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Friday, August 21, 2026

The Honorable Chris Wright, Secretary
U.S. Department of Energy

1000 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20585

Re: Request to Delay Selection of a Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus Host
Dear Secretary Wright:

Tennessee Citizens for Wilderness Planning (TCWP) respectfully asks the U.S. Department of Energy to delay its
planned September 30 selection of a host state for a Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus until the people who
may be directly affected by that decision have had a meaningful opportunity to understand what is being
proposed, ask questions, and participate in an open public discussion.

Currently, TCWP is not taking a position for or against Tennessee serving as a host state. We are asking for
something more fundamental: sufficient time for an informed public process to occur before a decision of this
magnitude is made.

TCWP has deep roots in Oak Ridge and in the scientific community arising from the Manhattan Project that has
shaped this region for more than eight decades. Our organization was founded 60 years ago by Liane and Bill
Russell, geneticists at Oak Ridge National Laboratory whose research focused on the effects of radiation
exposure oh mammals. Throughout TCWP’s history, scientists from the National Laboratory have served on
our Board of Directors and have been part of our membership. Although our mission is to protect Tennessee’s
wild places and waters, we have always approached that work through science, careful analysis, and what we
sometimes simply call science and sanity.

For that reason, we were encouraged by the emphasis DOE Acting Deputy Assistant Secretary Marla Morales
has placed on public trust and public participation in discussing Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campuses. In a
recent interview, she described DOE’s expectation that conversations with potential host states include
guestions such as: Have communities been engaged? Are officials listening? Are there roundtables, town halls,

and meaningful public outreach? She also emphasized the need for a willing and informed host community
and acknowledged that public trust must be earned slowly and intentionally.

Those principles are important, particularly because Tennessee’s proposal goes far beyond attracting another
nuclear research or manufacturing facility. The State proposes Oak Ridge as the primary location for the
Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus, with additional facilities in surrounding areas that could include interim
storage of nuclear materials and a separate site for a potential long-term geologic repository. The State has
already begun assessing possible locations for such a repository.
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Governor Lee’s application does address public engagement. It describes outreach through state agencies,
nuclear-industry organizations, educational institutions, economic-development groups, local officials, and a
Mayors Energy Caucus. Those are legitimate stakeholders, and many have valuable expertise to contribute.
But that is not the same as engaging the citizens who may ultimately live next to, travel near, draw drinking
water downstream from, or otherwise be directly affected by facilities associated with nuclear materials
storage, transportation, reprocessing, or disposal.

To our knowledge, there has been no meaningful public discussion in the Oak Ridge region in which ordinary
citizens have been given clear information about the Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus proposal and invited
to ask questions, raise concerns, hear from technical experts, and participate before the State’s application
moved forward.

Indeed, Tennessee’s application states that a broad public stakeholder engagement strategy would be
developed after notice of anticipated selection from DOE, and that the State and DOE would coordinate
announcements to prepare communities for activities likely to generate public concern, including reprocessing,
plutonium handling, and storage.

We believe the sequence should be reversed.

Public engagement should help inform the decision—not simply explain the decision after it has largely been
made.

Oak Ridge is particularly well suited for a serious, informed discussion of these issues. The community grew
from the Manhattan Project and continues to have an unusually high concentration of scientists, engineers,
technical professionals, educators, and citizens accustomed to complicated scientific questions. The people of
this region can understand both the opportunities and the risks associated with nuclear technology. What they
have not yet been given is an adequate opportunity to participate in the discussion.

TCWP is not asking DOE to abandon the Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus initiative or to remove Tennessee
from consideration. We are asking DOE to give its own principles regarding informed communities and public
trust enough time to work.

A delay would allow DOE officials in Oak Ridge, state officials, local governments, technical experts, community
organizations, and members of the public to hold substantive public meetings before a host-state decision is
finalized. These discussions should clearly explain what functions are contemplated, what is known and not yet
known about proposed storage and disposal sites, how nuclear materials would be transported, what
regulatory and environmental reviews would be required, and what opportunities citizens would have to
influence future decisions.

Additional public discussion is also warranted regarding nuclear fuel reprocessing, which appears to be a
central part of the proposed lifecycle model. We are continuing to gather technical information about the
history, feasibility, risks, and waste implications of reprocessing and believe those questions should be part of
an informed public conversation before Tennessee makes a long-term commitment.
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The need for additional time is particularly compelling because DOE itself has acknowledged that current
federal law does not yet provide the pathway necessary for the disposal component envisioned for these
campuses and that legislative changes are being pursued. According to Deputy Assistant Secretary Morales,
the September 30 host agreement would remain conditional until that legislation is in place.

If the legal framework itself remains unsettled, we see little reason to rush the public process.

Decisions involving the storage and disposal of high-level nuclear waste will extend far beyond the tenure of
any current Governor, Secretary of Energy, legislature, or local government. They may affect communities for
generations. Such decisions deserve careful science, full transparency, and genuine public participation.

We therefore request that the Department of Energy postpone the September 30 deadline for selecting a
Nuclear Lifecycle Innovation Campus host and establish a period for meaningful public engagement in each
state still under consideration before any host agreement is finalized.

DOE has correctly recognized that public trust cannot be created on an accelerated timetable. We ask the
Department to put that principle into practice. In the absence of timely and thoughtful public involvement in
the host-state selection process, there will almost certainly be extensive public outcry against the decision if
Tennessee is selected.

Thank you for your consideration. We would welcome the opportunity to meet with DOE representatives in
Oak Ridge and to assist in creating a thoughtful public forum in which citizens can learn, ask questions, and be
heard.

Mark Bevelhimer
President
Tennessee Citizens for Wilderness Planning
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Nancy Manning / B

Executive Director
Tennessee Citizens for Wilderness Planning

cc: Governor Bill Lee
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