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Tennessee Valley Authority, 400 West Summit Hill Drive, Knoxville, Tennessee 37902-1401

November 20, 2018

Ms. Christine Schulz, Investigator
U.S. Department of Labor - OSHA
280 Merchants Drive
P. O. Box 2197
Dallas, Georgia 30132
Shulz.christine@dol.gov

Re: Michael McBrearty v. TVA, No. 4-1760-18-153 (DOL-OSHA, filed September 26, 2018)

TENNESSEE VALLEY AUTHORITY’S POSITION STATEMENT

Dear Ms. Schulz:

In Mr. Michael McBrearty’s complaint, he makes a number of allegations of wrongdoing by 
Ms. Erin Henderson (Director of Nuclear Regulatory Affairs), Mr. Joseph Shea (Vice President 
of Regulatory Affairs and Henderson’s supervisor), and the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(“TVA”) in general. He alleges that Henderson retaliated against him and created a chilled work 
environment, that Henderson and Shea improperly closed out his reports of potential safety 
concerns, and that TVA constructively discharged him in violation of the whistleblower 
provisions of Section 211 of the Energy Reorganization Act (“ERA”), 42 U.S.C. § 5851.
(MrBrearty’s September 26, 2018 Complaint, at pp. 1, 3, 10-15 (“McBrearty Compl.”).) While 
McBrearty’s complaint is quite long, it can be fairly summed up by this portion:

McBrearty made numerous separate reports and protests that constitute protected 
activity. These include complaints that TVA was improperly closing out 
Condition Reports without investigating the issues, and was improperly stalling in 
addressing the NRC’s proposed [Non-cited Violations] NCVs. He also 
complained about other systemic problems with TVA’s safety and licensing 
issues that affected TVA’s entire nuclear fleet, not just the two plants at 
Sequoyah.

In response, Ms. Henderson rejected Mr. McBrearty’s efforts to address these 
issues, and instead created a chilled work environment through prematurely 
closing out his Condition Reports before they could even be investigation [sic]. 
She, and Shea, stalled in responding to his proposals to address the NRC’s 
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proposed NCVs. She also falsely accused him of having harassed her (not once
but twice), and falsely accused him of having an affair with someone in her office.

(McBrearty Compl., at p. 13.).

As explained below, McBrearty’s allegations are meritless. TVA in no way retaliated against 
him for protected activity. To the contrary, TVA lawfully placed McBrearty on paid suspension 
pending an investigation into whether he harassed and/or subjected Henderson to a hostile work 
environment. In the course of that investigation, see discussion infra Section I.A., TVA found 
substantial evidence that McBrearty had, in fact, engaged a two-year campaign, individually and 
with others, to retaliate against, harass and/or subject Henderson to a hostile work environment. 
While TVA did not terminate McBrearty, based on the findings of that investigation, TVA would 
have had legitimate and independent bases to do so. In response to McBrearty’s complaint, TVA 
provides the following.

I. Factual History

A. Henderson’s Complaint Against McBrearty and TVA’s Investigation into 
Her Complaint.

On March 9, 2018, Henderson filed a complaint with TVA, alleging that from about April 2016 
to March 2018, McBrearty engaged in a coordinated effort to retaliate against, harass and/or 
subject her to a hostile work environment and to otherwise undermine her professional authority 
(March 9, 2018 Complaint by Henderson, attached as Exhibit A (hereinafter, the “Henderson 
Compl.”)). Henderson provided a long list of specific acts of harassment and/or retaliation on 
specific dates by specific individuals. (Henderson Compl., at pp. 3-8.) In response to her 
complaint, the Office of the General Counsel (“OGC”) for TVA, by Senior Attorney John Slater, 
conducted an internal investigation of McBrearty (August 10, 2018 Report of Investigation by 
John Slater, at p. 38, attached as Exhibit B (hereinafter, the “Slater Report”)).

In the course of Slater’s investigation into McBrearty, Slater interviewed Henderson three times 
as well as sixteen other individuals, including members of Henderson’s staff, members of other 
groups with knowledge of the allegations, and McBrearty. (See Slater Report, at p. 3, for a full 
list of names and titles.) Slater also reviewed emails, text messages, Employee Concerns 
Program (“ECP”) reports and related documents, and a Report of Investigation prepared by 
Human Resources. (Id.)

Please take notice that information in the Slater Report, ECP reports, and other attached 
exhibits, contain confidential personnel files, the public disclosure of which would constitute an 
invasion of personal privacy and which would trigger TVA’s reporting responsibilities under the 
Privacy Act. Furthermore, the Report contains confidential attorney-client information and 
attorney work product, which OGC has redacted on attorney-client privilege/attorney work 
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product grounds. Any privileged information which may be visible should not be considered to 
constitute a waiver of the privilege or work product protection.

About May 2018, OGC provided a working draft of the Report to the management team at TVA 
Nuclear. McBrearty was then placed in a non-work, pay status (“suspended pending 
investigation”) while the investigation was being concluded and a report was being revised and 
finalized. (MrBrearty Complaint, at p. 11.) On August 10, 2018, Slater completed and signed the 
Report. About August 16, 2018, before the TVA Nuclear management team had the opportunity 
to discuss the final Report and to decide the appropriate level of disciplinary actions, McBrearty 
tendered his resignation. (McBrearty Compl., at p. 12.)

Subsections I.B through I.D, infra, provide a chronological factual background from 
McBrearty’s complaint, Henderson’s complaint, and the Slater Report.

B. Roles and Responsibilities of Erin Henderson, Michael McBrearty, and 
Michelle Conner.

About September 2015, TVA promoted Henderson from Site Licensing Manager to Senior 
Manager, Corporate Nuclear Licensing. (Henderson Compl., at p. 1; Slater Report, at 4.) Her 
responsibilities as Senior Manager included “formulating and executing fleet governance and 
oversight strategies and programs to achieve and sustain excellence in all of TVA’s operating 
fleet nuclear regulatory matters, serv[ing] as Nuclear Power’s expert and final authority in 
nuclear regulatory issues, and provid[ing] strategic guidance to senior corporate and site leaders 
on range of nuclear regulatory issues.” (Slater Report, at pp. 1-2.)

About February 2016, Henderson hired Ms. Michelle Conner for the role of Corporate 
Functional Area Manager, Nuclear Licensing (“CFAM”), with the primary responsibility of 
providing corporate governance and oversight of the site regulatory performance improvement 
and governance, providing focused leadership to the site regulatory organizations, and providing 
regulatory leadership to the broader site leadership teams by representing Corporate Regulatory 
Affairs. (Henderson Compl., at p. 2; Slater Report, at p. 23.) At that time, Henderson was 
Conner’s direct manager. Henderson expected Conner to perform her duties with integrity and 
without bias and conflict. (Henderson Compl., at p. 2; Slater Report, at p. 23.)

At all relevant times, McBrearty served as the Manager, Site Licensing at Sequoyah Nuclear 
Plant (“SQN”). (McBrearty Compl., at p. 2.) His primary duties were to ensure that SQN 
complied with rules by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (“NRC”) governing nuclear power 
operations. (Id.) In the performance of his primary duties, McBrearty filed Condition Reports, 
“which are designed to report a condition that needs to be addressed, and to identify its probable 
cause, so that the originator or others can take prompt action to remedy the condition.” (Id.)
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In her role as CFAM, Conner had direct oversight of Browns Ferry Nuclear Plant (“BFN”), 
Sequoyah Nuclear Plant (“SQN”), Watts Bar Nuclear Plant (“WBN”) and her oversight 
responsibilities extended to the managers of those sites, including McBrearty.

C. Investigation and Substantiation of Improper Relationship between
McBrearty and Conner.

About April 2016, Henderson suspected an inappropriate relationship between McBrearty and 
Conner and initiated an investigation into whether they were involved in a personal relationship 
that may compromise Conner’s ability to be unbiased towards McBrearty. (Henderson Compl., 
at p. 2; Slater Report, at p. 23.) If there were grounds that Conner’s oversight role may be 
compromised with respect to McBrearty’s duties at SQN, then an inquiry into their 
extraprofessional relationship was not only fully warranted, but was necessary to ensure 
compliance with the TVA Code of Conduct and other ethical obligations.

