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Yucca Mountain Project: A Review





	The Yucca Mountain Project is one that must be examined with the utmost care, for it is one that deals with a permanent resting place for nuclear waste that will not become innocuous for another 10,000 years.  Thus the location must be proven stable (geologically), the transportation to the location cannot be too difficult, and the storage method must be proven safe.  If any of the three elements are not met then potential hazards could arise, whether they be geological, terrorist-caused or in some flaw of the container.  


	Yucca Mountain is approximately 100 miles northwest of Las Vegas and as a result is relatively far inland.  Because it is so far inland the transportation process is under severe scrutiny.  “Under a tentative route proposed by the Department of Energy, the radioactive fuel would be unloaded from ships docked near Concord and placed on a train that would run from Concord Naval Weapons Station through Fairfield, Davis, Sacramento, Marysville, Oroville, the Feather River Canyon, across the Sierra and into Nevada” (Sacramento Bee, 1997).  Of course this route could be changed if another alternative site for drop-off was chosen.  Currently shipments are slated to come in on the coast of California, but another plan elects Bremerton Washington as a potential site (see map #1) (Sacramento Bee, 1997).


	Bremerton, however, is twice as from Yucca Mountain as Concord is, and this brings up the problem of transportation.  How safe is the transportation from Concord to Yucca Mountain, and that being considered, what about the trip from Bremerton to Yucca Mountain?  Either way the transportation has been under scrutiny, and rightfully so.  When transporting such delicate goods several precautions need to be taken, and if we follow the template left by the South Carolina project, the transportation should be relatively safe. Some fear terrorist attacks on the cargo-bearing trains. Some will also contend that California’s terrain differs from South Carolina’s and therefore might increase the danger.  This may be true, but I feel this will not be a substantial increase granted the same precautions are taken - including armed escorts, security forces, and “a separate engine” scouting the preceding tracks (Lau, 1997).


	Once the waste has arrived the question arrives: How stable is Yucca Mountain geology?  Thus far the YMP’s research leads me to believe that seismically the area is stable.  Additionally the seven dormant volcanoes in the area the YMP scientists estimate that it is unlikely that any of the seven cinder cones will erupt in the next 10,000 years, and extremely unlikely that volcanic activity could directly disrupt the proposed repository location” (YMP, 1998).  In the rare chance that any seismic activity does occur, it has been shown that underground structures containing the nuclear materials will be able to withstand the likely degree of ground motion (YMP, 1998).


	Many solutions have been offered, some have offered different drop-off locations, some have offered different dump locations, e.g., Senator Frank Murkowski recommended storing the waste in the remote Nevada desert that was once used for nuclear testing.  Other alternatives offered include the type of reprocessing available.  Pyroprocessing is the new type of reprocessing that is being experimented with, but there seems to be no substantial reason to continue with this new, and possibly dangerous method (Sacramento Bee, 1997).  Additionally two other methods are more readily available, and perhaps more feasible - “burning it in civilian reactors, or converting it into ceramic or glasslike logs” - called vitrification (Blumenthal, 1996)  The problem with the latter is that the process is easy to reverse and therefore a possible future threat.
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