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Introduction 
Communities in the U.S. are facing increased likelihood of extreme weather and sea level rise 

due to global increases in temperature, with socially vulnerable populations projected to 

experience some of the worst impacts.1 The human and financial costs of domestic natural 

disasters and extreme weather continue to grow.2 Climate science has shown that countries 

like the U.S. must significantly reduce their greenhouse gas emissions to mitigate the most 

severe effects of climate change.3  

 

Like renewables, nuclear energy produces large amounts of low-carbon power. Today, 

nuclear provides more than half of the country’s low-carbon electricity.4 Its emissions 

intensity is on par with hydropower and wind energy.5 And global nuclear generation may 

need to double by mid-century if the world is to reach net-zero emissions by 2050, according 

to the International Energy Agency.6  

 

But a lot of Americans harbor reservations about the use or expansion of nuclear energy: U.S. 

adults remain less supportive of federal actions to encourage nuclear energy than other clean 

 
1 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Climate Change and Social Vulnerability in the United States: A Focus on Six 
Impacts, September 2021, https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2021-09/climate-
vulnerability_september-2021_508.pdf, 4-8. 
2 “Climate Risk Areas Initiative,” National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, accessed October 31, 2022, 
https://cpo.noaa.gov/Initiatives/Climate-Risk-Areas-Initiative; Adam B. Smith, “2021 U.S. billion-dollar weather 
and climate disasters in historical context,” National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, January 24, 2022, 
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2021-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-
disasters-historical.  
3 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working 
Groups I, II and III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Core Writing 
Team, R.K. Pachauri and L.A. Meyer (eds.), IPCC, Geneva, Switzerland, 
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full.pdf, 76. 
4 “What is U.S. electricity generation by energy source?” U.S. Energy Information Administration, March 4, 2022, 
https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=427.  
5 World Nuclear Association, Comparison of Lifecycle Greenhouse Gas Emissions of Various Electricity Generation 
Sources, July 2011,  
https://www.world-
nuclear.org/uploadedFiles/org/WNA/Publications/Working_Group_Reports/comparison_of_lifecycle.pdf. 
6 International Energy Agency, Nuclear Power and Secure Energy Transitions, June 2020,  
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/0498c8b8-e17f-4346-9bde-
dad2ad4458c4/NuclearPowerandSecureEnergyTransitions.pdf, 35-37. 

https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2021-09/climate-vulnerability_september-2021_508.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2021-09/climate-vulnerability_september-2021_508.pdf
https://cpo.noaa.gov/Initiatives/Climate-Risk-Areas-Initiative
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2021-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2021-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=427
https://www.world-nuclear.org/uploadedFiles/org/WNA/Publications/Working_Group_Reports/comparison_of_lifecycle.pdf
https://www.world-nuclear.org/uploadedFiles/org/WNA/Publications/Working_Group_Reports/comparison_of_lifecycle.pdf
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/0498c8b8-e17f-4346-9bde-dad2ad4458c4/NuclearPowerandSecureEnergyTransitions.pdf
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/0498c8b8-e17f-4346-9bde-dad2ad4458c4/NuclearPowerandSecureEnergyTransitions.pdf
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energy technologies,7 and their outright support for nuclear continues to hover around 50%.8 

The industry’s historical connections to atomic weapons production, unresolved legacy 

contamination, high-profile domestic and international accidents, instances of corruption, 

and missteps in community engagement have increased Americans’ skepticism of nuclear 

energy as a solution for climate change or local electricity production.  

 

 
Cooling Towers at the Limerick Generating Station in Montgomery County, PA. Photo credit: Amy Lux via 
Shutterstock. 
 

 
7 Alec Tyson et al., “Americans Largely Favor U.S. Taking Steps To Become Carbon Neutral by 2050,” Pew Research 
Center, March 1, 2022, https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2022/03/01/americans-largely-favor-u-s-taking-
steps-to-become-carbon-neutral-by-2050/.  
8 Lydia Saad, “Americans Divided on Nuclear Energy,” Gallup, Inc., May 20, 2022, 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/392831/americans-divided-nuclear-energy.aspx; “Forty-five percent of Americans 
support nuclear power energy plants,” Ipsos, June 10, 2022, https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/forty-five-
percent-americans-support-nuclear-power-energy-plants.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2022/03/01/americans-largely-favor-u-s-taking-steps-to-become-carbon-neutral-by-2050/
https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2022/03/01/americans-largely-favor-u-s-taking-steps-to-become-carbon-neutral-by-2050/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/392831/americans-divided-nuclear-energy.aspx
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/forty-five-percent-americans-support-nuclear-power-energy-plants
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/forty-five-percent-americans-support-nuclear-power-energy-plants
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Various demographics also perceive environmental and technological risks differently 

depending on how they think about the world. Research has shown that white people and men 

tend to value institutional hierarchy and individual freedom, and have significantly higher 

tolerance for risks than others.9 These groups have dominated the realms of nuclear policy 

decisions since the beginning of the use of nuclear for weapons or energy. In contrast, women 

and people of color often hold more communitarian and egalitarian worldviews that are 

correlated with greater concerns about risk.10 Polling bears out the gender differences in 

support for nuclear technology: In a 2021 survey Good Energy Collective conducted with Data 

for Progress, more than double the number of men than women thought favorably of 

advanced nuclear energy (56% of men vs. 27% of women).11 While white men have driven 

much of the decision-making around nuclear, Indigenous and minority groups have been 

regularly marginalized, including through displacement for weapons production and uranium 

mining and milling facilities and through radiological experiments that involved Indigenous 

and people of color.12 Already-vulnerable communities may naturally be more risk-averse 

toward nuclear development over concerns about local land or water pollution. 

