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February 22, 1980 SECY-80-81A

COMMISSIONER ACTION
For: The ennnisninnn*=

From: Leonard Bickwit, Jr., General Counsel
Edward J. Hanrahan, Director, OPE

Subject: POLICY STATE!!ENT ON SEQUOYAH

Discussion: In the event the Commission decides to permit
zero-power and/or low-power operation at the
Sequoyah reactor, we think it would be appropriate

,

for the Commission to issue a brief policy statement
which explains th'e relation between that action
and the Commission's licensing pause. Attached is
a draft of such a statement. NRR assisted in its
preparation.
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Edward J. Hanrahan, Director
Office of Policy Evaluation ;
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Attachment: Commissioners' comments should be provided directly l

Draft Statement to the Office of the Secretary at the earliest
practicable date and, in any event, no later than
the morning or afternoon (as appropriate) before the
next meeting on this matter (which may be scheduled

!by SECY on short notice).
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POLICY STATEMENT

,

Af ter the March, 1979 accident at Three Mile Island, Unit 2, the

Commission directed its technical review resources to assuring

the safety of operating reactors rather than the issuance of new

licenses. This redirection of resources was necessary because it

is the reactors that are in operation, as opposed to the reactors

that are merely planned or under construction, that could ;ose

actual risks to public health and safety. Then, once efforts to

assure the safety of operating reactors were well under way, the

Commission turned to the task of identifying and resolving the
i

broad safety issues raised by the accident. The effort by the

Commission necessary to identify and define the changes needed to

improve safety, based on the experience at TMI, has until recently

absorbed a large portion of available staff. Little work could

be accomplished on licensing reviews until this work was done and

staff members were available for other work. Consequently, no

limited work authorizations, construction permits, or operating

licenses have been issued for nuclear pcwer reactors since the

TMI-2 accident.
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The current " pause" in licensing ..as also been dictated by a Com-

mission policy that licensing should not continue until the

assessment of the TMI accident is substantially complete and

comprehensive improvements in both the operation and regulation

of nuclear power plants has been set in motion. This policy has

assured that the staff would not he distracted from or delayed in
1
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imaking a comprehensive assessment of the accident and applying

the results of the assessment to operating plants. The policy

has also reflected the concern that new plants and their associated

risks should not be added until the full implications of the

accident have been addressed.

The NRC staff has developed and issued a number of new require-

ments, many of which are already implemented in operating plants

and verified by NRC, which have provided immediate and substantial

improvement in the safety of operating reactors. The Commission

has reviewed and given preliminary approval to a list of items

that the staff believes are prerequisites to issuance of full

power operating licenses in the near future. The Commission is

still considering what further safety criteria and concepts must

be incoporated into licensing procedures and requirements, and is

in the process of identifying longer terms studies and research

and adjusting schedules and resources.

Until these remaining steps have been completed, the conditions

for ending the licensing pause implicit in the Commission's

original suspension of licensing will not have been met. The

Commission recognizes, however, that it has an obligation under

the Administrative Procedure Act to act on license applications

with reasonable dispatch and that delays in licensing fully

constructed nuclear plants can involve large economic costs to

utilities and, ultimately, consumers of electric power. There is

an opportunity to reduce these costs without compromising the
!
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aims of the licensing pause through issuance of rest.1cted licenses

that will permit newly completed plants to load fuel and perform

zero and low power testing. By allowing these necessary preliminaries

to full power operation, the Commission will help licensees

reduce the time which would otherwise be necessary following

issuance of a full power operating license, should one be issued,

before the plant can begin generating substantial amounts of

electricity. In addition, operation under these conditions would

not preclude subsequent changes in plant designs already determined

to be required before full power operation or additional changes

that may be decided upon.

Licensing of a plant to load fuel and perform zero and low power

testing would not incur significant risk, and yet could ameliorate

the economic effect of a delay in full power licensing. The main

risk associated with operation of power reactors is the possibility

of accidental release of radioactive materials which are formed

by the fission process in the reactor core during power operations

in amounts proportional to the energy generated. Since the

radioactive fission product inventory that would be produced

during low power testing would be very small, the possible radioactive

releases are much smaller than potential releases from a plant

that was operated at full power for a significant period of time.

Also, the probability of a release is much lower. With little

inventory of fission products, the amount of decay heat is small

and the loss of core cooling, which would be the dominant cause
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of accidental release of radioactivity, would be of little or no

consequence.

The additional improvements in safety Snat would be required of

applicants prior to loading fuel would provide additional assurance

that the risk to the public would be small. These requirements

include improvements in the number, training, and qualifications

of the reactor operating staff; augmenting the management and

technical support of the operating staff; better emergency preparedness,

and immediate modification of some selected equipment. Procedural

controls on duties and responsibilities during both normal and

accident situations are to be reassessed and clearly specified.

The management and technical support, organization and staff will
be given much closer scrutiny than in the past to assure they are

adequate. An improved safety audit function and an improved

operating experience evaluation function are to be provided by

the licensees for each new plant.

The emergency preparedness of the plant staff is to be improved

by better organization with more clearly specified functions, and

adequate facilities for the groups designated to perform these

functions. The emergency plans of the utility and State and

I local authorities will be reviewed with FEMA's advice and approved

( by the NRC before loading fuel. In addition drills of the emergency

plans will be conducted and observed by the NRC.
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The possibility of error during the authorized testing is small

and not likely to result in serious consequence. Test procedures

are to be given an additional review by the NSSS vendor to provide

further assurance that operational errors are not committed. The

NRC will have a resident inspector at each plant before fuel is

loaded to audit the testing program. Each plant will have dedicated

telephone lines to the NRC for rapid communication in the event

of any incident. -

!

Accordingly, the Commission expects in the near future to act on

the merits of applications for fuel loading and zero and low

power testing of power reactors for which construction is substantially

completed. Such authorizations will be granted only after the

staff has performed its safety review of fuel loading and low
,

power testing and the Commission itself is satisfied that the

authorization is appropriate. Pursuant to this policy the Commission

has decided to license TVA to load fuel and conduct zero and low

power (less than 5 percent) testing at its Sequoyah plant.

| For the Commission
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| SAMUEL J. CHILK
Secretary of the Commission

February 1980,