On June 17, 2016, TVA Human Resources (“HR”) concluded an initial investigation into 
allegations that McBrearty and Conner “are involved in a personal relationship outside of work 
that may impact the work environment and possibility of impropriety and conflict of interest due 
to her serving in an oversight role with direct responsibility for the site Licensing function.” 
(TVA HR Report, dated June 17, 2016, attached as Exhibit C. (Hereinafter, “HR Report”)) After 
a brief investigation, which only included interviews with Henderson, McBrearty, and Conner,
HR concluded “It is apparent that the parties have a very close personal relationship but it is not 
clear as to whether the personal relationship is inappropriate or creates a conflict of interest. 
However, if the perception is that it interferes, management needs to take appropriate action to 
address the concerns.” (HR Report, at p. 3.)

Had HR interviewed other members of Henderson’s team, HR would have discovered that it was 
“common knowledge that there is a relationship” outside of work between McBrearty and 
Conner. (Slater Report, at p. 24.) Members of McBrearty’s staff have expressed that “there have 
long been rumors of an inappropriate relationship between [McBrearty] and the former licensing 
employee [Conner] who is his friend.” (Id. at p. 25.) 

Furthermore, Conner’s travel records showed that on April 29, 2016, she had without prior 
authorization included McBrearty as an additional driver in a rental agreement with Enterprise 
Rent-A-Car in Clearwater, Florida. (April 29, 2016 Travel Agreement between Enterprise Rent-
A-Car and Conner, attached as Exhibit D (Hereinafter, “Enterprise Rental Agreement)). About 
late April 2016, Conner traveled to Clearwater, Florida on TVA business to attend a training 
course presented by Curtiss-Wright and with administrative leave for a subsequent vacation in 
Florida with her children. (Slater Report, at p. 24.) During the same time Conner was in 
Clearwater, McBrearty “made a big deal that he was going to California to visit his sons.” (Id.)
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However, the Enterprise Rental Agreement proves that McBrearty was not actually in California, 
but rather was spending time with Conner in Clearwater, Florida.

Interviews with different personnel and evidence of McBrearty’s and Conner’s secret rendezvous 
in Clearwater, Florida support the conclusion that McBrearty and Conner were more than just 
close friends. Their relationship far exceeded the mere appearance of a conflict. Henderson’s 
suspicion of an extraprofessional relationship between McBrearty and Conner was substantiated. 
Henderson’s concerns that Conner could not provide impartial oversight over McBrearty’s work 
were valid.

D. McBrearty Retaliates Against Henderson.

Additional interviews conducted by Slater confirmed that McBrearty’s animosity towards 
Henderson stemmed in part from his perception of Henderson’s conflict with Conner. (Slater 
Report, at pp. 24-25.) Henderson received feedback from others that McBrearty was hostile 
towards her because “Mike thought ‘Michelle Conner was done wrong’” and that “Mike 
indicated [Henderson] ruined ‘Michelle Conner’s career and her life.’” (Henderson Compl., at
p. 5.)

As example of McBrearty’s perception of Henderson, McBrearty faults Henderson for initiating 
an investigation into McBrearty’s extraprofessional relationship with Conner in April 2016 and 
having “his gate records pulled” by HR. (Slater Report, at p. 23.) In an interview with one of 
Henderson’s staff, that person informed Slater that the pulling of McBrearty’s “gate records 
pushed [him] over the edge,” even though it was HR that pulled his gate records and not 
Henderson. (Id. at p. 26.) Henderson believes that a combination of having initiated that 
investigation and taking certain actions to address Conner’s work performance gaps motivated 
McBrearty into retaliating and harassing Henderson. (Henderson Compl., at p. 8.) Specifically, 
Henderson wrote: “I believe that Mike McBrearty has intentionally targeted me” because of that 
investigation. (Id.)

In July 2016, following Henderson’s initiation of the investigation into McBrearty’s secret 
relationship with Conner, McBrearty filed an employee concern with the ECP that he was the 
subject of harassment and retaliation for raising safety concerns, that Henderson harassed her 
staff and created a chilled work environment in Corporate Licensing, that Henderson had 
improperly initiated an investigation into his relationship with Conner, among other allegations. 
See NEC-16-00638 Findings into ECP, attached as Exhibit E (“ECP 638”). ECP investigated 
McBrearty’s concerns and found none were substantiated. (Id.) Additionally, ECP found 
reasonable bases for Henderson’s initiation of an investigation into McBrearty’s 
extraprofessional relationship with Conner. (Id. at p. 3.)
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About February 2017, Henderson determined that McBrearty’s hostility towards her would 
continue so she started keeping notes regarding actions taken by him against her. (Henderson 
Compl., at p. 2.) Henderson documented almost two years of specific examples of McBrearty’s 
hostile acts towards her. (Id. at pp. 3-5.)

In April 2017, McBrearty filed a second employee concern, alleging that Henderson was creating 
a chilled work environment. See Employee Concerns Summary NEC-17-00410, attached as 
Exhibit F (“ECP 410”). ECP interviewed members of Henderson’s staff and concluded that 
McBrearty’s allegations were unsubstantiated. (ECP 410, at p. 4.) Moreover, the ECP found that 
McBrearty held animosity towards Henderson because she moved Conner’s position outside of 
Licensing. (Id. at p. 2.) The ECP received testimony from members of Henderson’s staff that 
McBrearty was generally rational, but when it came to Henderson, he would “dig[] in.” (Id. at
p. 3.) He would omit her from group emails and email chains to which she was originally 
included. (Id.) In other words, he was undermining her authority by excluding her from work-
related communications and creating a hostile environment for her. (Id.; Henderson Compl., at 
p. 3).

In July 2017, McBrearty filed a third employee concern, alleging that Henderson retaliated 
against him in a meeting that Henderson held with only her direct reports, when she discussed 
the closure of McBrearty’s second employee concern against her and stated that the second 
concern was unsubstantiated. (Henderson Compl., at p. 3; Executive Summary NEC-17-00683,
attached as Exhibit G (“ECP 683”).) While the ECP found that McBrearty’s perception was 
partially substantiated that Henderson’s discussion at the meeting may have potentially impacted 
his professional reputation, the ECP found no intent by Henderson to retaliate against 
McBrearty. (ECP 683 at p. 3.) Rather, Henderson wanted to ensure that her direct reports 
understood that she did not create an unhealthy Safety Conscious Work Environment (“SCWE”).
(Id. at p. 2.)

Between McBrearty and Conner, there were five investigations within two years on the issue of 
whether Henderson created a chilled work environment in Corporate Licensing. (Slater Report, 
at p. 17.) The results of each of the five investigations concluded that there were “finding[s] of 
no chilled work environment.” (Id.)

In addition to the employee concerns filed by McBrearty against Henderson, all of which found 
that Henderson did not retaliate against him or create a hostile (or even chilled) work 
environment, McBrearty continuously engaged in improper activities to undermine Henderson’s 
authority. (Henderson Compl., at pp. 3-5; Slater Report, at pp. 8-14.) As stated above, McBrearty 
omitted Henderson from email replies and email chains to which she was originally included.
McBrearty deliberately deleted Henderson from emails, forwarded her emails to others without 
her knowledge, and excluded her from time sensitive emails—all with the obvious reason of 
undermining her authority. (Slater Report, at pp. 10-13.)
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Furthermore, McBrearty constantly disparaged Henderson among her subordinates in his text 
and email messages to Henderson’s staff. (Slater Report, at pp. 8-11.) He falsely asserted that her 
direct reports are afraid of her and that she created a chilled work environment. He brought her 
direct reports into the middle of disputes with her in order to undermine her leadership. As Slater 
found, “[o]f even more significance, Mr. McBrearty sought to undermine Ms. Henderson[’s] 
credibility and trust with managers both inside and outside of Corporate Nuclear Licensing.” 
(Slater Report, at p. 14.) All in all, over the course of two years, and in retaliation for having his 
secret relationship with Conner investigated, McBrearty unceasingly harassed Henderson and 
undermined her authority. McBrearty’s harassment of Henderson became so challenging that 
Henderson spoke to Shea, her supervisor, and they agreed to limit her time spent at Sequoyah 
Nuclear Plant in order to avoid unnecessary contact with McBrearty. (Henderson Compl., at p. 
3.)

