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Spent Fuel Solutions 
Desmond and Foley CEP Email 
March 2024 

Subject: Spent Fuel Solutions Coalition Updates 

 Dear Chairman Stetson and CEP Members,  

As we mark Spent Fuel Solutions’ (SFS) third anniversary, we have much to celebrate in the spent 
fuel policy space. Our coalition continues to actively advocate for the legislative changes needed to 
develop a flexible and durable spent fuel management program that includes both consolidated 
interim storage (CIS) and permanent disposal. Achieving this goal will require amendments to the 
Nuclear Waste Policy Act (NWPA), and we have identified six key policy priorities: 

• Congressional authorization to form a single-purpose, autonomous federal organization to
assume management of the program from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE).

• Reliable and adequate funding such as access to the Nuclear Waste Fund.
• Authorization for a flexible, consent-based repository siting program that does not designate a

particular repository, whether Yucca Mountain or other.
• Revisiting the linkage between CIS and a repository to allow for near-term offsite storage, with

flexibility to allow input from potential host communities without defining consent.
• Authorization for the U.S. government to expand the application of federal title to and liability for

spent fuel to include private interim storage.
• Actively engaging states, tribes, and local entities affected by transportation beyond the

NWPA’s scope by adding a public information program and emergency preparedness, including
modest funding where appropriate.

We began meeting with federal leaders to discuss potential legislation to amend the NWPA and are 
planning a trip to Washington, D.C. later this spring. Comprehensive amendments to the NWPA will 
not be easy and will require support from both sides of the aisle. It will also require the support of 
our members and others who want to see the spent fuel at the San Onofre Nuclear Generating 
Station (SONGS) relocated to an offsite facility.  

In addition, SFS continues to pursue public education and engagement opportunities. In late 
January, we hosted our fifth Spent Fuel Solutions webinar, which featured local officials from 
international host communities, including Vesa Lakaniemi, Mayor of Eurajoki Municipality, Finland, 
and Jacob Spangenberg, former Mayor of Östhammar Municipality, Sweden. You can find a video of 
the webinar on our website, www.spentfuelsolutionsnow.com/events. We plan to continue our 
quarterly events this year and look forward to sharing more in the future.  

Best regards, 

Supervisor Jim Desmond Supervisor Katrina Foley 
San Diego County Orange County 
Spent Fuel Solutions Co-Chair  Spent Fuel Solutions Co-Chair 
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By By TERI SFORZATERI SFORZA |  | tsforza@scng.comtsforza@scng.com | Orange County Register | Orange County Register

PUBLISHED: PUBLISHED: March 9, 2024 at 7:00 a.m.March 9, 2024 at 7:00 a.m. | UPDATED:  | UPDATED: March 9, 2024 at 7:03 a.m.March 9, 2024 at 7:03 a.m.

Big waves pound the concrete wall below San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station that supports the path that connects north and southBig waves pound the concrete wall below San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station that supports the path that connects north and south
San Onofre State Beach in San Diego County on Wednesday, June 23, 2021. South-facing beaches were pummeled by a storm surgeSan Onofre State Beach in San Diego County on Wednesday, June 23, 2021. South-facing beaches were pummeled by a storm surge
that caused waves in the 4-foot to 7-foot range in addition to extreme high tides nearing 7 feet by nightfall. (Photo by Leonard Ortiz,that caused waves in the 4-foot to 7-foot range in addition to extreme high tides nearing 7 feet by nightfall. (Photo by Leonard Ortiz,
Orange County Register/SCNG)Orange County Register/SCNG)

Gary Headrick walked the soggy sea wall between the nuclear plant and the roiling ocean at king tide. Wild waves crashed justGary Headrick walked the soggy sea wall between the nuclear plant and the roiling ocean at king tide. Wild waves crashed just

yards from where millions of pounds of nuclear waste sat, encased in steel and concrete. It felt scary.yards from where millions of pounds of nuclear waste sat, encased in steel and concrete. It felt scary.

NEWSNEWS

SUBSCRIBER ONLYSUBSCRIBER ONLY

King tides, groundwater rise: Threats to nuclearKing tides, groundwater rise: Threats to nuclear
waste at San Onofre?waste at San Onofre?
Column: No, say Southern California Edison officials lay out data. CriticsColumn: No, say Southern California Edison officials lay out data. Critics
don't believe them.don't believe them.

