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Abstract 
 Commitments to achieving zero net emissions by 2050 require large steps to be taken by those 

releasing large amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, most notably the aviation industry. The 
transportation industry remains the single largest producer of  greenhouse gasses in the world which is why 

attention has shifted to aviation. Because of the consequences associated with hydrocarbon-based consumer 

propulsion, nuclear power has the potential to replace jet fuel in modern aircraft. Nuclear power boasts 

nearly no carbon emissions with the addition of uranium being an extremely energy dense resource. The 
proposed implementation of nuclear power enables the reduction of carbon emissions by replacing the heat 

due chemical combustion with heat generated by a fission reaction. This utilization of a nuclear-powered 

aircraft would be an enabling technology for long-distance, carbon-neutral transport for unmanned, cargo, 
and commercial aircraft. Placing a small reactor in the fuselage shows promise that nuclear powered 

aviation would be feasible in the commercial industry. The design would still pose significant technical 

challenges such as weight and safety of passengers. The analysis of this paper touches on the reactor, 
propulsion system, safety, fuel life cycle, and public policy that would be associated with a nuclear powered 

aircraft.  

 

 
  



Introduction 
As America attempts to decrease its environmental impact, there is a need to regulate aircraft 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. As of 2020, “Aircraft remained the single largest GHG-emitting 
transportation source not yet subject to GHG standards in the U.S.” [17]. As a result, aircraft have been a 

major contributor to environmental impacts internationally for years. Because of this, the International Air 

Transportation Association (IATA) has committed to a net zero carbon emission goal by 2050 [34]. 

The current design for our engine is based on the HTRE-3 engine that was designed by Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory and many others starting in 1951. Renewed interest in nuclear energy, the push for 

green energy in aircraft, and the ever developing nuclear industry, is cause to reconsider the possibility of 

nuclear powered aviation. 
Why Nuclear? 

Nuclear energy is a safe, clean, and reliable resource. With a low overall carbon footprint, it is 

estimated that nuclear energy could produce as low as 15 grams of carbon dioxide per kilowatt hour, making 
it an exceptional alternative energy source [61]. This makes nuclear competitive with renewable energy 

sources such as wind and solar, while providing an efficient and stable source of energy. 

Despite the high entry cost of nuclear energy, the long term benefits make it worth pursuing. This 

economical advantage comes from uranium being inexpensive and energy dense. According to the World 
Nuclear Association (WNA), 8.9 kilograms of enriched uranium would cost around $1663 including raw 

materials and processing, however this price is only an estimate due to fluctuating market prices and 

enrichment techniques [73]. On the other hand, a barrel of Jet A-1 Fuel costs around $118 [36], [28]. The 
advantage comes from the longevity of the enriched uranium fuel source. Like the nuclear powered US 

naval vessels, the reactors could be designed to last up to 50 years with refueling taking place around every 

ten years [74]. That being said, nuclear submarines are very different from aircraft, and these numbers could 
not be guaranteed without proper testing and simulation. Looking at fuel price comparisons over the lifetime 

of the plane, the cost of uranium is a fraction of what it costs to use jet fuel. Around 200 kilograms of 

uranium is used in nuclear submarines which are designed to last fifty years [74]. While traditional fuel has 

the advantage in initial costs, this makes nuclear energy an economically competitive fuel source for either 
nuclear powered aircrafts or the creation of hydrogen fuel at airports. 

Although there are other alternative energy sources that could provide a low carbon footprint, 

nuclear energy is more effective due to its power output and energy density. For example, Sustainable 
Aviation Fuel (SAF) is jet fuel mixed with up to 50% biofuels to maintain a low carbon footprint [64]. This 

would take “an estimated 1 billion dry tons of biomass” to meet the growing demand of the aviation industry 

and would require a significant amount of farmland [64]. Another alternative that was considered is biofuel. 

Biofuels face the same problems as SAF. For biofuels to be a viable low-carbon fuel source, it would require 
farmers across the country to switch to a low carbon system that prevents the use of their tractors, trucks, 

or other vital equipment in exchange for more expensive alternatives [5]. Biofuel would not be 

economically or spatially viable. With the shortcomings of the many other low carbon alternatives, nuclear 
energy will be the most viable solution to aviation's GHG emission problem. 

