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(For Presentation at the 2000 ANS Annual Meeting:
June 4 - 8, 2000, San Diego, California)

Extending the Term of Non-Power Reactor Licenses

by

Alexander Adams, Jr.
Events Assessment, Generic Communications and

Non-Power Reactors Branch
Office of Nuclear Reactor Regulation
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission

Washington, D.C.  20555-0001
301-415-1127

For both power and non-power nuclear reactors (NPRs), the protection of the public

health and safety is the NRC’s primary mission.  The NRC ensures licensed facilities are

designed, constructed and operated within this objective by conforming to the relevant

underlying regulatory requirements.  Licensees, both power and non-power have sought

amendments to their licenses in order to obtain renewals to their licenses or recapture of

construction time, while maintaining compliance with the underlying regulations.  While the

regulations for NPRs and power reactors are not always the same, the basic principal of

maintaining adequate safety is identical.  This paper describes the ways some NPR licensees

have sought and obtained amendments to their licenses which extended their licensed period. 

These methods of extension are recapture of construction permit time and extension of the

license expiration date.

The regulations in 10 CFR 50.51(a) specify that each license will be issued for a fixed

period of time to be specified in the license.  Some NPR licenses were issued with the fixed

period beginning from the date that the construction permit was issued.  Because of the time

required to construct their facilities, these licensees are not able to operate their reactors for the

full fixed period of time.  One NPR licensee has extended its license expiration date by more
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than three years to recapture time spent during construction activities1.  Two conditions must be

met for a licensee to recapture construction time.  First, the license must be in the original 

construction period rather than a renewal period because when a license is renewed, a new

fixed period of time starts and recapture of construction time is not possible.  Second, the fixed

period of time for the original license must have started with the issuance of the construction

permit.

License renewals for NPRs are normally for a term of 20 years2.  If application is made

for license renewal at least 30 days before the expiration date of the license, the existing

license will not be deemed to have expired until the application has been finally determined

[10 CFR 2.109(a)].  The staff has renewed licenses for NPRs that set the expiration date of the

renewed license in two different ways.  Some licenses specified the expiration date of the

renewed license as 20 years from the date of the expiring license and others specified the

expiration date as 20 years from the date of issuance of the renewal.  Since the time required to

review an application for license renewal can take several years or more, the method used to

determine the expiration date can significantly affect the length of the license.  One NPR

licensee extended its license expiration date more than four years by changing the expiration

date of the renewed license from 20 years from the date of the expiring license to 20 years from

the date of issuance of the license renewal3.  This method of extending the license expiration

date can only be used by licensees that have renewed licenses with the expiration date of the

renewed license as 20 years from the expiration date of the expiring license.

The staff has issued license amendments that changed the expiration date of the

license to recapture construction time or that extends the license expiration date.  The primary 
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safety concern in granting the amendment is the condition of various reactor facility systems

and the ability of these systems to continue to function adequately during the additional time

period.

The NRC staff considers the effects of aging of safety-related components during

review of license renewals2.  Very few components in NPRs are subject to high temperatures or

pressures or high neutron fluence that would result in aging concerns.  Facility technical

specifications contain surveillance requirements to help ensure that facility equipment functions

as described in the safety analysis report and ensure that unacceptable degradation of

equipment is not occurring.  Systems and components that have a safety function are tested for

proper operation on a regular basis.  The NRC inspection program reviews these surveillance 

requirements to ensure that they are being carried out and that the licensee evaluates and

addresses any problems with equipment.

Prior use of reactor components is discussed in Section 16.1 of Reference 2.  Licensees

have described and the NRC reviews material condition of the reactor facility, focusing on

significant components and systems, such as fuel cladding, the reactor safety system, and

engineered safety features.  Items that may have fixed lifetimes and that are replaced on a set

schedule, such as control rods or reflector assemblies, have been discussed and reviewed. 

Licensees have described the tests performed and the results of the testing to ensure proper

operation of important systems and components.  If applicable, damage mechanisms, such as

irradiation aging, corrosion, or stress, were evaluated by licensees and described.  In some

cases, maintenance and upgrades to systems, such as installation of new instrumentation and

control components, has been discussed.  The effect on the environment of extending

operation was discussed in an environmental report.  Actual data from past operation has been 
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used to project the impact of extending operation.  These are examples of some information

that has been acceptable to the NRC staff and is given as guidance only.

The staff determined that 9 of the 36 operating NPRs can qualify to extend their

licenses.  For example, the Armed Forces Radiobiology Research Institute can gain 45 months

by applying for an amendment for extension of their license expiration date.  In all cases, it is

the responsibility of the licensee to provide a safety analysis to justify their request.  The NRC

will review requests from licensees to ensure continued protection of the health and safety of

the public.
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