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September 17, 2010 
 
Ms. Sachiko McAlhany, NEPA Document Manager 
SPD Supplemental EIS 
United States Department of Energy 
Post Office Box 2324 
Germantown, MD 20874-2324 
spdsupplementaleis@saic.com 
 
RE: Comments on Notice of Intent to Modify the Scope of the Surplus Plutonium  
Disposition Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement  
 
Ms. McAlhany: 
 
Please accept these comments in addition to the oral comments that the Southern Alliance for 
Clean Energy (SACE) presented at the public scoping hearing in Chattanooga, Tennessee on 
August 5, 2010. Southern Alliance for Clean Energy is a regional non-profit conservation and 
energy-consumer organization with members throughout the Southeast. We have focused on 
energy policy, including nuclear concerns, since 1985. As we explained at that hearing, SACE is 
supportive of the Department of Energy’s initiative to reduce the risks of nuclear proliferation, 
however, we have very strong concerns about aspects of the current proposals. Specifically, we 
oppose the production and use of plutonium bomb fuel. The Department of Energy (DOE) must 
comprehensively review the potential environmental, human health and economic impacts 
associated with plutonium bomb fuel fabrication and subsequent testing and use in the Tennessee 
Valley Authority’s Browns Ferry and Sequoyah nuclear reactors. 
 
A primary concern is the role that the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) will play in 
experimenting with the commercial use of plutonium bomb fuel. Duke Energy was the first 
utility to test this experimental fuel and the test was at best inconclusive and more likely a 
failure.1 Although we have heard this test deceptively characterized as a success, we have trouble 
accepting that fuel assembly growth2, which threatens the fuel itself and the reactor, is the 
outcome that Duke or the DOE was hoping to accomplish. Given this early failure with Duke 
Energy, SACE urges the DOE to carefully consider the impact that these tests will have on TVA 
reactors, including the reliability of the reactors, and the environmental damage and human 
health impacts that could potentially result from similar or even more severe failures.  
                                       
1 “Duke Energy Abandons Plutonium Fuel (MOX) Testing Program in South Carolina Reactor,” Press Release, 
Friends of the Earth, Nov. 12, 2009, available at http://www.foe.org/duke-energy-abandons-plutonium-fuel-mox-
testing-program-south-carolina-reactor 
2 Catawba, Unit 1 - Core Operating Limits Report, Cycle 18, Revision 2, Docket # 50-413, June 10, 2008, available 
at http://adamswebsearch.nrc.gov/idmws/ViewDocByAccession.asp?AccessionNumber=ML081650181; “Nuclear 
Fuel Test Failure Should Trigger Suspension of Weapon-Grade Plutonium Fuel Use,” Press Release, Union of 
Concerned Scientists, August 4, 2008, available at http://www.ucsusa.org/news/press_release/nuclear-fuel-test-
failure-0140.html 
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In carrying out this analysis, DOE must recognize that TVA has historically overreached in its 
nuclear ambitions and recent announcements indicate that TVA’s push for additional nuclear 
generation is not slowing.3 Given that TVA aims to increase its nuclear portfolio and that the use 
of plutonium bomb fuel may be a part of that strategy, DOE should consider how this increase 
could shift TVA’s strategy away from energy efficiency and other renewable energy sources and 
the environmental, economic, and public health impacts that such a shift could cause.  
 
Thermal loading of the Tennessee River is also a serious environmental concern that is already 
affecting TVA’s nuclear generation. The Browns Ferry reactors, for example, operated 
significantly below capacity for several weeks this summer because of high river temperatures 
that the plant would have exacerbated had it kept operating its three reactors at full power.4 And 
this has happened during previous summer seasons over the past few years. Plutonium bomb fuel 
is thermally hotter than uranium fuel, so it is possible that thermal loading could worsen under 
the proposed testing scheme. Moreover, Browns Ferry is downstream from the Sequoyah 
reactors as well as the Watts Bar reactor. Further, given TVA’s proposal to build and operate a 
second reactor at Watts Bar and potentially one or more reactors at their Bellefonte site in 
Alabama, the Browns Ferry plant may be downstream of even more reactors. The operation of 
more reactors upstream will undoubtedly impair the Tennessee River even further let alone the 
reliability of Browns Ferry. The DOE must closely study these impacts, including the economic 
costs of outages at Browns Ferry (or even other power plants) that may not be able to operate at 
full capacity due to continued thermal loading problems within the Tennessee River. 
 