 

Many environmental justice and climate advocates hold concerns about nuclear for these and 

other reasons. In 2020, over 100 environmental groups registered their disapproval of 

congressional legislation to create a Strategic Uranium Reserve and support nuclear energy, 

which they called “too dirty, too dangerous, too expensive, and too slow to address climate 

 
9 Melissa L. Finucane et al., “Gender, race, and perceived risk: The ‘white male’ effect,” Health, Risk & Society 2, no. 2 
(2000), 159-172, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/713670162; Jessica Lovering and Suzanne Hobbs 
Baker, “Can Nuclear Power Go Local?” Issues in Science and Technology 37, no. 3 (Spring 2021),  
https://issues.org/nuclear-power-local-democratic-progressive-lovering-hobbs-baker/.   
10 Dan M. Kahan et al., “Culture and Identity-Protective Cognition: Explaining the White-Male Effect in Risk 
Perception,” 465-505, Journal of Empirical Legal Studies 4, no. 3 (September 11, 2007), 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-1461.2007.00097.x.  
11 Data for Progress, Survey from March 19 to March 21, 2021, https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/636024e30ebdd16967cc3c80_dfp-advanced-nuclear-rereun-
march-2021.pdf, 6. 
12 Katlyn M. Turner, “A call for antiracist action and accountability in the US nuclear community,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, August 24, 2020, https://thebulletin.org/2020/08/a-call-for-antiracist-action-and-
accountability-in-the-us-nuclear-community/.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/713670162
https://issues.org/nuclear-power-local-democratic-progressive-lovering-hobbs-baker/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1740-1461.2007.00097.x
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/636024e30ebdd16967cc3c80_dfp-advanced-nuclear-rereun-march-2021.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/636024e30ebdd16967cc3c80_dfp-advanced-nuclear-rereun-march-2021.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/636024e30ebdd16967cc3c80_dfp-advanced-nuclear-rereun-march-2021.pdf
https://thebulletin.org/2020/08/a-call-for-antiracist-action-and-accountability-in-the-us-nuclear-community/
https://thebulletin.org/2020/08/a-call-for-antiracist-action-and-accountability-in-the-us-nuclear-community/
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change” and “rooted in environmental injustice and human rights violations.”13 In 2021, the 

White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council, composed of leaders in the 

environmental justice movement, included nuclear power procurements in their list of federal 

projects that fail to deliver community benefits.14  

 

 
U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and Rep. Alexandria Ocasio- Cortez (D-NY). Photo credit: John Nacion via 
Shutterstock. 
 
Other progressives and climate activists are willing to consider nuclear energy in the face of 

climate change—as long as its legacy issues are addressed. Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-

 
13 Sign-On Letter, November 30, 2020, https://foe.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Sign-on_S4897_OPPOSE_119-
orgs-3.pdf. See also: “Letter: Oppose Dirty Energy Handouts,” December 10, 2020, http://oilchangeusa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/oppose_dirty_energy_handouts.pdf.   
14 White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council, Justice40 Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool & 
Executive Order 12898 Revisions Interim Final Recommendations, May 13, 2021,  
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/documents/whejac_interim_final_recommendations_0.pdf, 58.  

https://foe.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Sign-on_S4897_OPPOSE_119-orgs-3.pdf
https://foe.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Sign-on_S4897_OPPOSE_119-orgs-3.pdf
http://oilchangeusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/oppose_dirty_energy_handouts.pdf
http://oilchangeusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/oppose_dirty_energy_handouts.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/documents/whejac_interim_final_recommendations_0.pdf
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NY) has said in 2019 that her visionary Green New Deal “leaves the door open to nuclear”15 as 

long as communities can provide input and the technology is tested.16 Progressive polling and 

policy think tank Data for Progress’ Julian Brave NoiseCat cited the industry’s “horrific history 

of polluting indigenous communities” domestically, while also supporting nuclear as a tool of 

emissions reduction.17 Other prominent environmental activists, including Jane Fonda and 

Greta Thunberg, have become more supportive of the technology in light of the climate crisis.18 

 

As early as August 2020, Good Energy Collective’s co-founders helped elevate a discussion 

around how to move nuclear energy forward in ways that center environmental justice and 

support frontline communities.19 We recommended staffing up the Office of Nuclear Energy 

with those who commit to an interdisciplinary approach; increasing funding for social science 

research into nuclear; supporting communities facing coal plant retirements with nuclear 

energy; and identifying opportunities for communities harmed from previous nuclear fuel 

cycle activities. Simultaneously, the Biden team worked with progressive Sen. Bernie Sanders 

(I-VT) and other environmental leaders on the left to articulate an environmentally-just 

climate plan that supported advancements in nuclear and other technologies and focused on 

protecting environmental justice communities from pollution.20 Under the Justice40 initiative, 

federal agencies have started to track investments and ensure that at least 40% of the benefits 

 
15 Jacqueline Toth, “Ocasio-Cortez: Green New Deal ‘Leaves the Door Open’ on Nuclear,” Morning Consult, May 6, 
2019, https://morningconsult.com/2019/05/06/ocasio-cortez-green-new-deal-leaves-door-open-nuclear/.  
16 Tweet from Third Way Climate & Energy, May 19, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/ThirdWayEnergy/status/1262803166053183488.  
17 Amy Harder, “Climate change boosts support for divisive tech,” Axios, December 14, 2020, 
https://www.axios.com/2020/12/14/climate-change-nuclear-power-carbon-capture-technology.  
18 Emily Hoeven, “Jane Fonda blasts wealthy Prop. 30 foes,” CalMatters, October 18, 2022, 
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/10/jane-fonda-blasts-prop-30-foes/; Mark Hallam, “Greta: 
Germany making 'mistake' by ditching nuclear for coal,” Deutsche Welle, October 11, 2022, 
https://www.dw.com/en/greta-thunberg-germany-making-mistake-by-ditching-nuclear-power-for-coal/a-
63406732.  
19 MC Hammond et al., “Advanced Reactors: Pathways to Demonstration and   
Commercialization,” in Clean Energy for Biden, Building Back Better: Policy Recommendations for an Equitable Clean 
Energy-Powered Recovery and Achieving a 100% Carbon Neutral Economy by 2050, August 15, 2020, 
https://cal.streetsblog.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2020/11/BidenHarrisClimateEnergy.pdf, 327; 331-35. 
20 Caitlin Oprysko, “Biden, Sanders unity task forces release policy recommendations,” Politico, July 8, 2020, 
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/08/biden-sanders-unity-task-force-recommendations-353225; “Biden-
Sanders Unity Task Force Recommendations: Combating the Climate Crisis and Pursuing Environmental Justice,” 
August 2020, https://joebiden.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/UNITY-TASK-FORCE-RECOMMENDATIONS.pdf, 
5. 

