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The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NBC) regulates the
construction and operation of commercial nuclear powerplants by
establishing minimum construction and operating standards and by
conducting reviews to determine if the standards are adequately
understood and implemented. The reviebs result in two licenses
for each plant: one permitting coastruction and another allowing
operation after construction is completed.
Findings/'Conclusions: Improvements are needed in management of
the licensing process in the following .reas: practices involved
in imposing new regulatory requirementa, evaluation of data to
updat- the regulatory process, and guidance and training of
reviewers. Almost 97% of NRC reviewers believed that pouerplant
designs were either adequate or more conservative than
necessary, but d large majority of the reviewers thought that
some important safety items were not being reviewed cz that time
constraints limited efforts. Charges brought by NBC employees
that NBC neglects safety issues, restricts staff detate, and
takes reprisals against dissenters were reviewed ty NRC and the
Congress. host reviewers believe that they can raise dissenting
issues without reprisals, but some are not sure of NHC's desire
to hear these issues. NRC has taken steps tc streamline the
licensing process and reduce the time required for licensing and
construction. Also, the administraticn proposed legislation to
increase regulatory efficiency, including the use of
standardized designs and early approval of sites.
Recommendations: In considering legislative proposals, the
Congress should require that: NRC develop a method tc update and
certify the continued acceptability of proposed powerplant
sites; the Advisory Committee on Rleactor Safeguards review
applications which do not include plant designs approved under a
formal NBC standardization program; adequate public hearings be
held when decisions are made that relate to the National
Environmental Policy Act; and NBC, before transferring the act
requirements to States, insure that their environmental Prcgrams



are adequate and will not cause undue delay. The Chairman , NEC,
should: evaluate the need for additiona! staff or tise in
certain review areas; update the licensing process and provide
more thorough evaluation of proposed changes in licensing
requireaents; provide technical reviewers with improved training
and guidance; expand the application cf procedures for resolving
technical disaqreements; and improve the structure of the review
process. (HTI)



rBY THE COMPTROL LER GENERAL

Report To The Congress
OF THE UNITED STATES

Nuclear Powerplant Licensing:
Need For Additional Improvements

In this report G' O reviews the Nuclear Re-
gilatory Comr .n's management process
for evaluating nuclear powerplant designs
and sites and makes recommendations for im-
provements. The report also discusses the

--Commission staff's perspective on the
adequacy of the licensinq process.

--Commission staff's ability to raise
dissenting technical opinions without
experiencing adverse personnel actions,
and

--administration's proposed legislation
to streamline the licensing process.
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COMPTROLLR GENEAL. OF THE UNITED IrAT1s
WASHIlrNTOW. D.C. IwI

B-127945

To the President of the Senate and the
Speaker of the House of Representatives

This report discusses the Nuclear Regulatory Commission's
procedures for evaluating the safety of proposed nuclear sower-plant designs and sites.

This review was conducted as a part of our evaluation ofthe effectiveness of the Commission's regulatory activitiesas required by the Energy Reorganization Act of 1914 (42 U.S.C.5876).

We are sending a copy of this report to the Chairman,Nuclear Regulatory Commission.

omptroller General
of the United States



COMPTROLLER GENERAL'S NUCLEAR POWERPLANT LICENSING:
REPORT TO THE CONGRESS NEED FOR ADDITIONAL IMPROVEMENTS

D I G E S T

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission regulates the
construction and operation of commercial nuclear
powerplants. It does this by establishing mini-
mum construction and operating standards and by
conducting reviews to determine if the standards
are adequately understood and implemented.

The Commission reviews result in two licenses
for each plant: one permitting construction
of the plant and another allowing the plant to
operate once construction is completed.

GAO reviewed the Commission's management proc-
cess for evaluating powerplant designs and
sites during licensing reviews. Also, because
of congressional interest, GAO expanded the
review to include the

-- Commission staff's perspective on the ade-
quacy of the licensing process,

--Commission staff's ability to raise dissent-
ing technical opinions without experiencing
adverse personnel actions, and

--administration's proposed legislation to
streamline the licensing process and make
it more efficient.

GAO used a questionnaire to obtain the Com-
mission technical reviewers' perspective on
these issues. Responses to questionnaires are
discussed throughout the report and a summary
of the results is in appendix I.

