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Introduction
Public involvement in the Nuclear
Regulatory Commission’s activi-
ties is a cornerstone of strong, fair
regulation of the nuclear industry.
The NRC recognizes the public’s
interest in the proper regulation of
nuclear activities and provides op-
portunities for citizens to make
their opinions known.  The NRC
seeks to elicit public involvement
early in the regulatory process so
that safety concerns that may af-
fect a community can be resolved
in a timely and practical manner.
This process is considered vital to
assuring the public that the NRC
is making sound, balanced deci-
sions about nuclear safety.

This booklet briefly de-
scribes various ways you
can learn about and par-
ticipate in the NRC’s
regulatory process.
Anyone may provide
comments or voice
concerns at critical
junctures in the devel-
opment of safety rules,
including decisions about
(1) where to locate and
whether to license nuclear
facilities, (2) ongoing issues

about a facility’s operation or ter-
mination, and (3) a facility’s im-
pact on the environment.

Notices of opportunities for in-
volvement are published in the
Federal Register (FR), and some-
times on the Internet. The Federal
Register is a daily publication an-
nouncing rules, policies, and other
important actions of the Federal
Government.  Copies are available
at many local libraries.  Copies are
also available at NRC’s local pub-
lic document rooms around the
country and at the NRC’s Public
Document Room (PDR) in Wash-
ington, D.C.  For major actions, the
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The Secretary
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory
    Commission
Washington, D.C., 20555-0001.

The rulemaking process is de-
scribed in detail in the Com-
mission’s regulations in Title 10 of
the Code of Federal Regulations in
Part H, Section 2.802.

All rulemakings provide the pub-
lic with at least one opportunity for
comments.  Often, there are sev-
eral opportunities.  In some cases,
NRC holds meetings and work-
shops before a proposed rule is
drafted.  This way, members of the
public can express their concerns
early in the process and identify
important issues to be covered in
the rule.  Sometimes, the NRC
may publish an Advance Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking in the Fed-
eral Register to obtain public com-
ments and provide clarification of
certain issues before developing a
proposed rule.

When a proposed rule is devel-
oped, it is published in the Fed-
eral Register for public comment.
The notice identifies an NRC con-
tact who can reply to questions and
provides an address for sending

NRC issues press releases, which
reach the public through local
newspaper articles, mailings, and
the Internet.

Rulemakings
One of the primary duties of the
NRC is to establish regulations on
the safe use of nuclear materials.
These regulations address such is-
sues as siting, design, construction,
operation, and ultimate shutdown
of nuclear power plants, uranium
mills, fuel facilities, waste reposi-
tories, and transportation systems.
NRC regulations also address
other uses of nuclear materials,
such as nuclear medicine programs
at hospitals, academic activities,
research work, industrial applica-
tions such as the use of gauges and
testing equipment, and the import
and export of nuclear materials and
technologies.  The process of de-
veloping these regulations is called
“rulemaking.” A regulation is
sometimes referred to as a “rule.”

Rulemaking is initiated mostly by
NRC’s technical staff, although
any member of the public may pe-
tition the NRC to develop, change,
or rescind any regulation.  Petitions
should be addressed to:



Public Involvement in the Nuclear Regulatory Process

4

comments.  The agency may hold
meetings and workshops to discuss
the proposed rule, explain its pur-
pose and background, and receive
further comments.  These meetings
are normally announced in the
Federal Register.  Comments are
factored into the final rule, which,
like the proposed rule, is again
published in the Federal Register.
The NRC issues press releases for
rules that have strong public inter-
est.  In addition, an electronic bul-
letin board is available which pro-
vides the status of all rulemakings
in progress.  The bulletin board can
be accessed by dialing FedWorld
on the Internet (1-800-303-9672).

NRC has also introduced a pilot
program called RuleNet, which
 allows the public to obtain infor-
mation from NRC, offer views and
comments, and interact with other

participants over the Internet even
before a proposed rule is drafted.

Policy statements, Commission
guidance, and generic communica-
tions with licensees that have
significant public interest are
often handled like a rulemak-
ing, offering an opportunity for
public comment.

