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The creating of electricity by use of fossil fuels is detrimental to our environment and is one of the leading causes of global warming through its carbon dioxide emission.  An alternate option that should be considered to replace fossil fuels is nuclear power.  Nuclear power should be strongly considered because it produces power with no carbon dioxide waste.  Some of the biggest issues against nuclear power are safety, cost, and waste.  However, history has proven these problems are not nearly as bad as anti-nuclear groups make them out to be.

Nuclear power is greatly misunderstood because the Atomic Age began with a bang in 1945 in the form of the nuclear bomb.  The first experience many people had with nuclear energy were the nuclear bombs dropped on Japan to end World War II.  When people saw the amount of damage that was done by these nuclear bombs, it made a bad impression on the way people thought about nuclear energy.  Although these nuclear bombs were the first major event with nuclear energy, scientists have always had the goal of using it for positive purposes.  One way to use nuclear energy positively is by creating power.

One concern many have about nuclear power is safety, but other than two major accidents, one of which was not even in the United States, nuclear power has a good safety record.  The two major accidents at nuclear power plants took place at the Three-Mile-Island nuclear plant in Harrisburg, PA, and the other in Chernobyl, Ukraine.  These accidents are a big reason why nuclear power is not used more today.  The Three-Mile-Island incident occurred in 1979.  It was a cooling problem that was misinterpreted and a small amount of radioactive material was released.  No one was killed and not enough radioactive material was released to even cause any noticeable effects.  Robert C. Morris, who has a Ph.D. in Science Education and has spent over 40 years researching nuclear power, states that anti-nuclear activists turned the Three-Mile-Island accident into a major life-threatening event, and it was in the newspapers for over a month (25).  Morris also states that construction was stopped on many nuclear power plants that were being built when these activists filed lawsuits against them.  The utility companies building these plants lost billions of dollars from the interest they had to pay during these delays.  Most of the lawsuits never amounted to anything, but the damage had been done (25).  Many nearly finished plants were destroyed, and utility companies today are scared the anti-nuclear activists will sue the companies again and don’t want to risk losing money by building new nuclear plants (Morris 25-26).  

The Chernobyl incident, which was much more deadly, occurred in 1986.  The accident actually happened during a safety test.  To perform the test, the operators overrode the safety system to regulate the temperature and power in the reactor by controlling the water pressure (Bunyard 42).  Peter Bunyard, a founding editor of the environmental magazine, Ecologist, sums it up well: “They got it [the water pressure] wrong, and within a few seconds the power soared uncontrollably and they had a slow but fatal, atomic bomb on their hands” (42). Many people were killed, and others had to be relocated because of the radioactive material that was released.  People often look at this accident as what could happen in America, but in reality Chernobyl was caused primarily by direct violation of safety procedures.  Also, the nuclear reactors in the U.S. have extra safety features that would prevent such a disaster from happening.  No one in the US has lost his or her life because of nuclear power in the last fifty plus years, and this fact alone should be a good sign that safety is not as big a concern as many people make it out to be.

Another commonly cited problem with nuclear energy is its high cost of production, which has been a relevant argument in the past, but costs are dropping, making nuclear power much more affordable.  Also, nuclear power provides approximately 20 percent of the power in the U.S.  If costs of nuclear power production were much higher than production from fossil fuels, the nuclear plants would be shut down.  Mary L. Walker, the former assistant secretary at the U.S. Department of Energy during the Reagan Administration, makes a strong case for nuclear power:
Production costs at nuclear plants throughout the country have dropped dramatically in the past few years, and efficiency today is at an all-time high, resulting in generating costs that average 1.83 cents per kilowatt-hour [kwh].  The cost of generating a kilowatt-hour from coal is higher at 2.07 cents. Oil comes in a distant third at 3.18 cents per kwh, while using natural gas to generate electricity costs 3.52 cents per kwh. Significantly, the lowest cost nuclear plants—which provide electricity for as little as 1 cent per kwh—generally boast the highest levels of safety, performance and reliability.
These facts put an end to the myth many people believe about nuclear power that it is far more expensive than coal or oil.

One of the biggest stated problems with nuclear power is the radioactive waste that is created by nuclear power plants, and the storage of it for thousands of years until it becomes completely harmless. Radioactive waste produced by nuclear plants is simply the used fuel.  This used fuel can be very dangerous and must be handled properly, but there is little waste created which makes it very manageable.  Bertram Wolfe, a former president of the American Nuclear Society, gave a good visual of the amount of waste generated.  Wolfe says, “If all the country's high-level nuclear waste from over three decades of plant operations were collected on a football field, it would be only 9 feet deep.”  Right now the fuel is stored on site at the nuclear plants in steel lined concrete containers.  The ultimate plan is to store the used fuel underground at an unpopulated desert site in Nevada called Yucca Mountain.  An ongoing scientific study of Yucca Mountain is thought to be nearing a decision, but there is some opposition from the state of Nevada and those opposed to nuclear power.  This opposition is slowing down the process of getting the site approved. 

The biggest positive side effect of nuclear power production that no one can argue is that no carbon dioxide waste is emitted.  “Nuclear waste is a serious concern, but one that can be successfully managed and is less worrisome than the emissions from fossil-fuel plants” (Wolfe).  The lack of carbon dioxide emission is great for the environment and should help slow down global warming. 

Nuclear power does have problems that must be worked out just like any new technology, but the anti-nuclear activists have done their job stopping construction by exaggerating and blowing the problems out of proportion to the public.  The nuclear plants in existence in the US have a great record in safety, lowering costs, and disposing of and maintaining waste.  There are no great proven arguments against nuclear power becoming one of the biggest power producers in the US.  Nuclear power got off to a bad start which is one of the main reasons why there are not more plants in existence.  The environmental benefits that can be gained from lack of carbon dioxide emissions and the good track record of nuclear plants in the past should be enough to get nuclear power back on track.
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