Fuel Lifecycle 
Fuel 

 The reactor will be run off of high assay low enriched uranium [30]. This means that the reactor 

will be powered by Uranium-235 (U-235) enriched to around 19-20% [30]. Anything more would result in 
greater power density, however, the high enriched uranium and the plutonium waste generated would 

contradict nonproliferation efforts.  

 There are multiple different radioactive materials such as U-235, thorium-232 (Th-232), or 

plutonium-239 (Pu-239) that could be used in this type of reactor. Using Pu-239 represents too great of a 
proliferation risk which excludes it from consideration. Th-232 could provide many potential benefits with 

the fuel theoretically being more efficient than U-235 reactors because they are able to use all available Th-

232 in the reaction. U-235 only utilizes about one percent of its potential energy because plutonium is 
produced when the fuel is recycled which raises proliferation concerns. One ton of Th-232 is predicted to 



be able to produce the same amount of energy as 35 tons of U-235 and would generate significantly less 
waste [63]. However, even with these benefits, U-235 would still be a better alternative. U-235 reactors are 

easier to work with and more predictable than Th-232 fueled reactors because they have seen much more 

use on a global scale. Th-232 reactors are still extremely experimental and would likely cause enough 

problems to outweigh their benefits. For example, Th-232 by itself is not fissile, which means it cannot 
sustain a reaction without an outside source. A small amount of U-235 would still be required for reactor 

operation. This makes both the fuel cycle and reactor more complicated and therefore more prone to error. 

U-235 has been thoroughly tested in reactors all over the world and would be much more predictable in 
terms of problems that arise, fuel life cycle, and usable energy output. 

 Technologies that have been thoroughly tested are more likely to cause less problems once in use 

in commercial aircraft. U-235 will not only cause less problems for the reactor, but also the supply chain. 
The molten salt reactor (MSR) was chosen for a similar reason. During the original HTRE-3 experiment, a 

MSR was used which means the idea has been tested and run before. Technology that has been used for 

longer periods with low accident ratings will be best for this project. Being able to tell the general public 

that the technology used in the aircraft is safe and reliable will be key in the success of this project. 
  The heat energy needed to power four engines will require a large small modular reactor (SMR). 

A typical 737 engine requires at most about 50 megawatt-hour (MWh) to run effectively. That across four 

engines works out to around 200 megawatts (MW) of heat energy to power the engines. This means  SMR 
technology will be required to maintain a low enough weight for the plane to fly. This 200 MW reactor will 

operate at around 1250˚ Celsius. The molten salt will flow throughout the whole system and transfer heat 

directly through the rods in the heat exchanger in the engine . This process and heat flow will keep the 
reactor cool enough to remain in safe operation during the whole flight.  

Mining 

The United States currently hosts one of the largest uranium deposits in the world [57]. Situated on 

the Colorado Plateau, the deposit is roughly 200 square miles and hosts over 1,200 mines that have produced 
uranium [57]. While this would be the ideal place for uranium mining it is important to note that much of 

the plateau is inside the Navajo Nation [41]. Since the mining boom at the end of the last world war the 

Navajo people have suffered many health effects from lack of regulations in the mine, and currently it is a 
topic of discussion of whether or not the government is responsible for some kind of reparation to the 

Navajo people [9]. Although since the 1960s many regulations have been implemented to increase worker 

safety and lower risk [9]. It is expected that by 2050 safety standards within the mines would be improved 

given the increased use of Nuclear power included in this project. The location of the Colorado Plateau is 
especially favorable for its close proximity to Nevada. Historically Nevada has been used for nuclear testing 

due to the large amount of government land in the state, today 48 million acres or 63% of the state [68].  

Transportation 
Most of the Uranium used in our proposed nuclear aircraft would be mined in the Colorado Plateau 

due to its advantageous position and abundant resources, and transported to an enrichment facility in 

Nevada in which laser separation would be used to enrich the uranium and check concentration for use in 
a nuclear engine [66]. There are currently no laser separation cities in the United States, but on May 12, 

2008, the NRC approved research into laser separation and it is plausible that there will be laser separation 

cities operational in the future [66]. Nuclear material would be transported from the enrichment facility to 

the plane construction facility. Using casks, which are highly tested crash-resistant containers, the materials 
will be transported to Nevada by truck [75]. Trucks are currently the most popular method for transporting 

nuclear material over land because of the low cost [40]. By using a northern route from the plateau it is 

possible to avoid all high populated areas like Las Vegas when transporting nuclear material [25]. After the 
material is processed at the nuclear facility they will be processed into casks specially designed to be 

inserted into the reactor. This means that once the uranium has been enriched people will not be exposed 

to it. 
 