Licensing
Before a company can propose to
site, construct, or operate a nuclear
power plant or any other nuclear-
related facility or to engage in
the use of radioactive materials, it
must apply to NRC for a license.
The licensing process includes
approval of the initial license,
amendments, license renewals, and
applications for exemptions from
NRC regulations.

As part of the prelicensing process,
the public is notified through the
Federal Register, press releases,

and local advertise-
ments that an appli-
cation has been re-
ceived.  Notices re-
garding opportuni-
ties for hearings or
public comment on
all licensing actions,
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Decommissioning
and License Renewal
When a nuclear power plant
approaches the end of its initial 40-
year operating license period, the
utility that operates it may choose
to decommission the plant and ter-
minate its license.  Other utilities
may decide instead to request an
extension of its license to continue
to produce electricity up to 20
years past its original license un-
der the NRC plant license renewal
rule.  In either case, the public has
an opportunity to participate in
NRC’s decisionmaking process to
either renew a license or decom-
mission a facility.

including amendments to a
facility’s operating license, or li-
cense renewal proceedings, are
published in the Federal Register.
For nuclear power plants, individu-
als who are directly affected by the
proceeding may participate in a
formal hearing.  However, for ma-
terials licenses and fuel cycle fa-
cilities, most hearings are informal.

If local interest is strong, the NRC
may decide to hold public meet-
ings in the vicinity of a proposed
facility.  Notices of local meetings
may be mailed to citizens’ groups
and civic and government leaders
in the community and may be ad-
vertised in local newspapers.
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This process is also used in licens-
ing and decommissioning nuclear
materials facilities, such as those
handling low-level radioactive
waste.  When facilities stop oper-
ating, the owners must initiate de-
commissioning to remove or re-
duce radioactive contamination
that might have occurred at the site
during operation.  The NRC has
developed a list of sites in the
United States that warrant special
oversight because of unique de-
commissioning issues.  This list is
included in a document called the
Site Decommissioning Manage-
ment Plan (SDMP).

The public may become involved
in the decommissioning process for
these sites during the development
of an Environmental Assessment
(EA) or an Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS).  These terms are
described in more detail below.  The
NRC also provides opportunities
for public involvement through
roundtable meetings.  They are con-
vened when the NRC believes that
enhanced public involvement will
contribute to the success of the de-
commissioning process.  The NRC
conducts roundtable meetings in the
vicinity of the site to enable the
public to collect information, to
comment on and question the de-

commissioning actions at the site,
and to discuss decommissioning is-
sues among stakeholders. The
round-table format includes repre-
sentatives of Federal and State
agencies, interest groups, and the
community.  Meetings are an-
nounced either in local newspapers
or on local radio stations.

High-Level Waste
The projected licensing of a high-
level waste (HLW) repository is a
first-time endeavor for NRC, and
one in which public participation
started well before an actual license
application.  All meetings regard-
ing the HLW program are open to
the public and noticed in the Fed-
eral Register.  On a biweekly ba-
sis, NRC mails a schedule of meet-
ings to more than 300 interested
parties.  Copies of documents are
also mailed directly to those who
have made their interest known.
These include quality assurance
audits by the Department of En-
ergy, documentation of site visits,
workshop information, technical
positions, contractor reports, and
safety evaluations.  Up-to-date in-
formation on future meetings and
other important activities regard-
ing the HLW program can be ob-
tained by calling 301-415-6632.
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Nuclear power plants can store
spent nuclear fuel in independent
spent fuel storage installations
(ISFSIs) on the premises of
the plant when they obtain a gen-
eral license from the NRC.  Appli-
cations for this type of license
would be handled the same as other
licensing actions--with full notice
and participation by the affected
community.

Environmental Impacts
When the NRC reviews a proposal
to build a major new facility or
considers any other action that
might have a significant impact on
the environment, an Environmen-
tal Impact Statement (EIS) must be
developed by the NRC staff.  The
concept of an EIS originated in the
National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA), which requires Federal
evaluation of a proposed facility’s
impact on the environment.  This
is a detailed, scientific study
describing the environmental
effects of the proposed action
or facility.  For example, the
EIS includes information on
the physical characteristics of
the area--geology, water, and
air--the ability of transporta-
tion systems to support the
facility, and local popula-
tion information.

