
Who’s paying to decommission Three Mile Island? You are, and 
you’re keeping the nuclear waste, too. 

By Wallace McKelvey | WMckelvey@pennlive.com 
 
Exelon plans to use ratepayer money set aside to dismantle Three Mile Island to manage radioactive 
spent fuel, forgoing costs the corporation that reports annual revenue of $34 billion would ordinarily 
need to put up itself. 
 
The decision, quietly approved last year by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, speaks to a larger 
predicament: No one knows what to do with America’s more than 90,000 metric tons of nuclear 
waste. The cost of that indecision has been and will continue to be shouldered by the public. 
 
And the problem is exacerbated by an industry-wide downturn that led Exelon to shutter Unit 1 last 
year. More utilities are closing their nuclear reactors, leaving hazardous radioactive material 
scattered across the country for decades to come. 
 

In making its case for tapping into the decommissioning trust fund, which utility customers 
contributed to for years via fees overseen by the state Public Utility Commission, Exelon argued that 
fuel storage is a necessary part of taking Unit 1 offline. 

Critics, however, say Exelon should’ve begun this process long ago. Even if the plant were still 
operating, limited space in its cooling pool — literally a tank full of water that houses spent fuel — 
meant that it would’ve had to begin construction of a dry cask storage system soon, according to 
NRC documents. The pool was projected to run out of space in 2023. 

Furthermore, Exelon received hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars from the U.S. Department of 
Energy for fuel storage as part of a 2004 legal settlement over the federal government’s failure to 
establish a permanent nuclear waste repository. 

Exelon spokesman David Marcheskie said the company plans to seek reimbursement for fuel storage 
first from the DOE, a process he said could take roughly two years, before tapping into the facility’s 
decommissioning fund. The NRC gave the company permission to use the fund without advance 
notice. 

To date, Marcheskie said TMI received $10 million in DOE payouts. 

The specifics of those payments, which Exelon itself mentioned as a source of funding in an April 
2019 NRC filing, are highly secretive. Marcheskie and other Exelon spokespeople did not respond to 
questions about DOE payouts across the company’s 22 nuclear reactors nationwide. As of 2011, that 
figure was at least $460 million, although reliable figures are hard to come by. The original 
settlement was open-ended, meaning that payouts continue — perhaps indefinitely — as long as the 
country goes without a centralized nuclear waste site. 
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“The industry is getting money for nothing,” said Eric Epstein, an activist who’s followed Three Mile 
Island’s legacy for four decades. “They’re raiding the decommissioning fund for storage that 
should’ve been built decades ago.” 

And tapping into the decommissioning trust fund raises yet another irksome question: Is there 
enough money set aside to properly dismantle Three Mile Island? 

Federal regulations require operators like Exelon to pay any decommissioning costs not covered by 
the ratepayer-backed trust funds. But the slippery nature of cost estimates, the massive time scale 
involved in nuclear decay and the short memories of regulators, the industry, and the public all fuel 
concern that such promises will be forgotten. 

Arthur Morris, the former Lancaster mayor who chaired a long-running public advisory panel in the 
wake of the 1979 meltdown at Three Mile Island’s Unit 2, said he expressed doubts about 
decommissioning funds when the panel dissolved in the ’90s. 

Today, the NRC doesn’t have any further public meetings planned for Exelon’s request to reduce its 
emergency planning responsibilities, nor for First Energy’s application transfer of its license — and 
thus its decommissioning trust fund — to a Utah-based company. 

Given what’s at stake, Morris said the only way to be certain these commitments are fulfilled is to 
bring back public accountability, to force the companies and the NRC to routinely answer questions 
and to open the trust fund financials to public scrutiny beyond the typical annual reporting windows. 

“I still think the game is: By the time we want to do these things, no one will still be around,” he said. 
“Now we’re many, many decades later and we’re back to the same game.” 

Storing the waste 
To understand how we got here requires some understanding of how assumptions about the 
nation’s nuclear energy industry changed over time. 

Nuclear power was initially a source of national pride. A product of World War II military research, it 
was expected to drive post-war prosperity with electricity that was “too cheap to meter.” The 
question of what to do with the nuclear waste was always present but policymakers assumed it 
would be solved in due time. 
 

Private industry soon took over the commercial sector even though the radioactive fuel itself 
remained the property of the U.S. government, which tightly regulated how and where it could be 
used. 

