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Summary: 

 

Nuclear waste is not as 

dangerous as many have 

led us to believe. This 

misconception is important 

to dispel as potential 

power shortages, along 

with increased clean power 

mandates, make having a 

clean and reliable baseload 

power source like nuclear 

increasingly important. 
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“In reality, nuclear 

fuel is made up of 

multiple ceramic 

pellets stacked 

vertically in long 

metal tubes. The 

resulting waste looks 

no different and 

actually has the 

“consistency of a 

teacup.”” 

 

 
 

The nuclear waste reality that popular 

media loves to ignore 
 

By Rachel Dawson 

 

Did you ever watch the Simpsons and think nuclear waste from utility plants looked 

like glowing green goo oozing out of cans? 

 

If you answered yes, you might be the victim of media propaganda. The waste 

produced by utility nuclear power plants is not a leaking green goo. In fact, it’s not 

capable of leaking at all as nuclear waste is a solid metal rod (better known as a 

spent fuel rod) instead of the green ooze many associate it with. 

 

These misconceptions are important to dispel as potential future power shortages 

along with increased clean power mandates make having a clean and reliable 

baseload power source like nuclear increasingly important. 

 

In reality, nuclear fuel is made up of multiple ceramic pellets stacked vertically in 

long metal tubes. The resulting waste looks no different and actually has the 

“consistency of a teacup.”  

 

 
 

(United State Nuclear Regulatory Commission Photo) 

 

Nuclear spent fuel remains radioactive for thousands of years. But the idea that it 

will one day be unearthed and “spilled” across green pastures and waterways is a 

scenario based more on science fiction than reality. 

 

For one, spent fuel is never left exposed. The spent fuel rods are kept underwater 

for up to eight years (in what are known as spent fuel pools) “until the radiation 

levels decay to levels that can be cooled without water.” 

 

From there, the spent fuel is either recycled or placed in large concrete canisters, 

known as dry casks, and stored underground. This step is where the United States 

 

 

 

                     

 

https://whatisnuclear.com/waste.html
https://whatisnuclear.com/waste.html
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/styles/borealis_photo_gallery_large_respondmedium/public/2018/03/f49/238960.jpg?itok=mICasMhK
https://cascadepolicy.org/economic-opportunity/as-more-people-work-remotely-a-reliable-grid-is-needed-now-more-than-ever/
https://whatisnuclear.com/waste.html
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nrcgov/15420174614


 

 

“Oregon 

legislators should 

work to relegalize 

nuclear power in 

our state as future 

coal closures will 

cause our region 

to lose thousands 

of megawatts of 

reliable power 

“which may result 

in both extreme 

price volatility and 

unacceptable loss-

of-load, or 

blackouts.”” 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

differs from France, where nuclear energy makes up 71.7% of electricity generation. 

 

Recycling spent fuel is the most efficient way to manage nuclear waste. Spent fuel 

contains over 90% uranium, which is usable fuel. Recycling spent fuel allows one to 

draw out more energy from the fuel, have less remaining nuclear waste, and convert 

the waste into immobilized chemical forms. France, for example, embeds its 

remaining nuclear waste in vitrified borosilicate glass. 

 

However, it is currently illegal to do so in the United States. President Jimmy Carter 

prohibited recycling nuclear spent fuel in 1977 during the Cold War due to fears that 

it would be used to create nuclear weapons and concerns that it was not cost-

effective. This left us with the remaining option of burying our country’s spent fuel 

in the ground.  

 

In the 43 years since President Carter made this decision, multiple nations around 

the world, including France, Japan, and Great Britain, have all chosen to recycle 

their spent fuel without the proliferation of nuclear weapons officials were 

concerned would be correlated with it. 

 

NuScale Power, an Oregon based company developing small-modular nuclear 

reactors (SMRs), claims to have more modern recycling technology than France, but 

is unable to take any action here in the United States. 

 

Additionally, nuclear waste is not as dangerous as it’s made out to be, so long as it 

remains enclosed. There have been no recorded injuries or deaths caused by the 

commercial nuclear waste contained in dry casks. 

 

Nuclear waste is the only energy resource byproduct that doesn’t make it into the 

environment, as it is completely contained. Environmentalists should be more 

concerned with wind and solar technology, which sends used wind turbines and 

solar panels to landfills after they’re retired. 

 

Oregon passed a moratorium on building new nuclear plants in 1980 until the 

nuclear waste problem was solved. Perhaps our legislators were watching too many 

cartoons when the moratorium was passed, as burying spent fuel in dry casks has a 

track record for being safe and does not adversely affect the environment.  

 

No energy source is perfect. But by utilizing improved safety technology and 

recycling spent fuel, nuclear energy can come pretty darn close. Oregon legislators 

should work to relegalize nuclear power in our state as future coal closures will 

cause our region to lose thousands of megawatts of reliable power “which may result 

in both extreme price volatility and unacceptable loss-of-load, or blackouts.” Doing 

so will allow our state to meet clean energy mandates while ensuring the lights are 

kept on when we need them most. 
 

Rachel Dawson is a Policy Analyst at Cascade Policy Institute, Oregon’s free market public 

policy research organization. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attention editors 

and producers: 

 

Cascade Commentaries are 

provided for reprint in 

newspapers and other 

publications, with credit 

given to author(s) and 

Cascade. Contact Cascade 

to arrange print or broadcast 

interviews on this 

commentary topic. 

 

 

Please contact: 

 

Cascade Policy Institute 

4850 SW Scholls Ferry Rd. 

Suite 103 

Portland, Oregon 97225 

 

Phone: (503) 242-0900 

Fax: (503) 242-3822 

 

www.cascadepolicy.org 
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Cascade Policy Institute is a tax-exempt educational organization as defined under IRS code 501 (c)(3). Nothing 

appearing in this Cascade Commentary is to be construed as necessarily representing the views of Cascade or its 

donors. The views expressed herein are the author’s own.  
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