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Heller to GOP leaders: Yucca is dead

U.S. Rep. Dean Heller reacted to the news that the executive budget cuts off funds for Yucca Mountain by sending a strongly worded letter to the House Republican leadership, urging them to abandon the idea of storing nuclear waste in Nevada. It’s not likely Speaker John Boehner, Majority Leader Eric Cantor or Majority Whip Kevin McCarthy will change course, but at least Heller is on record standing up for his state against unlike-minded fellow Republicans.

Here’s the text of the letter:

Yucca Mountain, as a storage location for the nation’s nuclear waste is dead. The release of the President’s Budget today reaffirmed this. Not only am I committed to the closure of Yucca Mountain, but the Senate Majority Leader and even the Administration understand that transporting the nation’s nuclear waste to a state with no nuclear activity jeopardizes the security of our nation and is a bad investment of precious taxpayer dollars.

Congress approved the Nuclear Waste Policy Act in 1982, which charged the Department of Energy (DOE) with the responsibility of finding an appropriate repository site for the disposal of spent nuclear material. At the time and based on rigorous guidelines, Yucca Mountain was one of many proposed geological sites. However, political maneuvering led to the amendment of the original Act to concentrate all efforts solely on the Yucca Mountain location instead of following the true intent of the law. Nevada, a state without any nuclear power plants, was chosen to store all of the nation’s hazardous nuclear material. This decision in 1987 initiated a one-sided debate, and the study of alternative methods has been curtailed ever since.

In August 2007, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) released a study that underscored the DOE’s mismanagement of the Yucca Mountain Project. Most notably, GAO reported that the DOE had experienced persistent problems with its quality assurance program for the Yucca Mountain project, discovered e-mail messages implying that some U.S. Geological Survey employees falsified scientific data, and made flawed design changes that in certain instances could facilitate a nuclear reaction. Given the history of Yucca Mountain and the irresponsible behavior of these federal agencies, Congress should abandon its efforts to continue this project. It is possible to develop a nuclear energy waste storage plan without further wasting taxpayer dollars by promoting this highly flawed project.

I continue to be disappointed at the House’s insistence of reviving the Yucca Mountain boondoggle. Most recent estimates place the cost of the Yucca Mountain facility at nearly $100 billion. Not surprisingly, this estimate seems to increase with each passing year. Given our current economic climate and our serious debt problems, our nation cannot afford to continue with this poorly managed project. The language in the continuing resolution is an unfortunate reflection of an unwillingness to let go of this ill-conceived notion and move forward on a solution.

As you know, I am a strong supporter of the need to responsibly develop all of our nation’s energy resources, including nuclear energy. However, the key to my position is the need to be responsible, and continued investment in the storage of nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain does not meet this litmus test. It is my hope that we can work together to address an energy policy that finds a solution to our nation’s nuclear waste problem without jeopardizing the safety of Nevada.