At the end of Slater’s detailed and thorough investigation, he concluded that “Ms. Henderson’s 
allegation of harassment and retaliation is substantiated, and McBrearty’s conduct and behavior 
violated two Federal statutes, a Federal regulation, and three TVA policies.” (Slater Report, at 
p. 38.)

II. McBrearty’s Allegations Are Factually Misleading.

McBrearty’s two-year campaign of harassment and retaliation against Henderson was the sole 
and legitimate basis for TVA’s placing McBrearty on paid administrative leave pending TVA’s
investigation into Henderson’s complaint against McBrearty. While McBrearty alleges that he 
engaged in many protected activities, only a few qualify as protected activity, none of which 
were the bases for his administrative leave.

As described above, McBrearty’s primary responsibility in his role as Manager for SQN Site 
Licensing is to report safety issues and ensure compliance with NRC regulations. McBrearty 
reported to Mr. Dennis Dimopoulos (2016-2017) and Mr. Al Dodds (since February 2018). 
McBrearty did not directly report to Shea or Henderson. (McBrearty Compl., at pp. 3-4.) 
McBrearty’s allegations that he filed reports on potential safety concerns, that Henderson quickly 
closed them, and that Henderson created a chilled work environment are wholly inaccurate.

First, in filing Condition Reports, McBrearty was executing his primary responsibility, which is 
to identify and report safety issues and ensure compliance with NRC rules. While his filing of 
internal reports may be considered protected activity if certain criteria are met, McBrearty 
creates the false impression that the content of his Condition Reports concerned specific safety 
issues, that his recommendations were fully correct, and that Henderson’s closing of his 
Condition Reports was improper. For example, in his Complaint, McBrearty identifies the 
following Condition Report 1262490 on February 14, 2017: “1. Perform a new Regulatory 
Analysis of any potential additional NRC enforcement actions due to the lack of corrective 
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actions and continued non-compliance,” and “2. Develop and recommend a strategy to address 
the 2015 NCV’s and potential additional enforcement actions, including any needed corrective 
actions and a communication plan to ensure alignment with TVA NPG executives.” (McBrearty 
Compl., at p. 8.) As the plain meaning shows, CR 1262490 did not concern a specific safety issue 
that needed corrective action, rather, McBrearty proposed a strategic plan in response to a
compliance issue that was already known to TVA. Henderson had reason and authority to close 
that Condition Report because it did not involve a specific safety concern. In fact, McBrearty 
used the Condition Report to disagree with a business decision by management rather than 
compliance with regulatory requirements.

Second, McBrearty improperly associates Sequoyah Nuclear Plant with Watts Bar Nuclear Plant, 
when claiming that NRC investigated and had initially determined that TVA created a chilled 
work environment at Watts Bar Nuclear Plant. (McBrearty Compl., at p. 9, including exhibit 1, 
NRC letter to J. Grimes.) McBrearty does not work at Watts Bar; he is the Manager for Site 
Licensing at Sequoyah. These allegations create the false association that because there was a 
finding of chilled work environment in Watts Bar, that McBrearty was subject to a chilled work 
environment in Sequoyah.

Third, McBrearty’s claims that he was subjected to a chilled work environment is utterly 
disingenuous because McBrearty never alleged that he felt unable to report his concerns. In fact, 
the opposite is true: he admitted that he “made numerous separate reports and protests,” which he 
considers protected activity. (McBrearty Compl., at p. 13.) If anything, McBrearty had been 
prolific with filing reports. As Henderson described, McBrearty filed reports and complaints 
against her as a “means of retaliation/intimidation.” (Henderson Compl., at p. 3.) Slater agreed 
with Henderson about the motive for McBrearty’s reports and complaints. (Slater Report, at
pp. 17-18.)

Fourth, McBrearty cannot show that he was subjected to adverse actions by Henderson. 
McBrearty falsely asserts that he is the victim of Henderson’s retaliation based on an unfounded 
HR investigation, when in fact, and as discovered in Slater’s Report, Henderson was ultimately
the victim of McBrearty’s retaliation. McBrearty’s alleges incorrectly that Henderson “falsely 
accused him of having an affair with someone in her office.” Henderson did not accuse him of 
having an affair. As shown above, members of Henderson’s group knew that McBrearty and 
Conner were more than close friends and colleagues. Henderson suspected an extraprofessional 
relationship that would hinder Conner’s ability to provide independent and unbiased oversight 
over McBrearty and that suspicion warranted an investigation. As later demonstrated in Slater’s 
report with interviews of members of Henderson’s staff and the rental agreement with Enterprise 
Rent-A-Car showing McBrearty’s secret rendezvous with Conner, Henderson’s suspicions were 
fully substantiated.
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Fifth, TVA did not force McBrearty to resign as alleged in his Complaint. McBrearty was placed 
on paid administrative leave pending the results of the investigation and discussion with 
McBrearty regarding an appropriate remedy. McBrearty voluntarily resigned before TVA 
completed its investigation and before TVA had made any decision about the appropriate level of 
discipline his misconduct warranted.

III. Assuming McBrearty Engaged in Protected Activity, He Cannot Establish a Prima 
Facie Case.

McBrearty has the burden to establish a prima facie case under the ERA, which requires the 
following four elements: “(1) that he engaged in protected activity; (2) that the employer was 
aware of the protected activity; (3) that the employer took some adverse action against him; and 
(4) that the evidence is sufficient to permit an inference that the protected activity was the likely 
reason for the adverse action.” Macktal v. U.S. Dep’t of Labor, 171 F.3d 323, 327 (5th Cir. 1999)
(citing Couty v. Dole, 886 F.2d 147, 148 (8th Cir. 1989)). If McBrearty makes this showing, the 
burdens shifts to TVA to present clear and convincing evidence that it would have taken the 
same personnel action absent protected conduct. See Trimmer v. U.S. Dep’t of Labor, 174 F.3d 
1098, 1101 (10th Cir. 1999) (citing 42 U.S.C. § 5851(b)(3)(B)).

Assuming arguendo that McBrearty was constructively discharged, McBrearty’s alleged 
protected activity did not contribute to his constructive discharge or any other alleged adverse 
action. To prove contributing factor, McBrearty has the burden to establish causation. More 
specifically, he has the burden to establish his protected activity contributed to the unfavorable 
actions asserted in his Complaint. Benson v. N. Ala. Radiopharmacy, Inc., ARB Case 
No. 08-037, 2010 WL 1776977, at *3 (Apr. 9, 2010). McBrearty offers no evidence of causation 
except temporal proximity. (McBrearty Compl., at pp. 14-15.) Temporal proximity by itself, 
however, is insufficient to make a prima facie case. Bartlik v. U.S. Dep’t of Labor, 73 F.3d 100, 
103 (6th Cir. 1996). That is particularly true here where McBrearty’s primary responsibility was 
to identify and report safety issues at SQN, which by nature is considered protected activity. The 
Sixth Circuit explained why temporal proximity by itself is insufficient to establish a prima facie
case where an employee’s primary job is to identify safety issues:

Holding temporal proximity by itself to be sufficient to make a prima facie case 
on these facts is not justified. Essentially, anyone hired to identify safety problems 
who does his job and does identify problems, whose contract is not renewed 
would make a prima facie case of discriminatory retaliation. . . . [T]he making of 
a prima facie case must not be onerous, but we nonetheless think it must be 
something more than temporal proximity under circumstances such as those that 
exist in this case.
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Bartlik, 73 F.3d at 103, n.7 (emphasis in original). Without more, temporal proximity is 
insufficient to establish causation. McBrearty has not provided anything more than temporal 
proximity to support the necessary element for causation.

