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The Waste of Nuclear Waste

Waste not, want not. It is a familiar phrase, but can it pertain to everything? Recently in England, the government asked councils around the country to consider applying for underground facilities to bury nuclear waste, with strong financial investments and other incentives offered (Jowit 2008). It made me think about Environmentalist James Lovelock and his statement in the Independent Newspaper (and his book The Revenge of Gaia -2006): ‘I would be happy to have the nuclear authorities build a concrete pit on my land and put some high-level nuclear waste in it. It gives off heat that could be used for hot water and central heating. It would be entirely safe and a waste not to use it’ [1]. So if this was possible, why should we bury nuclear waste without considering alternate uses for it?

Recycling and re-use:

We are learning or encouraged to recycle all our waste. It is then remade into something similar, a part of something else or could be used as fuel to provide energy. So why not do the same with nuclear waste? A suitable containment and heat-to-electrical transfer system (perhaps a piezoelectric structure) could heat water or even power a house, neighbourhood or industrial building. If nuclear waste could be made into a reusable fuel, then all the better. 

Of course people would object to having a nuclear fuel source fearing some sort of containment leak, explosion, fatal disease or fuel theft, but the amount of nuclear waste needed would be very small, as it is the heat (from decay) that is needed, not the bulk material and it would need not be disturbed as it could continue for several years without replacement. There would be safeguards and monitoring systems to ensure that all health and safety aspects are in place and that any accidents would be negligible. Theft and proliferation would be minimal as the amount of material and its distribution would be non-concentrated, so harder to obtain. Nuclear waste could be the ultimate decentralised energy system for the 21st century.

Nuclear waste vs. Carbon Dioxide:

Setting aside the issues in building the reactors in the first place, re-using nuclear waste could have many more advantages than the Carbon Dioxide tax system that has been set up. Instead of having concentrated areas of nuclear waste that could be potentially dangerous, space consuming and expensive, a series of small dispersed sites could provide power to numerous industry and residential areas. The killer application would be as a power source for a carbon sequestration plant, so that two waste product industries are more beneficial than one.

As Lovelock also pointed out, nuclear waste as a waste product will not (or even potentially) have the capability to harm the human race or the planet, but our CO2 waste does. In not even attempting to put nuclear waste re-use to some good, then climate change will get worse and our solutions less imaginative and effective. While Lovelock is a member of the Environmentalists for Nuclear Energy, he is not a sell-out to the nuclear lobby or a climate change sceptic. His radical ideas about Gaia revolutionised the way we see humans interacting with a living self-regulating world and just as CO2 is a natural part of that, so is nuclear energy. It adds heat to our planet and is a natural background component within the earth. The environment can cope with mass doses of radiation and relatively quickly bounces back to normal with plants and wildlife reacting quicker. Humans perceive nuclear products as wholly untenable until they have to use its life-saving medical applications.
Raymond Burke








    2

Of course the biggest coup of using nuclear waste would be in not having to build so many actual reactors. While the existing reactors and a handful of new ones could provide power on an industrial scale, localised waste energy could alleviate the need for large structural and costly sites, since the British Geological Survey in their latest research suggested that forty to sixty per cent of Britain was suitable to store reactor waste (Jowit 2008). So there would be the possibility of having regional energy units instead of static dumps wasting their heat. Storage facilities, like the proposed Yucca Mountain Repository in Nevada, U.S., a deep repository for used nuclear reactor fuel and other radioactive waste[2] could be converted into an energy depot, again alleviating fears of stored waste sitting there doing nothing. Nuclear waste would help mankind by doing what it does best: decay. Using waste fuel would also cut the need for ‘nuclear miles’ –foreign transportation of nuclear waste to storage facilities, reprocessing depots or unauthorised dumps. Nuclear waste would also lessen our dependency on oil, coal and other sources of polluting energy.
The green agenda and the privatisation of climate change (by corporations) have combined to vilify or stall nuclear power for fear of some unrealised accident or because it would hamper the oil industry, but they do not recognise, consider or appreciate that if CO2 has such a potent affect on man and life if not controlled, then why not approach the nuclear industry for cost-benefit solutions, like waste re-use. 
Other incentives:

Likewise, if people say that there is no incentive to build huge solar farms in the Sahara or other desert areas, or huge off-shore wind farms, then saving the human race must not be incentive enough for them. Carbon dioxide is not the only problem and not the only solution. As long as CO2 remains the main model for fighting Climate Change, then it will be business as usual; a booming business; buying, taxing and trading in dirty air. In our consumer society, one man’s waste is another’s boon. Corporations will make tons of money from trading in tons of carbon, which will do little to reduce carbon levels. Our nuclear waste is also up for sale, sent to other countries to process or dump. But sooner or later, an entrepreneurial company or country will realise that nuclear waste is a worthwhile commodity as a new energy source. With worldwide stocks of nuclear waste growing, this new nuclear business could be classed as a renewable (lasting decades, centuries or millennia), with competitive prices and multiple uses, which would cut down on carbon uses. The dreams of yesteryear of a nuclear age could come true.

So let’s go nuclear and burn the candle from both ends. Carbon dioxide has no dual use, it is just a dangerous waste product, which so far we can’t even store or bury like nuclear waste on a large scale. Nuclear fuel is useful at the beginning of its life and now could be just as important at the end of its reactor life. So let’s not waste the nuclear waste. If there is a way to extract more energy from it in a way that mitigates climate change and several more reactors, then far be it for even the non-nuclear minded to object. Our future could be bright – it could be nuclear.
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