https://morningconsult.com/2019/05/06/ocasio-cortez-green-new-deal-leaves-door-open-nuclear/
https://twitter.com/ThirdWayEnergy/status/1262803166053183488
https://www.axios.com/2020/12/14/climate-change-nuclear-power-carbon-capture-technology
https://calmatters.org/newsletters/whatmatters/2022/10/jane-fonda-blasts-prop-30-foes/
https://www.dw.com/en/greta-thunberg-germany-making-mistake-by-ditching-nuclear-power-for-coal/a-63406732
https://www.dw.com/en/greta-thunberg-germany-making-mistake-by-ditching-nuclear-power-for-coal/a-63406732
https://cal.streetsblog.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2020/11/BidenHarrisClimateEnergy.pdf
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/08/biden-sanders-unity-task-force-recommendations-353225
https://joebiden.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/UNITY-TASK-FORCE-RECOMMENDATIONS.pdf
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from federal environmental investments flow to overburdened and underserved areas.21 But 

tracking the benefits, while an important step, is only one component of successfully 

embedding justice in federal programs and activities that support communities, nuclear 

energy, and environmental clean-up. 

 

For nuclear energy to play an increasing role in domestic climate action, U.S. industry players 

and the federal government need to recognize and respond to the causes of concern and 

opposition to this technology. The people developing and promoting the technology first must 

commit to addressing the legacy issues that caused the environmental movement to reject 

nuclear energy to begin with. The urgency of the plight of environmental justice communities 

still facing air and water pollution from fossil fuels, and the necessity of climate action to 

ensure a livable world, require immediate action.  

  

This interim roadmap illustrates our current understanding of the reasons why Americans 

continue to have rational concerns about nuclear energy, and of examples of some of the steps 

that the federal government and the nuclear industry can take to address them. It reflects Good 

Energy’s conversations to date with community-facing environmental justice, climate, and 

nuclear organizations and our own research. But it’s only a start: We continue to learn from 

and respond to communities’ preferences regarding their energy mixes and the processes 

taken to achieve them: We are in the early stages of a long journey toward nuclear justice.22  

 
21 White House, “Executive Order on Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad,” January 27, 2021, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-on-tackling-the-
climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/. For the Department of Energy’s current guidance on what counts as a benefit 
under Justice40, see: U.S. Department of Energy, General Guidance for Justice40 Implementation, July 2022, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-
07/Final%20DOE%20Justice40%20General%20Guidance%20072522.pdf, 10-12. 
22 If you work with a U.S.-based environmental justice or climate organization and would like to join us on this 
journey, please reach out at hello@goodenergycollective.org to set up an introductory meeting with our team. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-on-tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-on-tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/Final%20DOE%20Justice40%20General%20Guidance%20072522.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/Final%20DOE%20Justice40%20General%20Guidance%20072522.pdf
mailto:hello@goodenergycollective.org
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What is Nuclear Justice? 

 
The Department of Energy in Washington, D.C. Photo credit: DCStockPhotography via Shutterstock. 
 

President Joe Biden entered into office with a focus on advancing environmental justice, as 

well as building out significant low-carbon energy, including nuclear. For over 20 years, the 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has defined environmental justice as “the fair 

treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, 

or income with respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of 

environmental laws, regulations, and policies.”23 For many progressives, the nuclear sector in 

the U.S. has neither fairly treated nor meaningfully involved all people: Communities—

predominantly Indigenous—continue to face legacy pollution from the domestic uranium 

 
23 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Guidance for Incorporating Environmental Justice Concerns in EPA’s NEPA 
Compliance Analyses, April 1998, https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2014-
08/documents/ej_guidance_nepa_epa0498.pdf, 2; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “Environmental 
Justice,” September 30, 2022, https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice.  

https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2014-08/documents/ej_guidance_nepa_epa0498.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2014-08/documents/ej_guidance_nepa_epa0498.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice
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industry; utilities and developers have historically beaten down community concern about 

new nuclear plants; and the federal government still hasn’t met its statutory requirement to 

move nuclear waste out of communities that never agreed to host it indefinitely. These errors 

have resulted in comparative public mistrust in nuclear energy compared to other low-carbon 

energy technologies. 

In our understanding, nuclear justice is a combination of restorative, procedural, and 

distributive justice activities that center communities’ energy, economic, and environmental 

needs and desires in the decision-making process for nuclear energy projects. It is a 

recognition that domestic federal and business choices about nuclear have often been unjust, 

inequitable, or unconcerned with protecting disadvantaged groups, empowering democratic 

processes, or uplifting underserved communities. And it’s a demand for improvements in 

these areas before, during, and once new nuclear fuel cycle facilities and reactors are built, so 

that nuclear energy can play a meaningful role in producing low-emission energy and 

reducing carbon emissions in an energy system that puts people first.  

Restorative Justice 
Restorative justice is an approach to conflict resolution that gives all impacted stakeholders 

the ability to talk about the injustice they have experienced and determine the recourse.24 It 

has roots in approaches by North American and New Zealand native communities, 

Mennonites, and other religious practitioners.25 In the environmental context, we interpret it 

to mean holding polluters accountable, ensuring clean-up happens, and seeking and 

incorporating affected communities’ wishes before and during remediation. 

For nuclear, then, restorative justice places an obligation on the part of the federal government 

and nuclear industry players who knowingly harmed communities through nuclear weapons 

 
24 John Braithwaite, “Restorative Justice and De-Professionalization,” The Good Society 13, no. 1 (January 2004), 28-
31, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236832760_Restorative_Justice_and_De-Professionalization, 28. 
25 Howard Zehr, The Little Book of Restorative Justice, (Good Books, 2015), 13-21. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236832760_Restorative_Justice_and_De-Professionalization
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production and testing and uranium extraction to work with these communities toward 

restitution. It recognizes that the impacts of using and testing nuclear weapons transcend 

national boundaries, span decades, and can result in multigenerational health impacts.26  

 
The Runit Dome on Runit Island of the Enewetak Atoll. The Runit Dome is the site of sealed-off radioactive soil 
contaminated by U.S. nuclear weapons tests. Photo credit: U.S. Defense Special Weapons Agency. 
 