 • • Opinion ColumnistOpinion Columnist
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High seasHigh seas

Todd Moore of Costa Mesa checks out the rain-eroded road leadingTodd Moore of Costa Mesa checks out the rain-eroded road leading
to San Onofre State Beach on Tuesday, Feb. 6, 2024.(Photo by Mindyto San Onofre State Beach on Tuesday, Feb. 6, 2024.(Photo by Mindy
Schauer, Orange County Register/SCNG)Schauer, Orange County Register/SCNG)

As sinkholes appear in the road to the beach near theAs sinkholes appear in the road to the beach near the

shuttered San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station, Headrickshuttered San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station, Headrick

and many others say the radioactive detritus must move toand many others say the radioactive detritus must move to

higher ground as quickly as possible. But evidence showshigher ground as quickly as possible. But evidence shows

that’s not necessary just yet, said Southern Californiathat’s not necessary just yet, said Southern California

Edison, which oversees the plant’s tear-down.Edison, which oversees the plant’s tear-down.

Edison presented itsEdison presented its state-mandated study of sea level rise state-mandated study of sea level rise

near the plant on March 7 — 238 pages chock full ofnear the plant on March 7 — 238 pages chock full of

pictures and measurements and graphs and projections —pictures and measurements and graphs and projections —

concluding that, “as designed and with minimum regularconcluding that, “as designed and with minimum regular

maintenance,” the rocks, sea wall and retaining wallmaintenance,” the rocks, sea wall and retaining wall

between the waste storage area and the ocean will be justbetween the waste storage area and the ocean will be just

fine through at least 2050, and likely well beyond.fine through at least 2050, and likely well beyond.

Another worry of critics — that groundwater will eventuallyAnother worry of critics — that groundwater will eventually

rise higher than the concrete floor of the dry storage system, soaking into the concrete and perhaps corroding the steelrise higher than the concrete floor of the dry storage system, soaking into the concrete and perhaps corroding the steel

canisters encasing the waste — is not a realistic threat either, the study concludes.canisters encasing the waste — is not a realistic threat either, the study concludes.

The dirt road leading into San Onofre surf beach after the latestThe dirt road leading into San Onofre surf beach after the latest
storm.  (Photo courtesy of State Parks)storm.  (Photo courtesy of State Parks)

SONGS reactors 1, 2 and 3 were built dozens of feet belowSONGS reactors 1, 2 and 3 were built dozens of feet below

sea level, said Ron Pontes, Edison’s decommissioningsea level, said Ron Pontes, Edison’s decommissioning

manager for San Onofre, at the manager for San Onofre, at the online Communityonline Community

Engagement Panel meeting ThursdayEngagement Panel meeting Thursday. “Even then, we never. “Even then, we never

saw evidence of water infusion.”saw evidence of water infusion.”

Below-sea-level structures have been demolished overBelow-sea-level structures have been demolished over

recent years, and were “bone dry,” Pontes said.recent years, and were “bone dry,” Pontes said.

So a rising sea should pose no threat to the integrity of theSo a rising sea should pose no threat to the integrity of the

systems protecting 3.6 million pounds of spent nuclear fuelsystems protecting 3.6 million pounds of spent nuclear fuel

for many decades, even if there’s flooding. And officialsfor many decades, even if there’s flooding. And officials

hope the federal government — which is contractuallyhope the federal government — which is contractually

obligated to dispose of commercial nuclear waste, butobligated to dispose of commercial nuclear waste, but

hasn’t, which is why it has piled up at San Onofre and otherhasn’t, which is why it has piled up at San Onofre and other

nuclear plants nationwide — will find a solution beforenuclear plants nationwide — will find a solution before

anything major needs to be done shore up/relocate/etc. Sananything major needs to be done shore up/relocate/etc. San

Onofre’s dry storage systems.Onofre’s dry storage systems.

Critics, however, aren’t disposed to believe the study’s charts and graphs and measurements.Critics, however, aren’t disposed to believe the study’s charts and graphs and measurements.