Until recently, the waste was dumped at government facilities in rural western states. When the 
Shippingport Atomic Power Station outside Pittsburgh closed in 1982, spent fuel and waste materials 
were hauled through the Panama Canal to Washington state. After the meltdown of Three Mile 
Island’s Unit 2, fuel and other debris was sent to Idaho. Both those sites still present serious 
environmental and public health risks, prompting local calls for the waste’s removal. 

In 1982, the U.S. Department of Energy began the process of finding a permanent solution: a waste 
repository deep underground where the materials could be stored for 100,000 years with minimal 
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risk of contamination. That process continues to this day with the most likely candidate — Yucca 
Mountain in Nevada — mired in legal and political wrangling with strong opposition among both 
Democrats and Republicans. 

 
This 2015 photo shows nuclear waste stored in underground containers at the Idaho National Laboratory near Idaho Falls, Idaho. 
Federal authorities want to store the partially melted core from one of the United States' worst nuclear power accidents for 
another 20 years in Idaho. (AP Photo/Keith Ridler, File)AP 

 

That left the question of what to do with nuclear waste — not just at Three Mile Island but at more 
than 80 sites across some 35 states — in limbo. Private utilities like Exelon found themselves stuck 
with radioactive material for which the only option was on-site storage. 

Those companies started suing the federal government, citing a 1982 law that called for the 
Department of Energy to take the nuclear waste off their hands by 1998. 

Billions of dollars that should’ve gone into building Yucca Mountain were parceled out to private 
industry to compensate the companies for their role in constructing and maintaining dry cask storage 
systems for their spent fuel. 

According to DOE financial reports, the agency paid out $8 billion in 40 different settlements with 
private utilities related to spent nuclear fuel through September 2019. It expects to pay at least 
another $28.5 billion. These figures, of course, are fungible: The cost of storing nuclear waste for 
thousands of years is virtually incalculable and the DOE’s estimates are based on an assumption the 
country will eventually find a long-term solution. 

In filings with the NRC, Exelon said it’s moving forward with the assumption that the DOE won’t 
begin removing nuclear waste until 2030, at the earliest. Until then, the company laid out a strategy 
that’s become fairly commonplace for decommissioning nuclear plants. 

Exelon plans to begin transferring radioactive material from the cooling pool to an interim spent fuel 
storage installation (ISFSI). After cooling in the pool for at least one year, spent fuel is encased in a 



stainless-steel cask surrounded by inert gas before being sealed in an above-ground concrete pad. 
The casks, which weigh roughly 100 tons each, contain any radiation emitted by the fuel. 

For now, Exelon is operating on the assumption that the spent fuel will remain in the ISFSI for about 
16 years. That, of course, is based on the assumption that the Energy Department finds a permanent 
solution to a problem the country’s been grappling with for three decades. 

The timing of all of this is a sliding scale, as evidenced by public statements and government filings. 
Marcheskie said Exelon’s latest timetable calls for the transition of the fuel from the cooling pool and 
into the ISFSI by the end of 2023, pending funding via either the Energy Department or the 
decommissioning trust fund. 

According to its NRC filings, Exelon estimated its spent fuel costs at $156.4 million, compared to the 
larger $1.2 billion it expects to spend dismantling Unit 1. A different company, First Energy, put 
forward similar estimates for decommissioning the storied Unit 2, which partially melted down in 
1979. 

The NRC generally does not consider fuel storage to be part of approved decommissioning costs, 
which is why Exelon needed its permission to tap into the trust fund. In addition to granting Exelon 
permission to use that fund for storage costs, the NRC also allowed the company to make additional 
withdrawals without advance notice. 

From Exelon’s perspective, fuel storage is part and parcel of decommissioning. 

The spent fuel must go somewhere. 

Is there enough money? 
Of course, the other looming question is the trust fund balance itself. Remember, any shortfalls 
would have to be covered by Exelon. 

As of the end of 2019, Exelon reported a decommissioning trust fund balance of $751 million, more 
than half of what it estimates is needed. It’s not clear how much money Exelon has taken from the 
fund since last year or how the recent volatility in the stock market — to which the funds are linked 
— impacted the balance. 

The state Department of Environmental Protection raised similar concerns around FirstEnergy's 
recent proposal to transfer its license to a third party, a Utah company that bills itself as a less 
expensive alternative to decommissioning. But spokesman Neil Shader declined to comment on 
whether the DEP had any such reservations about Exelon. 

In regard to First Energy’s oversight of Unit 2, state Environmental Secretary Patrick McDonnell 
wrote, “the obvious risk of a funding shortfall and the attendant significant health, safety, 
environmental, financial and economic risks to the commonwealth and its citizens raise serious 
questions about the realization of that benefit.” 

