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Prairie Island Indian Community Statement – As Prepared for Delivery

Mr.Chair and Members of the Committee: 

Good morning, my name is Victoria Winfrey and I am the President of the Prairie Island Indian Community Tribal Council. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. 

Today you are discussing legislation that poses grave concern for all the members of the Prairie Island community. My Community has been living in the shadow of the Prairie Island Nuclear Power Plant for nearly four decades. We are among the closest communities in the nation to a nuclear power plant and its above ground nuclear waste storage site. The plant’s two reactors, 29 nuclear waste storage casks and 725 tons of nuclear waste sit just 600 yards from our homes.

No other community in Minnesota should have to live in fear of nuclear power and nuclear waste the way our Community does. Make no mistake, Minnesota’s nuclear moratorium IS, unquestionably, about nuclear waste and the understandable fear Minnesota’s host communities have toward nuclear waste storage in their backyards. Until a permanent national solution for dealing with nuclear waste is found, we oppose lifting Minnesota’s moratorium on construction of new nuclear power plants or new reactors at existing plants. 

Why are we fearful of nuclear waste storage just across the road? Well, for 38 years, despite repeated safety assurances, the Prairie Island nuclear plant has been a major safety, health and environmental concern to our Community. 

Prairie Island is one of the oldest operating nuclear plants in the nation, and has suffered two radiological leaks, as well as tritium leaks and contamination.

Approximately 725 TONS of high-level, radioactive nuclear waste is stored in the plant’s 29 dry casks, which sit on a cement pad in the floodplain of the Mississippi River. Consider that storage location in the coming weeks as spring flooding projections are released.

The plant’s high-voltage power lines run directly adjacent to many homes in our Community.

Hazardous materials and equipment are transported to and from the plant – and near or through our community – on a regular basis. 

Whether related to improperly transporting radioactive equipment, the loss of radioactive tools, or findings of declining human performance at the plant by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission – numerous operating errors are extremely frightening to the citizens of the Prairie Island Community.

Even without the lifting of the state’s moratorium, if the plant is relicensed for an additional 20 years as Xcel has proposed, 69 new waste casks will be necessary, bringing the total number of casks at Prairie Island to 98.  That is nearly twenty-five hundred TONS of nuclear waste that would likely be stored at Prairie Island for generations. With the lifting of the moratorium and, thus, the prospect of a new plant in the state or new reactors at existing sites, the amount of hazardous waste that must be stored in our local communities will only grow. 

Twenty-nine years after Congress passed the Nuclear Waste Policy Act and mandated the establishment of a national nuclear waste repository, the future of the nation’s nuclear waste disposal program remains very much in doubt. The proposed spent-fuel repository at Nevada’s Yucca Mountain has suffered numerous political and bureaucratic setbacks, and most recently has been abandoned by the Obama Administration. It has become painfully clear that Yucca Mountain will likely never open. 

Our Community and other communities in Minnesota and across America have been left with this horrible realization about so-called “temporary” nuclear waste storage near our homes: 

Where nuclear waste is stored today is where it will be stored in the future; and where nuclear wasted is generated in the future is where it will stay for generations.

In 1994, the Minnesota Legislature approved the state’s nuclear expansion moratorium as a promise and commitment to host communities as part of the decision to allow on-site nuclear waste storage. Similarly, nearly 30 years ago, the federal government made a promise to move the nation’s nuclear waste to a safe and secure facility. As we sit here today, the federal government has broken its promise, and this legislation puts Minnesota on a path to break its promise as well. 

Before Minnesota embraces a nuclear power resurgence, the Prairie Island Community believes the promises made to host communities should be honored and the federal government should solve the nuclear waste storage issue once and for all. Until that happens, the state would be irresponsible to entertain building new nuclear power plants or new reactors at existing plants.

Thank you.