“We all know the danger,” said Alice McNally. “Saying everything is hunky dory is a disservice. … It’s time to stop painting a rosy“We all know the danger,” said Alice McNally. “Saying everything is hunky dory is a disservice. … It’s time to stop painting a rosy

picture and make the public aware of the danger of the status quo.”picture and make the public aware of the danger of the status quo.”

File photo, Mark Rightmire, ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER/SCNGFile photo, Mark Rightmire, ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER/SCNG

Yes, the walkway behind the rocks is relatively low andYes, the walkway behind the rocks is relatively low and

“likely will be overtopped under large wave conditions,“likely will be overtopped under large wave conditions,

especially if these occur during extreme high water levels,”especially if these occur during extreme high water levels,”

the study said.the study said.

“However, the impact of wave run-up and overtopping on“However, the impact of wave run-up and overtopping on

the walkway itself or on public access is limited andthe walkway itself or on public access is limited and

temporary, since the beach will not be accessible duringtemporary, since the beach will not be accessible during

such conditions, and floodwater has adequate drainagesuch conditions, and floodwater has adequate drainage

from the site and off the public walkway.”from the site and off the public walkway.”

Yes, sea level rise “will likely increase both the wave forces on the rocks (due to greater water depth and wave height frontingYes, sea level rise “will likely increase both the wave forces on the rocks (due to greater water depth and wave height fronting

the revetment), and sand scour undermining that could lower and destabilize the revetment (due to beach retreat),” the studythe revetment), and sand scour undermining that could lower and destabilize the revetment (due to beach retreat),” the study

said. “The major threats to revetment stability in the future include wave storms, or clusters of wave storms, such as those thatsaid. “The major threats to revetment stability in the future include wave storms, or clusters of wave storms, such as those that

occurred from 1981 to 1983.”occurred from 1981 to 1983.”
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GroundwaterGroundwater

The red and blue lines are predicted sea level rise under variousThe red and blue lines are predicted sea level rise under various
scenarios. The black line is the mean actual levels recorded near Sanscenarios. The black line is the mean actual levels recorded near San
Onofre (Source: Southern California Edison)Onofre (Source: Southern California Edison)

But the revetment has high “adaptive capacity … in theBut the revetment has high “adaptive capacity … in the

sense that its current stable condition, along withsense that its current stable condition, along with

occasional maintenance, will allow it to continue functioningoccasional maintenance, will allow it to continue functioning

as intended,” the study said. “The revetment, in its presentas intended,” the study said. “The revetment, in its present

condition, is likely to tolerate wave forces with acceptablecondition, is likely to tolerate wave forces with acceptable

rock movement that will not affect the integrity of therock movement that will not affect the integrity of the

revetment as a whole…. as designed and with minimumrevetment as a whole…. as designed and with minimum

regular maintenance, the revetment will withstand waveregular maintenance, the revetment will withstand wave

forces over the next 30 years,” while the retaining wall, andforces over the next 30 years,” while the retaining wall, and

walkway will provide additional protection to the seawall.walkway will provide additional protection to the seawall.

Over time, as waves act on the rocks, they move around,Over time, as waves act on the rocks, they move around,

Pontes said. Edison restacks them every five years or so.Pontes said. Edison restacks them every five years or so.

The last time was around 2016, and planning is underway toThe last time was around 2016, and planning is underway to

decide when to do it again.decide when to do it again.

The seawall itself is not meant to block a tsunami, but simply to protect the site from erosion. And despite its weatheredThe seawall itself is not meant to block a tsunami, but simply to protect the site from erosion. And despite its weathered

appearance, it continues to do exactly that.appearance, it continues to do exactly that.

In the unlikely event that the dry storage systems were flooded, they’d simply drain, officials said.In the unlikely event that the dry storage systems were flooded, they’d simply drain, officials said.

The highest predicted ground water levels near San Onofre’s dryThe highest predicted ground water levels near San Onofre’s dry
storage systems would still be below the floor of the waste storagestorage systems would still be below the floor of the waste storage
system, Edison says (Source: Southern California Edison)system, Edison says (Source: Southern California Edison)

As sea levels rise, groundwater levels are expected to rise asAs sea levels rise, groundwater levels are expected to rise as

well.well.

