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THE REGULATOR AS NUCLEAR COMMUNICATOR

William Beecher, Director, Office of Public Affairs, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission

Early last year the Nuclear Regulatory Commission decided on a sea-change in the way it
inspects and evaluates the safety performance of the 103 commercial nuclear power reactors in
the United States, which together produce about 20 percent of the nation's electricity.

The new program takes into account the improvements in performance of the U.S. nuclear
industry over the past 20 years and the NRC's desire to apply more objective, timely, safety-
significant criteria in assessing performance, as well as the need to effectively regulate at a time
of shrinking staff and budgets.

There also was a desire to increase efficiency and reduce unnecessary regulatory burden on
plant operators as they begin to transition from their traditional postures as regional monopolies,
with rates fixed by local public utility commissions, into a highly competitive deregulated energy
marketplace.

After an exhaustive study by an outside consultant, the Commission decided to do away with the
principal measurement tool used since the early 1980s, the so-called SALP report, which stood
for Systematic Assessment of Licensee Performance. Each plant had been given a SALP
scorecard every 18-24 months in four categories: plant operations, maintenance, engineering,
and plant support.

But the SALP reports were found wanting, not only by the consultant, but by both the industry
and by public interest groups, as sometimes being out-of-date when issued, focusing not just on
safety but also non-safety issues, being at times subjective, and failing to predict emerging
problems as opposed to cataloging old and sometimes already resolved issues.

At the same time, the Commission also decided to abandon the semi-annual listing of the
poorest performing plants, the so-called problem plant list.

But the SALP reports and the problem plant lists were the two principal performance yardsticks
which reporters and members of the public alike had come to depend upon to judge the quality
of nuclear power plants, as seen by the regulator. To suddenly abandon both would inevitably
raise questions about whether the NRC was lowering its regulatory standards, whether it was
caving in to the nuclear power industry and its friends in Congress.

This was coming at a time when critics of the NRC were warning that, as the era of deregulation
was dawning, the agency was in danger of becoming a lapdog rather than a watchdog.

A pilot project was decided upon to test the new approach at thirteen power plants at nine sites.
At first the pilot was to have run six months, but this was subsequently extended. The current
timetable, which itself is subject to change, would review the results of the pilot program, make
prudent adjustments, and apply it to the entire industry this spring.
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To explain the entirely new procedures, the technical staff produced a thick document which
Albert Einstein-on his best day-would have had trouble understanding.

Thus we found ourselves on the verge of what might have been a public perception disaster-
undermining faith that the NRC was determined to fulfill our transcendent mission and
responsibility to protect public health and safety in the application of nuclear power.

The first thing we required was a relatively brief, plain language translation-and I use that term
advisedly-of the highly technical staff paper into something any interested member of the public
could readily understand. We urgently needed a clear and simple primer to explain the new
program, its rationale, and its advantages over the old approach. Drafted by one of my senior
public affairs officers and edited by me, the resulting 1 0-page primer became an instant,,best
seller." Ten thousand have been printed so far by the NRC, and the U.S. Government Printing
Office is printing more. Copies of the primer have been distributed at public meetings,
conducted in the vicinity of all 13 power plants in the pilot program, to interested individuals and
organizations. It was also placed on the NRC's nternet site.

Copies are available here so you can see for yourself what was done.

The primer has won praise from both nuclear enthusiasts and critics for its clarity and simplicity.
As the pilot program evolved, changes were made which were reflected in a second version of
the document. Still another update will be done when the pilot program concludes and is
evaluated, the plan modified, and an industry-wide application made.

In addition to this document, as I've already noted, a series of public meetings have been held to
explain the new system and answer questions.

We're also posting the results of inspections and performance indicator reports for the pilot
plants on our website every three months. These are color coded so the public can instantly see
whether performance remains strong, shown as green and calling for only a baseline of NRC
inspections; white, showing some slippage from expected performance; yellow, raising a
cautionary flag and occasioning an increase in NRC inspections and oversight; and finally, red,
unacceptable performance calling for plant shutdown until all safety problems have been
addressed and corrected.

We're soliciting public comments and suggestions, not only at the public meetings, but also from
those checking our website.

In designing the new assessment program and in monitoring its evolution in the pilot study, the
NRC formed an advisory panel of interested individuals, including representatives of the
regulated industry and of public interest groups.

In the latter category is David Lochbaum a widely respected nuclear safety engineer from the
Union of Concerned Scientists, an often critical watchdog group. He had spent 17 years as a
safety engineer at various nuclear plants before assuming his current position a few years ago.
Lochbaum generally favors the new approach, while cautioning that the proof of the pudding is in
the eating, that is, in the effective implementation of the program.

But he was quoted in a recent news story as citing the following benefits of the revamped
oversight system:
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-About 20 areas of safety performance are evaluated, as opposed to four broad categories in
the past.

-Assessments are required and posted publicly every three months, as opposed to every 18-24
months.

-Under the new approach, plants whose performance falls into the red band are considered
unsafe and must shut down. Under the old system, the poorest performing plants were not
necessarily required to cease operations.

-Specific intervention from the NRC is required in reaction to failing performance. He felt the old
system was more subjective and responses were less predictable.

Bear in mind, these are the overview comments of a long-time critic, as reported in an upstate
New York newspaper interview.

In conclusion, I would say that a potential public affairs disaster was turned into a positive
opportunity for forthright, calming exposition. Public confidence, instead of being undermined,
has been bolstered.
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