
Why a Nuclear Renaissance Threatens Our 
Bodies, the Environment and Our Future

by Meredith Crafton

Editors’ Note:  In this first issue of our Climate Change series Meredith Crafton argues that we need 
to resist the nuclear industry’s corporate marketing blitz to promote nuclear power as a solution 
to global warming.  Now more than ever, she says, we must learn from the past for the sake of our 
future.  Nuclear power threatens human and environmental health and poses a grave risk to interna-
tional peace and security.

— Co-editors Elizabeth Barajas-Roman & Betsy Hartmann

The threat of a nuclear renaissance is upon us. Nuclear power is now being touted as a solution 
to global warming.  After over 20 years without a new nuclear power plant going online in the 
United States, the government and multinational nuclear corporations are attempting to revive 

the industry by promoting new nuclear power projects and plutonium reprocessing, and updating 
the nuclear weapons arsenal - all in the name of global warming and national security.  No new site 
permits have been approved, but there are 23 applications currently awaiting approval.1 While ad-
dressing climate change is one of the greatest environmental priorities of our time, nuclear power is 
not the way to go.

In the face of this nuclear renaissance, we need to remember the legacies of the nuclear industry.  
Over the past two decades nuclear power plant projects have failed in the US due to fierce public 
opposition, safety concerns and cost overruns. The Hanford Nuclear Site exemplifies the serious, 
unresolved problems of nuclear waste, contamination, and the safety risks involved in the cleanup.  
Further development of the nuclear industry is one of the most dangerous prospects of our time. 
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From Bombs to Power Plants —  
A Historical Reminder 
Built on decades of secrecy in the name of 
national security and energy independence, the 
US Nuclear Complex covers 20 federal sites and 
104 commercial nuclear power plants in addi-
tion to numerous current and former uranium 
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mine sites.2  During World War II, the Manhattan 
Project was launched at top-secret sites across the 
country to develop the atomic bomb.  The nuclear 
power industry got its start with Eisenhower’s Atoms 
for Peace Program in the early 1950s.  The promo-
tion of peaceful uses of atomic energy was a way to 
legitimize expensive public investments in nuclear 
research and obscure the destructive potential of 
nuclear weaponry.  In truth, there is no real border 
between civilian and military nuclear applications.  
In one year’s operation, a single nuclear power 
plant generates as much radioactive poison as 1000 
Hiroshima-type atomic bombs.3  Plutonium, which 
is at the core of an atomic bomb, is a by-product 
of nuclear power production; any country that has 
nuclear power capacity also has access to fuel for an 
atomic bomb.

The most contaminated site in the US is the Han-
ford Nuclear Reservation.  Built on tribal and farm 
land in southeastern Washington state, Hanford 
was established in 1943 as part of the Manhattan 
Project.  Plutonium manufactured there was used in 
the Trinity test bomb, in the bomb detonated over 
Nagasaki, and in countless Cold War weapons.4  No 
longer a plutonium processing site, Hanford is now 
home to the world’s largest and most expensive 
environmental cleanup project. With a current annual 
budget around $2 billion, work at the site focuses on 
mitigating the risks from former nuclear weapons 
production.5 

The Columbia River flows through Hanford and 
passes through Portland, Oregon before reaching the 
Pacific Ocean. Between 1943 and 1963, nine pluto-
nium production reactors were built along the river.6 
These facilities produced overwhelming amounts of 
radioactive and chemical waste and heavy metals, 
and pumped contaminated cooling water directly 
into the river for decades. Approximately 750,000 
cubic meters of solid waste was dumped into 175 
waste trenches around the site. More than 53 mil-
lion gallons of liquid radioactive waste remain in 

177 aging underground single-shell tanks, some of 
which are leaking.7 An estimated 200 square miles 
of contaminated groundwater underlies Hanford. 
Uranium, tritium, thorium, strontium-90 and various 
chemicals enter the Columbia on an increasing basis.8  
What took just 20 years to build has left a legacy of 
contamination that will last millions of years. 9  

Unhealthy Effects
This legacy of contamination is fraught with se-
crecy.  In the past, information and studies on risks 
to workers, neighboring communities, agriculture 
and the wider environment were routinely classified.  
It has taken years to declassify data on radioactive 
releases from Hanford and other nuclear sites.  The 
estimated doses suffered by exposed populations 
are staggering.10 Thankfully, efforts to increase our 
medical understanding of radiation and chemical 
exposure and rework standards to protect those 
most at risk are expanding.  Recently, much work 
has been done to assess the effects of radiation on 
children, women, fetuses and reproductive health in 
general.  The results are startling.  One major problem 
is that most radiation protection and even chemical 
standards in this country are based on Reference 
Man, a hypothetical adult male defined as a healthy 
155-pound “Caucasian” male in his twenties.11  These 
standards are used by government agencies, compa-
nies, and even health care professionals to assess risk 
and set exposure limits.  Reference Man happens to be 
least susceptible to the harmful effects of chemical 
and radiation exposure.  