What if the water table rises higher than the bottom of theWhat if the water table rises higher than the bottom of the

waste storage system? Will the concrete suck up water? Willwaste storage system? Will the concrete suck up water? Will

the water seep into the vaults holding the steel canistersthe water seep into the vaults holding the steel canisters

holding the radioactive waste? Will water degrade thoseholding the radioactive waste? Will water degrade those

canisters — especially the ones that were scratched on theircanisters — especially the ones that were scratched on their

way into the vaults?way into the vaults?

No,  Ponte said. Even under the most extreme scenarios,No,  Ponte said. Even under the most extreme scenarios,

groundwater is predicted to remain below the bottom ofgroundwater is predicted to remain below the bottom of

the storage systems by almost one foot. The floor of thethe storage systems by almost one foot. The floor of the

structure is 3 feet thick, and the concrete is dense — the same kind of concrete used to construct underwater structures likestructure is 3 feet thick, and the concrete is dense — the same kind of concrete used to construct underwater structures like

piers and dams. Even if groundwater did rise above the floor, the concrete wouldn’t wick up water, he said.piers and dams. Even if groundwater did rise above the floor, the concrete wouldn’t wick up water, he said.

Garry Brown, of Orange County Coastkeeper, was skeptical. “We use the word predicted a lot,” he said. “It means we reallyGarry Brown, of Orange County Coastkeeper, was skeptical. “We use the word predicted a lot,” he said. “It means we really

don’t know. … When you have small tolerances, it’s a cause for concern.”don’t know. … When you have small tolerances, it’s a cause for concern.”

Dry storage of used fuel rods at the San Onofre Nuclear GeneratingDry storage of used fuel rods at the San Onofre Nuclear Generating
Station in Camp Pendleton, CA, on Thursday, December 16, 2021.Station in Camp Pendleton, CA, on Thursday, December 16, 2021.
(Photo by Jeff Gritchen, Orange County Register/SCNG)(Photo by Jeff Gritchen, Orange County Register/SCNG)

“You’re right, we don’t know what the future holds,” Pontes“You’re right, we don’t know what the future holds,” Pontes

shot back, explaining that Edison is required to report basedshot back, explaining that Edison is required to report based

on older state guidance that actually predicts more extremeon older state guidance that actually predicts more extreme

water rise than we’ve been seeing.water rise than we’ve been seeing.

“Let’s assume it’s much more aggressive,” Pontes said. “If“Let’s assume it’s much more aggressive,” Pontes said. “If

the water table exceeds the bottom of (the storage system),the water table exceeds the bottom of (the storage system),

the question we should be asking is, ‘Is that a problem?’ Thethe question we should be asking is, ‘Is that a problem?’ The

answer is no. It’s not a problem. Groundwater couldanswer is no. It’s not a problem. Groundwater could

continue to rise above the bottom and not be a problem.continue to rise above the bottom and not be a problem.

“Why? Because the concrete is very dense. Water would“Why? Because the concrete is very dense. Water would

have to find a way to migrate through the concrete to findhave to find a way to migrate through the concrete to find

its way to a canister. Let’s say it did. That stainless steelits way to a canister. Let’s say it did. That stainless steel

cavity enclosure is closed and welded on the bottom. It’scavity enclosure is closed and welded on the bottom. It’s

three-fourths of an inch thick. It would take a long, longthree-fourths of an inch thick. It would take a long, long

time for anything to corrode through that — decades, hundreds of years, maybe never, before you would see a problem. Ittime for anything to corrode through that — decades, hundreds of years, maybe never, before you would see a problem. It

shouldn’t be a concern.”shouldn’t be a concern.”
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DisappointedDisappointed

How do we know that? The nuclear plant itself was built below sea level back in the 1970s. “Bone dry,” Pontes said. “We’reHow do we know that? The nuclear plant itself was built below sea level back in the 1970s. “Bone dry,” Pontes said. “We’re

fulfilling our duty. We don’t think there’s a problem here.”fulfilling our duty. We don’t think there’s a problem here.”

