
1Office of Nuclear Reactor Regulation, Regulatory Information Conference, Office of Nuclear Regulatory Research,
Global Nuclear Energy Partnership, construction and operation license, and Nuclear Energy Institute are referenced
frequently.  The abbreviations NRR, RIC, RES, GNEP, COL, and NEI will be used.
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SUBJECT: The 19th Annual U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) Regulatory
Information Conference (AI No. 20.06002.01.011.053)

DATE/PLACE: March 13–15, 2007, Rockville, Maryland

AUTHOR: David Turner, Patrick LaPlante, and Debashis Basu, Center for Nuclear
Waste Regulatory Analyses (CNWRA), San Antonio, Texas

PERSONS PRESENT:

David Turner, Patrick LaPlante, and Debashis Basu, CNWRA, and about 2,600
registered attendees.

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF TRIP:

Starting in 1987, the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) Office of Nuclear Reactor
Regulation (NRR)1 has sponsored an annual Regulatory Information Conference (RIC) to
provide an opportunity for the NRC staff and management, commercial nuclear reactor
licensees, suppliers of nuclear services, and stakeholders to meet and communicate
developments in the safe regulation of the nuclear energy industry.  Beginning with the 17th RIC
in 2005, the Office of Nuclear Regulatory Research (RES) expanded its involvement in hosting
the conference and using it as an opportunity to present NRC-sponsored research projects that
were of interest to the nuclear community.  In 2007, the 19th RIC was jointly sponsored by NRR
and RES.  Sessions in RIC also cover activities of the Office of Nuclear Material Safety and
Safeguards (NMSS) involving transportation, storage, and potential disposal of spent fuel from
commercial power reactors.

Traditionally, the members of the Commission have used RIC as an opportunity to outline their
views on issues important to implementing the NRC mission to protect public health and safety
and the environment.  At this year’s RIC, Chairman Klein and Commissioners McGaffigan,
Merrifield, Jaczko, and Lyons made plenary presentations to discuss their visions for the future
role of NRC and the challenges that lie ahead.

There are typically also a number of breakout sessions designed to address specific topics of
interest to the NRC-regulated utilities and other stakeholders.  As discussed previously, the
most widely attended sessions were those related to new reactor licensing (several sessions 
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had to be moved to the grand ballroom for additional seating).  Among other topics, the 19th RIC
included sessions on
 
• Progress for the potential geologic repository at Yucca Mountain, including

transportation of spent nuclear fuel

• Probabilistic risk assessment methods

• Nuclear sector challenges, including workforce and knowledge management

• Environmental reviews

• International programs such as the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP)

• Generic Safety Issue (GSI)–191 on pressurized water reactor sump performance

• Risk-informed regulation activities

Poster sessions also were organized to present overviews of the NRC regulatory process and 
research sponsored by RES.

The 19th RIC had a total registered attendance of about 2,600, significantly higher than last
year, reflecting the anticipated “Nuclear Renaissance” that has resulted from the Energy Policy
Act of 2005 and concerns about global warming.  This year, the RIC conference was conducted
as a paperless conference.  The final agenda for the conference, as well as all presentation and
poster materials, are available at the NRC RIC website:
<http://www.nrc.gov/public-involve/conference-symposia/ric/>.

SUMMARY OF PERTINENT POINTS/ISSUES:

The subtitle of RIC was “Regulating in the Nuclear Renaissance,” and much of the conference
focused on the renewed interest in expanding nuclear energy generating capacity.  In the five
plenary presentations made by the members of the Commission, there were five common
themes:

• All of the members of the Commission recognized the contributions of Commissioners
McGaffigan and Merrifield.  Both are completing their terms this year and will leave the
Commission later this spring.

• Driven by the Energy Policy Act of 2005, a large number of construction and operation
license (COL) applications are anticipated in the next few years.  For example, as of
March 2007, Commissioner Merrifield indicated that NRC had received 23 letters of
intent from nuclear power generators identifying 32 potential new nuclear power plants. 
Responding to a question from the audience, Chairman Klein estimated that three to four
COL applications are anticipated before the end of 2007, with eight or nine applications
to be submitted in 2008.  Commissioner McGaffigan referred to this pending work as the
bow wave of new applications. 
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• To prepare for and schedule this increased work, the Commissioners and industry
emphasized the need for uniformity and high quality in the license applications.  The
NRC planning is focused on a design-centered approach.  This approach relies on
detailed review of risk-significant technical issues related to a specific reactor design
resulting in a review that can be universally applied to all COL applications for that
reactor design.  Site-specific issues will need to be addressed separately for each site. 
As described by the Commission members and NRC management, implementing this
licensing approach will require the NRC staff to

— Complete the rulemaking and guidance development necessary to support the
license review process.

