
 

Moving Beyond 
Nuclear Illinois

 
The Chicago-based energy company Exelon has applied for a permit to site a new nuclear 
plant—the first in the U.S. since the partial meltdown at Three Mile Island more than twenty-
five years ago—at its Clinton site in central Illinois.  The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
has already preliminarily recommended Exelon receive its Early Site Permit (ESP), the first in 
a three-step process, but many key issues are unsettled and public opposition could convince 
Exelon to abandon its plans for nuclear relapse. 
 

REASONS TO OPPOSE A NEW NUCLEAR 
REACTOR IN ILLINOIS: 
 
1. A new reactor could harm Clinton Lake.  Nuclear 

plants use massive amounts of water, and Clinton-2 
would withdraw almost 65 million gallons every day to 
keep the core cool.  Depending on the reactor design, 
this water is either discharged back into the lake as 
much as 25 degrees hotter than it was, or much of it 
evaporates.  Either way, lake temperature goes up and 
lake level goes down.  The first reactor raised the 
average temperature of the lake 14°F, and another will 
increase it further, though how much is still unknown.  
This, in turn, hurts fishing, recreation, and the 
environment.  According to NRC, “The consumptive 
water loss to the atmosphere from the cooling tower of 
a new nuclear unit could lower the water levels of the 
lake significantly during times of drought. This could 
impact both boating (lower water levels) and fishing 
(lower water levels and elevated temperatures) at the 
lake.”  Drought conditions in the Midwest are predicted 
to become more prevalent in coming decades due to 
climate change. 

 
2. A new reactor increases the chances of an 

accident or terrorist attack.  No reactor design is 
foolproof, and security threats remain real.  For six 
months following the September 11 attacks, Clinton 
Lake was closed to public access; that could happen 
again.  Al Qaeda has stated that nuclear plants are a 
potential target.  Clinton, like all Exelon-owned plants, is 
guarded by the private security firm Wackenhut.  In 
addition to performance problems, Wackenhut is the 
same company that tests security at all the country’s 
nuclear plants, which poses a tremendous conflict of 
interest. 
 

3. Emergency plans are inadequate, relying heavily on 
under-trained and under-equipped teachers, bus  

 

 
drivers, doctors and other civilians and the Illinois 
National Guard—which may not be available if deployed 
elsewhere—to facilitate an evacuation, without taking 
into account the possibility of “role abandonment.” 
Studies of the 1979 Three Mile Island accident in 
Pennsylvania found that doctors and other key workers 
abandoned their posts up to 25 miles from the site to 
tend to their families or save themselves. In the case of 
a more severe accident, heroic actions would be 
required to successfully carry out an evacuation.  
Emergency evacuation plans don’t even exist for people 
living more than ten miles away. 

 
4. It’s expensive and relies on massive government 

subsidies to be cost-competitive.  Exelon will 
receive $6.3 million out of the total $13.9 million cost 
for its Early Site Permit application; the company also 
leads a business consortium that has requested $400 
million from the federal government to pursue a 
construction and operating license.  From 1948-1998, 
nuclear power received 56% of all federal energy 
research and development funds, totaling over $74 
billion in 2003 dollars.  Renewable energy and energy 
efficiency received a combined total of only 20%, or 
$26.5 billion.  



 
Source: U.S. Department of Energy Annual Energy Outlook 2005, p. 99 
 
5. It will produce high-level nuclear waste that will 

stay in Clinton indefinitely.  Illinois state law 
currently prohibits the building of new reactors in the 
state until a technically sound solution to the nuclear 
waste problem is devised.  That has not yet happened, 
and the only current option, the proposed dump at 
Yucca Mountain, Nevada, was handed a major setback 
in federal court in the summer of 2004 and is mired in a 
scandal over data falsification.  Even if that dump were 
to open and fill to capacity, it would reach total capacity 
by 2015; after that, there would be no room for waste 
from any new or existing reactor, including Clinton. 

 
6. Illinois already has 11 reactors and doesn’t need 

more power.  Illinois has more nuclear reactors than 
any other state; it’s no coincidence that electrical rates 
in Illinois were the highest in the Midwest in the 1980s 
and 1990s.  Exelon has stated that the purpose of 
building a new Clinton reactor is simply to make money.  
The power will likely be sold outside the state, since 
Illinois has such a surplus of generating capacity, rather 
than helping to lower rates at home.  There’s no reason 
for Illinois residents to live with the risks without 
deriving any of the benefits. 

 
7. Illinois has tremendous renewable energy 

potential – up to 8 times its current needs; that’s 
where our limited resources should be going.  Illinois is 
already poised to become the second-largest producer 
of wind energy in the country, and could generate more 
than twice as much electricity for less money, and 
create thousands of good jobs, by investing in 
renewable energy instead of nuclear. 

 
8. The permitting process is designed to minimize 

public input and influence, and is deceptive.  
Though Exelon wants to build its reactor in Illinois, most 
of the public meetings have taken place at NRC 
headquarters in Rockville, MD.  The time period for 
filing legal contentions only lasted several months and 

has long since passed, and the associated hearings 
could be held under recently-revised rules that eliminate 
traditional due process activities such as discovery and 
the right to cross examine witnesses.  Further, though 
the ESP is presented as a way to address all the 
environmental issues before further resources are 
invested, many difficult questions are expressly 
forbidden from being included or are pushed off until 
later, after the ESP is granted.  What used to be two 
licenses—construction and operation—has been reduced 
to one, so that before the first shovel hits the dirt, 
Exelon has permission to begin operating their reactor; 
any construction problems that arise are difficult to 
challenge. 

 
9. The health effects of routine operation of a 

nuclear plant require more thorough 
investigation.  Research by Dr. Samuel Galewsky, 
professor of molecular biology at Millikin University, and 
others raises questions about health impacts that need 
further investigation.  The NRC should commission an 
independent epidemiological study on the health 
impacts of all citizens living downwind from operating 
nuclear plants.  In February 2005, U.S. Rep. Edward 
Markey (D-MA), a senior member of the House Energy 
and Commerce Committee, issued a similar call for NRC 
to further investigate possible links between nuclear 
power and increased infant mortality. 

 
10. Nuclear power promotes a centralized, secretive 

energy system rather than a distributed, locally 
controlled, and transparent one.  Nuclear plants require 
tremendous security because of the unimaginable 
health and economic consequence of a successful 
attack.  Their strategic importance has prompted 
unprecedented secrecy to attempt to keep them safe, 
including a proposed rule to classify even emergency 
evacuation plans.  In contrast, the distributed nature of 
renewable energy systems like wind provides resiliency 
and efficiency benefits of generating power closer to 
where it is used.  Wind turbines do not need evacuation 
plans. 

 
11. It’s not just one reactor.  Exelon, like the two other 

utilities engaged in the ESP process, is doing so partly 
as a test of new licensing procedures.  If all goes well, 
this will likely set a precedent to bring in a whole new 
generation of nuclear reactors around the country.  The 
industry’s stated goal is to have 50 new reactors under 
way by 2020.  In essence, the outcome in Clinton, 
Illinois, will have a major effect on the direction of the 
country’s energy future for decades to come. 
For More Information, contact Public Citizen: 
www.energyactivist.org • (202) 588-1000 • cmep@citizen.org  
 
Public Citizen, a non-profit public interest organization, 
has been fighting nuclear power for over 30 years. 


