
August 9, 2021

via electronic mail

Annette L. Vietti-Cook

Secretary of the Commission

U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission

Mail Stop O-16 B33

Washington, DC 20555-0001

RE: Questions raised with Commissioner Baran regarding safety concerns at Seabrook Station

Dear Chairman Hanson, Commissioner Baran and Commissioner Wright,

On behalf of the C-10 Research and Education Foundation (C-10), I am writing to request your response

on a number of questions and concerns that our group discussed with Commissioner Jeff Baran during a

video meeting on August 3, 2021.

You will recall that we are the group whose decade of efforts to shine a light on Seabrook’s degrading

concrete led to a hearing before the Atomic Safety and Licensing Board (ASLB) in September, 2019. A

year later, the Board ordered four new license conditions relative to how Seabrook’s owner NextEra

Energy must manage the incurable condition called alkali-silica reaction (ASR) that is weakening the

concrete in all key safety structures at the plant.

As the region’s leading nuclear safety advocacy group, we were pleased with the opportunity to provide

input and ask questions of Commissioner Baran ahead of his first visit to Seabrook on August 10, 2021,

where he will have the opportunity to see and learn about this “concrete cancer” first-hand.

Since many of our inquiries were not able to be answered during the meeting itself, Commissioner Baran

encouraged us to submit a letter that can be answered in detail. We are not attempting to re-litigate the

case heard under NRC Docket 50-443-LA-2, relative to Seabrook Station’s license amendment request

(LAR) due to degraded concrete. We urge you to continue giving serious thought to this case, and to

consider how you can implement the lessons learned.

While we are proud that our tenacity led to improvements for public safety, we are not satisfied that the

NRC has done all it can to “protect people and the environment.” Our expert Dr. Victor Saouma has

stated that the license conditions imposed by the ASLB do not give him sufficient confidence that

Seabrook’s current protocols provide an adequate picture of the rate of ASR’s progress and this may

seriously impact safety assessment. Dr. Saouma has gone so far as to say that he would not feel safe

living near the plant.
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In order to illuminate the agency’s positions and increase our knowledge about the progression of ASR at

Seabrook Station, C-10 respectfully requests written answers to the following questions:

Because so much is unknown about the rate of ASR expansion, why doesn’t NRC require the use of

error bars in modeling its progression? This is one area where independent experts could be of

assistance to quantify the margin of error. We don’t know where we are on the curve. That is cause for

concern by C-10 and Dr. Saouma; it should be of equal concern to NextEra and the NRC.

Indeed, determination of the out-of-plane expansion relies on the availability of concrete cores saved

during construction, and the empirical curve to relate degradation of elastic modulus with expansion.

Thus we have two related questions:

a)  How many construction cores have been saved over the past 40 years? We would like to know under

which protocol were they collected (how many cores per cast cubic yard), under which conditions

(temperature and relative humidity) have they been stored, and how many have been saved from the

concrete cast in the containment building from the base to to five feet above ground—the most critical

segment of the building? A picture of those cores would go a long way in assuaging our concerns.

b)  How confident are you in using the calibration curve? Can you quantify its 90% confidence level in

terms of the associated uncertainties (calibration curve, empirical relationship between compressive

strength and elastic modulus, representativeness of the closest core to an arbitrary location of sudden

ASR expansion)? Ultimately, how tall would you expect the error bars to be?

How can the NRC increase transparency about what inspectors see at the plant, in particular, with

regard to ASR? The quarterly inspection reports are thin and rather formulaic, typically only including

issues that merit a color-coded citation when there is an infraction or other problem. C-10 would urge

the resident inspectors at Seabrook to include a narrative about what they observe with regards to ASR

testing and monitoring, to the extent possible. Data related to the safety parameters of Seabrook’s

structure should not be proprietary, since Seabrook’s safety is a public concern, and part of how the

public is reassured is through having access to the actual data.

Under what circumstances might the agency revisit Seabrook’s concrete aging management program?

Seabrook is the first reactor in the nation known to suffer from ASR; it likely will not be the last. For the

licensee to develop its own concrete testing and monitoring program for this novel condition rather than

the NRC utilizing independent experts and peer-review has resulted in sub-optimal protocols. The NRC’s

oversight must be informed by evolving science, research and the latest industry knowledge. Seabrook’s

program should not be considered best practice, and must not become the standard for ASR testing and

management at other reactors if and when it is discovered.
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After what you’ve learned in the Seabrook case, would you support the development of NRC

regulations governing concrete testing, and more scrutiny of other material-aging issues? C-10 has

long expressed concern about the lack of clear NRC regulations governing the testing for ASR across the

nation’s nuclear fleet, and the absence of a cohesive and consistent set of protocols for managing the

problem when and where it appears. This is particularly worrying in light of the trend toward lengthy

subsequent license renewals. Collection and analysis of concrete cores should be standard protocol for

all aging nuclear reactors.

C-10 has a number of serious questions relative to the risks and impacts of climate change, the presence

of tritium in our saltmarsh and groundwater, the unsolved problem of nuclear waste and related

environmental justice concerns, and the risks of accidents during decommissioning, transport and

long-term storage when the NRC’s presence is diminished. While these questions are too broad to be

adequately answered in a single letter of response, we know that they must weigh heavily on your

minds, as they do on ours.

Thank you for the opportunity to convey these questions outside of an official proceeding; we trust you

will respond in as timely a manner as is possible.

I will close by saying that C-10 appreciates the professionalism and accessibility of the NRC’s resident

inspectors at Seabrook Station as well as the Region 1 staff. These relationships are vital to our ability to

do our work effectively, to raise concerns when needed, and to convey sound information to our

members and the general public about what is happening at Seabrook, our nuclear neighbor.

As Senior Resident Inspector Christopher Newport recently told me: “We oversee Seabrook, but you

oversee us. I think that’s critical in a functioning society. There’s no such thing as zero-risk. It’s good that

you are there watching the decisions being made.”

Sincerely,

Natalie H. Treat

Executive Director

C-10 Research and Education Foundation

ph: (978) 465-6646  e: natalie@c-10.org

CC: U.S. Senator Edward Markey (MA), U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren (MA)

Congresswoman Annie Kuster (NH), Congressman Chris Pappas (NH)
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