
 

 

January 7, 2015 
 

Nathan T. Sanfilippo 
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
Washington, DC 20555-0001 
 
Dear Mr. Sanfilippo: 
 
I reviewed the summary (ADAMS package ML14328A157) of the November 19, 2014, 
public meeting conducted by the NRC on substantive cross-cutting issues (SCCIs) within 
the Reactor Oversight Process (ROP). 
 
I participated in the workshop conducted by the NRC from September 28 through October 
1, 1998, that was the genesis of the ROP adopted by the agency in April 2000. I consider 
the ROP to be one of the two best programs implemented by the NRC over the past three 
decades (the other being the Maintenance Rule). An effective ROP is the public’s best 
protection against safety margins being undermined by aging, ineffective management, and 
other causes.  
 
A March 1996 cover story in TIME magazine and a May 1997 report by the General 
Accounting Office chronicling problems at the Millstone, Salem, and Cooper nuclear 
plants served as the catalyst for the ROP’s development. The SCCIs had the admirable 
intention of functioning as leading indicators of programmatic weaknesses so they could 
be corrected before the adverse trends could grow towards epidemic proportions.  
 
As the summary for the November 19 meeting noted, “the staff cannot say definitively that 
the SCCI process is either effective or ineffective” and “The resource cost for implementing 
the SCCI process is significant without an apparent commensurate increase in the safety 
benefit.” These statements came from an SCCI working group assembled by the NRC that 
met on July 22, 2014, to address this problem statement: 
 

[R]egulatory actions and outcomes from identifying and monitoring SCCIs do not 
achieve gains in protecting public health and safety that are commensurate with 
the resources expended. 

 
During the November 19 public meeting, the NRC staff proposed revisions to the SCCI 
process. The proposed changes would clearly seem to lessen the significant resource cost 
associated with the SCCI process, but it is not apparent they could yield a positive safety 
benefit, even a miniscule one.   
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Given a choice between wasting significant resources and wasting fewer resources, the 
latter is the preferable choice. But these should not be the only choices considered. A better 
choice involves transforming wasted resources into productively applied resources.  
 
A straw man for productively applying resources is implied by the NRC’s summary of the 
November 19 meeting. It stated that reactors “moved right in the Action Matrix 86 times 
without identification of an SCCI.” The ROP assesses performance quarterly. From the 
ROP’s inception in April 2000 through year-end 2014, there have been 59 quarters. Thus, 
the SCCI process missed an average of 1.45 discernible reactor performance declines per 
quarter during its first decade and a half. The SCCIs, while well-intentioned, are 
unequivocally failing as leading indicators.  
 
The resources consumed by the SCCI process might find positive, productive outcomes if 
they formally examined the available data each time a reactor moved rightward in the 
Action Matrix. Such examinations could conclude that the ROP functioned as intended in 
flagging a problem at its earliest opportunity. If so, the examinations would provide value 
in validating the effectiveness of the ROP. 
 
At times, the examinations might—with benefit of hindsight—reveal that performance 
indicators and/or NRC inspections had identified the factors contributing to the rightward 
movement but had underestimated their significance. If so, the revelations could trigger 
revisions to the ROP to lessen chances of recurrence. 
 
At times, the examinations might—again with the benefit of hindsight—reveal that NRC 
inspections had probed the area containing the causal factors but missed identifying them. 
If so, the revelations could trigger revisions to NRC inspections procedures to lessen 
chances that similar opportunities will be missed in the future. 
 
Further justification for terminating the SCCIs and reallocating the associated resources to 
potentially productive areas can be found in the entirely different situations that existed at 
the ROP’s inception in April 2000 and existing today. The largest contextual change is in 
the safety culture area. The nuclear industry and the NRC approach safety culture issues 
vastly differently now. Back then, safety culture was pursued non-uniformly within the 
industry and informally by the NRC. Considerable effort on the part of the industry and 
NRC over many years has significantly matured how safety culture is now being handled. 
That maturation lessens the need for the leading indicators that SCCIs sought to provide. In 
other words, the SCCIs filled a vacuum that existed when the ROP was conceived, but 
subsequent developments have surpassed their usefulness.  
 
The November 19 public meeting summary offered this reason for retaining the SCCIs: 
 

The SCCI process provides a formal means of communicating an NRC concern 
with a licensee’s performance in a cross-cutting area in a public way through the 
semi-annual assessment letters. While there are several ways that the NRC can 
informally communicate concerns to a licensee, most of those methods are not 
transparent to the public. 
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It is admirable that the NRC staff considered its transparency objective when thinking 
about changes to the SCCI process. Similar consideration might have helped the NRC 
avoid unleashing the ROP’s Mitigating System Performance Indices (MSPIs) on an 
unsuspecting, and undeserving, public. Voodoo math makes more sense to the public than 
the MSPI mumbo-jumbo, but that’s another letter.  
 
Each year, I field hundreds of inquiries from people living near nuclear plants, reporters, 
and staff members for local, state, and federal officials. Many of these inquiries are related 
to reactors moving rightward or leftward in the Action Matrix. Of all these inquiries 
spanning over a decade, I’ve received only one (1) inquiry about SCCIs. A reporter called 
about a reactor informed by the NRC about an SCCI. The ensuing article mentioned 
problems at the reactor and heightened NRC oversight effort, but did not mention SCCIs 
by name, inference, or innuendo. Best I can tell, the SCCI process is non-stick with respect 
to public awareness and interest. SCCIs have no value as a public communications tool 
should be given zero weight in the NRC’s decision-making process about retaining, 
revising, replacing, or discarding SCCIs. 
 
On behalf of the Union of Concerned Scientists, I respectfully request that the NRC staff 
terminate the SCCI process and seriously consider applying its resources to formal 
reflective assessments of times when reactors move rightward across the Action Matrix. 

Sincerely, 

 
David Lochbaum 
Director, Nuclear Safety Project 
Union of Concerned Scientists 
PO Box 15316 
Chattanooga, TN 37415 
423-468-9272, office 
dlochbaum@ucsusa.org 
 
 


