Call for halt at Vt. plant, Legislators step up
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Western Massachusetts legislators have renewed their call to halt boosts in energy production at the Vermont Yankee nuclear power plant. 

Their action comes after a member of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission expressed ''significant doubts'' about the project.

Gregory B. Jaczko, one of five NRC members, wrote a memo to the agency March 8 saying the planned 20-percent increase in electricity generation - and a 20-year extension of the plant's license until 2032 - should be put on hold until hearings on safety concerns are complete.

''The sad part of this whole process is that the NRC, I am convinced, is nothing but a rubber stamp for the nuclear industry and it has a very low regard for the concerns of elected officials and citizens,'' state Rep. Stephen Kulik, D-Worthington, said Thursday. ''It's one of the worst public processes I've ever seen - and it's a very serious matter.''

Along with Kulik, five area lawmakers joined a demand Thursday that the NRC suspend all steps by the plant to boost its output, known as an ''uprate.''

Others are state Sens. Stanley C. Rosenberg, D-Amherst, and Andrea Nuciforo, D-Pittsfield; and state Reps. Christopher Donelan, D-Orange, Denis Guyer, D-Dalton, and Daniel Bosley, D-North Adams. They wrote to NRC Chairman Nils Diaz.

Neil Sheehan, a spokesman for the NRC, said Thursday the agency's five commissioners will address Jaczko's concerns. ''Bear in mind he's one of five commissioners,'' Sheehan said.

The ''single reactor'' facility in Vernon, Vt., went on line in 1972 and produces 550 megawatts, or enough for 500,000 homes. It is the only major power plant in Vermont and produces nearly 80 percent of its electricity. Some 27.5 percent of power produced there is supplied to Massachusetts users via Western Electric and Cambridge Electric Light companies and National Grid.

The NRC recently approved boosting production at the plant following a 29-month review. But after increasing production by 5 percent, Entergy Nuclear Vermont Yankee LLC, which has operated the plant since 2003, temporarily halted the uprate, because vibrations were detected in the steam system.

Legislators said Jaczko's memorandum is the opening they have been looking for.

''We have been looking for them (the NRC) to really do their due diligence - which is what we should expect of them - but we haven't had it. Now, hopefully we can achieve that,'' said Rosenberg.

Rob Williams, a spokesman for Vermont Yankee, said the company has received a copy of the legislators' letter but maintains that Jaczko's concerns are a matter for him and his fellow NRC commissioners to resolve.

Vermont Yankee's application ''received very close scrutiny by the NRC'' and no part of it was ''contrary to the regulations,'' Williams said. ''From our standpoint, the process was fair and open and voted on unanimously by the commission.''

In their letter to Diaz, the NRC chief, the legislators say: ''Our position is simply this: there should be no uprate.'' But if the company insists on moving forward, it should not do so ''until the plant has been thoroughly inspected, proven to be able to handle the uprate and every safety concern has been addressed,'' they write.

Vermont Yankee is on a 125-acre site in Vernon 10 miles north of the Massachusetts border. Depending upon weather and other factors, there could be a substantial impact on Hampshire and Franklin counties in the event of an accident, Rosenberg said.

Citizen groups are calling for legislation prohibiting Massachusetts electric companies from using electricity generated at the plant, an idea Rosenberg said he finds intriguing but is not sure how it would work.

U.S. Rep. John Olver has also written a letter to Diaz, urging the agency ''to conduct a comprehensive Independent Safety Assessment of the Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power Plant using the same methodology and scope that was applied to the Maine Yankee Reactor.''

Existing cracks in the steam dryers are ''an issue that has caused major failures in other uprated facilities across the country,'' writes Olver, a former University of Massachusetts professor of chemistry. Olver sent his letter before the power increase was approved. 

Vermont and Massachusetts residents have argued for months for an independent safety review, saying they are worried about the consequences of an accident or a terrorist attack.

Besides the cracks in the steam dryer, two radioactive fuel rod segments were discovered missing from the plant's spent fuel storage pool, where they had been thought to be in storage since 1980.

Norm Rademacher, Vermont Yankee's director of nuclear safety assurance, told participants at a Northfield forum, on Monday, that ''significant protections'' have been installed at the plant since Sept. 11, 2001. He said they include a larger security force with more weapons, concrete and steel barriers and razor wire as well as sensors to deter a terrorist attack.
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