The entanglement of nuclear technology development and human oppression and 

exploitation date back to the early 1900s, when Belgium colonized the Congo for mining of 

natural resources, which led to the discovery of very pure uranium.27 For decades, the Belgian-

owned mine forced the local Black population to dig uranium at Shinkolobwe in support of 

atomic weapons development. Local communities saw none of the profits and received no 

 
26  Dean Kyne and Bob Bolin, “Emerging Environmental Justice Issues in Nuclear Power and Radioactive 
Contamination,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 13, no. 7 (July 2016), 700, 
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/13/7/700. 
27 Tom Zoellner, Uranium (excerpt), March 27, 2009, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-radioactive-
cut-that-will-not-stay-closed/.  

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-radioactive-cut-that-will-not-stay-closed/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-radioactive-cut-that-will-not-stay-closed/
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personal protective equipment, medical care, or education about the long-term health effects 

of radiation contamination. As U.S. nuclear policy and technology shifted towards a fully 

domestic nuclear fuel cycle, the government and industry partners used colonial violence 

against the Navajo people, or Diné, to seize control over Diné Bikéyah, the sacred lands of the 

Navajo people. Exploitation, discriminating policies, and resulting economic factors drove 

Indigenous men from the Navajo Nation to work in the mines—without provisions for personal 

protective equipment, which exposed their families to radioactive contamination on their 

clothes. The Indigenous communities often built their homes with material from mine sites or 

drank from contaminated water sources, and never received information about the dangers 

associated with uranium mining.28 In 1979, a dam on Navajo land at a uranium processing site 

broke, spilling into the Puerco River “the largest release of radioactive materials” domestically 

to date.29  

These historical harms—and present-day efforts by industry to reopen mines that Indigenous 

communities oppose—are a primary reason why progressives and environmental justice 

advocates distrust nuclear. Indigenous and other frontline communities are still dealing with 

the long-term negative impacts from the nuclear industry from mining and milling and 

weapons testing, including the largest radioactive spill in the U.S. at Church Rock.30 At the 

same time, investor and mining interests are swelling around reviving domestic uranium 

extraction, frustrating tribes like the Havasupai, which opposes the restart of local uranium 

mining.31 

 

Although the production of nuclear weapons was separate from commercial nuclear energy, 

the legacy issues of the two industries are often muddled in the public’s thinking about 

 
28 Doug Brugge and Rob Goble, “The History of Uranium Mining and the Navajo People,” American Journal of Public 
Health 92, no, 9 (September 1, 2002): 1410-9, https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.92.9.1410.  
29 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Uranium Contamination: Overall Scope, Time Frame, and Cost 
Information Is Needed for Contamination Cleanup on the Navajo Reservation, May 2014,  
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-14-323.pdf, 10.  
30Traci Brynne Voyles, Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium Mining in Navajo Country. (University of Minnesota Press, 
2015), www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctt155jmrg.  
31 Michel Marizco, “The reopening of an uranium mine in Arizona has Indigenous people worried,” National Public 
Radio, June 2, 2022, https://www.npr.org/2022/06/02/1102575257/the-reopening-of-an-uranium-mine-in-
arizona-has-indigenous-people-worried.  

https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.92.9.1410
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-14-323.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctt155jmrg
https://www.npr.org/2022/06/02/1102575257/the-reopening-of-an-uranium-mine-in-arizona-has-indigenous-people-worried
https://www.npr.org/2022/06/02/1102575257/the-reopening-of-an-uranium-mine-in-arizona-has-indigenous-people-worried
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“nuclear.” The history of nuclear weapons production in the U.S. has left many contaminated 

sites, such as Hanford in Washington state and Rocky Flats in Colorado.32 

Remediating Legacy Waste Sites 

The U.S. Department of Energy takes custody of uranium mill waste sites,33 and many 

abandoned uranium mines and mills are on the Environmental Protection Agency’s lists of 

sites that qualify for federal remediation support.34 But many communities—and tribes in 

particular—are still straddled with unremediated uranium mines. The Navajo Nation alone 

contains over 500 abandoned uranium mines.35 Other tribes, such as the Lakota, also have 

unreclaimed legacy uranium sites on their lands.36 These sites deserve comprehensive clean-

ups conducted with the input of local tribes and other communities.  

 
32 U.S. Department of Energy, “Environmental Cleanup,” accessed October 31, 2022, 
https://www.energy.gov/national-security-safety/environmental-cleanup.  
33 “Fact Sheet: Uranium Mill Tailings Radiation Control Act Sites,” U.S. Department of Energy, July 16, 2013, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/07/f2/UMTRCA%20sites%20fact%20sheet_0.pdf.  
34 Ariel Gould, Sustainable and Ethical Uranium Mining: Opportunities and Challenges, Good Energy Collective, 
August 2022, https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/6319143fa8cdfa3c6f00ce6f_Sustainable%20Mining%20Report%200
8.2022.pdf, 13-14. 
35 “Abandoned Mines Cleanup,” U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, June 8, 2022, https://www.epa.gov/navajo-
nation-uranium-cleanup/abandoned-mines-cleanup.  
36 Lilias Jones Jarding, Uranium Activities’ Impacts on Lakota Territory, March 2010, 
http://www.cleanupthemines.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/URANIUM-IMPACTS-IN-LAKOTA-TERRITORY.pdf.  

https://www.energy.gov/national-security-safety/environmental-cleanup
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/07/f2/UMTRCA%20sites%20fact%20sheet_0.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/6319143fa8cdfa3c6f00ce6f_Sustainable%20Mining%20Report%2008.2022.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/6319143fa8cdfa3c6f00ce6f_Sustainable%20Mining%20Report%2008.2022.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/6319143fa8cdfa3c6f00ce6f_Sustainable%20Mining%20Report%2008.2022.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/navajo-nation-uranium-cleanup/abandoned-mines-cleanup
https://www.epa.gov/navajo-nation-uranium-cleanup/abandoned-mines-cleanup
http://www.cleanupthemines.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/URANIUM-IMPACTS-IN-LAKOTA-TERRITORY.pdf
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Procedural Justice 

 
The NRC headquarters in Rockville, MD. Photo credit: U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission. 
Procedural justice ensures that decisions follow equitable processes which include all affected 

stakeholders. Achieving the “meaningful engagement” tenet of environmental justice is a 

matter of procedural justice. Nuclear energy has a checkered history when it comes to this 

type of justice—not least because many U.S. nuclear plants were sited while the Atomic Energy 

Commission both regulated and promoted nuclear energy.37 Developers and utilities 

determined where they wanted to build nuclear reactors before announcing it publicly. 