IV. Even if McBrearty Could Establish a Prima Facie Case, His Complaint Still Fails
Because TVA Would Have Placed Him in Administrative Leave Absent 
McBrearty’s Protected Conduct. 

As discussed above, TVA had legitimate and nondiscriminatory reasons for conducting an 
investigation into McBrearty’s extraprofessional relationship with Conner and placing him on 
administrative leave pending investigation into Henderson’s Complaint against him. But 
assuming arguendo that McBrearty was constructively discharged and that he can establish a
prima facie case, his Complaint still fails because TVA would have taken the same personnel 
actions absent McBrearty’s alleged protected activities. See Trimmer, 174 F.3d at 1101-102
(describing standard).

As shown above, McBrearty engaged in a two-year campaign to retaliate against, harass, and 
subject Henderson to a hostile environment, undermine her authority, and involve others in his 
disputes with Henderson. His two-year course of improper conduct is more than enough as 
grounds for paid administrative leave pending an appropriate disciplinary action. McBrearty’s 
alleged protected activity did not give him “carte blanche to ignore the usual obligations 
involved in an employer-employee relationship.” Lopez v. W. Texas Utils., No. 86-ERA-25,
1988 WL 524363, at *4-5 (ARB July 26, 1988). See also Makam v. Pub. Serv. Elec. & Gas Co.,
ARB No. 99-045, ALJ No. 1998-ERA-22, 2001 WL 111607, at *4 (ARB Jan. 30, 2001) (holding 
that whistleblower protections are not “intended to be used by employees to shield themselves 
from termination actions for non-discriminatory reasons”); Kahn v. U.S. Sec’y of Labor, 64 F.3d 
271, 279 (7th Cir. 1995) (“We have consistently held that an employee’s insubordination toward 
supervisors and coworkers, even when engaged in protected activity, is justification for 
termination.”).

V. McBrearty’s Complaint Should Be Dismissed.

McBrearty’s Complaint should be dismissed under either 42 U.S.C. § 5851(b)(3)(A) or 
42 U.S.C. § 5851(b)(3)(B). Sections 5815(b)(3)(A) and 5815(b)(3)(B) of the Energy 
Reorganization Act provides:

(3)(A) The Secretary shall dismiss a complaint filed under paragraph (1), and 
shall not conduct the investigation required under paragraph (2), unless the 
complainant has made a prima facie showing that any behavior described in 
subparagraphs (A) through (F) of subsection (a)(1) of this section was a 
contributing factor in the unfavorable personnel action alleged in the complaint.
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(B) Notwithstanding a finding by the Secretary that the complainant has made the 
showing required by subparagraph (A), no investigation required under paragraph 
(2) shall be conducted if the employer demonstrates, by clear and convincing 
evidence, that it would have taken the same unfavorable personnel action in the 
absence of such behavior.

42 U.S.C. §§ 5851(b)(3)(A) and (3)(B).

McBrearty’s Complaint consists of a narrative of his primary responsibilities combined with 
mischaracterizations of what actually occurred. He fails to establish a prima facie case that there 
is a reasonable inference based on temporal proximity that any alleged protected activity 
contributed to any alleged adverse action. Accordingly, his Complaint should be dismissed under
42 U.S.C. § 5851(b)(3)(A) for failure to establish a prima facie case.

Alternatively, based on Slater’s detailed and thorough report, TVA has established by clear and 
convincing evidence that TVA would have nevertheless placed McBrearty on paid 
administrative leave pending disciplinary actions. Accordingly, McBrearty’s Complaint should 
be dismissed without further investigation under 42 U.S.C. § 5851(b)(3)(B).

Respectfully submitted,

Steven C. Chin
Attorney
Telephone 865.632.3052
Email scchin@tva.gov

Enclosures
cc (Enclosures):

Alan R. Kabat, Esq.
Bernabei & Kabat, PLLC
1400 16th Street, NW, Suite 500
Washington, DC 20036
Kabat@Bernabeipllc.com

79501346
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Tennessee Valley Authority, 1100 Market Street, Chattanooga, Tennessee 37402

TENNESSE VALLEY AUTHORITY 
EMPLOYEE INVESTIGATION 

INVESTIGATION INITIAL REPORT- June 17, 2016 

Allegation 

Mike McBrearty and Michelle Conner are involved in a personal relationship outside of work that may 
impact the work environment and possibility of impropriety and conflict of interest due to her serving in 
an oversight role with direct responsibility for the site Licensing function 

Investigation Approach 
List of individuals to be interviewed: 

Erin Henderson, Sr Mgr Fleet Regulatory Ops  
Mike McBrearty, Manager Licensing (SQN)  
Michelle Conner, CFAM Corporate Licensing  

Information Reviewed  
Gate Records for Mike McBrearty  
Gate Records for Michelle Conner   

 
Evidence Analysis 

Through interviews, both individuals involved were very forthcoming and cooperative.  They both  
stated that they are very close friends outside of work but they feel the relationship is not inappropriate 
and does not interfere with their ability to perform their work functions in a professional manner.   

Other Considerations  

From the initial allegation date- there was a large gap in timing to closure of this issue.  This could have 
resulted in additional time for the two of them to  collaborate on stories  
The two individuals were inappropriately made aware that their gate records were pulled so there was a 
heightened level of sensitivity during this investigation  
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Non-Retaliation – Steps taken 

All individuals were told that their comments would for the most part be kept confidential, and they 
should not fear retaliation for what they bring forth in the discussion.  This will be reiterated after the 
investigation is closed and debriefed.  

Recommendation 

Consult with Ethics Officer to discuss perception of impropriety and what actions can be taken  

Management review the situation to assess whether or not they believe that Michelle can still perform 
in the role and maintain independence  

Relevant Ethical information to consider  

Standards of Ethical Conduct 

o 5 C.F.R. §2635.501 et seq.: An employee who is concerned that circumstances 
would raise a question regarding his impartiality in a particular matter should seek 
guidance from his supervisor or an agency ethics official. Management may then 
apply the “appearance of impropriety” test to assess if a reasonable person, 
apprised of all the relevant facts, would perceive an impropriety may exist as to the 
situation in question. 

TVA Code of Ethics 

o Guiding Principle #8: Employees shall act impartially and not give preferential 
treatment to any private organization or individual. 

o Guiding Principle #14: Employees shall endeavor to avoid any actions creating the 
appearance that they are violating the law or ethical standards. 

 

TVA Code of Conduct 

o Page 3 

We are honest, fair, and trustworthy in all our TVA activities and 
relationships. 

Through leadership at all levels, we sustain a culture in which ethical 
conduct is expected, valued, and exemplified by all employees. 

 

o Page 5 

TVA management will exhibit the highest standards of ethical conduct at all 
times and avoid behavior that could reasonably be perceived as improper. 

TVA management will act impartially and avoid situations in which an 
employee or contractor within their scope of supervision or oversight 
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reasonably could be perceived as receiving an unfair advantage, such as 
because of a romantic, financial, or other personal relationship. 

o Page 15: Employees may not, at any time during or after employment with TVA, 
disclose, use, or aid third parties in obtaining or using any confidential or proprietary 
information except that which is required to perform duties assigned by TVA. 