Reactor Implementation 



 Many reactor designs and materials were considered for moderators, shielding, reflectors, and 
radiators while attempting to maintain the lightest possible load. The exact optimization of the reactor 

cannot be known without thorough  research and testing. The following represents the best estimates and 

what the team considers to be  the best design based on previous tests and modern research. 

 A spherical MSR was chosen for its high power density in comparison to other reactor types such 
as light water reactors and heat pipe reactors. Spherical reactors are best for this application because they 

offer the highest optimization for power density and also offer the least amount of neutron leakage. These 

specifications will allow for the smallest possible reactor which will in turn allow for more versatility in 
plane design and safety measures that can be taken. MSRs work by dissolving U-235 directly into a molten 

salt such as lithium tetrafluoroberyllate (Li2BeF4), also known as FLiBe, where a fission chain reaction can 

take place generating the heat necessary to power the engines. Normally, this heat would be used to boil 
high pressure water, and then spin turbines to generate electricity. However, the heat will be transferred to 

a mediator which in turn will flow through the engines to heat the air inside of the jet engines. One problem 

that arises when using a MSR is that molten salt has very corrosive properties. This means that the lifespan 

will be severely decreased. However, using a thin layer of cladding material, such as Titanium-Zirconium-
Molybdenum (TZM), can protect from the corrosive properties up to and over the temperatures at which 

the reactor will be operating [21].  

 To increase the efficiency of the reactor, it will utilize a reflector. Reflectors work by reflecting 
neutrons that pass through them back into the reactor, which allows them to once again partake in the fission 

reaction. This is essentially a thin shell around the outside of the reactor that acts sort of like a mirror for 

neutrons. Multiple reflectors were considered for the reactor including Lithium-7 Hydride and Beryllium 
Oxide. However, considering Beryllium Oxide is toxic to humans, Lithium-7 Hydride is the better choice 

[21]. Using a reflector could also be used as an added layer of safety by making the reflector necessary for 

the criticality of the reactor. This means if the plane were to crash, the reflector would shatter and cause the 

reactor to go subcritical and naturally shut itself down.  
Shielding 

The most crucial piece to getting a nuclear aircraft flying is demonstrating to the public that the aircraft is 

safe. In order to maintain a safe environment for passengers to ride alongside a SMR, there needs to be 
sufficient shielding. Radiation is when energy is given off in rays or particles that can or cannot be harmful 

[67]. Gamma rays and neutrons are dangerous byproducts of nuclear fission that are harmful to humans, so 

the shielding must provide ample protection from both [1]. The general rule for reducing gamma ray 

emissions to one billionth of their initial energy is to use 1.3 feet of lead [52]. Assuming placing the largest 
spherical reactor in the cargo bay of a 737 which would have a diameter of roughly 5 feet, it would require 

around 150 cubic feet of lead to completely encase the reactor. This would weigh around 115,000 lbs, which 

could be optimized. To prevent neutrons from reaching passengers, as according to Qi et al., shielding 
mainly consists of carbon, aluminum, and boron [62]. Polymers are typically the lightest, so to provide 

shielding on an aircraft, a polyethylene polymer will be used [54]. Due to its chemical stability, wide 

availability, and composition of two hydrogen and one carbon atoms, the material is an effective shielding 
material for neutrons [26]. The application of this material will be in the structure of the aircraft. 

Polyethylene will be coated around the outside of the reactor along with lead to protect the passengers. 

Overall, these two materials should provide assurance that the aircraft will remain safe in flight. 

Storage 

After the fuel has been used in an aircraft it will need to be stored and disposed of. Long term 

storage of used radioactive material is achieved with special casks that use concrete overpacks [59]. A front 

liner and concrete reinforced with rebar would be added to the base design of the cask as this ensures the 
damage from impacts is greatly reduced [59]. The casks would be monitored using muon tomography, 

which has the ability to detect both how long the material has been in storage and whether or not the fuel 

has been swapped out for another material [53]. After the used nuclear fuel is removed from the plane, the 
plane could then be repurposed, scrapped, fitted with a new reactor, or just refueled. If a plane is not in use 

it could also be stored without a reactor for long periods of time. 

