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Abstract

The U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (USNRC) is the principal Federal regulatory 

authority in the United States responsible for ensuring public health and safety from the civilian use of 

radioactive material. USNRC staff has developed and implemented various risk-informed approaches 

for regulating and managing the remediation of contaminated sites. A risk-informed approach to 

regulating the decommissioning of nuclear facilities has been generally defined by the USNRC staff as 

an approach to decisionmaking that uses risk insights as well as traditional considerations to focus 

regulator and licensee attention on decommissioning activities commensurate with their importance to 

health and safety. Ensuring that decommissioning is carried out using a risk-informed approach should 

improve the focus on safety in decommissioning, improve the effectiveness, efficiency, and realism in 

regulatory decisions, and reduce unnecessary regulatory burden, and cost, on licensees. This paper 

summarizes the efforts by the USNRC to develop and implement risk-informed approaches to the 

remediation of nuclear facilities in the United States. It also discusses the issues and challenges 

encountered by the USNRC in attempting to implement a risk-informed approach to 

decommissioning. 

Challenges

The USNRC has been incrementally implementing its existing risk-informed and performance-

based approach as it has completed its decommissioning regulations, guidance and other tools over the 

past several years. The principal challenge for USNRC is implementing the existing risk-informed 

approach at specific sites in a manner that maintains safety, reduces costs, and enhances public 

understanding of the USNRC’s approach. In addition, effectively communicating how the USNRC 

approaches are risk-informed and performance-based; ensuring that licensees understand, and take 

advantage of, the flexibility in meeting the decommissioning goals; ensuring that licensees and staff 

are aware of the “lessons learned” in implementing USNRC’s risk-informed approach to 

decommissioning; and ensuring that the public understands that risk-informed does not mean that 

safety is reduced, are all challenges that the USNRC staff will need to address as they implement the 

USNRC risk-informed decommissioning program. Finally, a successful risk-informed 

decommissioning program requires that both the staff and licensees commit to constantly review their 

processes, approaches, and regulatory decisions to ensure that they remain risk-informed. 
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Conclusion

The USNRC has faced numerous challenges in the development of its decommissioning 

program, from the determination of the appropriate level of cleanup to ensuring that current activities 

do not adversely impact future decommissioning. However, the principal regulatory challenges 

associated with risk-informing a regulatory program for decommissioning is to maintain an acceptable 

level of safety while improving effectiveness, efficiency, and realism in agency decisions, practices, 

and processes, and reducing unnecessary regulatory burden on licensees. 
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