OCONEE DENIED FIRE SYSTEM

NRC says nuke plant is safe, but wants
stronger protections implemented now

By Erlc Connor
Staffwritar
econnon@greenvillecnline.com

Delay has long been the
norm in the high-stakes balance
between nuclear power and
regulation.

or years now, the Oconee
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The Nuclear Requiat

Nuclear Station's colossal three
reactors have operated on the
shores of Lake Keowee under
fire-protection methods that
the government says were only
meant to be temporary.
However, federal regulators
have now taken an unexpected

stand — denying the most re-
cent of voluminous deadline ex-
tensions Duke Energy has re-
quested through the years as
the company works to put its
fire-protection practices at the
forefront of the nuclear indus-

try.

The Nuclear Regulatory
Commission — in recently cit-
ing a higherthan-acceptable
safety tisk under temporary

fire-protection measures while
at the same time insisting those
temporary measures have been
sufficient so far — is straddling.
& line with contradiction on ei-
ther side.

If the risk of fire is great
enough for regulators to stand
ground opposite a powerful en-
ergy giant, then why are Oco-

See DCONEE, Page 8A
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nee’s reactors still oper-
ating?

Or, if the plant ecan
safely operate under in-

oy Commis-

slon will conduct a public mest-

ingat Energy at 1 p.m. Wednes:!
day at Ocanes Nuclear Station’s

World of Energy,

Duke Energy

major prajects at the plant,

["E'Udlng the ijE—pFﬂtecﬁun

efforts.

The NRC insists tnar
the plant is' safe from
fire, though the agency
sdys the degree of safety
could be as much as 40
times less than if Duke
had kept to its deadlines.

Duke insists that it is
working diligently and
that the project is more
complex than either it or
the government had fore-
seen,

The answer, nuclear
watchdogs say, lies in
reading between the
lines of a denial that they
say borders on the up-
precedented — and one
that, if held to, could be
an indication of a willing-
ness for the NRC to take
a sironger stance against
criticism that it has be-
come ftoo cozy with the
industry it regulates.

“It's kind of like Char-
lie Brown and Lucy with
the football,” said Dave
Lochbaum, director of
the Nuclear Safety Pro-
ject for the Union of Con-
cerned Scientists, “Duke
keeps holding the foot-
ball and asking the NRC
o come kick jt — and
they keep pulling it away
over and over again: 1
guess the NRC is just
getting tired of kicking
at those footballs™

terim measures as it has
for years, why should a

the plant in compliance

nuclear provider so inte-
gral to life in the Upstate |
be denied a pass in an in-
dustry koown for the
deadlines both it and the
government itselfl fre-
quently don't meet?

Lochbaum said.
“What about all the

Setting a tone
“This is almost un-
precedented to me that

fcials will discuss| the NRC would deny a re-

| quest presented by a li-
censee,” said Tom Clem-
ents, director of the Co-
lumbia-based  Alliance
for Nuclear Accountabil-
ity. “This is highly unusu-
al, and it signifies how
serious the NRC is taking
this islfue.;;aS

Duke a 30-day
windoew to appeal th
NRC'’s denial. -

The outcome — for in-
stance a potential plant
shutdown — could set a
tone for the industry as
dozens of reactors must
make the transition, said
Paul Gunter, director of
the Reactor Oversight
Project for the Mary-
land-based Beyond Nu-
clear watchdog organiza-
tion.

“This is sort of a push-
comes-to-shove moment
for fire protection in the
nuclear industry,” Gun.
ter said, "We rga?'ﬂ}’ nmgi
U sce if the NRC will

=% Up 1ts enforcement
palicy, This plant
shouldn’t be o erating if
it can't meet t?m-pmtecv
tion qualifications,”
mﬂ'I’he I:En.la] i5 even

re astounding given
that the NRC recgelnﬂ?
granted a one-year exten-
sion for Brown’s Ferry in
Alaqua, the genesis for
the Industry’s original

fu;ge standards following

other plants that haven't
begun the transition?”
Lochbaum said. “If twg
more years is unaccept-
able for Oconee, how is it
OK for the four dozen
other reactors? | puess
Oconee spun the wheel of
misfortune and it came
up ‘no’ this time."

The NRC determined
that the "cere damage
frequency” rate is at
least four times and as
much as 40 times greater
than if Duke had the pilot
measures completed.

However, that deter-
mination doesn’t mean
the apgency considers
Oconee’s reactors unsafe
for operation, NRC
spokesman Roger Han-

said.

“If the plant were un-
safe, we would issue an
order and shut them
down, and they wouldn't
be operating,” Hannah
said. "But there is a peri-
od of time where there
may be a reductiom in
safety margin.”