Disposal of Fuel 



The fuel once removed from the reactor would be considered spent nuclear fuel (SNF). This fuel, 
though spent, can still be used for other reactors [39]. Partitioning and Transmitting of SNF has recently 

been accomplished on laboratory scale and it seems as though with continuing research it would be 

applicable on a commercial scale as well [39]. With this in mind the SNF would be transferred out of storage 

to a refining facility, which would refine the nuclear fuel and send it back to be reused in a reactor. Any 
fuel or byproducts that could not be further refined would be transported to a waste facility as High Level 

Waste [51]. Most likely the fuel would be stored in Palo Verde, a commercial SNF site with an operating 

reactor in southern Arizona, because of its location and facilities which allow recycling and disposal of fuel 
[49]. 

Plane Structure 
Engine 

The mechanical design is inspired by the schematics of the NB-36 Crusader. In the NB-36 

Crusaders design, the engine works like a typical turbojet engine. A turbojet engine works by intaking air 
through an opening in the front, then compresses the air to increase the velocity of the air, heats up the air 

further and makes it faster by combusting the air with traditional jet fuel. This faster air then exits the 

aircraft as thrust while also turning a turbine that is connected to the compressors near the front of the plane 

engine [43]. In the case of the NB-36 as shown in Figure 1, the NB-36 doesn’t have a traditional combustion 
chamber. The combustion chamber is instead replaced with 

a heat exchanger. Hot molten liquid salt is pumped from the 

nuclear reactor to this heat exchanger, which is located 
behind the air compressors, where the combustion chamber 

is traditionally located. The heat exchanger heats up the 

already compressed air to create thrust to allow the plane to 
fly [12] [23].  

While the design is inspired by the NB-36, there are 

altered aspects to better match the efficiency and workings 

of today’s aerospace industry. For example, one of the 
biggest changes is using a turbofan engine instead of a 

turbojet engine. Turbofan engines, while having more 

moving parts, are quieter and are typically used in 
commercial aircraft. Additionally, turbofan engines are 

able to provide higher thrusts at lower speeds. This is ideal for most planes as the average commercial and 

cargo aircraft flies at Mach 0.75 [42].  

One of the biggest problems with the NB-36 and the HTRE was that the air that was expelled by 
the engine was radioactive, which is dangerous to people and the environment [12] [70]. The solution to 

this problem is to not directly heat the heat exchanger with molten liquid salt. Instead, in the HALEU reactor 

core, there will be molten salt going through the core and feeding into a heatsink. This heatsink will be 
located in a pipe with molten liquid lithium. The liquid lithium would then travel a pipe system to the heat 

exchanger in the engine, where another heatsink will exist. The compressed, faster moving air from the 

compressors will come into contact with the heat exchanger, getting heated up and becoming faster. The 
faster air will then come out the plane as the thrust and will also turn the turbine. The turbine will not only 

turn the compressors at the front of the engine, but will also be able to generate electrical energy for the rest 

of the plane to use for flight operations.  

Because the reactor core is only capable of hitting a temperature of 1,200°C with modern-day 
technology, the aircraft will have four smaller sized engines, two on each wing, with each engine having 

its own pipe system. With advances in nuclear technology, materials technology, and engine design, the 

system will eventually be able to move away from a four-engine design to a simpler two engine design that 
is more in line with planes in today’s aerospace industry. 

Despite the decreased temperature and the smaller engines, the engines and their setup should still 

perform nominally compared to commercial passenger planes. For example, take the LEAP-1B, the engine 
present on the Boeing 737 MAX 8. The LEAP-1B is capable of producing a maximum takeoff thrust of 

Figure 1: Blueprint of Thermal System 



29,320 lbf, with it typically operating between 23,000 to 28,000 lbf [8]. However, it also operates at a 
temperature of 1,700° C. To counter this, the nuclear-powered aircraft will hold 4 nuclear engines that are 

operating in the range of 14,000 lbf to 18,000 lbf. The increased number of engines will allow it to be at a 

similar thrust range as the 737 MAX 8. The nuclear engines will also be smaller and lighter. The intake of 

the engines will be 15% smaller than the LEAP-1B, about 59 inches, and there is no complex combustion 
chamber, instead replaced with a simple heatsink [58]. 