 

Conclusion 

It is apparent that the parties have a very close personal relationship but it is not clear as to whether the 
personal relationship is inappropriate or creates a conflict of interest. However, if the perception is that 
it interferes, management needs to take appropriate action to address the concerns.   
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NEC-16-00638 Findings

Concern Statement: Whether the Concerned Individual (CI) has been the subject of 
harassment and retaliation for raising safety concerns regarding (a) the reporting of the isolation 
of the High Pressure Fire Protection (HPFP) System at SQN, and (b) questioning Corporate 
Nuclear Licensing’s (CNL) handling of a Notice of Unusual Event report at BFN.  The acts of 
alleged harassment and retaliation include the following: (1) the Senior Manager, Fleet 
Regulatory Operations, made disparaging statements to another Corporate Functional Area 
Manager (CFAM) about the CI and asked the CFAM to mentor the CI; (2) the Vice President 
(VP) of Nuclear Licensing directed a CNL Senior Program Manager not to support a regulatory 
analysis, after the CI had specifically requested the Senior Program Manager’s support, and 
later the VP directed the CI to communicate through their Senior Manager; (3) the Senior 
Manager, Fleet Regulatory Operations, reprimanded the CI for meeting with an NRC team 
leader during an NRC Component Design Basis Inspection (CDBI) at SQN; (4) the Senior 
Manager, directed the CI not to generate a Condition Report (CR) documenting the CNL’s 
involvement regarding the failure to properly report a Notice of Unusual Event report at BFN to 
the NRC and suggested that the CI apologize to NPG Senior Management for raising the issue; 
(5) the Senior Manager made a new requirement that the CI be physically present for the 0830 
phone call as a condition of employment and suggested that the CI may need to find a different 
position; (6) the Senior Manager initiated an HR investigation alleging that the CI and the SQN 
Licensing Manager were engaging in an inappropriate relationship; and (7) the CI has been 
required by the Senior Manager to take annual leave over the past four months while still 
working an average of 60-hour work weeks.

After a follow-up interview was conducted with the Concerned Individual, an additional concern 
was identified regarding (8) whether there is a chilled work environment within the Corporate 
Nuclear Licensing Organization.  

Findings:

I. Harassment and Retaliation for Raising Safety Concerns-Not Substantiated

The CI has engaged in protected activity by expressing concerns to management about site 
activities regulated by the NRC. The CI was the subject of an adverse action that occurred 
when the CNL Senior Manager requested an HR investigation into the CI’s alleged relationship 
with the SQN Licensing manager. Interviews reveal that the CI has also been the subject of 
continued rumors about this relationship in the Corporate, Watts Bar and Sequoyah Nuclear 
Plant licensing offices. A number of other experiences were validated as having had an impact 
on the CI.  These include instances in which employees outside of the CNL group have offered 
to mentor the CI, based on their perceptions that the CI was struggling in his/her new role as 
CFAM, and circumstances in which the Nuclear Duty Officer (NDO) work group was informed by 
their manager in a team meeting that the CI felt as though the NDOs were creating a hostile 
work environment for the CI. This was after the CI expressed this concern to the Senior 
Manager of Fleet Regulatory Operations. As of the date of this report, the CI had also applied 
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for a Voluntary Reduction in Force, stating to the investigator that this situation contributed to 
their decision to leave the company. 

There are differing opinions as to whether the aforementioned actions were harassment or 
retaliation against the CI for engaging in protected activity. The CI believes that the various 
actions by management were part of an ongoing pattern of harassment by their CNL 
management, specifically by the Senior Manager of Fleet Regulatory Operations.  Most of the 
events listed above are confirmed as having at least partially occurred as described by the CI (in 
particular, Nos. 2, 3, 4, 6.  Issue No. 1 will be addressed later in the report).  

The investigation reveals that there are legitimate non-discriminatory basis for the actions taken.  
For example, concern No. 2 involved a decision by the VP of Licensing to initially deny the CI’s 
“request” for another employee, who did not work for the CI, to support a regulatory analysis. 
The VP of Nuclear Licensing made the decision based upon the manner in which the CI made
an assignment for this employee.  The VP did not consider this a request for an employee to 
assist, but rather, it came across as a directive from the CI to the employee to go to Sequoyah.  
At the time the CI made the assignment to the employee, it had not been coordinated properly 
with Site VP of Watts Bar, who would be losing this particular employee’s expertise on a special 
project at that site. Once this was properly coordinated by the VP of Nuclear Licensing, then the 
employee was sent to Sequoyah to support the regulatory analysis.

While No. 3 may have occurred as described by the CI, there is a plausible explanation for the 
conversation that the Senior Manager had with the CI after the CI spoke with the NRC team 
leader during the SQN CDBI. Contrary to the CI’s assertion, the reprimand the CI described in 
No. 3, did not appear to be a blanket prohibition against speaking with the NRC. The Senior 
Manager admitted having a conversation with the CI about whether the site in question had a 
licensing point of contact present during the CI’s meeting with the NRC. She then encouraged 
the CI to always have someone from the site present when meeting with the Regulator.  The 
CNL group has a well-established practice of designating points of contact with the NRC and 
clear preferences of not speaking with the Regulator unless the site licensing point of contact is 
present. All Licensing employees, at both Corporate and the Sites, were able to describe these 
expectations. None of them described this as limiting their interactions with the Regulator or that 
they had ever felt pressured not to speak freely with the NRC.  

As for No. 4, the Senior Manager confirmed that she had a conversation with the CI after 
hearing from multiple individuals that the CI had made statements accusing certain TVA 
executives of hiding information on a Notice of Unusual Event after a phone call with the 
affected site. Someone had also alerted the VP of Nuclear Licensing about the incident, and the 
VP and Senior Manager agreed to address the statements with the CI. The Senior Manager 
admitted expressing to the CI that this was a hurdle to overcome, and that the CI should tell the 
VP of Nuclear Licensing what happened. The CI was also instructed to let the VP know what the 
CI’s perspective had been in making the comment and that the CI should ask for the VP’s help 
in rebuilding that relationship with the executive the CI had questioned. The CI then acted on 
their own to have a conversation with the executive without talking with the VP of Nuclear 
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Licensing. The Senior Manager explained that the discussion about not writing a CR was during 
a separate incident, and that was again expressed to the CI as a preference that CNL
employees, in their oversight function, first get the affected site to write a CR and to own the 
issue. If the affected site declined to write a CR, then the CNL employee would write a CR to 
document the issue. The Senior Manager also pointed to the increase in CRs generated in CNL 
during the first six months of her tenure. Seventy-seven (77) have been written from October 1, 
2015 to April 12, 2015, compared to only 47 written by CNL in the six months prior to her 
coming to CNL. This was offered to illustrate that she actively encourages her employees to 
write CRs and is contrary to the CI’s indication of the opposite.

In regard to No. 6, that the CI was subject to an HR investigation, there were a number of data 
points supporting the Senior Manager’s request for investigation into the alleged relationship 
between the CI and the SQN Licensing manager. One concern expressed by the Senior 
Manager was the importance of the CI, as Licensing CFAM, providing unbiased oversight to 
each of the site licensing managers.  Another observation was that the CI appeared to be more 
defensive for decisions made by Licensing at SQN than for decisions made by other site 
Licensing departments.  This investigation finds it reasonable that management had a 
responsibility to determine whether the CI could perform the CFAM role objectively in the event 
that the relationship had been substantiated. 

Based on all of the above findings, it does not appear that the CI was the victim of harassment 
or retaliation for engaging in protected activity. Additionally the record reveals that there were a
number of documented performance deficiencies that the management team was attempting 
help the CI correct. Specifically, there have been a number of missed deliverables, issue 
elevations, and challenge meetings the CI did not schedule at the sites. The record indicates 
that the CI has been unreceptive to this feedback, from his/her chain of command.

Other CFAMs, NDOs, and site Licensing employees who work outside of CNL, but alongside 
the CI, confirmed CNL management’s concern that the CI initially struggled in the new role as 
the CNL CFAM.  Many of the employees interviewed indicated that they viewed the CI as 
having an aggressive, confrontational attitude when questioning others. It was also reported that 
the CI was prone to becoming emotional over perceived slights, and that the CI still needed to 
learn what the expectations were for the CNL CFAM position. Interviews further reveal that the 
CI has worked to improve the other CFAM’s and NDO’s perceptions of the CI, and those same 
employees stated that they had seen some improvements in the CI’s communication style. 
Several indicated that they had shared feedback with the CI’s Senior Manager noting the 
improvement. However, the record also reveals that the CI has not always followed through on 
requests made by their chain of command. The Senior Manager confirmed that the CI has not 
completed a number of promised actions that were a part of the CI’s annual performance 
review, and the CI has not requested any extensions or provided explanation for the missed 
deadlines.

