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Introduction

When Thomas Edison and his colleagues
perfected the light bulb in 1879, they could not
foresee the many ways their invention would
improve civilization. But now electricity allows
us to heat, cool, and light our homes. It enables
us to cook meals, watch television, and listen to
music. It powers computers for our homes and
businesses and makes modern medical
diagnosis and treatment possible. Electricity
allows us to explore the vastness of space and
to study the tiniest molecules.

Since 1982, nuclear energy has been second
only to coal as an energy source for production
of electricity in the United States. It surpasses
oil, natural gas, and hydroelectric power.
Today, over 100 nuclear power plants produce
about 21 percent of all the electricity generated
in the U.S. Although various new energy
technologies hold promise for the future, coal
and nuclear energy are the two energy sources
most capable of meeting the growing electrical
needs of the U.S. in the next few years.

Here are the answers to some frequently
asked questions about nuclear energy. The
answers may help you to better understand
this source of electricity.




What is radiation?

Radiation is a natural energy force that has
always existed on earth and throughout the
cosmos. It is energy transferred over distance
through waves or particles. The term radiation
can include such things as light and radio waves,
but it usually refers to ionizing radiation. We
cannot detect ionizing radiation with any of our
five senses. It is made up of energized particles
or waves of pure energy. Its name refers to its
ability to ionize, or electrically charge, stable
atoms. lonizing radiation can cause a change in
the chemical composition of many things —
including living tissue.

Some naturally occurring elements, such as
uranium, radium, and thorium, give off ionizing
radiation as they change into more stable forms.
Man-made elements like plutonium and curium
also have this property. Such elements are said to
be radioactive.
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The Department of Energy produces
publications to fulfill a statutory mandate to
disseminate information to the public on all
energy sources and energy conservation
technologies. These materials are for public
use and do not purport to present an
exhaustive treatment of the subject matter.

This is one in a series of publications on
nuclear energy.
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