Nuclear Waste Disposal

Description of Issue

Construction of a repository for the disposal of spent nuclear fuel and high-level radioactive waste, authorized under the Nuclear Waste Policy Act, at Yucca Mountain, Nevada, has been delayed because of external factors and program adjustments.  Funding shortfalls and the scientific and technical challenges encountered in this first-of-a-kind endeavor to develop a disposal system that must potentially endure a compliance period of a million years have complicated the steady progress necessary to achieve previously published milestones.  Finalizing the EPA radiation protection standards and addressing the licensing requirements of the NRC to submit a license application are the key to achieving the new milestones published in July 2006.

Actions Taken & Remaining

The introduction of the Nuclear Fuel Management and Disposal Act, in April 2006, seeks to provide stability, clarity and predictability to the Yucca Mountain Project.  The proposed legislation addresses many of the uncertainties that are currently beyond the control of the Department and have the potential to significantly delay the opening date for the repository.  The most important factor is the enactment of a provision that will facilitate Congressional funding needed to implement the Project.

The Program adopted a primarily canister-based approach for handling commercial spent nuclear fuel.  The revised approach enabled deployment of necessary surface and sub-surface facilities in a manner that could accommodate future funding and income streams and enhances repository operations and performance.

In January 2006, the Department designated Sandia National Laboratories the lead laboratory to coordinate and organize all scientific work on the Project.  Sandia National Laboratories will also review the existing infiltration model and prepare a new model to be used as part of the technical basis for the license application.

The Program is implementing management controls in accordance with DOE O 413.3, Program and Project Management for the Acquisition of Capital Assets, and performance metrics required under the Department’s performance and accountability report system and OMB reporting requirements to ensure it achieves its revised milestones.  Additionally, the Program is proceeding to certify its earned value management system, which will be in place prior to critical decision-2, Approve Performance Baseline.

Expected Completion

Submittal of a license application to the NRC by June 30, 2008; construction authorization from the NRC by 2011; and receipt of a license amendment from the NRC to receive and possess nuclear material by 2017.