The investigation revealed that there are credible explanations for other actions taken by 
management. For example, mentoring is a common practice at the CI’s level within the 
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company, and there is no evidence that the manager made disparaging comments about the CI 
when discussing the need for a mentor. To address other examples given by the CI, 
attendance at the fleet phone call was not a new position requirement that was communicated 
after the CI engaged in protected activity.  The CFAMs in other departments confirmed that this 
attendance is a regular expectation of their jobs. HR also confirmed this was discussed with 
each interviewee on the CNL CFAM position, prior to the CI accepting the position. 

TVA policy also governs concern no. 7, that the CI was required to take Annual Leave when 
working 60-plus hour weeks. The CI is a manager, and as such, is subject to working more than 
40 hours a week when necessary to meet the needs of the business.  Compensatory time is not 
recognized in the CNL department. There is no dispensation within the TVA Leave Policy, TVA-
SPP-11.420, for managers to be exempt from taking leave if they are not at work, or for any 
employees who have not been approved to work from home.  The CI, as a manager, is 
expected to understand that they are an example for the employees who work for them and 
follow all TVA policies.  All other instances raised by the CI can be similarly explained by policy 
or practice. Therefore, the CI’s claims of harassment and retaliation are not substantiated.

Management Behaviors/SCWE Risks

While CNL management may have a legitimate business reason for each of the events alleged 
by the CI, there are still a number of areas that the CI’s management must address to avoid an 
unhealthy work environment. Twenty-two (22) individuals were interviewed, some of whom 
currently work for the CNL group, some work with CNL staff in Corporate and at each of the 
sites, and some worked for the Senior Manager of Fleet Regulatory Operations in a previous 
role. 

The Senior Manager of Fleet Regulatory Operations has a pattern of writing up individuals on 
service reviews in a manner that can appear to be retaliatory.  For example some individuals 
reported having negative comments added to their service reviews about the need for 
respectful communications when the employees may have expressed an opinion that differed 
from hers.  The investigator noted five separate instances in three different departments in the 
past three years (not including the Concerned Individual’s stated fear of being written up), where 
employees were either placed on a Performance Improvement Plan or have received negative 
comments on service reviews for what they perceived as disagreeing with the Senior Manager.  
Two individuals indicated that they are under a physician’s care for ongoing stress-related 
illnesses that developed once they began working for the Senior Manager. 

ECP does not have the technical expertise to second guess management’s evaluation of the 
CI’s performance within Licensing.  However, interviews reveal that the peers of the Senior 
Manager have expressed concerns with her style of communication to her subordinates and 
peers.  Just as the CI has missed a number of days since working for the Senior Manager, there 
are instances where employees report that the Senior Manager’s management style is 
suspected to be a factor in absenteeism of others, and to have resulted in lower productivity 
among those who report to her.
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In several instances, the Senior Manager’s peers reported feeling uncomfortable about the way
the Senior Manager talked about individuals after fleet phone calls. Many others, both within the 
CNL group, and outside of it, characterized the Senior Manager as lacking in Licensing 
experience. Some speculated this was a cause for the disagreements the Senior Manager may 
be having with the CI.  More than one employee at a site stated that they did not trust the Senior 
Manager, based on previous experience with her.  Others echoed a sentiment that the 
executives had a much higher opinion of the Senior Manager than employees who had worked 
for her. 

The investigation concludes that behaviors exhibited by the Senior Manager, including 
perception that employee’s were written up after disagreeing with her, have the potential to 
create a work environment that is not conducive to raising safety concerns. It should be noted 
that ECP provided this feedback to the Senior Manager who was receptive to the observations.

II. Chilled Work Environment-Not Substantiated

Nine individuals who work in Corporate Nuclear Licensing were interviewed. Questions focused 
on whether there were any events or nuclear safety concerns impacting the level of trust within 
the CNL work group.  All indicated that a Safety Conscious Work Environment existed within 
CNL. Similarly, all stated that they would raise a nuclear safety or quality-related concern if they 
had one. Four of the nine stated that the work environment had improved, and two stated that 
there had not been a decline in the past couple of years. While the work environment is not 
currently chilled, there are still some precursors which must be immediately addressed.

One-third indicated that they would not utilize HR to report management/personnel concerns. 
Similarly, one-third indicated that they still would not raise other concerns to CNL management. 
Their reasons ranged from having a doubt that they would get a straight answer to their 
concern, to feeling as though they could not talk with the Senior Manager of Fleet Regulatory 
Operations. Some interviews revealed a lack of confidence that issues raised to the VP of 
Nuclear Licensing would be appropriately addressed. Two employees stated that they believed 
they had been retaliated against in the past for making statements that they believed the Senior 
Manager disagreed with or that may have questioned her experience or judgment.  One stated 
that they had expressed concerns with the way in which a nuclear safety-related incident was 
being reported on, and the Senior Manager retaliated during the performance review process.  
This same individual stated that it should not have to rise to the level of a nuclear safety concern 
for them to lose trust for the Senior Manager. A third individual confirmed that they did not 
always know whether it was appropriate to express a differing opinion from that of the Senior 
Manager. 

Records indicate that there has been a history of work environment concerns in the CNL 
organization. In addition, the interviews revealed that some employees are reluctant to raise 
issues with the VP of Licensing because of the perception of biased toward the Senior Manager.
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Two employees also indicated that they knew of an instance where CNL employees were 
discouraged from writing a CR. They both acknowledged that it was an employee working for 
the VP of Operations who discouraged the CRs from being written, and that no one from CNL 
management had ever discouraged them for writing a CR.   One of these employees reported 
feeling chilled from using CAP based on that person’s position within the company, as a nuclear 
safety culture program owner.  Copies of the emails from this Operations employee to the CNL 
employees were provided to ECP.  

This same individual also played a role in the CI’s stated concern (Concern No. 1) that they 
believed their Senior Manager had made disparaging remarks about their performance in 
requesting a mentor for the CI. The Senior Manager denied that she had solicited the 
Operations employee to speak with the CI or that she made disparaging remarks about the CI to 
the Operations employee. The Operations employee apparently spoke to the CI on his own 
accord in the presence of others. Both the CI and those who witnessed this event stated that 
the individual made embarrassing statements about the CI’s performance. The issue of the 
Operations employee’s involvement with matters within CNL has been referred to both the VP of 
CNL and the Senior Manager of ECP to address outside of this investigation. 

Recommendations

Immediate actions must be taken to:

reinforce support for reporting conditions in CAP without fear of retaliation;
clearly communicate that all employees have the right to express differing opinions 
without fear of retaliation;
develop a strategy to improve the overall CNL working environment and repair trust; and
address issues related to the Senior Manger’s performance management style, 
communication skills and perception of retaliation for disagreeing with her (this should 
include actions to enhance self awareness of personality traits that have an influence on 
leadership success); and
review the history of work environment issues in CNL and take appropriate actions to 
prevent recurrence.

Corrective Action Letters will be issued reiterating the recommendations listed above.

 

 

This report was prepared by Deanna L. Fults, Senior Program Manager, Nuclear Employee Concerns Program. Ms. 
Fults has over 12 years experience in resolving workplace issues through alternative dispute resolution and in all 
other avenues TVA employees utilize for the expression of concerns.  She has completed investigation training at the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the National Association of Employee Concerns Professionals.  In 
addition Ms. Fults has completed Next Level Leadership training at INPO.  Ms. Fults has a Bachelor of Arts in 
Political Science and Spanish from Converse College and a Juris Doctorate from Tulane University. She is licensed 
to practice law in Tennessee and Alabama. 

