UNITED STATES
NUCLEAR REGULATORY COMMISSION

WASHINGTON, D.C. 205550001

January 31, 1994

The Honorable Carol Moseley-Braun
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510-1303

Dear Senator Moseley-Braun:

1 am responding to your letter dated December 17, 1993, forwardin~ -

concerns of Mr. Walter Juds regarding the safety of commercial n’ . power
plants in the United States. 1 would like Mr. Juds to be assurea unat the
national debates on NAFTA, universal health care, arnd other issues have not
distracted the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) in any way from its focus
on the safe operation of nuclear facilities. As an independent agency of the
Federal Government, the NRC exercises its responsibilities with a minimum of
interference from other policy issues or political influences.

The NRC continues to maintain close oversight of the operation of nuclear
power plants. Regional offices throughout the country, including one in

Glen Ellyn, I11inois, conduct a vigorous inspection program, and assign
resident inspectors to each plant site. Any deviation from NRC regulations o
from sound safety practice is evaluated and, in some cases, enforcement
actions such as civil penalties ensue.

Operational problems are thoroughly evaluated to identify root causes and
remedy them. The NRC also closely monitors the nuclear industry to identify
trends in operational experience to determine i«icther new issues are emerging
which raise the need for new regulations or reauirements.

The safety record of each plant is evaluated on a regular basis in accordance
with the agency’s systematic assessment of licensee performance process. In
some cases, a plant is identified as needing, and receives, increased
regulatory attention until performance improves. In extreme cases, plants
have been ordered to temporarily cease operation until problems are remedied.
In no case is a nuclear plant in the United States allowed to operate, unless
it meets the regulations of the NRC and operates in conformance with high
safety standards.

Mr. Juds’ letter raises a specific concern regarding the possibility of a
Chernobyl type of accident in the United States. The NRC has taken major
steps to minimize the circumstances that might lead to such an accident.
Although the Three Mile Island (TMI) accident in 1979 damaged the reactor
core, unlike the Chernobyl accident, the TMI accident did not result in a
significant release of radiation to the public. A
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Senator Moseley-Braun -2 -

As a result of TMI, the NRC placed numerous additional requirements on the
design and operation of nuclear plants. One of the most significant actions
taken by the NRC is the requirement for each plant to conduct a comprehensive
design review, called an individual plant examination (IPE), to identify and
remedy vulnerabilities to severe accidents. These improvements reduce the
likelihood of a severe accident and improve the capability of the plants to
cope with one if it were to happen. Moreover, major improvements have been
made in our ability to evacuate the public or take other protective measures
as necessary.

The NRC is dedicated to providing the level of oversight necessary to the safe
operation of nuclear power plants.

Sincerely,

s

James M. Taylor
Executive Director
for Operations
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