Congress’ passage of the National Environmental Policy Act in 1969 and the formation of the 

U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission in 1974 gave the public new opportunities to learn about 

and challenge the siting of nuclear reactors, but communities still felt underserved by the 

 
37 Lovering and Baker, “Can Nuclear Power Go Local?”  
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processes.38 Developers then spent a lot of money battling lawsuits that challenged their 

projects,39 spiking the overall cost of reactor builds and stoking acrimony among developers 

toward intervenors.40 That practice, and a sense among the public of a predetermined outcome 

in favor of the government and utilities’ wishes to build the plants, sowed mistrust in the 

process.41 Interventions come at a high cost for under-resourced communities seeking more 

information into the proposed reactors. 

One of the most prominent examples of procedural injustices in the U.S.’s nuclear history was 

the effort to site a federal nuclear waste repository. While the U.S. Department of Energy was 

considering several potential sites for nuclear waste storage in the early 1980s, a 1987 

congressional amendment to the Nuclear Waste Policy Act narrowed the consideration to only 

one site: Yucca Mountain in Nevada.42 The site was chosen partly because Nevada lacked 

political power at the time. Decades of opposition to the project led to its effective cancellation 

when the government defunded the project in 2010.  

That includes the Western Shoshone Nation, which has never backed the siting of a permanent 

nuclear waste repository at Yucca Mountain but whose opposition the government has not 

credibly taken into account.43 The U.S. government also has a legal responsibility to support 

tribal self-government and economic prosperity,44 but it does not consistently meet its 

requirement to support tribal sovereignty. The U.S. Government Accountability Office has 

 
38 Steven Ebbin and Raphael Kasper, Citizen Groups and the Nuclear Power Controversy: Uses of Scientific and 
Technological Information (MIT Press, 1974), https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262550031/citizen-groups-and-the-
nuclear-power-controversy/.  
39  Lovering and Baker, “Can Nuclear Power Go Local?”  
40 Ebbin and Kasper, Citizen Groups, 85-6.  
41 Ibid., 32. 
42 Colter Schroer, “State of Play: Nuclear Waste,” Good Energy Collective, August 28, 2022, 
https://www.goodenergycollective.org/policy/state-of-play-nuclear-waste.  
43 Jeniffer Solis, “Western Shoshone step up resistance to Yucca project,” Nevada Current, May 14, 2019, 
“https://www.nevadacurrent.com/2019/05/14/western-shoshone-step-up-resistance-to-yucca-project/.  
44 “Fact Sheet: American Indians and Alaska Natives - The Trust Responsibility,” U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, accessed October 31, 2022, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ana/fact-sheet/american-indians-and-
alaska-natives-trust-responsibility.  

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262550031/citizen-groups-and-the-nuclear-power-controversy/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262550031/citizen-groups-and-the-nuclear-power-controversy/
https://www.goodenergycollective.org/policy/state-of-play-nuclear-waste
https://www.nevadacurrent.com/2019/05/14/western-shoshone-step-up-resistance-to-yucca-project/
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ana/fact-sheet/american-indians-and-alaska-natives-trust-responsibility
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ana/fact-sheet/american-indians-and-alaska-natives-trust-responsibility
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identified many shortcomings with federal agencies’ government-to-government consultation 

with tribes on infrastructure projects.45 

 
Yucca Mountain in Nevada. Photo credit: U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Agency. 

Involving local communities and tribal nations as equal partners early in the siting process 

serves utilities and developers’ interests as much as the public interest. Ultimately, public 

opposition resulted in the cancelation of multiple U.S. reactor projects,46 such as one in 

Shoreham, New York.47 More equitable siting practices could support better outcomes for 

communities and for industry.48  

 
45 U.S. Government Accountability Office, Tribal Consultation: Additional Federal Actions Needed for Infrastructure 
Projects, March 2019, https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-19-22.pdf.  
46 Sonal Patel, “The Big Picture: Abandoned Nuclear Power Projects (Interactive Map),” Power Magazine, February 1, 
2018, https://www.powermag.com/interactive-map-abandoned-nuclear-power-projects/.  
47 Alison Snyder, “A look back at the Shoreham nuclear plant protest, 40 years later,” The Suffolk Times, June 3, 2019, 
https://suffolktimes.timesreview.com/2019/06/at-look-back-at-the-shoreham-nuclear-plant-protest-40-years-
later/.  
48 Colter Schroer, “State of Play: Siting of Nuclear Projects,” Good Energy Collective, October 14, 2022, 
https://www.goodenergycollective.org/policy/state-of-play-siting-of-nuclear-projects.  

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-19-22.pdf
https://www.powermag.com/interactive-map-abandoned-nuclear-power-projects/
https://suffolktimes.timesreview.com/2019/06/at-look-back-at-the-shoreham-nuclear-plant-protest-40-years-later/
https://suffolktimes.timesreview.com/2019/06/at-look-back-at-the-shoreham-nuclear-plant-protest-40-years-later/
https://www.goodenergycollective.org/policy/state-of-play-siting-of-nuclear-projects
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A procedurally just approach to nuclear will ensure that diverse and representative 

stakeholders are able to participate in each step of decision-making processes and can grant 

revocable consent or opposition to new projects that may affect their health and environment. 

In the context of nuclear energy, it is critical that communities have access to the information, 

resources, or experts they need to weigh the costs, safety risks, and benefits of a particular 

project.  

Finally, the cost of nuclear power often arises in our interviews as a reason to oppose nuclear 

power. While the issue of cost may not appear to qualify as a justice issue, the lack of 

transparency and public consultation in large utility decisions around investment could be 

seen as a procedural injustice. In the 1970s, many utilities predicted that demand for electricity 

would continue to grow and accordingly made large investments in nuclear. When demand 

for electricity crashed in the 1980s and 1990s, they mothballed many of these projects, and the 

investments looked like boondoggles.  