— Apply acceptance reviews more stringently to screen out inadequate COL
applications and minimize the need for requests for additional information.

— Conduct a high quality environmental review to ensure that the environmental
impact assessment process meets statutory requirements.

At the same time, the license applicants will need to

— Provide high-quality COL applications that use uniform standard analyses.  This
would allow staff to undertake a single review for certain technical areas that can
then be applied across applications.

• To review these applications, NRC will continue to require increased staff at the same
time it is facing a large number of anticipated retirements.  During fiscal year 2006, NRC
increased staff by a net 200.  Similar staffing efforts are necessary for fiscal year 2008. 
Chairman Klein and Commissioner Lyons both noted that the university pipeline has
decreased during the last decade, and NRC will be competing with a nuclear industry
that is staffing up at the same time.  Chairman Klein also discussed the need to address
workforce requirements in both industry and NRC by encouraging students to pursue
science and engineering at earlier stages of education.  For NRC to handle this
increased work load, knowledge management for retiring NRC staff, training of new NRC
staff, and finding adequate contractor support will be key issues to be addressed in the
near future.  Commissioner McGaffigan noted that the new hiring surge at NRC will
reduce overall staff experience at just the moment that a perfect storm of licensing
reviews for new reactors, uranium recovery and fuel cycle operations, and Yucca
Mountain hits the agency.  Although he expressed high confidence in the NRC staff, this
lower level of experience may affect regulatory efficiency in the short term while
knowledge management and training are implemented. 

• Public confidence and regulatory openness was the main focus of the presentation by
Commissioner Jaczko.  A need for NRC to maintain and enhance transparency in its
decisionmaking process was noted.  He emphasized a customer focus approach to
licensing and encouraged the staff to recognize that members of the public and
stakeholders were the real customers, not just NRC licensees.  

These themes were echoed throughout RIC in presentations by NRC management, utility
owners and operators, and industry representatives.
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SUMMARY OF ACTIVITIES:

The following are key points of interest from the 19th RIC.

• Chairman Klein confirmed confidence in geologic disposal for spent nuclear fuel.  He did
not see delays at Yucca Mountain as a barrier to developing new nuclear power plants.

• Chairman Klein discussed the challenges associated with identifying and training the
next generation of management for both the NRC and nuclear industry.  He suggested
the possibility of an approach similar to the flag officer training implemented by the
U.S. Navy.  He also urged industry and government cooperation in developing training
programs to ensure that corporate knowledge is maintained and accessible.  In
response to a question from the audience, he identified use of alternatives to the
national laboratories as a way of handling the increased work load.

• The Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI) described industry working groups assembled for
each of the reactor designs that are currently being considered for the COL applications. 
Site-specific aspects will be needed to tailor the COL application for a given site, but the
presenters generally seemed confident that 75 percent or more of the application could
be standardized for each design.  After the initial COL application review, NEI indicated
that the time to market can be reduced to 78 months.  

• The Office of New Reactors is close to completing guidance (revised NUREG–0800)
for new reactor licensing reviews.  NRR has recently reorganized to prepare for the
anticipated increase in new COL applications.  This includes establishing a New Reactor
Relicensing Division.

• Both Chairman Klein and Commissioner Merrifield stressed the importance of active
cooperation and participation in international initiatives such as GNEP and the
Multinational Design Evaluation Programme.

• The breakout session on Yucca Mountain was well attended.  The session was chaired
by Lawrence Kokajko (NRC).  Steven Kraft (NEI) stressed that the project must move
forward.  He noted the June 2008 license application as a sign of progress and identified
the Transport, Aging, and Disposal concept as a high priority.  He also discussed
coordinating research in fuel recycling with the Yucca Mountain project to ensure that
used fuel issues do not interfere with disposal.  Martin Malsch, representing the position
of the State of Nevada, gave a presentation entitled Last Gasp at Yucca:  Nevada’s
Perspective on Yucca Mountain Developments, noting issues with the potential Yucca
Mountain repository.  The NRC role, responsibilities, and the current agency activities for
licensing a potential geologic repository were presented by Jack Davis (NRC).  Ward
Sproat [U.S. Department of Energy (DOE)] presented the best achievable schedule for
Yucca Mountain, based on a June 2008 license application, although DOE is working
to have the application ready 2–3 months sooner.  He also discussed recent
DOE-proposed legislation to prepare to license, construct, and operate a repository
at Yucca Mountain. 