This report was reviewed by Inza Hagins-Dyer, JD. Senior Manager Nuclear Employee Concerns.  
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June 12, 2017

To: Joe Shea, Vice President, Licensing

Employee Concerns Summary NEC-17-00410
 

Attached is a summary of an ECP inquiry into issues of a hostile work environment, harassment, 
intimidation, retaliation and discrimination . 

The issue was not substantiated and the report did not identify any conditions  that warrant a 
Requirement to Act Letter.  However, please note recommendations that should be considered to 
address ongoing conflicts. 

Please address questions to me at (423) 751-8989. 

 

Inza Hagins-Dyer, Sr. Manager Employee Concerns Program  
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NEC-17-00410 
June 13, 2017 

Concern Summary: 

The Concerned Individual (CI) works as the Sequoyah Nuclear Plant (SQN) Site Licensing Manager.   He 
asserts that the Senior Manager of Regulatory Affairs (SM) in the Corporate office has been harassing 
him and has created an environment that could have a negative impact on the Safety Conscious Work 
Environment. (SCWE). The CI believes that the source of the hostility is because he learned that the SM 
had informed members of the Nuclear management team that he was at fault for delay in the report of 
an issue to the NRC in 2016.   The CI was especially concerned about this characterization because he 
had been encouraging the issue to be reported.  The CI also referenced an email sent to him by the SM 
where she encouraged him to stop sending emails that she considered to be detrimental to the work 
relationship.  The CI believes that the email is part of a concerted effort on the part of the SM to 
discredit him as a professional. 

 The CI also expressed concern about involvement in an investigation related to allegations of an 
inappropriate relationship between himself and another Licensing employee.  The CI stated that the 
investigation was conducted by Human Resources (HR) who took several months to inform him of the 
findings after the conclusion of the investigation. 

Summary of Findings 

Interview Summary 

 One individual indicated that things have gotten worse between SQN and Corporate since last summer 
when ECP did a previous investigation into the work environment in CNL.  (It should be noted that 
during the previous investigation several CNL employees disclosed that there were times in which it was 
difficult to perform duties at the sites.  Some of that was a general bias that sites might have about 
corporate oversight, while some stated a belief at that time that SQN was less receptive based on 
personalities of the Licensing management).  Two things seem to be motivating the current belief:  

1)The CI seems to have animosity toward the CI for her role in having the CI’s friend moved to a position 
outside of Licensing ;  and 

 2) there is a difference of opinion on work SQN site licensing performed to deny a  service life/Kirk Key 
violation from the NRC on certain equipment used in mild environments. 

  With regard  to the latter issue, interviews reveal that  the Vice President of Licensing  and SM spoke 
with the NRC Region II personnel and elected to put the denial on hold, pending Generic Guidance that 
the NRC was going to publish.  However this has not happened .  Interviewees indicated that this was an 
issue impacting morale of SQN licensing employees.  In short, there’s a belief that the SQN Licensing 
staff has invested over a month of work on this issue and that it is frustrating to have had Corporate 
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ignore their recommendation.  One individual expressed a belief that the CI was using this decision to 
“poke” at the SM and Vice President of Licensing. 

One other notable strain between Corporate and SQN licensing staffs is a frustration that one employee 
at SQN has for not having been allowed to apply on the Licensing Manager vacancy at WBN because the 
site was only promoting from within Watts Bar. All three individuals commented that SQN was the most 
stable, experienced licensing staff of the sites, but they have developed a noticeable morale problem.  

Another individual stated that they would not feel safe going to The Vice President of Licensing or their 
management chain of command about any issues involving the SM.  

Some stated that they lacked trust in management and feared that they would be demoted for 
difficulties that they have experienced while working for the SM.  At least one person felt that the SM 
had recently questioned individuals about working relationships between the site and Corporate 
Licensing.  This individual felt that the SM was trying to elicit negative responses about the CI.   

Interviews further confirmed the belief that the CI  has not been able to move past actions that occurred 
to his friend as the result of the friend’s conflict with the SM.  At least one person felt that the SM was 
the cause of the ongoing conflict.  Others felt that the CI simply did not understand  what went into the 
decision made about the CI’s friend.  One individual stated that the CI is rational, and middle of the road 
on all issues unless they involved the SM.  Others were aware of instances where the CI  had deleted the 
SM from emails chains on which she had originally been included.  One described the CI as digging in 
whenever the SM was involved and recalled that he had stated his preference for not working with the 
SM. Some employees  feel as though they are being put in the middle of conflict between the CI and the 
SM.  

It should be noted that there have long been rumors of an inappropriate relationship between the CI 
and the former Licensing employee who is his friend. Both ECP and the SM received a picture of the CI 
and the friend which showed them sitting together on an outdoor bench.  The picture was alleged to 
have been on the CI’s Facebook page but removed.  When showed the picture the CI again stated that 
he has been friends with the former Licensing employee and frequently socializes with her family. He 
stated that the picture in question was taken by the friend’s daughter.  This matter is included in this 
report only to highlight the fact that the SM has indicated that the CI’s concern is rooted in his personal 
feelings for the former Licensing employee.  ECP has no basis to determine the nature of the 
relationship between the CI and former friend.  However those interviewed indicated the belief that the 
CI’s animosity toward the SM is because of his personal friendship with the former Licensing employee. 

Two employees noted that the SM’s  leadership had improved somewhat but that she could still look for 
ways to check her ego and show vulnerability with her employees.   One shared their belief that much of 
the distrust between the CI, the VP of Licensing and SM could be addressed by them sitting down with 
the CI as often as necessary to explain their position on Licensing issues, as well as anything that 
impacted him with the matters involving the CI’s friend.  No one stated the belief  that there was a 
hostile work environment.  However all recognized that the relationship between the CI and the SM was 
not a good one. 
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Interviews reveal that all would raise nuclear safety or quality issues.  However the tension between the 
CI and SM is a complication to work that is already challenging.   

It should be noted that when provided the interview feedback the CI states that his mistrust of the SM is 
not based on his friendship with another employee but with the SM’s mischaracterization of his role in 
the 2016 reportability issues.   Though he admits that he and the former Licensing employee are close 
friends, he denies that there has been an inappropriate relationship between the two of them or that 
the relationship has contributed to his mistrust of the SM.  The SM states that she met with the CI after 
he confronted her about statements she made regarding his role in the issue, and engaged in 
discussions to resolve the matter.  She states that she thought this issue has been resolved and that the 
CI did not start to show hostility toward her until she and the CI’s friend developed work related 
conflicts. 

As a separate issue it should be noted that interviews with HR  revealed acknowledgement that the CI 
had not received timely feedback about the results of the investigation into the alleged inappropriate 
relationship between the CI and another employee.  It was explained that personnel changes within HR 
had resulted in the inadvertent oversight of providing feedback until several months after the 
conclusion of the investigation.  

Conclusion 

Interviews did not reveal a hostile work environment, harassment, intimidation, retaliation or 
discrimination by the SM against the CI. However there remains mistrust and tension that has had an 
impact on both the SQN Licensing staff and Corporate Licensing staff. 

Recommendations 

Engagement in targeted conflict resolution to help the CI and SM address and resolve the 
ongoing tension 
Clarification of expectations regarding respectful communications between the CI and the SM 
(suggest working with the SQN Director of Site Support as the CI’s supervisor) 
Engagement of the Learning and Organizational Development to help implement conflict 
resolution between the CI and SM. 
Resolution of the issue related to the service life/Kirk Key violation from the NRC  
Actions to address feedback that employees cannot raise concerns about the SM to the Vice 
President for fear of retaliation 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Employee Concerns Investigation 

NEC-17 - 00683 
Concern Statement 

The Concerned Individual (CI) is the site Licensing Manager at Sequoyah Nuclear Plant (SQN).  He asserts 
that he has been retaliated against for raising a concern with the Employee Concerns Program (ECP).  
The CI states that  he was informed that in a July 21, 2017 staff meeting, the Senior Manager of 
Regulatory Operations (SM) stated to members of her staff that the CI had filed an ECP concern.  He 
further asserts that he was told that the SM stated that she had been the subject of the investigation 
and that the concerns raised were unsubstantiated.  He also asserts that the SM stated that the CI had 
been found to be the one creating a hostile work environment and had been coached by management 
at SQN. 

