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Official backs studying quake risks at nuke
plants
RAY HENRY Associated Press
ATLANTA (AP) -- Recent earthquakes demonstrate the need for the nation's nuclear
industry to re-evaluate the geologic hazards facing power plants, a process that has
already started, the new chair of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission said this
week.
NRC Chairwoman Allison Macfarlane said in an interview that a spate of natural
events shows the importance of further study.
"I think what this highlights to us - especially to me as a geologist - is the
importance of paying close attention to earth processes and making sure we
properly account for them in ensuring that the plants operate safely," Macfarlane
said.
In March, the NRC instructed power companies to re-evaluate the seismic and
flooding hazards that their power plants face. While such a re-evaluation had been
discussed for years, the issue accelerated after a 2011 earthquake and tsunami
crippled reactors at the Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear plant in Japan, leading to
multiple meltdowns and radioactive releases. Later that year, the North Anna
nuclear plant in Virgina was struck by an earthquake that caused peak ground
movement at twice the level at which the plant was designed. No major damage or
complications were reported.
Federal officials later cleared that plant to resume operations.
Nuclear plants in the eastern and central United States will have until the end of
2013 to finish the re-evaluation, she said. New evaluations for nuclear plants on the
West Coast will take until 2015 to complete since they face more varied geologic
conditions.
"If a plant is found to be deficient then, yes, it will have to get up to its new design
basis," Macfarlane said.
President Barack Obama appointed Macfarlane, a geologist and expert on nuclear
waste, to the post in May after former NRC chairman Gregory Jaczko announced his
resignation. Jaczko pushed for safety reforms but was criticized for a style that his
fellow commissioners and agency employees described as bullying. Macfarlane
traveled to Atlanta this week to address top nuclear executives gathered for a
conference of the Institute of Nuclear Power Operations.
Her term runs through 2013. Macfarlane had said she planned to seek reappointment if Obama won the presidential election.
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