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Thursday, March 17, 2011

pool poses
a danger,
NRC says ,

It sald water to cool Ny

.

v g

rods was gone from X
one area, raising the "X
threat of a meltdown.

ASSOCIATED PRESS
WASHINGTON — The chief
of the U.S. Nuclear.Regulatory
Commission said Wednesday
that all the ‘water was ' gone
from one of the spent fuel
pools at Japan’s most troubled,
nuclear plant. Japanese offi-
cials said it was unp0551ble to
be sure of that. :

“There is ‘no water in the
spent-fuel pool, and we beheve )
that radiation ‘levels ,are ex-
tremely high, which cotild possi-
bly impact the ability to take
 corrective . measures,” NRC
Chairman Gregory J aczko said.

¥ he is correct, it -would
mean there was- nothmg to
stop the fuel rods from heating
and ultimately melting down.

force to propel the radioactive
fuel inside over a wide area,
widening the potennal reach of
any nuclear fallout.

In testimony before a House
Energy and Commerce stub-

how the information' was ob-
| tained, but the NRC and De-
partment of Energy both have
experts in Japan. " - -

The radioactive- spent fuel
rods at the center of the Unit 4
crisis are as dangerous as the
fuel rods inside the reactor ves-
| sels of three other damaged:
plants — and possibly more so.

Unlike fuel rods in reactor
cores protected by 6-inch-thick
steel walls, the spent-fuel pools
are considerably more vulnera-
ble — located on the top floor
of each reactor’s containment

nary protection. Plus, the con--

a large hole in a wall.

The outer shell of the rods -
could also ighite with enough

committee, Jaczko did not say

building, without any extraordi- -

‘Greatest concern’
| “For the time being, the
greatest concern is the spent-

clear pathway for release of ra-
dioactivity from the pools into
the environment,” said Ed Ly-
man, a physicist-at the Union
of Concerned Scientists, an ac-
tivist group.

. Fuel rods consist of a zirconi-
um outer casmg and highly ra-
dioactive uranium peHets in-
side. Experts say the casings of
the spent fuel rods in Unit 4’s
pool have fikely already over-
heated and cracked, allowing
radioactive gases to vent into
the air. That.radiation is. hin-
dering the efforts to control
the developmg catastrophe at
' the reactor -complex.

Officials have acknowledged
that the cores of Units 1, 2, and’
3 have begun to melt down
but no one has said the walls of
the reactor Vessels_have ‘been
breached. Radiation has been
-leaking from the reactor struc-
tures,. though. ~
| Even at those units, the

spent-fuel pools could spell an
even more severe problem. Ex-
plosions at’ Units 1 and 3,
which were operating at the -
time of the earthquake and tsu-
nami, have left those spent-
: fuel pools exposed to the open.
“air. ‘The pools and those at
. Units 5 and 6, which also were
shut at the time the quake hit,
are also likely to be heating up

Hotter fuel -

Problems at Unit 4, whlch
has been shut for months, be-
gan earlier this week with a fire
sparked by its spent fuel rods.
Its spent -fuel is hotter ‘and.
more radioactive than the fuel
in the ‘other reactors’ pools be- -
cause it had been removed
from operations so recently.

If those rods are not sur-
rounded by any coolant water,
they would heat to. the point
they could ignite the metal cas-
ing that surrounds the rods.
‘This would spew long:-lived ra-
dioactive material into the air
and onto surrounding areas.

The spent fuel in the pools
contains more total radioactive .
material than the rods in the -
reactor, mcludmg a radioac-

)| tive form of cesium that can

contaminate a region for de-.
cades.  This type of cesium,
known as cesium-137, emits
what is known as a hard gam-
ma ray strong enough to pene-
trate human skin. “You don’t
have to breathe it in to be af-
fected,” Lyman said.

The release of cesium could

tainment buﬂdmg of Unit 4 has :

render the area around a plant
umnhabltable 5

fuel pools, because there is a . -
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OURUIEW
Spent fuel storage

janalyzed in wake of

Japan nuclear crisis

- The ongoing crisis in Japan has brought new fears and
‘concerns about nuclear power plants irito the spotlight
‘and raised awareness of the fragile sénse of security for
ﬁ'those living near nuclear plants. :

. Those héightened concerns are certarnly relevant in
the Pottstown tri-county area, which matches the foot-
‘print of Exelon Nuclear’s Limerick Generatmg Statron s
:10-mileradius evacuation zone. = - -

© The disaster that has resulted from the earthquake and :

-tsunami in Japan earlier this month has left the world
reeling with disbelief at the extent of ¢ death and devasta-

tion. But it has also left the world questromng the safety -
‘and wisdom of generating power with a process that if"

?gone awry can lead to horrific disasters all their own.

¢ In the analytical fallout from the crippled-Fukushima -

: plant come questions and second-looks that could affect
- the future of nuclear plants here and abroad. The impact:
,on Limerick is certainly top of mind for this region.

© While the initial comparisons and analysis dwelt on
ithe reactors themselves, focus has now shifted to the-
. dangers of spent fuel and the continuing struggle in this |

‘country over what to do with it.

. Spent fuel is a subject familiar to leenck In 2007,
ground was broken on a spent fuel facility that takes
‘older, colder fuel from the plant’s spent fuel pool and
stores it in a dry cask storage system. At the time it was

jburlt that system was described by Exelon as temporary

,untrl the federal repository beneath Nevada S Yucca
Mountain was completed.-

. But since then, the Yucca Mountain project has been
iscrapped, and scientists are now considering that the dry
icask storage may be safer in the long run.

,1ck s hcense In 2009 it applied for the llcense for Umt:-»

- be in flux: :
. ‘The drsaster in Japan rarses new questrons about o
clear plant safety and suggests pornts which should be .

; About 80 percent of the 63,000 métric tons of used
ﬁlel in the United States is currently stored i in pools, in-

‘cluding pools at Lnnenck But most plants are now turn-
Z1ng to dry cask storage for storage of rods going forward.

Made of incredibly th1ck steel and concrete, these

}casks hold the fuel that ‘was used When the plants ﬁrst ,
.:opened and no longer need water to keep cool. - i
¢ Although cooler it should be nioted that this fuel nev-

¢ heless remains radioactive for hundreds of years. _
- But the “temporary” solution to the. problem of stonng :
' uhave a beneﬁcral 31de eff e

the nuclear energy mdustry is‘also: eXam]mng 'updated"»'

* and more detarled analysrs of sersmrc ‘effects from natu-‘. :

ral causes. - :

Any threat; natural or manma ,is bemg looked at_'_'
closely with an eye toward neces vary precautrons and,;,-_ :
safety alertsi- leenck wa al_r dy due for.a Nuclear '
| i iew of - susceptibility to |

'earthquake_ damage as the result of new geologrc data_“'

about the region. The Japan d1saster made 1t even more .
trmely and relevant : :
Since the T apanese d1saster NRC has agreed to ;

‘Obama’ s request to do a 30—day qurck look”,rev1ew of _’

1, which entered commercral service 1n 1986 to be ex-
tended to 2024; and for Unit 2, put on lme in 1990, to
2029. Lnnenck’s lrcense renewal does not seem to bein”

‘questron but the science which allows scientists and the’ '

NRC to assess the nsk posed by earthquakes seems to'-

emphas1zed as well as lessons to be learned. The fallut
from this disdster is occurnng on the other 31de of the

- world, but the longterm effects are closer to home as -

close as the Limerick towers that shadow the towns of
this region every day i s St
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