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February 14, 1 0

Ms. Beth Ciulla
7560 Forest Road
Cincinnati, OH 45230

Dear Ms. Ciulla,

I am writing in response to your letter to the Environmental Protection Agency
in Cincinnati regarding the accident at Three Mile Island. It was forwarded

by them to me for reply. I regret that this answer to your letter has been
delayed. The accident and its consequences have created a substantial increase
in the agency's workload, which has prevented me from responding to you as
promptly as I would have liked to.

In your letter, you asked about a hydrogen gas leak. There was no leak, but
some hydrogen did accumulate in the reactor vessel. The hydrogen was formed
as a result of chemical reactions between steam and the cladding on the fuel.

Regarding your guestion about the possibility of the Three Mile Island Plant
blowing up, there was no possibility of a nuclear explosion such as that which
happens in a bomb.

For a few days after the accident, there was some concern that a hydrogen
bubble in the reactor vessel might react explosively with the oxygen thought
to be slowly accumulating in the bubble, There was concern that such a chemi-
cal explosion might break the reactor vessel, breach the containment building,
and allow the escape of large amounts of radioactive materials. However,
after further consultation with experts, NRC concluded that such an explosion
could not occur, because essentially no oxygen would accumulate in the bubble;
therefore, there was no time at which the plant could have blown up.

As for the permanent shutdown of the TMI reactors, the Commission has ordered
that a public hearing be conducted to determine whether the Unit 1 facility
should be operated and, if so, under what conditions restart of Unit 1 would
take place. Prior to start o’ the hearings, the NRC staff will conduct a
review of technical information concerning the restart of Unit 1, As part of
this review, the NRC staff will conduct meetings with the licensee in the
presence of the public, and the public will be given the opportunity to raise
questions and to make statements. ODuring the hearing, the technical issues
which are appropriate to assure the public health and safety will also be
addressed. In addition, the Hearing Board may consider the psychological
impact of future operation on the nearby communities. A copy of the Commission
Order which outlines the issues to be considered is enclosed for your information.
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With regard to Three Mile Island Unit 2, the licensee has not yet sen: to the
NRC a proposal for plant recovery, although the licensee is conducting f .si-
bility studies. It 4s not possible at this time to determine when such pro-
posals for recovery may be submitted or how much time will be needsd for the
required reviews and approvals in connection with Unit 2's recovery. I would
pote, however, that the licensee's authority to operate Unit 2, except for
those actions necessary to keep the reactor shut down, was suspended by Order
of July 20, 1979.

you.

Sincerely,

Harold R. Denton, Director
Office of Nuclear Reactor Regulation

Eicle: Copy of Coumission Order, Docket No. 50-289
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