
Podcast Script 

Hello everyone and welcome to our discussion about nuclear waste! You have probably heard of nuclear 
waste, but have you ever wondered where it comes from and what we do with it? In this podcast we’re 
going to talk just about that! 

So let’s bring it back a little to nuclear power plants and how the fuel is used. So just like any other 
power plant, nuclear power plants use a fuel to create electricity. While some plants burn coal or gas to 
run the generators, nuclear power uses the element uranium. It’s important to know uranium is NOT 
burned, it instead breaks down through a process called radioactive decay. The uranium atom releases 
energy as heat and radiation, and becomes a different element. Eventually, not enough of the uranium 
is left to keep making energy, so it is removed. What’s left after all this is called high level nuclear waste.   

When we burn coal or gas we just vent that into the air, and anything else we’re generally able to send 
into a landfill. Why can’t we do the same with the nuclear waste? And the reason is that nuclear waste is 
radioactive. That radiation I mentioned comes mostly as x-rays. You know when you go to a dentist and 
they put that heavy lead apron on you when they take x-rays? That apron is to protect you because x-
rays can be pretty dangerous. But, by respecting the potential danger and taking the necessary 
precautions, we can use them safely. In the same way, if we treat nuclear waste with that respect, we 
can deal with it safely too.  

So the first step is we could do is recycle what fuel we can. Kinda how we recycle plastics and metals, 
some of the original uranium is still there and can be reused. The way we do this is through a process 
called PUREX. Plutonium Uranium Extraction. Essentially, you take the waste, and after processing it you 
get some fuel back that can be used again, and now you have less waste! 

Now that we’ve pulled out what we can and the only thing left is unusable, we have permanently store 
it.  As of 2017, we have over 80,000 tons of nuclear waste in the US that needs to be disposed of from 
the many years we have nuclear reactors. Assuming the average car weighs about 2 tons, that’s like 
trying to throw away 40,000 cars! And within 30 years, the amount of waste is going to nearly double. 
How do we throw away 70,000 cars worth of waste?  

Deep boreholes are long thin holes that go deep into the earth. We have special diggers that will go 
through 2-3 miles of dirt and solid rock. It takes the average person an hour to walk 3 miles, so if want to 
imagine walking for an hour directly into the earth. Once the digger makes the hole, it comes back out. 
The nuclear waste is first placed into a stainless steel container and then gently lowered to the bottom. 
Once the canister is there, we start filling the hole back up with rock, cement, and asphalt to make a 
permanent seal. Doing this solves two problems. First is preventing contamination to the water table. 
The deepest water table in the US is around 2000 feet,  less than half a mile below the surface. By 
digging below the water table into the solid rock below and filling it back up with a permanent seal 
makes it very hard for the water to interact with the waste, keeping our water safe. The other problem 
solved is the risk of terrorist attack. Being so far below the surface makes it virtually impossible to 
remove the waste to use for terrorism. With the kind of machinery needed, any attempt to reach the 
canister of waste will be easily noticed. 



What scientists want to do is to create an example borehole and test it. We want to make it, put in a 
mock canister that does not have any waste in it, put it in, seal it, and see what works, what doesn’t and 
how to fix it. This way, if boreholes are used, we will be safe knowing they work. 

So going forward, I hope we learned a little bit about nuclear waste disposal, and where it’s headed. 
Now you too are a bit of an expert in the topic!  