Structure 

 Because of the risk of radiation from the nuclear reactor core, many changes were made to the 
structure of the aircraft. Traditionally, aircraft are built in four different segments: the fuselage, the left and 

right wings, and the rudder. These parts are each built separately, and are attached to the fuselage when 

they are finished. As a result, when a plane crashes, they are often split at the wings and the rudder 8. 
However, with the reactor-engine system, it was important to keep the molten liquid salts isolated from the 

outside because of the risk they pose to their surroundings.  

As shown in Figure 2, the structure of the plane was changed to protect the nuclear reactor upon 

impact and better protect passengers in the plane. In the proposed design, the plane is divided up differently 
in comparison to the transition design. Rather than having two distinct plane wings that were separated 

from each other, the plane wings will be kept together and will be connected through a section of the hull. 

This section of the hull would house the reactor core and shielding. The four unique pipe systems would 
run from the reactor core to its respective engine in this combined area. The whole system would be encased 

in a thick casing lead due to its ability to block gamma rays and absorb impact. A majority of the mass of 

the plane will be concentrated at the center of the aircraft, which is very similar to the mass distribution of 
current commercial aircraft. The reactor and a majority of the shielding will be located at the leading edge 

of the wing. This will allow for the center of gravity to be in front of the leading edge, which is integral to 

the stability of the aircraft [27]. 

Additionally, lots of testing will need to 
be done to figure out the ideal mass 

distribution during takeoff, flight, and 

landing. By combining the wing and the 
section of the hull, the maintenance of 

the whole engine-reactor system easier, 

better protect the passengers and crew on 

the plane, and keep the radioactive 
system enclosed upon impact.  

The fuselage will fit around 

this section, with the front and back 
side of the hull being used for cargo and 

landing gear. To help the center of gravity move more to the front of the plane and in front of the center of 

lift, the economy and first class cabins will be flipped. The weight distribution of the plane is critical because 
the shielding will be a substantial addition to the weight of the airplane to protect the passengers from the 

radiation of the reactor and to protect the reactor from being exposed in case of plane crashes. The total 

weight of the plane will also be heavier than the current systems that are currently available. The weight of 

the plane will be very similar to that of prior military planes in the 1950s and 1960s [43]. With that being 
said, the power density over fuel weight of nuclear energy and being a cleaner source of energy in 

comparison to the systems using  hydrocarbon fuels are significant advantages to our proposed systems. 

Over time, shielding technology will improve with the creation of better alloys and composites that are not 
only lighter, but will be superior at blocking radiation.  These alloys would not only make it much easier to 

address the design challenges associated with the heavy weight of nuclear reactors, but would allow planes 

to eventually use smaller engines to move a lighter plane. 
Changes to the Industry 

 Despite the nuclear aircraft being very different from a traditional jet fuel powered aircraft, there 

aren’t many changes needed to the industry to incorporate this fleet of aircraft. Because the size of the 

Figure 2: Side View of Plane and Reactor 



aircraft isn't changing, there will be minimal changes to airports. The biggest changes come with startup 
and shut off of the aircraft, which will take a longer time compared to jet fuel powered aircraft. With 

traditional aircraft, it takes as little as 20 minutes for the plane to get airborne from a cold start [29]. For 

nuclear powered aircraft, the plane would remain running and would take off without the need to restart the 

engine. When the plane is parked in the airport, the engine can be connected to a battery system within the 
airport to provide electricity to the airport facilities and if needed to the main electricity grids of the cities 

where the airport is located. Although this may require changes to the airport structures, it would be a 

remarkable advantage for our system to provide clean energy not only to the aviation industry, but also to 
the power generation industry. 

 The nuclear-powered aircraft will also run heavier than a traditional aircraft. To counteract this, 

runways need to be built to withstand the heavier weight of the plane and need to be longer to take into 
account the increased momentum of the aircraft. Many runways in the United States and around the world 

would need to be updated and retrofitted to allow the nuclear planes to take off and land from them [56]. 

Operations 

 Like traditional modern aircraft, the plane starts up the turbine with a rechargeable battery near the 
tail of the aircraft [29]. This startup is important to get the aircraft running since the engine needs to start 

the turbine up to take in air into the compressor and eventually the heat addition chamber and the turbine. 