The synergistic effects of toxic chemicals and radia-
tion released by the nuclear industry are another 
grave concern.12  The risks posed by chemical byprod-
ucts have been the least acknowledged.  In addition 
to cancers, chemical and radiation exposure has 
been linked to genetic mutations, Down’s syndrome, 
autism, chemical sensitivities, allergies, asthma and 
more.  In the US there are no regulations or protec-
tions in the nuclear industry that address the in-
creasing risk to women of early miscarriages and fetus 
malformations or that govern exposure for men who 
plan to become fathers. In addition, US radiation pro-
tections for workers who declare their pregnancies 
are far more lax than in the European Union.13 The 
culture within the nuclear industry is not a supportive 
atmosphere for declaring increased risk and potential 
inability to work.  
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Plutonium is the nuclear industry’s most potent 
creation. An element made by humans and named 
after the Greek Lord of Hell, plutonium is so toxic and 
carcinogenic that less than one millionth of a gram 
if inhaled will cause lung cancer.  Plutonium is also 
teratogenic, crossing the placenta in the developing 
embryo. In men, plutonium is stored in the testicles.  
It can cause mutations in the reproductive genes, in-
creased incidence of genetic disease in future genera-
tions, and testicular cancer.  Every male in the northern 
hemisphere now has a tiny amount of plutonium in his 
testicles from nuclear weapons testing fallout.  Glen 
Seaborg, the discoverer of plutonium, said it is “the 
most dangerous substance on earth,” yet another 
reminder that nuclear power is far from safe.14  

Nuclear production begins with mining uranium, 
found naturally throughout much of the country, 
but most concentrated in the West.  The effects 
of uranium mining on Native American communi-
ties is tragic, as most mines in the US are on tribal 
lands.  Mining severely pollutes soil and ground-
water. Miners are exposed to high levels of radioac-
tive radon gas and frequently develop cancer and 
exposure-related diseases.  More than one fifth of 
the uranium workers in North America have died 
of lung cancer.15  Because radiation is tasteless and 
odorless, people in contaminated areas cannot tell 
if they are drinking contaminated water, breathing 
radioactive air or eating toxic fish.  With an upsurge 
in nuclear power plants, uranium mining would 
increase again. In the past two years, the US govern-
ment has received 20 new applications to expand or 
begin uranium mining operations.16 Tribes across the 
country are facing threats of mining, illicit land use 
and unpaid royalties for minerals taken.  In 2005, the 
Navajo Nation banned uranium mining and repro-
cessing on their lands.17  

In addition to being dangerous, mining, milling, ex-
traction and transport of uranium are very energy-in-
tensive.  The Paducah enrichment facility in Kentucky 

uses the electrical output of two 1,000 megawatt 
coal-fired plants for its operation.  Once the uranium 
is mined, it must then be processed or enriched and 
put into nuclear fuel rods. Chlorofluorocarbon CFC 
114, a potent cause of global warming and known 
destroyer of the ozone layer, leaks unabated from 
the hundreds of miles of cooling pipes used in the 
uranium enrichment operation at Paducah and its 
sister plant in Ohio.18  Nuclear power is hardly emis-
sions free.  

Challenging the Industry
Battling the nuclear industry (weapons or power) 
means taking on a well-funded, government and 
commercial establishment with a culture that has 
maintained the secrecy that surrounded its wartime 
inception.  Workers within the industry have proven 
to be the most powerful allies of anti-nuclear activ-
ists over the years, as they are the most at risk and 
the most in need of protection.  Regardless of their 
feelings about nuclear power or weapons, workers 
are the first to see wrongdoing and the first to be 
harmed by bad policies.  Workers have died, and con-
tinue to die, from preventable exposures. 19  There is a 
grave need to find ways to promote positive change 
and a safe cleanup at nuclear sites across the country.  
Workers willing to take a stand often have difficulty 
finding support.   Whistleblowers are frequently ha-
rassed, threatened, or in the case of Karen Silkwood, 
killed.20  It is through supporting and protecting these 
individuals that important alliances can form to shift 
the nuclear industry from production to a safe and 
responsible cleanup.

One prime example is the story of Hanford worker 
Casey Ruud.  In 1988, Ruud made landmark disclo-
sures about gross safety deficiencies at Hanford’s 
PUREX facility, the last operating plutonium repro-
cessing plant in the US.  Speaking out cost Casey his 
job.21 He received valuable support from the Govern-
ment Accountability Project which helped create the 
opportunity for Casey to speak publicly at a congres-
sional hearing.  Within the year, plutonium produc-
tion ended permanently in the US. Reforming such 
a powerful industry takes persistence.  The current 
amount of nuclear waste and pollution is big enough 
to keep thousands of people working at sites around 
the country well beyond our lifetimes.  As we face 
the potential expansion of nuclear power, we must 
awaken from our nuclear amnesia and remember the 
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nuclear legacy.  There is still no viable disposition path for nuclear waste.  Radioactive waste is not disposable or 
recyclable. It must be maintained and protected in isolation from the environment for thousands of years.22 

Past experience shows us that nuclear is neither safe nor reliable. Let us invest in a better future.  A combination 
of renewable energy sources and conservation can make the need for nuclear power obsolete in the fight against 
global warming. We must protect current and future generations from the harmful effects of the nuclear industry 
and prevent a nuclear renaissance. 

Meredith Crafton graduated from Hampshire College and now works on Investigations for Hanford Challenge, a 
new nonprofit, public interest group founded by Tom Carpenter, the former Program Director of the Nuclear Oversight 
Program at the Government Accountability Project (GAP).  Hanford Challenge focuses on supporting workers and influ-
encing public policy, social change and transformation in order to improve the cleanup activities at Hanford. Prior to 
working at Hanford Challenge, Meredith was the program assistant for the Nuclear Oversight Program at GAP. 

The views expressed in this article are those solely of the author and do not represent Hanford Challenge.
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