First Energy pointed out that the funds’ conservative investment strategies insulate them from some 
degree of market volatility and that the length of time involved means that any losses should be 
recouped by the time the money is needed. 



But a conservative investment strategy is a double-edged sword. It may insulate a fund from sudden 
losses — and, it should be clear, neither company provided an up-to-date fund balance reflective of 
the recent coronavirus-related recession — but it also insulates the fund from short-term gains, as 
well. 

Marcheskie, of Exelon, said in a written statement: “The amount of money in the fund still meets all 
NRC funding assurance requirements.” 

Epstein is quick to remind anyone who takes the trust fund for granted: The money, while being 
overseen by private companies, belongs to the public. Just like the billions the DOE has turned over 
as a result of fuel storage lawsuits. 

“Basically, we’re getting mugged twice,” he said. 

And First Energy’s move to transfer its license could set a precedent other utilities may want to 
follow, Epstein said. If the NRC signs off on this transfer, despite the funding concerns, they may be 
liable to sign off on future ones. 

Exelon, for its part, told PennLive that it has no plans to sell Unit 1. 

“However,” Marcheskie said, “Exelon Generation regularly evaluates its facilities and assets, and 
considers all options, including sales, to optimize our value for energy customers, communities and 
stakeholders.” 

 
Reducing emergency planning 
In addition to withdrawing money from the decommissioning trust fund, Exelon is also seeking to 
reduce its responsibility for local emergency planning and response. 

If the NRC grants this request, Exelon would end the routine siren tests, off-site radiation monitoring 
and the 10-mile evacuation zone around the site. It would also end its contributions to local 
governments which, in 2018, included $425,000 to the Pennsylvania Emergency Management 
Agency; $87,000 to Dauphin County and $5,000 to Londonderry Township, where the facility is 
located. 

Exelon, in its NRC filings, argued that the spent fuel is safe and stable in the cooling pool, from which 
it will eventually be transferred to dry cask storage. 

That assertion itself is contentious. 

Edwin Lyman, in Congressional testimony on the nuclear waste question in 2017, pointed to several 
accidents involving cooling pools. The NRC, he said, has allowed nuclear plants to overload their 
pools with spent fuel for years at a time. 

Lyman, senior global security scientist for the Union of Concerned Scientists, said a malfunction or 
even an external disaster beyond the plant operator’s control, such as the tsunami that struck the 
Fukushima Daiichi plant in Japan in 2011, could cause the pool “to rapidly lose its cooling water, the 
spent fuel could heat up and burn, releasing a large fraction of its highly radioactive contents into 
the environment.” 



Lyman cited a Princeton University study that modeled how a similar incident would play out at 
Peach Bottom, another Exelon nuclear plant in York County. A fuel pool fire there, he said, could 
contaminate 30,000 square miles and impact 20 million people. The plume of radiation could reach 
as far as Georgia and Maine, depending on wind direction. 

For many local activists, leaving radioactive materials at Three Mile Island for years or possibly 
decades — first in a cooling pool and later in a steel-and-concrete sarcophagus — is untenable. 

“This is a nuclear power plant, not a nuclear waste site,” Epstein said. “Nobody in their right mind 
would’ve given them a license for a nuclear waste site on an island in a river.” 

This 2018 shows the installation of a dome-shaped rooftop cover housing key equipment at 
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant ahead of a fuel removal from its storage pool. (AP 
Photo/Mari Yamaguchi, File)AP 
And the uncertain time span associated with fuel storage and decommissioning raises even more 
questions. 

“The officers responsible for making the assurances and obligations in these filings change year to 
year,” said Justina Wasicek, former vice chair of Pennsylvania’s Sierra Club chapter who now leads its 
outreach on nuclear issues. “When they’re no longer there, you don’t have the memory of those 
promises.” 

Wasicek, whose family has lived in the Harrisburg area and in the shadow of Three Mile Island for 
decades, said it’s all too easy for people to forget about the hazards in their backyard, particularly 
with time spans associated with nuclear half-life. 

“If cleanup is not done effectively, future generations are faced with taking on a debt their ancestors 
incurred,” she said. “That’s unfair. We need to protect public health and safety in a reasonable time 
frame.” 

Wallace McKelvey may be reached at wmckelvey@pennlive.com. Follow him on 
Twitter @wjmckelvey. Find PennLive on Facebook. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:wmckelvey@pennlive.com
https://twitter.com/wjmckelvey
https://www.facebook.com/PennLive/

	Who’s paying to decommission Three Mile Island? You are, and you’re keeping the nuclear waste, too.

