
5 Fast Facts about Spent Nuclear 
Fuel 
Nuclear energy is  one of the larges t  s ources  of em is s ions -free power in the 
world. 

It  generates  nearly a  fifth  of Am erica’s  elect ricity and m ore than half of it s  
clean energy. 

During this  proces s , it  creates  s pent  or us ed fuel (s om etim es  incorrectly 
referred to as  nuclear was te) but  it ’s  not  the green oozy liquid you m ight  be 
thinking of when watching “The Sim psons .” 

In  fact , s om e in  the indus try actually cons ider it  a  valuable res ource. 

Say what? 

Don’t  worry, we’ll get  you up to s peed with  thes e 5 fas t  facts  on us ed fuel 
that ’s  generated from  nuclear power. 

1. Com m ercia l us ed nuclear fuel is  a  s olid 

Us ed fuel refers  to the uranium  fuel that  has  been us ed in  a  com m ercial 
reactor. The fuel is  m ade up of m etal fuel rods  that  conta in  s m all ceram ic 
pellets  of enriched uranium  oxide. The fuel rods  are com bined into ta ll 
as s em blies  that  are then placed into the reactor. 

It ’s  a  s olid when it  goes  into the reactor and a  solid when it  com es  out . 

Sorry “Sim psons .” 

2. The U.S. genera tes  about  2,000 m etric tons  of us ed fuel each year 

This  num ber m ay sound like a lot , but  it ’s  actually quite sm all. In  fact , the 
U.S. has  produced roughly 83,000 m etrics  tons  of us ed fuel s ince the 
1950s—and a ll of it  could fit  on a  s ingle football field a t  a  depth of les s  than 
10 yards . 

https://www.energy.gov/ne/articles/5-fast-facts-about-nuclear-energy
https://www.energy.gov/ne/articles/7-things-simpsons-got-wrong-about-nuclear


3. Us ed fuel is  s tored a t  m ore than 70 s ites  in  34 U.S. s ta tes  

Com m ercial us ed fuel rods  are s afely and s ecurely s tored a t  76 reactor or 
s torage s ites  in  34 s ta tes . 

The fuel is  either enclos ed in s teel-lined concrete pools  of water or in  s teel 
and concrete containers , known as  dry s torage cas ks . 

For the fores eeable future, the fuel can s afely s tay at  thes e facilit ies  until a  
perm anent  dis pos al s olution is  determ ined by the federa l governm ent . 

4. Us ed fuel is  s afely t rans ported acros s  the United Sta tes  

Over the las t  55 years , m ore than 2,500 cas k s hipm ents  of us ed fuel have 
been t ransported acros s  the United Sta tes  without  any radiological releas es  
to the environm ent  or harm  to the public. 

The fuel is  s hipped in  t rans portat ion cas ks  that  are des igned to withs tand 
m ore than 99 percent  of vehicle accidents , including water im m ers ion, 
im pact , punctures  and fires . 

5. Us ed fuel can be recycled 

That’s  right! 

Us ed nuclear fuel can be recycled to m ake new fuel and byproducts . 

More than 90% of its  potent ial energy s t ill rem ains  in the fuel, even after 
five years  of operat ion in  a  reactor. 

The United Sta tes  does  not  currently recycle us ed nuclear fuel but  foreign 
countries , s uch as  France, do. 

There are a lso som e advanced reactor des igns  in  developm ent  that  could 
cons um e or run on us ed nuclear fuel in the future. 

Learn m ore about  our work with  s pent  nuclear fuel. 

 

https://sti.srs.gov/fulltext/FCRD-NFST-2013-000263_R5.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/03/f34/Enhanced%20safety%20record%20report%20-%20final%20public%20release_0.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/ne/articles/3-advanced-reactor-systems-watch-2030
https://www.energy.gov/ne/spent-fuel-and-waste-disposition
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