An Environmental Assessment
(EA) is usually prepared and pub-
lished in the Federal Register as a
precursor to an EIS.  An EA is a
brief discussion of the need for the
proposed action, along with a list
of the agencies and experts con-
sulted.  If the EA indicates the pro-
posed action or facility will not
have a significant effect on the en-
vironment, no EIS is required.

Scoping meetings provide a fo-
rum for members of the public to
express their opinion and provide
information in preparation for
environmental evaluations.
These meetings are often held
to help NRC identify issues to

be addressed in an
EIS and typi-

cally involve
State and lo-
cal agencies,
Indian tribes,
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take other appropriate enforcement
action to resolve a problem identi-
fied by a 2.206 petition.

Once a petition is accepted for re-
view, and throughout the petition
process, the petitioner is informed
of progress, given copies of all rel-
evant correspondence, and may be
offered an informal public hearing,
if appropriate.  An informal public
hearing is offered when the peti-
tion presents new information that
raises a significant safety issue or
alleges a violation of NRC require-
ments involving a significant
safety issue for which new infor-
mation or a new approach is pro-
vided.  The NRC publishes a no-
tice in the Federal Register when
it receives a 2.206 petition and
again 30 days in advance of an in-
formal public hearing.

An electronic bulletin board pro-
vides the status of all pending
petitions and is available by dial-
ing FedWorld on the Internet
(1-800-303-9672).  More detailed
information on this process is
contained in a pamphlet entitled
“Public Petition Process,”
NUREG/BR-0200, which is avail-
able from the Government Print-
ing Office and NRC’s Office of
Public Affairs.

or other interested people who
request participation.

For example, while the NRC was
developing its decommissioning
rule, the agency conducted four
scoping meetings around the coun-
try to gather public comments re-
garding the EIS and the clean-up
criteria for the decontamination
and decommissioning of NRC-
licensed facilities.

Petitions
Any member of the public may
raise potential health and safety
issues in a petition to the NRC to
take specific enforcement action
regarding a licensed, operating fa-
cility.  This provision is contained
in Subpart B, Section 2.206 of the
NRC’s regulations and is often re-
ferred to as a “2.206 petition.”  In
general, the petition is submitted
in writing to the Executive Direc-
tor for Operations and includes
specific facts supporting the re-
quest for the NRC to take enforce-
ment action.  Unsupported asser-
tions of safety problems or general
opposition to nuclear power are
not considered sufficient grounds
for action.  If warranted, the NRC
could take action to modify, sus-
pend, or revoke a license, or could
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Reporting Safety
Concerns
Often workers at nuclear power
plants or members of the public
raise concerns that safety rules are
not being followed at the facilities
where they work or near where
they live.  The NRC has estab-
lished a formal process for review-
ing and resolving these concerns.

The NRC encourages workers in
the nuclear industry to take their
concerns directly to their employer
because he or she has the primary
responsibility for maintaining safe
operations.  However, should em-
ployees not be satisfied by com-
pany response or choose to bring
safety concerns directly to the
NRC, they may do so by calling
NRC’s toll-free safety hotline,

1-800-695-7403.  Any member of
the public may voice safety con-
cerns in this same manner.  Addi-
tional information on reporting
safety concerns will become avail-
able in a separate booklet entitled
“Reporting Safety Concerns to
NRC” from NRC’s Office of
Public Affairs.

Enforcement
The NRC’s enforcement program
seeks to protect public health and
safety by ensuring that licensees
comply with regulations and
license conditions.  Enforcement
actions might take the form of no-
tices of violations, civil penalties,
or orders to modify, suspend, or
revoke licenses.  Enforcement
conferences are often held with a
licensee, a vendor, or other person
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before the NRC makes its final
decision on a significant enforce-
ment action.  Under a pilot pro-
gram, the public can observe one
out of every four enforcement con-
ferences.  The NRC issues press
releases announcing all open en-
forcement conferences, as it does
with public meetings (see the fol-
lowing section, “Public Meet-
ings”). In addition, summaries of
all enforcement conferences, NRC
actions, and licensee responses are
available in the NRC’s Public
Document Rooms.

