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Workers inspect gloveboxes in the F Area at the Savannah River Site. 

DOE's Reprocessing Relapse 
by Noah 

ropelled by pork-barrel politics 
and flawed assumptions, repro- P 

cessing' is making a come-back in 
the United States. In recent press re- 
leases and statements to the media, 
the U.S. Depattment of Energy (DOE) 
has outlined a program of "limited" 
reprocessing for "environmental man- 
agement" purposes to extract pluto- 
nium andlor uranium from some of 
its inventory of approximately 2,700 
metric tons of spent nuclear fuel. 
According to DOE, reprocessing will 
reduce accident risks from continued 
spent fuel storage and will make it 
easier to dispose of nuclear materials 
in a geologic repository. However, 
DOE's program raises serious envi- 
ronmental and nonproliferation con- 
cerns. 

The fine print on reprocessing is 
contained in dozens of DOE docu- 

Sachs 

ments and environmental impact state- 
ments (EIS's) released in 1994 and 
1995. They show that DOE is con- 
sidering a hodgepodge of programs 
and policies that could resurrect re- 
processing in the United States over 
the long-term. The documents dem- 
onstrate that DOE has not fully con- 
sidered the environmental and 
non-oroliferation liabilities of its re- 

Tritium production: 
DOE Moves 

Ahead Where Non- 
Proliferationists 

Fear to Tread 
by Hisham Zerriffi 

A recent U.S. Department of En- 
ergy (DOE) decision to resume 

production of tritium, a radioactive 
gas contained in nuclear weapons, 
could have profound effects on non- 
proliferation efforts as well as seri- 
ous environmental and health 
consequences. The DOE and the 
Pentaeon claim the move is needed - 
to ensure adequate quantities of tti- 
tium to support a 5,000 warhead ar- 
senal after the year 201 1. 

But woefully little public debate 
has preceded the assumption that the 
U.S. needs to maintain thousands of 
warheads for decades to come. Morc- 
over, the DOE's decision does not 
seem to demonstrate good faith ef- 
forts toward nuclear disarmament, as 
required by the Non-Proliferation 

See Tritium page 12 

processing proposals. In fact, DOE'S 
own data show that reprocessing car- 
ries greater environmental and health ..n.,... 

riskithan other alternatives for spent 
fuel stabilization. But with an undi- 

VW YVVV. 

minished Cold War attachment to 

See Reprocessing page 2 

I Repmassing is Ihc sepalion of spnt nuelm fuel 
(material Ihar has k e n  irradiated inside a nuclear 
-tor) into i u  eomiNent p m .  mainly plutonium 
mdlor uranium and lighter elemenu, called flsion 
pmdum, hat ars ihs pmduct of nuclear fission in 
m w m .  



Reprocessing, from page 1 comes at a time when the United States 
reprocessing among powerful mem- is working to end reprocessing pro- 
bers of Congress and in some parts grams in other countries such as North 
of DOE, current proposals could he Korea, India, and Russia. 
the first step down a decades-long The United States is currently in a 
reprocessing road in the United States. strong position to work to stem the 

proliferation dangers of reprocessing 
A Dangerous Backslide in other countries because it is the 

DOE'S decision is a dramatic re- only major power not currently re- 
versal of previous policy. The De- processing for military or civilian 
partment of Energy and its predecessor purposes. DOE reprocessing propos- 
agencies operated reprocessing plants als, though not military in nature, will 
for almost five decades to obtain bomb nevertheless undermine U.S. credibility 
materials for the U.S. nuclear arse- by creating the perception of a repro- 
nal. But because of safety concerns cessing double standard, especially 
and because the U.S. no longer needed since at least one of the two formerly 
fissile materials, repro- military reprocessing 
cessing was suspended plants at SRS will he 
around 1990. Repro- DOE is in operation. (DOE 
cessing ended at the reopened its F-Canyon 
Hanford Reservation in backsljding an its ,processing plant at 
Washington in 1990. 1,992 ph.~~e-out  SRS in February 
In 1 9 9 2 ~ 0 ~ c o m m i t -  C O & ~ n l , C l ~ : , i s  1996.) Resuming re- 
ted to phase-out repro- processing in the 
cessine at the udm&hing ih United States may - 
Savannah River Site ~ D O F I U R ~  undermine negotiation 

z 
and implementation of 

lina and at the Idaho the US.-supported in- 
National Engineering g m ~ & d ~ ~ ? &  tkgt ternational treaty bar- 
Laboratory. In the laa ia 19g2. ring fissile material 
same year, President production for military 
Bush officially halted purposes. Despite these 
military reprocessing and said his de- risks, non-proliferation issues are 
cision was pan of a "set of principles addressed only briefly or not at all in 
to guide our non-proliferation efforts the DOE documents. 
in the years ahead." The White House 
added that this decision was "intended Long-Term Reprocessing 
to encourage countries in regions of Relapse 
tension such as the Middle East and While DOE characterizes its re- 
South Asia to take similar action~."~ processing proposals as a short-term 

Now DOE is backsliding on its environmental stabilization program, 
1992 phase-out commitment and is reprocessing remains very much an 
undermining the important non-pro- open-ended project. DOE has not put 
liferation groundwork that was laid any end-point on the amount of ma- 
in 1992. The Department's proposals terial that may be reprocessed or 
carry serious non-proliferation con- on the time in which reprocessing 
sequences because other countries will plants may operate. Indeed, DOE is 
not be able to verify the purpose of investigating several new types of 
the reprocessing or the destination of reprocessing techniques, notably 
the fissile materials that may be ex- See Reprocessing page 3 
tracted. Thev mav verceive onlv that . . A  

the United States is to its stock- ' Slormeof by rlzc Pre.~idenr and Facr Sheet on 
NonproifemrionlniIi~11iie~WhiteHo~~eOfticeofthe 

pile of weapons-usable materials. This Press Secretw. JUIY 13. 1992. 
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