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rustration had been
mounting as internal
messages between gov-
ernment nuclear engi-
neers and inspectors be-
cane ever sharper in their tone.
“Shameful.” “So many prob-
lems.” “They don’t get it.”
Concerns over the potential
of a failure of the Jocassee Dam
flooding the Oconee Nuclear
Station downstream had been
real for decades, U.S. Nuclear
Regulatory Commission staff-
ers said, yet response from both

within and without theagency was
lagging.

Recently, the NRC made public
hundreds of pages of internal
emails that show increasing dis-
satisfaction among staffers ever
the response to concerns that Oco-
pee’s flood pretections were —
and still are — inadequate.

The messages Tepresent a
large portion of documents made
public for the first fime on an issue
that stretches back to the infant
stages of the nuclear station’s 40
year histery.

The emails, a spokesman for
the NRC said, are but snapshots of
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DUKE SAYS JOCASSEE SAFER BECAUSE OF DIALOGUE

* EMAIL TRAIL REVEALS

The Jocassee
Pumped- Storage
Facility rests at the
bottom of the'
Jocassee Dam.
Duke Energy, the
Upstate's chief
power provider,
and government
regulators debate
just how credible a
threat a dam failure
is. Duke officials
say the nuclear
station is safe from
a dam failure that is
neatly impossible.
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expansive internal dialogue
Over an issue that — in the end
— is being addressed.

The nuclear station is safe in
the meantime from a dam fail-
ure that is nearly impossible,
Duke Energy says, as the Up-
state’s chief power provider
and government regulators de-
bate just how credible a threata
dam failure is.

And the company said the
emails refleet an ongoing dia-
logue that has resulted in safety
steps being taken,
~ Nuclear watchdogs say the
internal communication shows
an uncommonly resentful senti-
ment among regulators who
complain that their bosses are
hesitant to act against an ener-

glant,

The saga has even prompted
some engineers currently
working within the agency to
speak out publiciy.

“Do the senior management
people listen to their technical
people? There's sometimes
pressure not to," says Larry
Criscione, a risk-analysis engi-
neer within the agency who for
the past several months has
publicly eriticized the NRC's
handling of publie information.
“Everyone wants to hear the
plants are safe and that there’s
nothing to be concerned about.”

Emails

The emails, several dozen
dating back to at least 2006,
largely show an acronym-laden
daily grind of staffers sharing
probability data, writing posi-
tion memos and prepping for
regulatory meetings with Duke
officials.

However, within the vast
amount of communication, sev-
eral emails depict sharp lan-
guage characterizing a utility
hesitant to recognize the issue,
fear among regulators to cause
too much of a stir and agency
management that hag an inter-
est in the issue that waxes and
wanes depending on who is
charge. !

"It is incredible that we bend
over backwards for these
guys,” a former resident in-
spector at Oconee writes in a
2010 email to a risk-analysis en-
gineer, “Why, I have no idea.”

In the email, the inspector
writes that he was teld by supe-
riors to stop pursuing dam con-
cerns, because “apparently,
{my) pursuit of the issue made
me look like I was unobjective
— out to get the licensee.”

The risk-analysis engineer
echoes the sentiment in a re-
sponse: “The real challenge on
this side,” he writes, “is that
keeping the issue alive depends

practically en individual ef-
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Tn nnother 2010 email, a risk |
assessmenl engineer Writes
that a former NRC supervisor
changing positions lessened the
intensity of scrutiny on the Oco-
nee flooding issue.

In the same email, the engi-
neer writes that NRC regula-
tors in the Midwest are waiting
on a resolution to the (Jconee is-|
sue to determine what to do
about flood concerns at the Fort
Calhoun nuclear station in Ne-
braska.

Ayearafter the message, the
Missouri River swelled with
heavy rains in June 2011, sur-
rounding the station with flood
waters and causing & reactor
shutdown that remains in effect
today as plant operators try t¢
prove the facility is safe for op-
eration again.

In a 2008 email, one engineer
shows disappointment that he
can't attend a regulatory meet
ing to express his opinion tc
Duke himself. :

“They don’t get it,” the engi-
neer writes. Later, he writes,
“The games these people have
played ... is shameful to say the
least.” i

Asked to review the emails
by GreenvilleOnline.com, Duke
spokeswoman B.J. Gatten said
that the messages represent in-
dividual opinions on an evolv-
ing issue among U.S. nuclear
plants.

“Duke has been working
with the NRC as the standards
have changed, and those emails
reflected our ongoing dia-
logue,” Gatten said. “Since
2008, Duke has made flood-pro-
tection modifications, and the
NRC has inspected those maod-
ifications and found them to be
acceptable.” .

After reviewing the emails,
NRC spokesman Scott Burnell
told GreenvilleOnline com that
the whole of the correspon-
dence shows ultimately that
agency management “was tak-
ing the staff’s side in pushing
forward on requiring Duke to
resolve the issue at Oconee."

The emails were released,
for the most part, without re-
daction, he said.

“The e-mails demonstrate
the vigorous internal discus-

sions the staff has on challeng-
ing technical issues, and they
represent individual points of
view,” Burnell said, noting that
agency staffers regularly file
“differing professional opi-
nions,” a system that provides
voice for disagreement.

The NRC, Burnell said, “has
taken action during the past few
years to ensure Duke had in-
terim measures in place to sat-
isfy us Oconee was safe for con-

tinued operation” and that “on-
craine nrarcicht ot the nlant will

ensure Duke takes the appro-
priate actions to permanently
resolve the flooding, while also
ensuring those actions maintain
the plant’s current safe opera-
tion.”