IMPROVEMENTS NEEDED IN THE COMMISSION'S
MANAGEMENT OF THE LICENSING PROCESS

GAO's review identified areas where the Com-
mission could improve the management of the
licensing process, either to make it more
efficient and predictable or more sensitive
to the training needs of the technical staff.

wibeSht. Upon removal, the reportovidrdate should be noted heren. i EMD-78-29



Imposing new regulatory requirements

The Commission establishes numerous regulations
to guide the construction and operation of com-
mercial nuclear facilities. However, they are
subject to reevaluation and interpretation by
individual Commission reviewers. The nuclear
industry charges that this practice results in
unnecessary and costly design and procedural
changes. (See pp. 14 and 15.)

In response, the Commission established a
committee to review proposed changes in regu-
latory requirements in terms of their expected
value (benefit) and impact (cost). GAO's re-
view showed. however, that the Commissio;.'s
value and impact analyses are inadequate and
do not include detailed cost estimates. More
importantly, GAO found that the Commission
imposed many changes on applicants long before
the committee reviews took place. (See pp. 14
and 15.)

Updating the regulatory process

The Commission has programs to accumulate power-
plant operating data and to track the results
of research projects. This, it hopes, will help
develop more realistic regulatory requirements.
(See pp. 12 and 13.)

But the Commission does not adequately analyze
operating experience data or evaluate the data's
impact on the licensing process. Also, it only
recently began to transmit results of research
projects to the licensing .taff and to moni-
tor their effect on the licensing process.
These procedures, however, do not cover all
research projects.

Results of each research project should be
summarized, evaluated, and made available for
management review. This would help the Com-
mission evaluate its research efforts, al-
locate future research funds, and insure that
the research program supplements the licensing
process effectively. (See pp. 13 and 14.)

Guidance and training

Technical reviewers exercise considerable judg-
ment in deciding the scope and depth of their
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examination. The appropriateness of reviewers'
decisions, therefore, depends on their compe-
tence, the amount of guidance they receive,
and whether management adequately evaluates
their work.

GAO found that the reviewers were experienced
and well qualified but that:

--Additional training is needed to keep re-
viewers' technical skills current, help
implement written guidance provided, and
help relate each reviewers' efforts to the
overall review process. (See pp. 20 and 21.)

-- Additional documentation of the work per-
formed for each review is needed to permit
a better supervisory analysis, help elimi-
nate duplication between the construction
and operating license reviews, and provide
a record of the work performed. (See pp. 22
and 23.)

-- Reviewers' principal form of written guidance,
the Standard Review Plan, needs revision.
(See p. 22.)

LICENSING STAFF'S PERSPECTIVE
OF THE LICENSING PROCESS

Almost 97 percent of the Commission technical
reviewers believed that powerplant designs
either were adequate or more conservative than
necessary. However, a large majority thought
that some important safety items were not being
reviewed or that the time constraints limited
their review efforts. (See p. 8 for a dis-
cussion of some of these items.)

GAO determined that even though the reviewers
had concerns about the licensing process, they
generally felt that powerplant designs are
sufficiently conservative to protect public
health and safety. (See pp. 10 and 11.)

COMMISSION STAEF DEBATE AND DISSENT

Over the past 2 years, six Commission employees
have publicly charged that the Commission neg-
lects significant safety issues, restricts staff
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debate, and takes rep:isals against those who
question existing poijicies. These charges
have been extensively reviewed by the Commis-
sion and the Congress. Through the question-
naire method, GAO tried to determine the ex-
tent of staff dissatisfaction and to evaluate
new Commission procedures designed to alleviate
staff unrest or dissent.

GAO found that most technical reviewers believe
they can raise dissenting technical issues
without reprisals from Commission management.
Newly established procedures for reviewing
dissenting staff opinions appear to be effec-
tive, although some reviewers are not sure of
the Commission's desire to hear these issues.
(See pp. 28 to 30.)

ADMINiSTRATION PROPOSALS TO INCREASE
REGULATCRY EFFICiENCY

The Commission has taken some steps to stream-
Line the licensing process, make it more effi-
cient, and reduce the time required to license
and construct a nuclear powerplant. These ef-
forts include establishing procedures to ap-
prove standardized designs and prospective
plant sites before their use.