More directly, a 2020 bribery scandal in Ohio spotlit the $60 million that a utility gave toward 

a fund controlled by the state House speaker in exchange for passing a nuclear bailout bill.49 

This sort of corruption is not unique to nuclear, but large infrastructure bills do open 

opportunities for corruption and generally contribute to a feeling that nuclear is anti-

democratic. 

Siting Plants Using Consent-Based Decision-Making 

Industry players should move past a “decide-announce-defend” siting model to one that earns 

local consent. That process will require utilities and/or developers or federal partner agencies 

to hold meetings with potential community codevelopers from project conception through 

operation—and respect communities whose stakeholders say “no” to nuclear.  

 
49 Nathanael Johnson, “How a $60 million bribery scandal helped Ohio pass the ‘worst energy policy in the country,” 
Grist, January 26, 2022, https://grist.org/politics/how-a-60-million-bribery-scandal-helped-ohio-pass-the-worst-
energy-policy-in-the-country/. 

https://grist.org/politics/how-a-60-million-bribery-scandal-helped-ohio-pass-the-worst-energy-policy-in-the-country/
https://grist.org/politics/how-a-60-million-bribery-scandal-helped-ohio-pass-the-worst-energy-policy-in-the-country/
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Storing and Disposing of Nuclear Waste 

While military waste is still being dealt with at a handful of sites including Hanford in 

Washington state and Savannah River in South Carolina,50 civilian nuclear waste is located at 

76 sites in 34 states across the U.S.51 The challenge is political and procedural, but not 

technical: Much of this waste now sits in dry cask storage until the U.S. government meets its 

legal obligation to oversee nuclear waste and, eventually, develop a permanent repository. 

This prolonged state of limbo, in which communities are hosting the waste without their 

consent or a long-term plan, has resulted in doubt and mistrust in nuclear waste management.  

For advanced nuclear technologies to contribute to the climate response, the government will 

need to commit to implementing nuclear waste management that takes local and state 

interests into account. To that end, the Biden administration has resumed a consent-based 

approach to siting nuclear waste from around the country—a process that was recommended 

and initiated during the tenure of President Barack Obama.52 The nuclear waste siting 

processes followed in Sweden, Finland, and Canada reflect positive, instructive approaches to 

community outreach and engagement.53  

Easing Public Participation 

Calls are growing for improved opportunities for public engagement with federal nuclear 

regulators about reactor and mining projects. Recently, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

recognized it is likely time to update its policies on environmental justice, which the agency 

 
50 “Cleanup Sites,” U.S. Department of Energy,accessed October 31, 2022,  
https://www.energy.gov/em/mission/cleanup-sites.  
51 Congressional Research Service, “Nuclear Waste Storage Sites in the United States,” May 3, 2019, 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11201/4.  
52 Blue Ribbon Commission on America’s Nuclear Future, Report to the Secretary of Energy, January 26, 2012, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2013/04/f0/brc_finalreport_jan2012.pdf, viii-x; U.S. Department of 
Energy, “Draft Consent-Based Siting Process for Consolidated Storage and Disposal Facilities for Spent Nuclear 
Fuel and High-Level Radioactive Waste,” January 12, 2017, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/01/f34/Draft%20Consent-
Based%20Siting%20Process%20and%20Siting%20Considerations.pdf; U.S. Department of Energy, “Consent-
Based Siting,” accessed October 31, 2022, https://www.energy.gov/ne/consent-based-siting.  
53 Lovering et al., “Social License in the Deployment of Advanced Nuclear Technology,” Energies 14, no. 14 (2021), 
https://www.mdpi.com/1996-1073/14/14/4304, 5-7; “Steps in the Process,” Nuclear Waste Management 
Organization, accessed October 31, 2022, https://www.nwmo.ca/en/Site-selection/Steps-in-the-Process.  

https://www.energy.gov/em/mission/cleanup-sites
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11201/4
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2013/04/f0/brc_finalreport_jan2012.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/01/f34/Draft%20Consent-Based%20Siting%20Process%20and%20Siting%20Considerations.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/01/f34/Draft%20Consent-Based%20Siting%20Process%20and%20Siting%20Considerations.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/ne/consent-based-siting
https://www.mdpi.com/1996-1073/14/14/4304
https://www.nwmo.ca/en/Site-selection/Steps-in-the-Process
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has not updated since 2004. From 2021-22, it undertook a systematic assessment of how it 

approaches environmental justice, taking public input and making suggestions to the 

commission, which has not yet acted on the recommendations.54 And in October 2022, Rep. 

Mike Levin (D-CA) introduced legislation that would create an Office of Public Engagement 

and Participation at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to help the public participate in NRC 

proceedings, including submitting comments and participating in hearings and 

interventions.55 

Engaging Stakeholders 

In July 2022, the Department of Energy issued general guidance to its offices for how to 

implement the Justice40 initiative. Included in that guidance is a new requirement for 

applicants seeking Energy Department funding to create a Stakeholder Engagement Plan. The 

plan is to outline how the applicant intends to engage local stakeholders in the planning 

process for their proposed project.56 For its part, the Office of Fossil Energy and Carbon 

Management has released a more comprehensive public guide for what applicants should 

include in their stakeholder engagement plans.57  

 
54 Allen Fetter et al., “Summary of July 15, 2020, Public Meetings to Discuss Kickoff of Agency Effort to Review 
Approach to Environmental Justice Reviews,”  U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, August 4, 2021, 
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML2120/ML21201A249.pdf; Jacqueline Toth et al., “Comments on the U.S. Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission’s Systematic Assessment for How the NRC Addresses Environmental Justice in Its 
Programs, Policies, and Activities (Docket ID NRC-2021-0137),” Good Energy Collective, September 13, 2021, 
https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/626ae477d560f581ac72e557_GEC%20NIA%20DFP%20Comments%
20on%20NRC%20EJ%20Assessment.pdf; U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, “SECY-22-0025: Systematic 
Review of How Agency Programs, Policies, And Activities Address Environmental Justice,” April 12, 2022, 
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML2203/ML22031A063.html. 
55 “Rep. Mike Levin Introduces Legislation to Improve Public Engagement with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission,” 
Office of U.S. Rep. Mike Levin (D-CA), October 21, 2022, https://mikelevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-
mike-levin-introduces-legislation-to-improve-public-engagement-with-the-nuclear-regulatory-commission.  
56 Department of Energy, General Guidance.  
57 U.S. Department of Energy, Creating a Community and Stakeholder Engagement Plan, August 2022, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-
08/Creating%20a%20Community%20and%20Stakeholder%20Engagement%20Plan_8.2.22.pdf.  

