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Commissioner Baran’s Comments on SECY-22-0086,  
“Recommendations for Revising the Reactor Oversight Process Assessment Program” 

 
 In NRC’s Reactor Oversight Process (ROP), NRC performs baseline inspections for all 
nuclear power plants.  A plant’s performance determines its placement in the Action Matrix.  
Nuclear power plants move into higher columns of the Action Matrix as a result of individual or 
aggregated Greater-than-Green inspection findings or performance indicators.  If a plant moves 
into Column 2, Column 3, or Column 4 of the Action Matrix, NRC performs additional oversight 
beyond the baseline through supplemental inspections.   
 
 In this paper, the NRC staff proposes two changes to the process.  First, the staff 
recommends removing Greater-than-Green inspection findings as Action Matrix inputs once the  
required supplemental inspection is conducted with a satisfactory result.  Currently, these 
findings remain as Action Matrix inputs for at least one year.  Second, the staff recommends 
treating Greater-than-Green performance indicators as Action Matrix inputs until the 
supplemental inspection is successfully completed.  Right now, if a performance indicator 
returns to Green, it no longer counts as an Action Matrix input, even if the supplemental 
inspection has not yet been conducted.   
 
 Although I appreciate the staff’s updated analysis, I am concerned that the first proposed 
change would reduce the importance of White findings in the ROP.  Closing White findings more 
quickly would make it harder for them to accumulate.  This, in turn, would make it less likely for 
plants to move to higher levels of NRC oversight.  But White findings play a critical role in NRC’s 
safety oversight of nuclear power plants.  White findings can be leading indicators of larger, 
more safety significant problems.  They can trigger increased NRC oversight at the right time to 
avoid an unacceptable decline in plant performance.  As the staff acknowledges, “holding 
inspection findings open for 12 months allows them to accumulate with subsequent safety-
significant inspection findings and [performance indicators], to indicate more pervasive and 
significant performance problems that require greater regulatory engagement per the Action 
Matrix.”1 
 
 The regulatory impact of White findings was already diluted in 2015, when NRC decided 
to require a higher number of White findings or performance indicators before a nuclear power 
plant is subject to increased inspection and oversight by NRC.2  In that case, the agency 
changed the trigger for entering Column 3 in the Action Matrix from two White inputs in a single 
cornerstone to three White inputs in a single cornerstone.  The current proposed change would 
further diminish the regulatory impact of White findings.  The resulting real-world risk is that a 
plant in need of heightened NRC oversight will not receive it. 
 

Moreover, it is not clear what problem this proposed change would solve.  As the NRC 
staff points out, “[t]he average time it takes licensees to prepare for supplemental inspections for 
[Greater-than-Green] findings is 91 days from final significance determination process letter to 
notification of readiness, and this time continues to decrease, so there may be no need to 
increase licensees’ incentives to prepare for supplemental inspections for [Greater-than-Green] 
findings.”3  In fact, a further “incentive for licensees to perform evaluations and inspection 
preparations more quickly could impact quality and potentially result in an increase in 

 
1 SECY-22-0086 at 2. 
2 See SRM-SECY-15-0108. 
3 Id. at 10. 
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unsuccessful supplemental inspections on the first attempt.”4  The staff also notes that there 
have been very few White findings in recent years “so there may be no compelling reason to 
change the current treatment.”5   

 
In my view, this proposed change is unnecessary and could have negative unintended 

consequences.  One of the basic premises of the Reactor Oversight Process is that White 
findings can be early signs of larger, more safety significant challenges.  In the absence of a 
clear problem with the current framework, we should not further dilute their regulatory impact.  
We do not want to make it “harder to detect” declining trends in performance.6  
 
 I do, however, agree with the NRC staff that the second proposed change related to the 
treatment of performance indicators would have a strong safety benefit.  This change would 
yield an appropriate regulatory impact for a White performance indicator.  As the staff explains,   
 

continuing to treat the [performance indicator] as an Action Matrix input after it returns to 
Green will allow it to aggregate with other safety-significant inputs until the NRC verifies 
through inspection that the licensee has addressed the causes of the decline in the 
[performance indicator].  The increased time for aggregating safety-significant Action 
Matrix inputs will increase the probability of detecting more pervasive performance 
problems.7  

 
This is a much better approach than the current practice of no longer counting the White 
performance indicator as an Action Matrix input “even if the licensee has taken no corrective 
actions to address the underlying reason the [performance indicator] exceeded the Green/White 
threshold.”8  As the staff points out, “Satisfactory completion of supplemental inspections 
provides public assurance that licensees understand the causes of declining performance and 
have identified corrective actions to address it.”9  If the underlying cause is not addressed, 
problems can recur.  In fact, “[o]n eight occasions, a [performance indicator] has crossed the 
White threshold, returned to Green, and subsequently returned to White before or soon after 
completion of the supplemental inspection.”10  
 
 For these reasons, I support maintaining the current treatment of Greater-than-Green 
inspection findings while revising the treatment of Greater-than-Green performance indicators 
(Option 2).  This combination will provide the largest safety benefit of the options presented.  
 
 

 
4 Id. 
5 Id. 
6 Id. at 8. 
7 Id. 
8 Id. at 5. 
9 Id. at 8. 
10 Id. at 11. 
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