For the HTRE-3, the Air Forces Nuclear Engine Project, they used jet fuel to start up the turbine. By using 
electricity for the startup, our proposed design would be more environmentally friendly and be in line with 

the rest of the aviation industry. This battery will be charged up during flight as the turbines in the engines 

will act as generators and will power the rest of the electrical operations for the plane, including lights, Wi-
Fi, signage on the plane, food catering, the pilot controls for the plane, and emergency power if there are 

problems with the nuclear core during flight. In the event that there is an emergency the reactor will have 

an emergency shut down sequence that can be triggered manually by the pilot as well as remotely via an 

air traffic controller. This emergency procedure will drop control rods into the reactor core to quickly stop 
the fission reaction [50].  

Safety 

In the years between 2002 and 2021 there have been 21 crashes which resulted in hull loss of the 
plane, with 75% of these accidents occurring before 2011 [45]. Since 2011 there have been 4 crashes that 

resulted in hull loss of the plane [45]. Although these numbers show the risk of a crash is low, it is never 

none and because of this there are a myriad of safety procedures which need to be considered when 

designing a plane.  
As a general safety consideration all workers who will interact with the plane daily, pilots, ground 

crew, and service personnel, will be educated on the proper procedures for working with nuclear material 

and on what to do if the reactor is damaged in any way. Currently the Code of federal regulations requires 
that pilots be educated on everything from meteorology to the point-of-no return [44]. This course work 

along with the training required for flight attendants would be expanded to include nuclear safety 

regulations such as safe distances from the reactor, the best ways to mitigate radiation exposure, emergency 
procedures in case the reactor shuts down, what to do in the case of a crash, and who to contact. The plane 

itself will also undergo safety checks and must pass them to be cleared to fly. For the first 6 years of 

production, cargo planes with a nuclear reactor will be checked every three months for material damage. 

After that, cargo planes will still be expected to receive inspections every six months. Once passenger 
planes begin to be implemented, they will also receive inspections every three months for the first five years 

of production, after that it will be reduced to every six months. In addition to the checks, an aviation nuclear 

reactor will only be licensed for three years. At the three-year mark, depending on the state of the materials, 
it can be given an extended license for two more years.  

The reactor itself is housed in the hull of the plane around a reinforced structure, this ensures that 

in a crash the reactor will have the largest chance of surviving without unnecessary damage to its internal 
structure. Control rods, which are used in ground reactor emergency shutdown sequences, would also be 

mounted above the fission core within the plane. In the event of an emergency shut down sequence, the 

rods would be dropped into the fission core and would terminate the fission in seconds [50]. Breakage zones 



will be built into the reactor's design to ensure that in the event of a crash the reactor will break around the 
fuel cells keeping any and all nuclear waste encased within itself. A team will also be specially trained to 

deal with plane crashes. They will have the necessary training and knowledge to contain a spill once it has 

occurred. 

While the plane is in service or turned off, the reactor will contain within it two cylindrical tubes 
that will house the liquid salt outside of the core ensuring that the reactor will not go critical outside of 

operating times. This will ensure the safety of airports and plane storage bunkers.  

Over long term storage or disassembly the reactor waste will be removed and stored in ground 
casks. These casks will have a concrete overlay designed to withstand impacts as great as a launched missile 

[59]. They will be monitored against theft and age through muon tomography to ensure that the nuclear 

waste is stored safely and effectively until it is recycled or disposed of. 

Human Factors 
Environmental Considerations 

When considering the environmental impact of modern aircraft, three main factors contribute to 

anthropogenic global warming: greenhouse gas emissions, contrails, and aviation-induced cirrus clouds 

[46] [11]. Since contrails are primarily formed from the additional water vapor that results from the 

combustion of kerosene fuels, coupled with typical jet fuels’ propensity for direct greenhouse gas 
emissions, switching to a nuclear power source eliminates a large proportion of the environmental impact 

of aircraft [46] [18]. Extrapolating from the effect of SAF’s to reduce soot emissions and ice particle 

expulsion compared to Jet-A1, a plane which has no combustion would completely reduce the apparent ice 
emissions that form contrail cirrus [69] [18]. As previously discussed, the generation of thrust within the 

engines comes from indirect heating, which means that there is a lack of fossil fuel combustion. Or 

essentially, a nuclear-powered plane would generate reasonably clean thrust. This is a substantial advantage 
of nuclear as a proposed alternative aviation fuel, as nearly 50-60% of estimated aviation pollution can be 

attributed to non-CO2 factors [37]. And then of course, with no carbon combustion, the remaining portion 

of the emissions are negligible, a huge improvement in comparison to the large amount of emissions 

produced by jet fueled planes as according to the US Energy Information Administration, every 21.5 gallons 
of jet fuel, 1 pound of CO2 is produced [64]. When specifically attempting to determine the most effective 

fuel source for the aviation industry that will limit the impact to the planet, nuclear is a clear frontrunner. 

