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What are the consequences of using nuclear power 
to address climate change? Is nuclear power clean 
energy? Can it deliver reduction in greenhouse gases 
soon enough to help minimize climate chaos, with 
‘soon enough’ defined as 10 years or less by the 
2022 International Panel on Climate Change? Lastly, 
what part does the nuclear power industry play in 
enabling our nuclear navy and nuclear weapons?

The consequences of operating nuclear reactors 
include: 

  • Carbon dioxide (CO2), radioactive [1] and toxic 
emissions at each step in the nuclear fuel chain, the 
vast industrial infrastructure, parts of which are in 
almost every state in the U.S.;
  • Regular, planned releases of radioactivity into the 
air and water;
  • Thermal pollution of the surface water which 
provides the vast amounts of water needed to 
cool waste fuel and fissioning uranium fuel 
rods in the core;
  • Accidents, leaks and unplanned, unregulat-
ed releases of radioactive gases, liquids and 
solids into the biosphere;
  • Many forms of radioactive wastes, some 
of which remain toxic for millions of years, 
all while we don’t know how to safely store 
them for the next 100 years, much less for 
millions of years; and
  • Providing the academic, industrial and gov-
ernmental infrastructures which are, according 
to former Energy Secretary Ernest J. Moniz, 
fundamental enablers of our nuclear navy and 
nuclear weapons [2], contributing some $42.4 
billion per year for these purposes.[3]

This is a formidable list of significant consequences. 
Given these impacts, nuclear power is clearly not a 
clean source of electricity, even though fissioning 
uranium, in and of itself, does not emit large amounts 
of CO2. The CO2 which nuclear power does put into 
the environment is hazardously radioactive. 

Nuclear reactors produce many other toxic and 
deadly emissions, as well as nuclear waste. We don’t 
know the full effects of ionizing radiation on living 
things and our planetary ecology, but what we do 
know is that in humans it can cause cancer and dis-
eases of the pulmonary, cardiac and immune systems. 

In one sense, the worldwide nuclear enterprise has 
put all of us into a non-consensual, unplanned, 
unmanaged and out-of-control human experiment 
which involves irradiating our biosphere. Due in 
part to research about the radioactive strontium-90 
from atmospheric nuclear weapons tests found in 

Can Nuclear Power Be the Answer?
kids’ teeth around 1960, President John F. Kenne-
dy signed the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963 in 
an effort to reduce our exposure to radioactivity. 
According to the National Academy of Sciences, all 
exposure to ionizing radiation increases health risks, 
which are cumulative over our lifetimes.[4]

While one could argue based on these consequences 
alone that nuclear power should be stopped rather 
than promoted, let us consider if nuclear power can 
really be a part of the solution to climate change. 
Climate change, like nuclear weapons, poses exis-
tential threats to life on earth, so if nuclear power 
can play an essential part in mitigating climate 
change, then maybe accepting the above known and 
unknown detriments of nuclear power is just part of 
the price of survival. A steep price for sure, in envi-
ronmental, health, financing, and nuclear weapons 
dangers, but no price is too high if it is the only path 
to survival, right?

Do we have to accept nuclear power’s clearly 
evident risks to avert climate chaos?

To avert climate chaos we have 10 years or less to 
significantly reduce CO2. While some of the 93 oper-
ating reactors in the U.S. are eligible for $6 billion of 
taxpayer subsidies to help them survive economically, 
the aging facilities are becoming increasingly dan-
gerous and expensive to operate. Most of the cheer-
leading for new nuclear power, encouraged by $2.5 
billion of new government funding, focuses on small 
modular reactors (SMRs), sodium-cooled reactors, 
generation IV reactors, and even micro reactors.  

In theory, this is an impressive lineup of technolo-
gy’s cutting edge. In fact, it is largely new packages 
for old ideas, existing on paper only. It will take de-
cades of research & development, prototype testing, 
creation of industrial capacity, and the unit-by-unit 
construction before new nuclear reactors can be 

operational. But, we don’t have that much time; we 
need truly clean energy that we can install now at a 
reasonable price with minimal harmful environmen-
tal effects to be on-line in less than 10 years! New 
nuclear can’t meet the time line. 
If nuclear is as bad as all that, why do we have it?

If nuclear power is so fundamentally dirty, danger-
ous and expensive — with a growing waste problem 
that we haven’t yet solved — and new nuclear can-
not deliver in time, if at all, why is nuclear power 
such a prevalent hope for so many, including some 
anti-nuclear weapons activists who think we need 
it to address climate change? Remembering that the 
public is saddled with the risks of these endeavors 
— environmental, medical, and financial — while 
private corporations take the profit, why does any-
one believe that nuclear power is worth so many of 
our dollars? 

The short answer is “Atoms for Peace,” the U.S. 
government’s program announced at the UN by 
President Eisenhower in 1953. He introduced the 
peaceful uranium-235 atom, as an antidote to that 
war-making U-235 that incinerated Hiroshima and 
horrified the world. 