In agreeing to allow
Oconee to operate under
compensatory measures,
the NRC said it had as-
sumed timely completion
of the upgrades.

The potential for pen-
alties — including a plant
shutdown if orders to
meet deadlines are put
inte place — is real, but
at this point the NRC will
gather more information,
Hannah eaid

with regulations.”

Duke spokeswoman
Sandra Magee said that
the company is commit-
ted to completing its
“protected service water
system” within the next
two years. c

The company has al-
ready implemented & ma-
jority of other changes it
agreed t& as part of the
pilot program.

“We will continue to
work with the NRC to en-
hance plant safety apd
ensure a successful tran-
sition to the new fire-pro-
tection program,” Magee
said. “The scope and
complexity of the transi-
tion te the new fire re-
quirements for a three-
unit plant like Oconee is
requiring more time."

Mew regulations

In a letter to Duke En-
ergy earlier this month,
the NRC laid out the rea-
sons for its denial in a
tug of war spanning near-
ly & decade.

In 2004, the NRC
adopted a new set of reg-
ulations that would allow
nuclear plants to be more
flexible in how they pro-
tect nuclear reactors
from fire,

The . performance-
based standards would
replace  “deterministic
standards” adopted more
than three decades ago
after a fire at Brown's
Ferry.

That 1975 fire prompt-
ed boiler-plate require-
ments, ones the NRC sajd
had become burdensome
as utilities couldn't ad-
just  their protection
methods based on the in-
dividual dynamics of
their plants.

F



In 20058, Duke asked

| the NRC 1o allow it fo im-

plement the standards at

Oconee's three reactors

first under designation
Aas a "pilot plant™

The designation would
allow the NRC to observe
the fransition and pro-
vide guidance, while at
the same time allowing
Duke to avaid costly fees
associated with a formal
request to amend its op-
erating license and could
operate under the NEC's
“enforcement discre-
tion."

In particular, Duke
sought to use its planned
“protected service water
system” to shut down the
plant in ¢ase back-up
fﬂlntmh Were unsuccess-

ul.

Plans for the water
system were initiated by
Duke to protect Oconee's
reactors from tornado
damage and line breaks,
In 2006, Duke shared its
intent to install the sys-
tem by the end of 2010.

Because Oconee was
considered a pilot plant,
the NRC allowed Duke to
submit an incomplete ap-
plication in May 2008.

In April 2010, Duke
submitted a final, “totally
revised” application that
was approved on the
promise that the im-
provements would be
complete before the end
of 2012,

Oconee became one of
only two pilot plants in
the 1.5, joining Progress
Energy’s Harris Nuclear
Plant in Raleigh, N.C,
which Duke now owns af-
ter a merger between the
companies.

Duke was allowed to
operate under a special

license as if it were
meeting national protec-
tion standards even

though the program had
not been fully imple-
mented.

In a meeting last Jann-
ary with the NRC and the
public at the nuclear sta-
tion, according te an
NRC document, Duke
said that it was on sched-
ule to complete the new

water system within the |

next seven months

| learned”

However, later that
summer, Duke requested
an extension to the end of
2014 and told the NRC
that by the end of 2012,
Oconee would see the
firat bensiits of the new
system.

Last November, Duke
then told the NRC that
the new system wouldn't
be completed until the
end of 2015 and the first
benefits of the system
wouldn’t be seen until the
end of this year,

Meanwhile, Oconee
continues today to rely
on “compensatory meas
stres.”

The temporary mea-
sures provide adequate
safety, Hannah said,

The denial, he said, is
based on how long the
plant has been operating
under temporary guide-
lines,

“I don’t think there's a
component that involves
somebody getting tired
of somebody doing some-
thing or not doing some-
thing, as the case may
be,” Hannah said. "Wa
Just looked at the amount
of time that they had re-
quested and felt, in this
case, that denial was the
appropriate action.”

The plans to complete
the project turned out to
be more complex than ej-
ther the NRC or Duke
thought.

“The seope. and com-
plexity of the transition
to the new fire require.
ments for a three-unit
plant like Oconee is re-
quiring more time,” Ma-
gee said.

In May 2011, the NRC
concluded in a “lessons
policy state-
ment that “both industry
and the NRC staff under-
estimated the complexity
and resources necesg-
sary” and that the frame-
work for licensing the pi-
ot plants wasg “complex
and ambiguous®

“The level of analysis
and required review time
for the two pilot plants
greatly exceeded indys-
try and NRC staff expec-
tations,” according te the
document. “The NRC
staff anticipates that the
review fime will de-
crease as experience is
gained from additional

(license amendment re-

quest) reviews.”



