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IN RESPONSE

A pox
on MOX

By Paul L. Leventhal

That is perhaps the kindest expla-
nation of his current lapse into
nuclear evangelism. He equates anti-
plutonium with anti-nuclear and con-
cludes that America’s energy salvation
can be attained only through a rebirth
of nuclear energy built upon a new ac-
ceptance of the virtues of plutonium.
How sad. I remember Pete Domeni-
ci as a thoughtful member of the Sen-
ate’s Class of '72, not at all inclined to
throw in with fire-breathing nuclear
apologists of the day such as Cong,.
Chet Holifield and Sen. John Pastore,
who struck fear in the hearts of anyone
challenging the Joint Committee on
Atomic Energy’s perfect wisdom and
monopolistic hold on all things nuclear.
Now, a quarter-century later, flush
with the trappings of seniority and of
powerful committee and subcommit-
tee chairmanships, Senator Domenici
is coming to resemble the men who
did so much to bring down the once-
grand Joint Committee and to bring
about the sorry state that the once.
proud nuclear industry finds itself in
today.
First and foremost, he argues, we
must recognize as “wrong” the premise
underpinning present nuclear policy,

S ENATOR DOMENICI IS CONFUSED.
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namely President Carter’s end to “U.S.
efforts to reprocess spent nuclear fuel
and develop mixed-oxide fuel (MOX) on
the grounds that the plutonium could
be diverted and eventually trans-
formed into bombs.”

He insists that other countries have
not followed the U.S. example, and he
cites France, Great Britain, Japan, and
Russia as countries that have contin-
ued to develop their MOX programs.

instability in the world,” remains the
single best pronouncement on the folly
of making commercial fuel from nu-
clear bomb material.

Carter’s failing was that he could not
win over the U.S. nuclear bureaucracy
and industry to carry out the policy
that Ford began. He looked to a brain
trust from Harvard University to do
the heavy lifting, just as President
Clinton turmed to Harvard, which
came up with a Mox path to nuclear
disarmament and an alternative to
nonproliferation—“counterprolifera-
tion” (managing rather than prevent-
ing proliferation). Domenici, too,
chose Harvard as the platform to
launch his pro-plutonium campaign,
exhorting the assembled academics “to
develop a proposal that brings the eco-
nomics of the MOx fuel cvele together
with the need to dispose of weapons-
grade plutonium.”

Domenici, chairman of the Senate
Budget Committee and of the key En-
ergy Appropriations Subcommittee,
needs to take a harder look at plutoni-
um economics. Mixed oxide fuel is at
least four to eight times more expen-
sive than low-enriched uranium fuel,
which is why a top American utility ex-
ecutive recently confided to me—after
cautioning that if I quoted him by
name he’d deny it—that I did the nu-
clear power industry a “great favor” by
killing off the domestic plutonium in-

There is no MOX
success story—
anywhere.

But Domenici is wrong on both the
history and the facts. It was a fellow
Republican, President Gerald Ford,
not Carter, a Democrat, who originat-
ed U.S. anti-plutonium policy. The
Ford policy of 1976, warning that plu-
tonium is “the root of the problem”
and calling on nations for cooperation
“to turn aside from pursuing nuclear
capabilities which are of doubtful eco-
nomical value and have ominous impli-
cations for nuclear proliferation and

dustry. (It was actually Ronald Reagan
who performed this coup de grace on
economic grounds.)

MOST NATIONS HAVE WISELY STEERED
clear of plutonium. As for the Euro-
peans and Japanese cited by Domeni-
ci, only France can be said to have a
commercial MOX program of its own,
and one that is being mightily resisted
by the French national utility because
of higher costs and operational asym-
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