https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML2120/ML21201A249.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/626ae477d560f581ac72e557_GEC%20NIA%20DFP%20Comments%20on%20NRC%20EJ%20Assessment.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/626ae477d560f581ac72e557_GEC%20NIA%20DFP%20Comments%20on%20NRC%20EJ%20Assessment.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/626ae477d560f581ac72e557_GEC%20NIA%20DFP%20Comments%20on%20NRC%20EJ%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML2203/ML22031A063.html
https://mikelevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-mike-levin-introduces-legislation-to-improve-public-engagement-with-the-nuclear-regulatory-commission
https://mikelevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-mike-levin-introduces-legislation-to-improve-public-engagement-with-the-nuclear-regulatory-commission
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/Creating%20a%20Community%20and%20Stakeholder%20Engagement%20Plan_8.2.22.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/Creating%20a%20Community%20and%20Stakeholder%20Engagement%20Plan_8.2.22.pdf
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Distributive Justice 
Distributive justice in nuclear energy is a tangled problem. At first glance, it may seem ideal to 

make sure that the burdens of industrial infrastructure, like nuclear facilities, should entirely 

avoid disadvantaged communities. However, this approach risks excluding these communities 

from the potential economic and social benefits that these projects provide. In existing reactor 

communities, nuclear power plants have carried immense economic benefits, supporting 20-30% 

of employment, 35% of total income, and funding half of their respective county and school 

budgets through taxes and fees.58  

But an increasing amount of evidence suggests that these benefits are not distributed equally. As 

we noted in a memo in mid-2022, “within 5 miles of a nuclear power plant, counties have a mean 

percentage of Black residents 5.7% lower than in the surrounding counties.59 Within this same 

boundary, average incomes are almost $9,000 higher, and education levels are 6.4% higher than 

surrounding areas.”60 

In practice, the more dangerous aspects of nuclear energy, such as uranium milling and mining, 

have tended to harm marginalized communities the most. The Fastest Path to Zero initiative at the 

University of Michigan conducted a demographic analysis of fuel cycle facilities and found that 

communities around extraction facilities have a significantly higher number of Native American, 

Latino, and Hispanic populations, and higher levels of poverty than neighboring areas.61  

 
58 Roger Bezdek and Robert Wendling, “The Impacts of Nuclear Facilities on Property Values and Other Factors in 
the Surrounding Communities,” International Journal of Nuclear Governance, Economy and Ecology 1, no. 1 (2006): 
122, https://www.inderscienceonline.com/doi/abs/10.1504/IJNGEE.2006.008708.  
59 Colter Schroer, “Host Communities and Nuclear Energy: Benefits for Some, Risks for Others,” June 29, 2022, 
https://www.goodenergycollective.org/policy/host-communities-and-nuclear-energy-benefits-for-some-risks-
for-others; Travis Seargeoh Emile Carless, “Framing a New Nuclear Renaissance Through Environmental 
Competitiveness, Community Characteristics, and Cost Mitigation Through Passive Safety” (Carnegie Mellon 
University, May 2018), 
https://kilthub.cmu.edu/articles/thesis/Framing_a_New_Nuclear_Renaissance_Through_Environmental_Competi
tiveness_Community_Characteristics_and_Cost_Mitigation_Through_Passive_Safety/6717320/1.  
60 Colter Schroer, “Host Communities and Nuclear Energy.” 
61 Nuclear Fuel Cycle Demographic Analysis (Fastest Path to Zero).  
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Advancing distributive justice for nuclear may be challenging. True justice will mean that 

communities share in the benefits of new nuclear technologies equitably, and that power 

providers and the government mitigate risks to the highest extent possible to ensure a less 

disparate range of outcomes. Communities must also be newly empowered to decide which 

energy technologies and industries they would like to support.  

 
A barrel of processed uranium ore, commonly known as yellowcake uranium. Photo credit: Dean Calma / 
International Atomic Energy Agency. 
 

There are a number of frameworks that work to achieve these ends. Carbon180, in a report on 

siting carbon capture and storage facilities, suggests that community benefits agreements, co-

created with project developers and communities, are one option to help communities 

advocate for project terms that may guarantee further benefits beyond the project.62 For more 

controversial and environmentally impactful facilities, such as with the consent-based siting 

 
62 Ugbaad Kosar and Vanessa Suarez, Removing Forward: Centering Equity and Justice in a Carbon-Removing Future, 
Carbon180, August 2021, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b9362d89d5abb8c51d474f8/t/6115485ae47e7f00829083e1/162878473991
5/Carbon180+RemovingForward.pdf. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b9362d89d5abb8c51d474f8/t/6115485ae47e7f00829083e1/1628784739915/Carbon180+RemovingForward.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b9362d89d5abb8c51d474f8/t/6115485ae47e7f00829083e1/1628784739915/Carbon180+RemovingForward.pdf
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process for nuclear waste storage discussed above, considerations of distributive justice grow 

even more critical. 

