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

ATLANTA, March 31 - An accident
that occurred at a Georgia nuclear

power plant on March 21 ÌS focšing re
newed attenuon on one of th most ..or.

risome potential problems at nuclear
plants: the loss of electncal power to
run the plant and cool its reactor fueL.

Offcials of the Georgia power Com.
pany say there was no nsk to !.e public
in the incident at its Plant Vogtle nu.
clear power planL A truck ran into a
po..er pole, cutting off electricity to the
plant for 36 minutes.

But the Federal Nuclear Regulatory
Commission has organized a IO.mem.
ber team to investigate the incident
Just as the commission is reviewing
plans submitted by the nation's 113 nu.
clear generating plants. It is !.e end of

For 17 minutes, a

blackout became
an emergency.

a decade long effort to establish stand-
ards to prevent and respond to such
blackouts.

Critics Voice Alarm
Industry offcials and the N.R.C. say

the complexity of the issue and the
enormouS differences among plants
explain the dirtculty in formulating na.
tlonwide regulations for dealing ..ith
power failures.

But some criticS, like Roben D. Pol.
lard, a former N.R.C. engineer who is
Wtth the Union of Concerned Scientists,
say the Vogtle incident offers a
glimpse of a larger issue. "The signlCi.
cance of the event is that it ilustrates

the danger of the N.R.C. leaving high-
pnority safety issues unresolved for
more than 10 years," he said.

The incident began when a construc.
tion truck backed into a transformer
pole in a switching yard that supplies
power to the planL That eut off power
to one of Its two units, which was betng
refueled.

Two back diesl engine were sup-
po to kick in if power was 10SL One
faile to do 50 and the other was under.
going maintenance. Th incident also
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shut down the other reactor; the regu.
latory commission IS still investigating
to determine why.
The lack of a function1Og backup

power system led the plant's ortcials
to declare a "site area emergency,"
the second htghest of four categones
develope by the N.R.C. It was only the
second such emergency since the cate-
gones were develope in 19ì9.

'Never Any Danger'
But offcials said that despite the

potential for seriouS problems. the
emergency ended soon afterward.
Seventeen minutes after the truck
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At Plant Vogte, elecca power
was lost for 36 minutes.

struck the pole, the emergency was
downgraded to an "alert," the thtrd
highest category. Shortly afterward
the backup generator was started
manually. The alert was canceled in
about four hours.

"There was never any danger to the
public, never any release of radiation
and never any danger to employees,"
said Tal Wright, a spokesman for Geor.
gia Power.

But there was enough potential for
senous problems that the regulatory
commission asstgned a team to investi-
gate. It was only the agency's fith such
investigation, and it. has the potential
for effects on nuclear plants nation,
wide.

"The N.R.C. management felt that
this was a goo opportunity to take an

in-depth loo at the station blackout
question," said Ken Clark, a spokes.
man for the commission. "There was
for a penod of time the potential for the
situation to deteriorate, but it did not."

A 1975 N.R.C. report on reactor
safety first focused attention on the
problem. In its annual reports for the
past decade. the agency has listed
blackoutS at nuclear power stations as
an "unresolved safety issue." In 1988, it
develope station blackout guidelines
for the industry.

. A Lack of Completeness'

But an audil last fall found that Inl'
tial responses from utilities were often
inadequate or inaccurate. A draft letter
prepared by the N.R.C. staff said its
audit of 10 blackout plans showed "a
lack of completeness and a tendency to
interpret or extend the gutdance in a
manner to justify minimum design
changes rather than improved protec.
tlon againsi station blackout."

One proposal, for example, recom.
mended that the control room be
evacuated to save power to deal W1lh
an emergency. Another cited an analy.
siS that the nuclear panel determined
was never done. The letter called for
the unusual step of reuiring utilltles to
submit a sworn statement that their reo
sponse was accurate and adequately
documented.

An industry group, the Nuclear Man.
agement and Resorces Council, pro-
tested the staff's proposed letter and
persuaded the commission to allo.. it
to help uiiltles comply w1lh the guide-
lines without having to make sworn
statements to the regulatory commis,
sion.

Russell Bell, a proram manager in
the technical division of ihe industry
group, said !.e group had long ben 10'
volved in the blackout isue and felt the
utilties and the N.R.C. would best be
served if it provided guidance and
assistance to insure a proper response.

And he said progre had ben made
on the ise even th it had taken a
long lime to develop regulations and
for utilities to comply with them. "II's
important 10 note tht in the period
we're talking about the reliability of
diesl genrators at th nuclear plants,
which are th pnmary defen agamst
blackout. has coistly improved,"
he said.