Public Meetings
The public can keep abreast of
NRC’s regulatory activities

through a variety of open meetings
dealing with significant safety is-
sues.  These include most techni-
cal meetings with licensees and
meetings with trade organizations
and public interest groups.  Often,
the NRC staff meets with licens-
ees to discuss their safety perfor-
mance.  These meetings are open
for public observation.

In some cases, meetings are held
in the community near a nuclear
power plant or other facility to
make it easier for the public to par-
ticipate.  If a community expresses
concern over licensing or other ac-
tions involving a facility nearby,
the NRC may hold public meetings
near the site to explain the NRC’s
role as it relates to the licensee’s

planned activities and
to answer questions
posed by local citizens.
Public meetings may
also be held when a lic-
ensee submits a plan
to decommission a fa-
cility.  Other open
meetings may be held
at one of the NRC
regional offices or
at NRC Headquar-
ters in Rockville,
Maryland.
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The types of meetings that are not
usually open to the public include
discussions of classified, propri-
etary, or safeguards information;
ongoing investigations; privacy in-
formation; inspector meetings with
licensee management and technical
staff on site; or meetings that could
pose a significant administrative
burden and interfere with NRC’s
primary safety responsibilities.

The agency’s policy regarding
open meetings is described in more
detail in NRC’s Management Di-
rective 3.5, “Public Attendance at
Certain Meetings Involving the
NRC Staff” (available from the
Government Printing Office)

Two separate listings of open NRC
meetings are available to the pub-
lic.  Weekly lists of staff meetings
are posted in public document
rooms in Washington, D.C., and
near nuclear plants.

For staff meetings, a listing is
available at least 10 calendar days
in advance of the date of the meet-
ing.  Notices for Commission and
Advisory Committee meetings are
published in the Federal Register.
Listings are available by telephone
as follows:

Staff Meetings:  1-800-952-9674
Commission Meetings:

1-301-415-1292
Advisory Committee Meetings:

1-301-415-5024

Schedules of these meetings are
also available on the Public Docu-
ment Room electronic bulletin
board on FedWorld and some are
available via Internet electronic
mail (alb@nrc.gov)  Persons inter-
ested in the activities of a particu-
lar committee may call or write the
NRC Advisory Committee Man-
agement Officer, Office of the Sec-
retary, Washington, D.C. 20555-
0001; telephone 301-415-1968.

In addition to these mechanisms,
the NRC announces major meet-
ings in press releases issued to the
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news media and mailed to more
than 1,000 addressees.  Notices are
posted in the Public Document
Room and sometimes through ad-
vertisements placed in local news-
papers several days in advance of
a meeting.

Freedom of Information
Acts Requests
The NRC releases information to
the public related to its health and
safety mission by placing docu-
ments in its public document
rooms.  However, under the Free-
dom of Information Act (FOIA),
members of the public may request
copies of other NRC documents
and, unless these records fall under
specific Federal exemptions, the
NRC will provide access to them
within 20 working days after the
request is received.  Under certain
circumstances, fees are charged to
cover the cost of locating and copy-
ing the requested material.

Freedom of information in-
quiries may be addressed to:
Chief, Freedom of Information/
Local Public Document Room
Branch, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, Washington, D.C.
20555-0001.

General
Correspondence
At any time, of course, a member
of the public can request informa-
tion in writing or identify concerns
about nuclear facilities through
regular correspondence.  Routine
correspondence between NRC and
its licensees is made available in
the Public Document Room.  Gen-
eral correspondence should be ad-
dressed to the Office of the Secre-
tary, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, Washington, D.C.
20555-0001.

For Additional
Information
For more information on public
involvement, contact the NRC Of-
fice of Public Affairs by telephone
at 301-415-8200, or via Internet at
OPA@NRC.GOV

For more detailed descriptions of
how to obtain information from the
NRC, you can order a copy of the
Citizen’s Guide to NRC Informa-
tion, NUREG/BR-0010, Revision
2, by writing the Government
Printing Office, P.O. Box 37082,
Washington, DC, 20013-7082, or
calling 202-512-2249.
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