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  Under a scenario where most of the waste is shipped using legal weight trucks, there would be 96,000

truck shipments plus 300 Naval spent fuel shipments that would have to come by rail from Idaho National

Engineerin g and En vironmen tal Labora tory, due to the  size and co nfiguration of the  Navy pac kaging. 
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 The report titled, “Nevada Potential Repository Preliminary Transportation Strategy Study 2,” was

released in February 1996 by TRW  Environmental Safety Systems, Inc., DOE’s management and ope rations

contracto r for the Yuc ca Mo untain proj ect.  

DEADLY TRANSIT - THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S 
RISKY AND UNNECESSARY PLAN TO SHIP SPENT NUCLEAR FUEL

AND HIGHLY RADIOACTIVE WASTE ON THE NATION’S
HIGHWAYS AND RAIL ROADS

A Report By The Nevada Agency for Nuclear Projects

Nuclear waste.  The name alone invokes images of horror, death, sickness.  For the most
part, however, nuclear waste in the form of spent nuclear fuel that is the end product of nuclear-
generated electricity and high-level radioactive detritus left over from nuclear weapons
production has always been viewed by most Americans as someone else’s problem.  Few of us
live in close proximity to nuclear power plants or nuclear weapons plants.

If the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) has its way, however, millions of Americans
from Main to California will find themselves face-to-face with tens of thousands of shipments of
dangerous radioactive materials day after day, month after month, for over three decades.  

The transport of deadly spent nuclear fuel and high-level radioactive waste to a proposed
disposal site at Yucca Mountain, Nevada has the potential to dramatically and significantly
impact communities across the nation.  Depending on assumptions about the mix of shipping
modes (rail vs. truck), handling and shipping capabilities at points of origin (e.g., at the various
reactor sites), the size of the shipping canister or cask, and other factors, a Yucca Mountain
repository, if constructed and opened, would result in up to 96,300 shipments1 of spent nuclear
fuel (SNF) from civilian nuclear power plants and high-level radioactive waste (HLW) from
DOE weapons facilities.  The repository would also receive an unknown but likely very large
number of shipments of so-called "miscellaneous wastes requiring geologic disposal,” adding to
the overall number of radioactive materials shipments that would be required.

Studies by the State of Nevada and DOE indicate that 43 states would be directly
impacted by SNF and HLW shipments to the proposed Yucca Mountain repository.  A study by
DOE identified 109 cities with populations over 100,000 that would be affected by such
shipments.2  The DOE report parallels an analysis done by State researchers in 1995 and updated
in 1996.  The Nevada report examined shipping routes, both rail and highway, in relation to the
impacts various alternatives would have on communities nationwide.  The State’s analysis shows
that many of the reactors that would ship waste during the first 10 years of repository operations
will likely use truck transport regardless of the availability of rail access to Yucca Mountain,
thereby impacting a larger number of cities and communities than reflected in the DOE report.
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Likely highway and rail routes to a Yucca Mountain repository.

Nuclear waste transportation will
be the most visible and dramatic "driver"
of potential impacts for communities
throughout the country.   Despite this fact,
DOE has done almost nothing to evaluate
such impacts.  The few feeble attempts
that DOE has made to address the
transportation issue have been wholly
inadequate and designed to obfuscate risks
and impacts rather than deal with them
forthrightly.

There is, and rightfully should be,
great concern that shipments of spent fuel
and other highly-radioactive waste to a
Yucca Mountain repository will not be as
safe and uneventful as the limited number
of historical shipments often cited by
DOE and the nuclear industry.  State of Nevada transportation impact assessment efforts over the
past 14 years have resulted in numerous disturbing findings with respect to spent fuel and high-
level waste transportation and its impacts on the nation.

The Historical Record - Cause for Concern About Safety

The spent fuel shipping campaign to a Yucca Mountain repository would be by far the
largest, most ambitious, and longest duration spent fuel or nuclear waste shipping campaign in
history.  Past performance on the part of the nuclear industry is no assurance that future Yucca
Mountain shipments will be safe.  

DOE and the nuclear power industry are quick to point to the record of safely shipping
limited quantities of spent fuel during the past 30 years.  What DOE and the industry do not
publicize is that, prior to 1971, there were, in fact, transportation accidents and incidents that
resulted in radiation releases.  Between 1957 and 1964, there were 11 transportation incidents
and accidents involving spent fuel shipments by the US Atomic Energy Commission and its
contractors.  Several of these incidents resulted in radioactive releases requiring cleanup,
including leakage from a rail cask in 1960 and leakage from a truck cask in 1962.  There is no
comparable data for the period from 1964 to 1970, when utility shipments to reprocessing
facilities began.  Between 1971 and 1990, there were six accidents and 47 incidents involving
spent fuel cask shipments.  Three accidents (two truck, one rail) involved casks loaded with spent
fuel.  Fortunately, no radioactivity was released in these accidents.   However, the record clearly
indicates that accidents do happen and that the potential for accidents involving radiation releases
exists.