Engaging Stakeholders Exploring Alternatives to New 
Uranium Mining 

To advance nuclear justice, new uranium mining should be constrained to areas where there 

is strong community support. Federal policy should prioritize alternatives to fresh mining—

such as reprocessing spent nuclear fuel, downblending weapons-grade nuclear material, 

uranium extraction in seawater, or re-mining abandoned mine waste.63  

Forming Community Benefit Agreements 

State and community stakeholders, developers, and utilities can work together to establish 

community benefit agreements to come to a mutually-agreed, legally binding set of 

investments the developer commits to making in exchange for project support. The Energy 

Department’s Office of Minority Business and Economic Development has a guide for 

communities, states, and municipalities on how to form community benefit agreements for 

energy infrastructure projects.64 

Exploring Co-Management with Tribal Nations 

Where tribes are interested, developers can explore potential opportunities to co-manage 

nuclear fuel cycle or power generation facilities with tribal nations. In a first-of-a-kind 

achievement, five tribes and the Biden administration in June 2022 agreed to co-manage the 

Bears Ears National Monument and work together to protect the area and traditional uses of 

the lands.65 

 
63 Ariel Gould, Sustainable and Ethical Uranium Mining, 36. 
64 U.S. Department of Energy, Guide to Advancing Opportunities for Community Benefits through Energy Project 
Development, August 1, 2017, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2017/09/f36/CBA%20Resource%20Guide.pdf.  
65 U.S. Department of the Interior, “Inter-Governmental Cooperative Agreement between the Tribal Nations whose 
representatives comprise the Bears Ears Commission, the Hopi Tribe, Navajo Nation, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Ute 

https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2017/09/f36/CBA%20Resource%20Guide.pdf
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The Future of Nuclear Justice 
In our conversations, some industry participants express concern that earning public trust and 

support for their technologies will take too long. But our understanding of the past and present 

of public sentiment toward nuclear mandates that the nuclear industry and the government 

work to see potential nuclear host communities as equal partners and codevelopers in a 

mutually beneficial project. Developers must familiarize themselves with issues of nuclear 

injustice, undertake a process to understand communities’ values and economic or climate 

goals, and answer their questions in open and honest dialogue, to build trust toward a 

successful project. Otherwise, nuclear runs the risk of failing to change the prevalent 

perception as an industry that inconsistently and unevenly prioritizes public health and 

prosperity.  

From our ongoing research and conversation, we find many actions the industry can take to 

expand public trust in nuclear energy. Some of these are procedural justice activities, 

including identifying and implementing strong community engagement practices before, 

during, and after new nuclear facilities enter into operation. As part of that practice, 

developers and utilities should accept when key stakeholders in a certain area ultimately say 

“no” to a new nuclear project. Some communities are more likely to be interested in nuclear 

energy than others, such as ones already familiar with hosting large energy infrastructure. For 

example, survey research from the Potential Energy Coalition finds a small premium in 

support for nuclear energy in communities with retiring coal plants.66 

Industry players can simultaneously move forward with new nuclear projects in communities 

 
Indian Tribe of the Uintah and Ouray Reservation, and the Pueblo ofZuni and the United Stated Department ofthe 
Interior, Bureau of Land Management and the United States Department of Agriculture, Forest Service for the 
Cooperative Management of the Federal Lands and Resources of the Bears Ears National Monument,” June 18, 
2022, https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/docs/2022-06/BearsEarsNationalMonumentInter-
GovernmentalAgreement2022.pdf.  
66 “Perceptions of Nuclear Power in Coal Communities,” Potential Energy Coalition, June 21, 2022, https://uploads-
ssl.webflow.com/5f05cd440196dc2be1636955/636037c4be6f55ac8f580fc8_220621_Nuclear%20Research%20Insi
ghts%20NEA_vF%20(3).pdf, 8. 
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that are more supportive of the technology while also taking other steps to broaden trust, such 

as supporting investments that advance nuclear justice on equal footing with technological 

nuclear programs and incentives. At a minimum, these investments should include increased 

federal funding for restoring former uranium mining and milling and weapons testing sites. 

Nuclear university programs, societies, and utilities can also work to increase the still-lacking 

diversity of the nuclear industry at every level.67  

 
NRC officials touring the Vogtle nuclear plant. Photo credit: U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
. 
State and federal policymakers can also work to facilitate more just and equitable outcomes 

for the public with nuclear energy. They can fund community-led or -involved feasibility 

studies into the siting of new nuclear reactors and provide grants or other assistance to local 

governments or community organizations that want to learn more about nuclear technology 

or participate in ongoing siting conversations. They can also explore ways to facilitate 

community ownership, commercial ownership, or joint ownership of new nuclear projects. 

 
67 U.S. Department of Energy, United States Energy & Employment Report 2022, June 2022, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-06/USEER%202022%20National%20Report_1.pdf, 38. 

https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2022-06/USEER%202022%20National%20Report_1.pdf
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Meanwhile, the Office of Nuclear Energy at the Energy Department can continue to support 

greater diversity of nuclear scholars and of scholarship into the social scientific dimensions of 

the technology, in order to fill research gaps into political, anthropological, sociological, and 

other underexplored aspects of nuclear.  

On a final note, many of these injustices are not unique to nuclear energy. Mining for the lithium 

and cobalt necessary for batteries is increasingly under scrutiny.68 Conservation groups are 

concerned about the impact on sensitive ecosystems from large-scale wind and solar 

developments.69 And more renewables projects in the U.S. and Europe are facing strong opposition 

from local communities,70 with critiques of the siting processes as one of the main drivers.71 

Nuclear faces unique historical issues linked to connections in its formative years with nuclear 

weapons production. But nuclear technologies also benefit from decades of examples to learn 

from. Ultimately, if the nuclear industry can develop just and equitable processes for siting new 

projects and fuel cycle facilities, it can share these lessons across the clean energy sector. 

Progressive climate activists are right: Clean energy transitions are inextricably linked to 

environmental justice, and we need to work together to ensure a healthy, equitable future. 

 
68 Ivan Penn and Eric Lipton, “The Lithium Gold Rush: Inside the Race to Power Electric Vehicles,” The New York 
Times, May 6, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/06/business/lithium-mining-race.html; Todd Frankel, “The 
Cobalt Pipeline,” The Washington Post, September 30, 2016,  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/business/batteries/congo-cobalt-mining-for-lithium-ion-battery/.  
69 Sarah Gibbens, “Activists fear a new threat to biodiversity—renewable energy,” National Geographic, May 26, 2022,  
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/activists-fear-biodiversity-threat-from-renewable-
energy.  
70 Radhika Goyal et al., Opposition to Renewable Energy Facilities in the United States, Columbia Law School, 
September 2021, https://climate.law.columbia.edu/content/opposition-renewable-energy-facilities-united-
states. 
71 Hilary Boudet, “Public perceptions of and responses to new energy technologies,” Nature Energy 4 (2019), 446-455, 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41560-019-0399-x.  
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