By using a preapproved design and site, an
applicant can begin construction without
extensive delays. Additionally, standardized
designs can be used more than once without
extensive re-review. Preapproved sites and
standardized designs provide the key to any
significant reduction in the time required
to design and construct new poweplants.
(See pp. 33 to 33.)

In addition, the administration has sent
licensing reform legislation to the Con-
gress that provides for the use of standard-
ized designs and early approval of power-
plant sites. Under this legislation, States
and utilities could have potential sites
approved up to an initial 10 years before
being used. A process would also be provided
to approve standardized designs so that in-
dividual reviews and hearings would not be
required each time an application uses that
design.
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GAO does not expect that the legislation will
reduce licensing leadtimes significantly beyond
that possible through the Commission's existing
administrative procedures. (See pp. 33 to 35.)

The legislation also attempts to reduce redun-
dant Federal and State environmental reviews
by allowing States to assume all responsibility
for environmental reviews. If States do not
exercise this authority, environmental reviews
would continue to be performed by the Commis-
sion. This would reduce duplicate review ef-
forts but would not necessarily reduce the time
it takes to license a nuclear powerplant.

If early site reviews are conducted, it does
not matter whether the environmental review
is performed by the Commission or the States,
since the review will be done years before
a utility starts construction work at the
site. In cases where eaLly site reviews are
not performed, State reviews could become
subject to varying degrees of timeliness,
efficiency, or environmental and political
pressures particularly in those States that
have little or no experience in the environ-
mental review process. This could result in
even longer times to license powerplarts.
(See pp. 37 and 38.)

The legislation would also change the timing
of public hearings. This change still pro-
vides for public participation at critical
decision points, but the nature of public
participation in environmental hearings would
change. The hearings on environmental matters
would be changed from adjudicatory to legis-
lative unless there are factual disagreements
important to the licensing proceeding. GAO
does not think this propcsal will result in
any substantial savings in licensing lead-
times and does not agree with the administra-
tion's attempts to shorten licensing lead-
times by changing the puiDlic's input into
the hearing process.

For example, this proposed change could re-
duce the public's rights to subpena and cross-
examine witnesses depending on the ability of
the Commission to develop and consistently
apply criteria for conducting two types of
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hearings and for determining when it would be
necessary to change from legislative to adjudi-
catory hearings. (See pp. 38 and 39.)

RECOMMENDATIONS

The administration has been developing new
legislative proposals to streamline the
licensing process. Most of these proposals,
however, have already been administratively im-
plemented by the Commission, but congressional
endorsement of the programs could lead to their
fuller implementation. In its consideration of
such proposals, the Congress should require that:

-- The Commission, as part of the early site re-
review proposal, develop a method to update
and certify the continued acceptability of
the proposed powerplant site,

-- The Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards
review all applications which do not include
plant designs approved under a formal Commis-
sion standardization program.

--Adequate public hearings be held by the Com-
mission and the States if they make National
Environmental Policy Act-related decisions.
The public should continue to have access to
all pertinent licensing documents and be atle
to participate in public hearings by subperaing
and cross-examining witnesses.

-- The Commission, before transferring National
Environmental Policy Act requirements to the
States, insure that the States' environmen-
tal programs are adequate and will not unduly
delay licensing decisions. (See p. 41.)

Additionally, recommendations to the Chairman,
Nuclear Regulatory Commission, provide for:

-- Evaluating the scope and depth of certain
review areas to determine if additional
staff or time are required. (See p. 11i.)

-- Updating the licensing process and providing
more thorough and complete evaluation of
proposed changes in licensing requirements.
(See pp. 17 and 18.)
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-- Providing technical reviewers with addi-
tional training and improved guidance.
(See p. 24.)

-- Expanding the application of procedures
for resolving technical disagreements.
(See pp. 31 and 32.'

---Improving the structure of the review
process. (See p. 42.)

COMMISSION COMMENTS

The Commission's comments on GAO's recom-
mendations are included in this report as
appendix II, and its positions are sum-
marized in each chapter following the ap-
plicable recommendations. The Commission
generally agreed with GAO's recommendations
and has started to take corrective actions
where it believes they are applicable.
It notes, however, that some corrective
actions will be difficult--such as greater
use of risk assessment techniques in the
licensing piocess--and will take some time
to fully implement.

Tear Sheet i i
vii
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