In 2035, Edison will have to tell the state when the waste will be moved to federal storage. There will be more data on sea levelIn 2035, Edison will have to tell the state when the waste will be moved to federal storage. There will be more data on sea level

rise by then. If the waste is still there and risks increase, they’ll be dealt with.rise by then. If the waste is still there and risks increase, they’ll be dealt with.

An image taken during a “King Tide” in 2020 shows water hitting aAn image taken during a “King Tide” in 2020 shows water hitting a
rock barrier near the San Onofre nuclear plant. (Photo by Laylanrock barrier near the San Onofre nuclear plant. (Photo by Laylan
Connelly/SCNG)Connelly/SCNG)

Headrick, Headrick, of San Clemente Greenof San Clemente Green and the soggy sea wall, and the soggy sea wall,

was disappointed.was disappointed.

“I’d say there are plenty of reasons to at least take a closer“I’d say there are plenty of reasons to at least take a closer

look at the situation with the latest technology, aslook at the situation with the latest technology, as

recommended by one of the researchers,” he said by email.recommended by one of the researchers,” he said by email.

“It’s my understanding that they have the power to give that“It’s my understanding that they have the power to give that

direction immediately….direction immediately….

“We all hope it turns out to be in a safe, dry condition, but“We all hope it turns out to be in a safe, dry condition, but

even so, there are other things to be looked at more closely.even so, there are other things to be looked at more closely.

There are canisters with obvious damage and no way toThere are canisters with obvious damage and no way to

repair them if they continue to get worse and possibly fail.”repair them if they continue to get worse and possibly fail.”

Edison said it has, indeed, Edison said it has, indeed, developed a way to repairdeveloped a way to repair

canisters inside their vaults.canisters inside their vaults. In 2020, it sent repair robots — sort of like high-tech St. Bernards — into a test vault to find and fix In 2020, it sent repair robots — sort of like high-tech St. Bernards — into a test vault to find and fix

a test-damaged canister. One robot carried inspection cameras. The other, a nozzle mounted on a movable arm. Usinga test-damaged canister. One robot carried inspection cameras. The other, a nozzle mounted on a movable arm. Using

magnetic wheels to crawl around, the robots found the trouble spots and applied a metallic overlay of nickel, effectively sealingmagnetic wheels to crawl around, the robots found the trouble spots and applied a metallic overlay of nickel, effectively sealing

them.them.

This Google Earth image shows how close the expanded dry storageThis Google Earth image shows how close the expanded dry storage
area for spent nuclear waste will be to the shoreline at San Onofrearea for spent nuclear waste will be to the shoreline at San Onofre
Nuclear Generating Station. (Image courtesy of Google Earth)Nuclear Generating Station. (Image courtesy of Google Earth)

That doesn’t much comfort Headrick. Water inundationThat doesn’t much comfort Headrick. Water inundation

damages pipes and foundations, he said, and it needs moredamages pipes and foundations, he said, and it needs more

study at San Onofre. Replacing the canisters with somethingstudy at San Onofre. Replacing the canisters with something

thicker, that can be used for long-term federal storage,thicker, that can be used for long-term federal storage,

seems prudent. There’s no time to waste getting the wasteseems prudent. There’s no time to waste getting the waste

moved to higher ground, he has said.moved to higher ground, he has said.

An unlikely scenario, at best. Other locations on the NavyAn unlikely scenario, at best. Other locations on the Navy

property were considered and rejected. The storageproperty were considered and rejected. The storage

systems in place cost hundreds of millions of dollars tosystems in place cost hundreds of millions of dollars to

build and maintain. Entrepreneurs try to drum upbuild and maintain. Entrepreneurs try to drum up

enthusiasm for temporary waste sites, where America’senthusiasm for temporary waste sites, where America’s

commercial nuclear waste might be consolidated, but thosecommercial nuclear waste might be consolidated, but those

efforts are always blocked by lawsuits from folks in theefforts are always blocked by lawsuits from folks in the

surrounding communities.surrounding communities.

The best bet continues to be prodding the federal government, which bears the ultimate responsibility, and has some $46The best bet continues to be prodding the federal government, which bears the ultimate responsibility, and has some $46

billion set aside to do it to boot.billion set aside to do it to boot.

We’re waiting.We’re waiting.

SponsoredSponsored
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