Report: Enforcement

Public at risk from Oconee, other nuclear plants
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Inconsistent enforcement by
federal regulators stands in tgg
way of protecting the public
from the dangers of nuclear en-
ergy, across the country and at
the Upstate’s Oconee Nuclear

Station where concerns over
fire and flood have hovered for
decades, a nuclear watchdog
Eroup says in a new report.
Tha‘U:S. Nuclear Regulatory
Commiission can be an effective
regulator but hasn't followed
through ‘holding utilities

across the nation aceountable,

the Union of Concerned Scien-

lacking

than-acceptable risks.

The Oconee station managed
to stay off the “near miss” list
this year — but the report none-
theless made special mention of
duel, ongoing safety concerns
at the plant: the threat of abreak
in the Lake Jocassee Dam up-
stream and repeated delays in
meeting fire-protection stan-
dards set three decades ago.

Duke spokeswoman B.J. Gat-
ten said that Oconee’s three re-

actors are operating safely and
that the company is taking ac-
tion to meet the NRC's stan-
dards for fire and flooding pro-
tection.

NRC spokesman Joey Led-
ford said that the report “con-
sistently mischaracterizes” the
effectiveness of the agency’s
regulatory actions. _

The report’s author — Dave

tists environmental group said
in its annual report analyzing
the state of industry safety.
The report — “The NRC and
Nuclear Power Plant Safety in
2013: More Jekyll, Less Hyde”
— lists 10 instances of what the
group considers “pear miss”
events that required special in-
spections and posed higher
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Lochbaum, a nuclear

safety expert who once -

trained NRC inspectors —
wrote that the NRC has
been complicitin allowing
utilities like Duke to ig-
nore deadlines for years.

“What's protecting the
people around Oconee
from fire risk? Luck”
Lochbaum wrote. “What's
protecting Oconee's own-
er [rom the cost and both-
erof legally managing the
fire risk? The NRC.”

The report comes just
before the three-year an-
niversary of the nuclear
disaster in Fukushima, Ja-
pan, when a massive
earthquake and tsuhami
caused fire systems to fail
and reactors to flood.

In the report, Loch-
.baum pointed to long-held
concerns among NRC en-
gineers that a break in the
Jocagsee Dam — while
unlikely — would as-
suredly result in a melt-
down of Oconee’s three
reactors.

Last year, The Green-
ville News reported on an
NRC whistleblower's
analysis detailing dam
concerns that spanned
decades.

The NRC had held the

analysis from public view:

on grounds that it con-
tained security-related in-
formation, but the docu-
ment has since been re-
leased in largely unedited
form.

The News also report-
ed on hundreds of internat
emails that shew INRC
staffers expressing frus-
tration over superiors
they said were cowing to
the industry instead of
holding it accountable for
the threat of a dam fail-
ure.

Just one month after
the Fukushima meltdown,
Lochbaum: wrote, the
NRC met with the public
but didn't mention the
long-held concerns;

“The exact same flood-
ing hazard that exists to-
day at the Oconee nuclear
plant was not mentioned
by the NRC — so the pub-
lic' was. actually misled
into. believing no such
problems existed,” Loch-
baum wrote.

After Fukushima, the

‘since

NRC required all nuclear
utilities to study flood and
seismic hazards.

Last summer, Duke

resented the findings of
its flond study and is
awaiting the NRC’s re-
Sponse. |

Ledford said the NRC
will provide a written re-
sponse “in the near fu-
ture."”

Meanwhile, the compa-
ny has interim measures
in place that have been ap-
proved by the NRC and is
performing permanent
modifications that “will
add additional safety mar-
gin against flooding dam-
age to the nuclear facili-
ty,” Gatten said.

The NRC’s directive o
Duke to address flood
concerns comes at the
same time as the agency
has ordered the company
to honor newly set dead-
lines te improve fire pro-
tection.

Nearly two decades af-
ter fire standards were
put into place in 1980, the
NRC discovered that al-
most half of the nation’s
reactors weren't in com-
pliance.

The agency in 2004
gave utilities the choice to
comply with the 1980
rules or be allowed to op-
erate under temporary
standards in pursuit of
new standards.

In 2010, the NRC ap-
proved Duke’s plan te im-
plement new fire-protec-
tion measures and gave
the company two years fo
complete them. '

In summer 2012, Duke
asked for an extension nun-
til the end of 2014, then
four months later asked
for another extension to
the end of 2015.

The NRC declined to
grant the extension and is-
sued notice to the compa-
ny of an “apparent viola-
tion,” which carried the
potential for civil fines.

Then, last July, the
NRC ordered Duke to
complete the fire-protec-
tion transition by the mid-
dle of November 2016.

The decision ultimate-
ly granted the company a
four-year extension from
its original request for
two, Lochbaum wrote.

“If two years' delay is
unsafe, four vears' delay
is insane — especially
fire regulations
have been in place since
1980,” Lechbaum wrote.

“What's
protecting the
people around
Oconee from fire
risk? Luck.”
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The Ocoenee station has
operated safely under
temporary measures al-
lowed by the NRC as part
of the upgrade, Gatten
said.

“The completion of the
fire protection modifica-
tions is receiving the full
attention of Duke re-
sources to ensure this pro-
ject is completed to deliv-
er the additional benefits
as designed,” Gatten said.

Twao years ago, Oconee
was named on the "near
miss” list affer emergen-
cy breakers in the sta-
tion’s backup reactor core
cooling system . were
deemed inoperable.

Last vear, another
Duke station in South Car-
olina, Catawba, was listed
as anear miss after a shut-
down of its reactor
opened electrical break-
ers that disconnected the
reactor from the power
grid,

This year, one Duke re-
actor was cited as a near
miss - the Shearon Har-
ris plant eutside of Ra-
leigh, N.C.

In 2001, workers at
Oconee discovered that a
crack in ametal tube pass-
ing through a reactor ves-
sel had caused a leak of
cooling water, Lochbaum
wrote.

In response, the NRC
required owners of simi-
lar reactors, including
Shearson Harris, to exam-
ine larger portions of the
tubes and increase the
frequency of inspections,
Lochbaum wrote.

However, last May a
specialinspection team of
the NRC found thatareac-
tor vessel flaw had not
been properly diagnosed
a year earlier, he wrote.

The incident shouldn’t
be classified as a near
miss, Ledford said.

“The bottom line here
is that the reactor vessel
flawwas identified before
it developed into a safety
concern,” Ledford said.