 As for the most detrimental stage of the uranium life cycle, mining and milling perpetuate the most 
to climate effects, contributing to not only climate change but pollution of the environment [55]. The mining 

process is notably responsible for the creation of radioactive uranium dust as well as for the expulsion of 

radon gas, each of which pose a great threat to workers’ health [55]. The domestication of the uranium 

mining process to the United States however, ensures that the Environmental Protection Agency can uphold 
the standards of a proper radiation protection program, which provide standards to guarantee worker 

protection [19]. Contrastingly, the milling process is volatile in its production of mill tailings as a byproduct 

of uranium refinement into yellowcake [16] [55]. These tailings are stored in surface reservoirs that can 
easily wash away contaminated slurry into nearby areas, but as a mitigation technique outlined by the 

Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, the ponds can be covered and surrounded by trees and grasses to 

prevent this erosion [16] [33]. With the expansion of the uranium mining operations to match the potential 
of a nuclear based airline industry, there are improvements that can be made in the processing of nuclear 

material. These innovations will likely come with the implied growth in order to prevent factors such as 

increased background radiation and the release of radioactive gas and dust from mining that are the only 

remaining environmental impacts. 
 The last apparent environmental concern that comes from the operation of a nuclear-based aircraft 

is the dispersed radiation from the reactor. As discussed earlier, there will be a substantial amount of 

shielding surrounding the core reactor assembly which will limit the output of radionuclides to an 
acceptable range outlined by the WNA [72]. The four areas of the reactor that are unshielded will likely 

emit a negligible amount of radiation except in the case of taxiing, as radiation in the air will dissipate into 

the atmosphere. In this case, additional shielding will be supplied to airports mounted on wheels that can 
block the rays of radiation that endanger maintenance workers and round crew. 



Political Constraints 

America is striving to become a global leader in nuclear technology through advanced reactors and 

non-electric applications of nuclear energy. In the American Nuclear Infrastructure Act of 2021, section 

202 concerns the creation of unique licensing requirements of nuclear reactors for non-electric applications 

through new policy or using a technology inclusive regulatory framework [2]. According to the Nuclear 
Energy Innovation and Modernization Act, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) is expected to 

finalize the new framework by 2027 [47]. In the Nuclear Energy Innovation Capabilities Act of 2017, the 

Department of Energy (DOE) and NRC is working to develop and test the application of non-electrical 
nuclear energy and the commercial applications of advanced nuclear technology [48].  

The American government funds advanced research by allocating budgets to different departments. 

A portion of the budget allocated to the DOE is focused on the Advanced Research Projects Agency 
(ARPA-E) [15]. ARPA-E’s budget is increasing to a requested $650,200 in 2022 and will continue to 

increase in the future [13]. One of ARPA-E’s new programs is Seeding Critical Advances for Leading 

Energy Technologies with Untapped Potential to support early development, high risk, environmentally 

friendly projects [60]. The DOE’s Nuclear Energy department also provides a budget of $1,773,000 in 2023 
for the purpose of supporting diverse civilian nuclear energy programs, assisting in a clean transition into 

nuclear energy through innovative research and development, and research into advanced reactors [14]. The 

Federal Aviation Administration's budget places money aside for the modernization of the aviation industry 
in a new Modernization Acceleration program and safety [65]. These sectors will be the primary funders of 

the MSR research and integration of the technology into industry respectively. 

Public Opinion 

The quote, “Closely intertwined with this technological enthusiasm, however, was also a strong 

strand of technological pessimism,” can be applied to most technological advancements [35]. In the 19th 

Century, electricity was transferred through the city of New York by low hanging electrical wires that posed 

a dangerous threat to the citizens [35]. Despite the threat, New Yorkers continued to use and support 
electricity, as long as safety measures were being taken [35]. New technology consistently poses dangers 

to society, which causes society to be fearful of the technology, but ultimately accept the dangers when 

given proper safety precautions in exchange for the benefits, whether convenience or global health 
precautions.  