We are also concerned about the overall risk that this program places on taxpayers nationwide 
and TVA ratepayers. The plutonium bomb fuel factory at the Savannah River Site (SRS) is very 
costly and the program overall has increased by billions of dollars since it was first proposed 
more than a decade ago. Additionally, we believe that TVA is already overinvested in nuclear 
power and that investment is increasing.5 When an investor-owned utility such as Duke accepts 
the risk of plutonium bomb fuel experimentation within their reactors, that risk does fall in part 
on Duke’s own shareholders. In contrast, independent investors with their own best interests in 
mind do not guide TVA decision-making or absorb TVA’s financial losses. Any expensive 
failures will fall on TVA ratepayers and ultimately U.S. taxpayers who are on the hook for this 
misguided plutonium bomb fuel scheme. The DOE should also analyze this systemic financial 
threat.   
 
We offer the following list of questions and concerns to help define the modified scope of the 
Surplus Plutonium Disposition Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (SPD SEIS): 

• Why, exactly, did Duke withdraw from the plutonium bomb fuel program? 
• How will the problems with the Duke failure be addressed in TVA reactors? 
• Does plutonium bomb fuel create a greater risk to reactors than uranium fuel? 

                                       
3 See http://www.tva.com/news/keytopics/bellefonte.htm 
4 Decatur Daily, Browns Ferry Cuts Production by 50%, July 26, 2010. See 
http://www.decaturdaily.com/detail/65259.html?content_source=&category_id=&search_filter=&event_mode=&ev
ent_ts_from=&list_type=&order_by=&order_sort=&content_class=&sub_type=stories&town_id= 
5 As of September 30, 2009 completed nuclear plant costs accounted for 50% of all of TVA’s generating plant costs. 
Decommissioning costs for the existing reactors are estimated to reach $1.8 billion and the values of the Nuclear 
Decommissioning trust is less than this estimated cost. See Tennessee Valley Authority Form 10-K Annual Report 
to US Securities and Exchange Commission, pages 94 & 131. 
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• What are the specific risks associated with commercial use of plutonium bomb fuel and 
how will they be specifically addressed in the Tennessee Valley? 

• Presuming greater risks, how will these risks impact TVA ratepayers? The U.S. taxpayer? 
• What is the possibility for decreased reactor reliability and greater outage time resulting 

from these tests? What are the costs to ratepayers for such outages? 
• What impacts would decreased reactor reliability or greater outage time have on TVA’s 

entire energy portfolio? 
• What impacts would plutonium fuel growth have on TVA reactors and how could it 

impact the health and safety of Valley residents? 
• How will DOE and TVA address the increased thermal loading associated with the use of 

plutonium bomb fuel? 
• Have TVA and DOE considered the cumulative effect of upstream sources of thermal 

loading such as Watts Bar and Bellefonte and that being exacerbated by hotter fuel use in 
the form of plutonium bomb fuel at Sequoyah and Browns Ferry?  

• How will increased reliance on plutonium bomb and traditional uranium fuel affect 
TVA’s investment in efficiency and renewables and, conversely, will possible nuclear 
reliability problems require greater reliance on coal? What are the environmental 
impacts?  

 
Although the primary purpose of these comments is to help develop the modified scope of the 
SPD SEIS, SACE would like to again express our opposition to the overarching plan of 
commercializing plutonium bomb fuel as a method of plutonium disposition. We reiterate that 
immobilization through vitrification appears to be a safer, better-tested, and more economical 
disposition method.6 Commercial use of plutonium bomb fuel, conversely, leads ultimately to the 
creation of more plutonium and establishes the building blocks for a plutonium-based economy. 
This will consequently increase the risks of nuclear terrorism or radioactive disaster here in the 
Tennessee Valley and threatens nuclear nonproliferation goals worldwide.7 
 
The DOE and Duke have already run tests on this risky program and those tests were 
unsuccessful. This alone should be sufficient to bring an end to the efforts of commercializing 
plutonium bomb fuel. We are extremely concerned about the Tennessee Valley Authority 
becoming the next guinea pig in this costly and experimental program and the risks this poses for 
Valley residents. 
 
       Sincerely,  

        
Sara Barczak, Program Director  

       High Risk Energy Choices 
       Southern Alliance for Clean Energy 

                                       
6 “Immobilization vs. Pu/MOX Fuel,” Blue Ridge Environmental Defense League, available at 
www.bredl.org/pdf/immobilization_vs._PuMOX.pdf 
7 “Weapon Materials Basics,” Union of Concerned Scientists, 2009, available at 
http://www.ucsusa.org/nuclear_weapons_and_global_security/nuclear_terrorism/technical_issues/fissile-materials-
basics.html 


