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Georgia A-Plant Accident
Getting Sharp U.S. Scrutiny

ATLANTA, March 31 — An acodent
that occurred at a Georgia nuclear
power plant oo March 21 15 focusing re-
newed attenzion ort one of the Most war-
risome polential probiems al huciear
ptants: the loss of eiectrical power @
run the plant and cool its reactor {uel

Otficials of the Georgia Power Com-
pany say there was ho risk 1o the public
i the incident at its Plant Vogtle ms-
clear power plant. A truck ran nio 3
power pole, cutting off electricity t¢ the
plant {or 36 tainutes,

But ihe Federaj Nuclear Reguiatory
Comenission has organized a if-mem-
ber team o0 investigate the incxdent
just as the cOMMISSION 1S TEVIEWIRE
pians submitied by the nation’s 113 nu-
ciear generating plams, it is the end of

For 17 minutes, a
bhlackout became
an emergency.

a decadelong effart to establish st and-
ards 1o prevent and respond to such
hlackouts.

Critles Volce Alarm

Industry officiais and the N.R.C. sav
the complexity of the issue and the
encrmous differences among plants
expiain the difficulty n formuiating na-
uonwide regulations for deahing with
power failures.

But some crincs, Jike Rabert D. Pol-
tard, a former N.R.C. engineer who s
with the Umon of Concerned Scienusts,
say the Vogte inaident offers a
ghimpse of a larger issue, *The signii-
cance of the event ig that it iflustrates
the danger of the N.R.C. leaving hugh-
prionity safety issues unresolved for
more than 10 years,” he said.

The incident began whett a constiuc
tign truck backed into a lransformer
pole in & switching yard that supplies
power to tbe plant. That Cut off power
16 one of 1i$ Two units, which was being
refueled. .

Two backup diesel engines wete sup-
posed to klck in if power was lost. One
failed to do so0 and the other was under
gomng maintenance The incident also
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shut down Lhe other reactor; the regu-
fatory commission 15 still investigating
o determine why.

The lack of a funcliohng nackup
power sysiem led the plant's officials
1o declare a "'site area emergency,’”
the second highest of four categones
developed by the N.R.C. [t was only the
second such emergency since the cate-
gones were developed in 1978,

“Never Any Danger’

But officials said that despite the
potential for serious problems, the
emergency ended soon afterward,
Seventeen munutes after the truck
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At Plant Vogtle, electrical power
wa4 lost for 16 minutcs.

struck the pole, the emergency was
dowrigraded to an alert” the thard
highest category. Shortly afterward
the backup generalgr Wwas started
manuaily. The alert was canceled in
about four hours.

“There was nevey any danger 10 the
public, never any release of radhiation
and never any danger 1o empioyees,”
said Tal Wright, a spokesman for Geor-
gi1a Pawer.

Byt there was enough potential for
senicus problems that ihe regulatory
commisgion assigned a team (0 invest-
gate. |t was aniy the agency's fifth such
investigation, and it has the potentiai
for effects on nuclear piants nation
wide.

“The N.R.C. management felt that
this was a good opportumity 1o take an

in-depth iook at the staiien biackout
question,” said Ken Clark, 8 spokes
man for the COMMISSION. " There was
tor a perned of e the potental for the
situation 1o deteriorate, but it did not.”

a4 1975 N.R.C. report on reacior
safmy first locused arention ov the
probiem. in its annuat reports for the
past decade. the agency has Jisted
blackouls at nuclear power statgns as
ap “unresoived safety issue.” {n 1988, 1t
deveigped station blackeu guscleiines
for the industry.

' A Lack of Completetess’

Rut an audit fast fall found that e
ual responses from utilities were often
inadequate or inaccurate. A draft jetter
prepated by the N.R.C. staff said its
audit of 10 Blackoul plans showed '3
lack of comnpleteness and a tendency to
interpret or extend the gurlance in a
manner to justify mimrmum design
changes rather than impraved proted:
non agamst station vlackout.”

One proposal, for example, recom™
mended thar the controb {oomm +5
evacuated © save power !C deal wath
an ernergency. Ancther cited an analy
515 1hat Lhe nuclear panei determned
was never done. The letter called for
the ynusual step of requiring utiinies 10
submt 3 sworn staternent that their re:
sponse was accurate and adequately
documented,

An industry group, the Nuciear Man-
agetnent and Resources Councii, pro-
(ested the stalf’s proposed leuer and
persuaded the comimission 1o allow it
tc help utililies comply with the guide
Lnes without having to make Swom
statemedts to the regulatory ComMSs:
sion.

Russeli Bell, a program manager in
e technical divisien of the GUSLTY
group, said the group had long been i
volved in the blackout issue and felt the
utitities apd the N.R.C. would best be
served if it provided guidance and
assistance 10 insyre 2 proper response,

And he said progress had been made
ot the issue even though it had taken a
loag time to develop regulations and
for utilities to compty with thems. It's
important I¢ nole ihat the period
we-re 1aling about the reliability of
dieset generators at the nuclear plants,
which are the primary defense against
biackout, has consistently improved,”
e said