Education is a critical part of gathering support for nuclear energy. According to the 2022 National 

Nuclear Energy Public Opinion Survey, 86% of people who felt very well informed about nuclear energy 

supported it whereas only 48% of people who felt not informed at all support nuclear energy [6]. The 
negative stigma surrounding nuclear energy can begin to be healed through educating the public. The 

American Nuclear Society has begun to do this, by partnering with the DOE and Discovery Education to 

provide free lesson plans to educators teaching between the third and twelfth grade [3]. By creating a 
positive learning environment around nuclear energy beginning in grade school, the public will begin to 

accept nuclear energy more readily prior to 2050. 

Financial Considerations 
Aircraft 

 Currently the cost of a 737 ranges from 99.7 to 134.9 million dollars depending on the model [7]. 
The maximum cost of one SMR reactor constructed on site is $5,576 per kWe-1 [24]. As stated above the 

reactor would need to generate about 200 MWh of energy. This will lead to an estimated total cost of  1.1 

billion dollars for the reactors. The total overnight cost of a plane can then be estimated to 1.2 billion dollars 

per plane. In regards to the cost of the operation the plane, A 737, which flies an average of 55,000 flight 
hours in its lifetime and burns 850 gallons of jet fuel per flight hour, will burn through 188.9 million dollars 

worth of fuel in its lifetime [10] [20] [4]. However, the 737 has a much smaller tank than many commercial 

airplanes. A 747, for example, burns 5000 gallons of fuel per hour and flies a total of 165,000 flight hours 
in its lifetime [32] [31]. This means it burns a staggering 2.7 billion dollars worth of fuel in its lifetime [10]. 

By investing in a nuclear powered plane, the airline would trade the high, long term price of fuel for the 

high, short term initial price of an aircraft.  
Fuel Lifecycle 



 The processing of uranium includes the cost of mining, milling, transport, enrichment, storage, and 
disposal. Fortunately, facilities for the mining, milling, storage, and disposal of uranium already exist in the 

States and therefore the construction cost of the facilities would not be considered here. The costs that 

should be considered are the cost of creation of an enrichment facility and the cost of transport. The cost of 

construction of a uranium enrichment facility using laser technology is about 1 billion dollars, one-fifth the 
cost of a facility using gaseous enrichment techniques, and would require 100 million dollars annually 

beyond that [38]. Transportation would occur through the use of casks and trucks. The cost of transport by 

cask costs about $15,600 per metric ton of heavy metal [75]. This all adds up to a capital cost of about $1.1 
billion after adding allowances for inflation and at an estimation of 5 Metric tons disposed of per month 

this fuel life cycle would have an annual upkeep fee of about 100.9 million dollars. According to WNA’s 

statistics 1 kg of uranium in 2017 would cost about $130 to buy and uranium costs about $400 dollars per 
kilogram of heavy metal to store in dry casks [76] [24]. Using these numbers, we can estimate the cost to 

refill the plane, which requires 8.9 kg, would amount to $4,717. Assuming this has a profit margin rolled 

in we can assume the cost to produce uranium would be slightly less than that. 

Conclusion  
Due to the fact that air traffic volume from 2006 will quadruple by 2050, the path to a low carbon 

aviation industry needs to begin now [71]. Research for the nuclear plane will begin in early October of 
2023 when the 2024 fiscal year begins [22]. The research will primarily focus on the HALEU MSR being 

redesigned to fit the criteria needed to be met for an airplane. By 2040, there should be a proof of concept 

plane built. Starting in October of 2042 using the 2043 fiscal year budgets in the Federal Aviation 
Administration to begin the modernization of cargo airplanes. Two years later, in 2045, passenger airplanes 

will begin to be produced with nuclear reactors and be integrated into industry.  

For all of this to be possible, legislation will need to start being changed beforehand. September of 
2026, the American representatives should bring up the issue of aviation nuclear reactors to the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to allow America to develop an adequate argument prior and for the IAEA 

to have plenty of time to specify all requirements for this project to be approved. The NRC will begin 

working on the unique licensing requirements in 2030, specifically for an aviation based nuclear reactor. In 
addition to legislation specifically of advanced reactors, mining regulations for uranium in the Navajo 

nation should be completed by 2035, which will allow the previously explained fuel cycle to increase 

efficient HALEU uranium production prior 2042 for the first wave of cargo planes, and continue to do so 
as nuclear planes continue to become more popular. Then in 2050, there will be a fully integrated sector of 

the commercial and cargo aviation industry powered through HALEU MSRs.   
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