Atoms for Peace put a smiley face on the nuclear 
enterprise, drawing attention away from military 
weapons and their massive destruction, and instead 
directing attention to the promises of unlimited bene-
fits. This program proliferated nuclear technology to 
over 40 nations around the world, including Iran, and 
was based on the aspirational atom that we would 
“tame” to “serve” us, with electricity “too cheap to 
meter” — along with atomic cars, boats, ships and 
rockets — truly a phantasmagorical and mythical 
cultural promise, which does not exist in reality.

Certainly nuclear weapons are the most potent in-
struments of destruction in the world. As illustrated 
by the Manhattan Project begun in 1942, nuclear 
weapons depend upon an extensive scientific/indus-
trial/academic/governmental infrastructure. Ernest 
Moniz, mentioned above, has clearly illustrated how 
much our nuclear military depends on the civilian 
nuclear power infrastructure, calling it “an essential 
enabler of national security.” The Atlantic Council 
in Washington, DC also mentioned above, calculates 
the value of this contribution to be $42.4 billion per 
year. In other words, if you support nuclear power, 
you are enabling nuclear weapons.

Is nuclear power really the answer?

— Alfred Meyer is a member of Physicians for So-
cial Responsibility and has worked with communi-
ties affected by both the Chernobyl and Fukushima 
catastrophes. Endnotes are on the following page.
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The nuclear industry has been pushing the fantasy of 
yet another “renaissance” of nuclear power, based on 
the absurd idea that atomic reactors — which operate 
at 571 degrees Fahrenheit, resulting in substantial 
greenhouse gas emissions and, periodically, explo-
sions — can somehow cool the planet.

The fact is that no more big, old-style light water re-
actors are likely to be built in the United States, and 
today’s 93 licensed U.S. reactors (there are 400-plus 
worldwide) grow increasingly dangerous every day.

As a green power advocate since 1973, I’ve visit-
ed dozens of reactor sites throughout the U.S. and 
Japan. The industry’s backers portray them as high-
tech black boxes that are uniformly safe, efficient 
and reliable, ready to hum for decades without melt-
downs, blow-ups or the constant emissions of heat, 
radiation, chemical pollution, and eco-devastation 
that plague us all.

In reality, the global reactor fleet is riddled with wide-
ly varied and increasingly dangerous defects. These 
range from inherent design flaws to original con-
struction errors, faulty components, fake replacement 
parts, stress-damaged (“embrittled”) pressure vessels, 
cracked piping, inoperable safety systems, crumbling 
concrete, lethal vulnerabilities to floods, storms and 
earthquakes, corporate greed, and unmanageable 
radioactive emissions and wastes — to name a few.

Heat, radiation, and steam have pounded every 
reactor’s internal components. They are cracked, 
warped, morphed, and transmuted into rickety fos-
sils virtually certain to shatter in the next meltdown.

Twice-bankrupt Pacific Gas & Electric of California 
has been found guilty in the 2010 burning deaths of 
eight San Bruno residents caused by under-main-
tained gas pipes. The company was also convicted 
in the deaths of more than eighty people when its 
faulty wires ignited whole northern California for-
ests and towns in a series of fires.

Today, the utility’s two uninsured Diablo Canyon 
reactors threaten more than ten million people 
(living downwind) with potential catastrophes made 
possible by any of a dozen nearby earthquake faults 
(including the San Andreas).

In 2003, [Ohio’s] Perry and Davis-Besse power reac-
tor operators blacked out 50 million homes in south-
ern Canada and the northeastern United States. The 
FBI has linked them to a $61-million-bribe handed to 
the majority leader of the Ohio House of Represen-
tatives, and possibly tens of thousands more to the 
former chair of the state Public Utilities Commission.

The industry’s “regulators” have turned blind 
eyes to crumbling concrete at the Seabrook and 
Davis-Besse facilities, whose “hole-in-the-head” 
defects almost brought Chernobyl to the shores 
of Lake Erie. When Diablo Canyon’s resident site 

inspector warned that the reactors could not with-
stand a likely seismic shock, the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission shut him up and moved him out.

The industry’s four most recent reactor construction 
projects include two at South Carolina’s Virgil C. 
Summer Nuclear Generating Station — totally aban-
doned after over $10 billion was spent — and two 
at Georgia’s Alvin W. Vogtle Electric Generating 
Plant, years late and costing more than $30 billion. 
Plagued by corruption, incompetence, design flaws, 
and labor problems, Plant Vogtle might never open 
— especially in light of the astonishing advances in 
renewable and efficiency technologies, which have 
completely buried any economic or ecological justi-
fication for atomic power, new or old.

Desperate atomic cultists including Bill Gates are 
now touting small modular reactors. But they’re 
unproven, can’t deploy for years to come, can’t be 
guarded against terrorists, and can’t beat renewables 
in safety, speed to build, climate impacts, price, or 
job creation. Our energy future should consist of 
modern solar, wind, battery and LED/efficiency tech-
nologies, not nuclear reactors. Let’s work to guaran-
tee that none of them explode before we get there.

— Harvey Wasserman co-convenes the weekly 
Election Protection 2024 Zoom. His People’s 
Spiral of U.S. History is at www.solartopia.org. 
Reader Supported News.
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