Bacl and forth

A 2008 memo once held back
from the public titled, “Why did
the Oconee flood issue take
many years to -address?” out-
lines years of on-again, off-
again interest in dealing with
the subject.

The memao shows the hesi-
tancy of Duke to acknowledge a
potential flood risk and a wa-
vering commitment by NRC

regulators te pursue the issue |

of Oconee's ability to protect its
backup power system from
flood. :

The NRC first identified the
progpect of a dam failure in
1977 and closed the issue with
the expectation that power
companies should address up-
stream dam failures as long as
they could cause “significant
site flooding.”

The topic was raised againin
1991,

A year later, Duke conducted
a flood inundation study that
showed flood waters would rise
“well in excess" of the five-foot
walls that shielded the hackup
power system, known as the
“grandby shutdown facility.”

A 1994 NRC inspection re-
port shows that the issue was
closed again after Duke promis-

ed to address it.
However, later that yem,

NRC staffers met with regula-
tors and discovered that the
agency's reactor regulabion
teaim never tald the agency'sre-
search team of the issue,

A memo from the meeting
shows the regulation team con-
sidered the issue one of “mini-
mal importance” but provided
no basis for the conclusion.

Remional staff had informed
regulators of high water levels
at the Jocassee and Keowee
dams at the time, but regulators
“did not fully recognize the po-
tential consequences” and were
focused on other safety-related
iszues at Oconee, the document
states,

In 1995, Duke shared its as-
sessment of a lesser risk of dam
failure that wouldn't require
modifications to its flood wall,
but its submissions te the NRC
never mentioned its 1992 flood
study to the NRC.

In 2000, based on Duke’s sub-
mittals, the NRC determined
that no vulnerabilities were
identified and closed the isgue,

An unrelated NRC inspec-
tion of the standby facility in
2006 led regulators to believe
that Duke might not have ade-
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The NRC’s research team
later shared that it had been un-
aware both of Duke’s 1992 flood
study and the NRC's 1994 in-
spection repert. -

The case was opened again in
2008 and since then has re-
mained active, the latest action
being Duke’s conclusion to the
NRC last week that its study,
following the Fukushima nucle-
ar disaster two years ago,
shows a dam failure isn’ta cred-
ible risk.

The NRC has taken the study
under advisement.

i “Impediment to your

career’

The release of the emails and
other documents comes at a
time when the NRC has faced
increasing pressure from jour-
nalists, nuclear watchdogs and,
particularly, its own staff to al-
low more public access to infor-
mation about the Jocassee Dam
issue. _

The Jocassee Dam and Fort
Calhourr flooding concerns
were highlighted in a 2011 re-
port that put forth that chances
of a Jocassee Dam failure were
more likely than Duke Energy
had leng claimed and that the
puclear ramifications were far
worse than the company would
admit.

The report’s author, NRC
risk analysis engineer Richard
Perkins, last fall publicly ac-
cused his agency of violating
the Freedom of Information
Act when it released a heavily

edited version of the report, cit-
ing security-related concerns.

The NRC stands by the deci-
sion to edit the report, Burnell
said. _

The redactions, Perkins said,
were less about security and
more about the NRC avoiding
embarrassment over how long
the agency has allowed the Jo-

cassee Dam issue to languish.
The wall protecting Oconee’s
backup system from flood is in-
adequate, Perkins said, as Duke
and_ regulators . disagree on
their estimations of what would
happen should the dam fail.
Fellow risk analysis engi-
neer Larry Criscione has ech-
oed the criticism. '
_In an interview with Green-
villeOnline.com, Criscione said
that the desire to avoid embar-
rassment is woven with ground-
level NRC analysts and inspec-
tors who feel like their con-
<erns are put aside by manage-
ment more concerned with
maintaining the status quo.

The emails, he said, illus-
trate frustration found in gav-
ernment buregucracies and
corporations who he said “can
get away with ignoring prob-



NRC analysts have put the
chances of a dam failure at
about 1 in 256, which means the
public bears risk that regula-
tors and private enterprise
den't, Criscione said.

“Sometimes puttingissuesto
bed is just delaying them until
you're no longer in charge,” he
said, “To be quite honest, if we

- didn't de anything about this Jo-
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| boss if they feel they are being

casstge Dam issu% the prebabil-
ity of it Failing and causing anu-
clear aceident in South Carelina
is extremely small."

Resident inspectors at nucle-

_ar plants often find themselves

t in between, said Dave
s, who used to train in-

spectors and now is nuclear

safety project director for the
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watchdog group.

“The residents do feel some

Ca

pressure, because the licensees

aren’t shy about going to their
too nitpicky," Lochbaum said.

“They want to find issues but
not find controversial issues
-and not get that reputation that

vou're out te do a hatchet job or
just out to nitpick. It's per-

‘ceived to be an impediment to

your career.”

However, Lochbaum said, a
recent move by the NRC to deny
a request by Duke Energy to
once again extend a deadline to
improve its fire-protection sys-

= tem shows signs that regulators

5

. say that while a dam failure is nearly impo, P .
> protect against the possibility. ke osauawsrit:? is nearly impossible, it has implemented interim measures

-

are no longer confining their
frustrations to internal emails.

The agency has notified
Duke that it might be in viola-

‘tion of its license because of re-

peated delays, though Duke

- said it is moving diligently te

complete upgrades that will put
its fire safety at the forefront of
the industry.

The NRC’s move, nuclear
watchdogs say, is significant
and could set 4 tone for regula-
tion of plants across the country

“At some point, enough is
enough,” Lochbaum said. “I
think it speaks to that frustra-
tion level rising at the NRC.
They just reached their mit.”

NRC spokesman Burnell
said the emails are “entirely
separate” from the agency’s en-
forcement action ¢n the fire is-
sue,