• The breakout session on Spent Fuel Storage and Transportation, chaired by Bill
Ruhland (NRC), was well attended.  Chris Kouts (DOE) indicated that DOE is reviewing
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Transport, Aging, and Disposal proof-of-concept designs from vendors and plans to
pursue NRC certifications.  First fabrication is anticipated for the 2011 timeframe.  Steve
Kraft (NEI) discussed the importance of DOE adherence to the approved design
specifications.  Bob Halstead presented the State of Nevada’s perspective on
transportation, describing the difficulties associated with constructing the Nevada rail
line, regardless of whether the Mina or Caliente corridors is ultimately selected.  He also
noted that the October 2007 draft environmental impact statement for the Nevada rail
corridor alignments will be the first opportunity to look at the DOE transportation plans. 
Maureen Conley, a freelance writer for Platts, described a reporter’s perspective on how
well NRC is doing in implementing its strategic plan.  In general, she found NRC efforts
favorable.  For example, she pointed to ADAMS as an agency success.  She noted,
however, some mixed results with regard to regulatory efficiency. 

• A session on probabilistic risk assessment methods, models, and tools, chaired by
John Monninger (NRC/RES), considered a variety of views on needs for enhancing
existing modeling capabilities.  One presentation noted that probabilistic risk
assessment has evolved over the past few decades from a single one-time study to a
significant part of operational decisionmaking.  Other presentations addressed the
need for improved models (human reliability analysis, in particular), better
standardization, enhanced model integration and transparency, agreement on
acceptable models and methods, and models that reflect new reactor designs to
support future license applications. 

• Lessons learned regarding groundwater contamination at operating reactors was the
topic of a session chaired by Stuart Richards (NRC/NRR).  This session included a case
study involving tritium releases from a faulty subsurface discharge line at an operating
power facility.  While the estimated risk to the public in that case was low, the presence
of the contaminants in the groundwater, the migration of contaminants to nearby
properties, and the operator’s failure to promptly notify the public were noted as factors
that contributed to elevating public and state concerns.  Both NRC and industry
representatives presented the status of ongoing efforts to address the broader issue of
locating subsurface leaks and taking appropriate actions. 

• NRC/RES sponsored a session on environmental models for dose assessment.  Chaired
by Sher Bahadur (NRC/RES), the session provided an overview of available dose
assessment models and software.  Presentations also summarized recent
NRC-sponsored work on uncertainty assessment and parameter estimation methods
and ongoing NRC-sponsored lab and field research on the transfer of radionuclides from
soil to plants.  Recent developments in software were mentioned, including ongoing
efforts to link the Groundwater Modeling System (groundwater transport modeling)
software to FRAMES (modeling framework) and the completion of coding and ongoing
validation efforts for GENII, Version 2.0 (pathway dose modeling).        

• In a session sponsored by NRC/RES on computational fluid dynamics and thermal
hydraulic analysis of reactor components, Ghani Zigh (NRC/RES) presented an analysis
of dry cask storage.  Issues discussed included turbulence modeling and boundary
conditions treatment.  A presentation on the NRC-sponsored, university-based thermal
hydraulics research program was also made.  The session also discussed the need to
validate advanced numerical models for use in reactor licensing.  
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• NRC/RES sponsored a session on thermal hydraulics codes such as TRACE and
SNAP.  Several presentations were made by researchers and scientists from NRC/RES
who had developed the codes.  There were panel discussions about providing the
training to users of these codes from NRC/RES and NRR.

• NRC/RES and NRR sponsored a session on Advanced Reactors and NUREG–1368
applicability to GNEP.  There were several presentations on GNEP, Fuel Cycle Analysis,
and development of a joint strategy by DOE and NRC to license the new reactors.  The
presentations stressed the need to conduct more modeling and validation exercises and
also develop a performance-based, risk-informed approach to license the reactors. 
Overall, it was a very well-attended session, and attendees included people from
NRC/RES, NRR, NMSS, and DOE.

• NRR sponsored a session on environmental reviews.  There were representatives from
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, industry, and the Virginia State Historic
Preservation Office.  The session was mostly informational, with overviews of the
National Environmental Policy Act process and the National Historic Preservation Act
Section 106 review process.  All of the participants stressed the need for early
interactions and consultation with affected state, local, and tribal agencies, as well as an
open process for the participation of stakeholders.

• The breakout sessions for the NRC regions focused on a number of broad issues,
mostly related to inspection and licensing.  The NRC staff presented recent initiatives
and solicited feedback from the licensees.  Topics of extensive discussion were
developing the next generation workforce and exploring ways to preserve the experience
of current staff.  There was a free exchange of information during the breakout sessions,
and the NRC staff were genuinely interested in fostering improved communications and
receiving feedback from the licensees.

PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED:

None.

PENDING ACTIONS:

None.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

RIC is an annual meeting hosted by NRC, NRR, and RES.  This conference offers an
excellent opportunity for the CNWRA staff to learn about reactor regulation and potential
programmatic developments that may affect CNWRA activities both within and outside of the
repository program.  
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