It should be noted that the concern in question (NEC-17 -00410) alleged that the SM was creating a 
hostile work environment for the CI.  This concern was not substantiated.  

Investigation Methodology 

Interviews  
Document Review :  

NRC REGULATORY ISSUE SUMMARY 2005-18 GUIDANCE FOR ESTABLISHING AND MAINTAINING A SAFETY 
CONSCIOUS WORK ENVIRONMENT  August 2005 
TVA SPP 11.8.4. 

Interview Results 

It was confirmed that there was a general discussion about the performance of the site Licensing staffs 
at all three nuclear sites.  There was also discussion that the strongest performing Licensing office was 
SQN.  One of the participants stated that there was  a history of conflict between the SQN office and 
Corporate.  As part of that discussion two individuals recalled hearing the SM state that she had been 
the subject of an ECP Concern filed by the CI.  A third individual did not recall this discussion.  

 The SM acknowledged stating that she had mentioned that an ECP concern had been filed against her.  
However she states that she did not mention the name of the CI at that time.  She states that the CI’s 
name was mentioned later in the meeting in a context unrelated to the concern in question.  The SM 
also stated that she discussed that SQN management had addressed the findings with the CI because 
the CI was in the chain of command at the site and not at Corporate. 

One individual indicated telling the SM that the conversation about the ECP concern was inappropriate.  
However the SM  had a different recollection that this individual stated the belief that the SM’s 
comments were appropriate.  One individual stated the belief that the SM was trying to demonstrate 
transparency by acknowledging the concern.  The SM also stated that the intent was to demonstrate 
both transparency and vulnerability by discussing the concern that most of them had likely heard about 



BUSINESS SENSITIVE AND CONFIDENTIAL 

2
 

anyway.  The SM stated that she was relieved to be able to finally speak about the issue and assure the 
staff that she had not been guilty of any wrongdoing.  The SM stated that this was a part of her attempt 
to ensure understanding that she had not been found to have created an unhealthy SCWE. The SM 
stated that she was motivated by recent participation in an Alternate Dispute Process where NPG’s use 
of the Adverse Action  Procedure was discussed at length as a tool to mitigate the perception of 
retaliation.  The SM stated that these discussions heightened her sensitivity to ensuring a healthy SCWE 
within her organization. 

Conclusion 

Partial Substantiation  - The Concern is Partially Substantiated based on the following reasons. 

1.  Did the CI engage in protected activity?   
 The CI raised a prior concern in the Employee Concerns Program related to harassment by the SM.  The 
concern was not related to safety and was not substantiated.  
 
“…In July 1993, the (NRC) agency reassessed the NRC’s program for protecting allegers against 
retaliation. Retaliation is prohibited by NRC regulations in 10 CFR Parts 19, 30, 40, 50, 60, 61,63, 70, 71, 
72, 76, and 150.  In May 1996, the NRC issued such a policy: “Freedom of Employees in the Nuclear 
Industry To Raise Safety Concerns Without Fear of Retaliation” (61 FR 24336 or 
http://www.nrc.gov/whatwe-do/regulatory/allegations/scwe-frn-5-14-96.pdf). A SCWE is defined by the 
NRC as an environment in which “employees feel free to raise safety concerns, both to their 
management and to the NRC, without fear of retaliation.”0F

1 
 
Additionally TVA’s SPP 11.8.4 Section 1.0 “…TVA encourages the voluntary expression of concerns and 
differing views. Employees, contractors, and others who support TVA functions are encouraged to 
express concerns and differing views, cooperate, and participate in the investigation of concerns and in 
the development of concern resolution, without fear of reprisal. The ability to freely express differing 
views and opinions will enhance employee productivity, observance of standards and promote a safety 
conscious work environment (SCWE).”   In addition Section 2.0. states “It is also the company’s 
obligation to ensure that any such concerns will be appropriately considered, investigated and resolved, 
without retaliation.”1F

2  
 
Though it does not appear that the CI’s prior concern was related to nuclear safety as noted in the NRC’s 
definition of SCWE, it does appear that the CI engaged in protected activity within the scope of  TVA’s 
SPP 11.8.4  
 
 
2.  Was the SM aware of the CI’s protected activity? 
  
Yes - The CI waived confidentiality and the SM was informed of the CI’s participation in the ECP process 
related to the prior concern.   
 

                   
1 NRC REGULATORY ISSUE SUMMARY 2005-18 GUIDANCE FOR ESTABLISHING AND MAINTAINING ASAFETY CONSCIOUS WORK ENVIRONMENT 
  August 2005 
2 TVA SPP 11.8.4 
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3.  Did the CI receive adverse action because of participation in the protected activity? 

The CI is not within the chain of command of the SM. According to the VP of Licensing, the CI  has been 
identified for consideration for promotion to a director level position as part of TVA’s succession 
planning process.  The VP of Licensing has made the CI aware of this fact and has discussed promotional 
opportunities with him in recent weeks. 

Though the CI states that the SM’s actions were humiliating and could have a negative impact on his 
professional reputation, there does not appear to be evidence of any attempt by management to 
adversely affect the terms and conditions of the CI’s employment by making these statements.  
Feedback from the VP of Licensing indicates that the CI is well respected for his knowledge of regulatory 
matters and that his professional contributions are well received. Despite these assertions this 
investigation finds that the CI’s concerns about the impact on his reputation are understandable. 

A secondary issue is whether the SM’s actions could have an impact on the SCWE as it relates to others 
in the Licensing group.  Interviews reveal that some employees were concerned that the SM spoke 
openly of the ECP concern and felt that this information should have been handled with more sensitivity 
to the need for confidentiality.  At least one interviewee felt that the SM was demonstrating 
transparency and attempting to assure workers that she had been absolved of any claims of creating an 
unhealthy work environment.  Regardless of the intent,  this investigation  concludes that it is 
reasonable to assume that some employees  could feel that the SM’s discussion of the prior concern 
could result in reluctance to raise future issues for fear of similar actions by the SM.  This was evident by 
interviews which revealed discomfort with the SM’s statements. 

4.  Were the SM’s actions based on the SM’s knowledge of his participation In the ECP process? 

As is sometimes the case, the interviews reveal different perspectives on what the SM stated during the 
meeting and how the comments were received.    However it is clear that the SM did mention that a 
concern had been filed and that some time during the meeting the CI’s name was mentioned.  Though 
the SM was aware that the CI waived confidentiality in the prior concern, this waiver allows ECP to 
reveal the CI’s identity during the course of the investigation.  There are no procedures or guidelines 
that govern revelation of the CI’s participation in the ECP process in settings outside of that process.  
However participation in the process should be considered as protected activity and should be handled 
with a heightened sensitivity.  This sensitivity includes awareness of possible repercussions to the CI and 
to the potential for others to feel reluctant to raise concerns confidentially.   

This investigation could find no intent on the part of the SM to retaliate against the CI, but finds that the 
SM’s actions could create a perception of retaliation.  Based on the CI’s perception of the SM’s 
statements as humiliating and as having a potential impact on his professional reputation,  as well as 
belief by some interviewees that the SM’s statements were inappropriate, the concern is partially 
substantiated. 
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Options to Consider 

A Requirement to Act Letter will be issued to include the following: 

1. Consult with HR, TVA Ethics, or others as necessary to determine and implement an appropriate 
correction up to and including administrative action to address the SM’s behavior in this 
instance.  

2. Engage in discussions with CI to acknowledge responsibility for the statements that were made. 
3. Engage in discussions with the CI about promotability as documented in the Succession Plan. 
4. Implement actions targeting those who were present in the meeting in question to mitigate any 

impact on willingness to express concerns. This should include talking points to address 
expectation for heightened sensitivity to employee participation in the ECP or other similar 
processes and strong support for an environment conducive to raising concerns, 
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