senate by the Democrats, where you have Harry Reid of Nevada as the second in command. What impact has that had?

“Huge. It’s had a huge impact. Senator Reid is very popular. He’s a very strong opponent [for us]. He is single-minded in his opposition to Yucca Mountain. I should add that Nevada’s other senator, John Ensign, a first term Republican, is also an opponent. So we have opposition on both sides in Nevada. . . .”

“Now the opponent’s mantra is transportation. They’re playing on people’s fears about the transportation of the waste. Can it be moved? The answer is yes. We’ve been moving it for 30 years. There’s been more than 3,000 shipments with any accidents, without any release of nuclear [material]. This isn’t rocket science. This isn’t a new business. But this is where they’ve shifted the battle. The opponents [to Yucca Mountain] are trying to gain allies one by one with this. They’re [playing on the feeling of vulnerability] in the states. They’ll be successful in shifting a few votes this way.”

Has your organization been effective in getting this change on this issue?
“Very Definitely.” Tell me about that. “Well, there’s a lot of behind the scenes stuff that I would never tell a newspaper reporter! But a lot of hard work. A lot of work with the Administration, a lot of work on the Hill. This was a very significant effort and we got results.”

“So we have an all or nothing kind of vote. Interesting given the seriousness of the issue. It’s been basically this way for years, with just a few changes here. [The issue] is raw and stark. Do you move it or not? It’s interesting in that Congress doesn’t face this type of vote on an important issue very often.”

Anything I should be asking?
“This is an excellent example of the intersection of politics and policy. There’s a long historical track, which is wrapped up in all sorts of stuff.”

“The anti-nuclear people are doing what [you’d expect]. The other side has to do this. Anti-nuclear [activists] are using this [to try to stop the use of nuclear fuel]. The anti-nuclear people are playing a large role.” 

