
2 - Nukewatch Quarterly Winter 2021-22

Reactor Operators Want to Run for 80 Years, but Federal Laboratory 
Hid “Critical gaps” in Knowledge About How Reactors Age

By Hal Bernton, The Seattle Times, Nov. 1, 2021

Editor’s note: This is an excerpted version of the article. 

Federal regulators have embarked on a new era of 
relicensing that could eventually enable ... US nuclear 
power plants to operate for as long as 80 years.

Researchers have conducted years of experiments 
to learn more about how different parts of the power 
plants age when exposed to a harsh mix of pres-
sures, water chemistry and radiation.

Despite all this testing, questions remain about the 
long-term wear, beyond the 60 years for which 
plants are licensed. So the Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission (NRC) that conducts relicensing contracted 
with the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory 
(PNNL) in Richland to develop a kind of road map 
for future study.

That report was published online in 2017 by the 
PNNL federal laboratory. It detailed a series of 
“critical gaps” in knowledge, and proposed an ambi-
tious research plan to help fill them in by studying 
parts pulled from shuttered nuclear power plants.

This report got a chill reception at the NRC.

Some commission staff thought some of the report’s 
wording was inaccurate or misleading and could 
lead readers to believe “we should not be issuing 
renewed licenses” to run for up to eight decades, 
according to emails and other documents obtained 
under the federal Freedom of Information Act.
“I think the entire report needs to be scrubbed for text 
that points to gaps and, if issued, we need a stronger 
basis for why we will grant renewed licensing … be-
fore harvesting [of parts from shutdown reactors] and 
testing is completed,” wrote one NRC staffer.

The report was substantially revised by the NRC, 
which in 2019 released a toned-down version of the 
report that deleted all seven references to critical 
gaps in knowledge.

The rocky path of this study through the federal reg-
ulatory commission offers an unusual window into 
the launch of a licensing renewal that is expected to 
determine the fate of most of the current generation 
of US nuclear power plants. ...

Most of these reactors ... are licensed to operate for 
up to 60 years past their initial startup date.

Without license extension to operate for an addi-
tional 20 years, almost all of them would have to 
shut down during the first half of the 21st century, 
a pivotal period in the struggle to reduce carbon 
dioxide and other greenhouse gases driving climate 
change....

Scott Burnell, a spokesperson for the NRC, said that 
relicensing involves a thorough safety review, and 
that NRC officials are convinced there already “is 
sufficient information to appropriately manage the 
aging of the plants.”

Burnell said the 2017 PNNL report was a draft 
document, although there were no markings to indi-
cate that, and that the report underwent the “normal 
editing process.” ....

2017 report posted online, then removed
 
Paul Gunter obtained the NRC documents detailing 
the internal criticisms of the PNNL report. He is an 
activist with Beyond Nuclear, a group working for a 
world “free of nuclear power and nuclear weapons.”

Gunter for years has watchdogged the relicensing of 
nuclear power plants, and more recently has been a 
vocal critic of the NRC’s proposal to consider up to 
80 years of operation for US nuclear power plants.

“This is pushing to the extreme,” said Gunter.

Gunter during an online search went to the PNNL 
website, and found a copy of the 2017 report. He 
was encouraged by the authors’ recommendations, 
and cited the study at a Sept. 26, 2018, meeting 

about relicensing convened by the NRC. “I started 
asking questions and their jaws dropped, and they 
said, ‘We can’t be talking about this,’ ” Gunter 
recalls.

Soon after Gunter cited the report at the meeting, 
he said the report was pulled down from the PNNL 
as well as Department of Energy and International 
Atomic Energy Agency websites that had also 
posted the document.

Troubled by the effort to keep the 2017 report from 
public view, Gunter’s organization then filed a 
federal Freedom of Information Act request to gain 
access to NRC documents related to the study.

These documents show how NRC’s own research 
staff had questions about how important structures 
would hold up over 80 years of operations. A 2013 
project description stated that “understanding and 
managing” how things degrade is “unquestionably 
a key need for continued safe and reliable” reactor 
operations, and “also an area with very significant 
uncertainties.”

One of the most challenging areas involves embrittle-
ment of metal in reactor pressure vessels that are 
bombarded by neutrons during the fission process. 
Extreme embrittlement could result in reactors having 
to reduce power production or shut down all together.

The aging of reactor internals and concrete, and 
deterioration of cables, also are concerns, according 
to NRC documents Gunter obtained. ...

As of October, the NRC has approved operations of 
up to 80 years for six reactors. Applications for nine 
others are under review.

The NRC earlier this year also considered, then put 
on hold, a public discussion about possibly licensing 
reactors for as long as 100 years. ...

— Seattle Times reporter Rebecca Moss contrib-
uted to this report.

Congress Forces Weapons Spending
the Pentagon Wanted Cancelled

Writing in Roll Call October 18, John Donnelly ana-
lyzed federal spending on weapons unwanted by the 
Pentagon. A report made public in early October shows 
that Pentagon Comptroller Mike McCord attempted 
to save about $1 billion in weapons spending, but was 
stopped by the Appropriations and the Armed Services 
Committees in both the Senate and the House.

These four committees have repeatedly kept hun-
dreds of millions of tax dollars gushing into the cof-
fers of the world biggest weapons contractors — for 
weapons declared unnecessary by the military. The 
committees can even refuse to reject the savings rec-
ommendations without saying why. Donnelly wrote, 
“None of the four defense panels provided CQ Roll 
Call an explanation for forcing the Pentagon to keep 
spending money on particular initiatives.”

“The Pentagon had said it does not need the $500 
million-plus that was appropriated for the fighter 
jets, helicopters, ships, vehicles, and bombs made 
by four of its top five contractors” (Lockheed 
Martin, General Dynamics, Boeing, and Northrop 
Grumman). But, Roll Call reports, “Congressional 
Appropriations and Armed Services committees, for 
reasons that none of them would divulge, insisted 
that the military spend the money anyway.”

Last year’s political contributions by some of the 
companies whose contracts were saved by congress, 
were: Lockheed: $5,055,874; Northrup Grumman: 
$5,269,016; General Dynamics: $3,378,838; and 
Boeing: $464,629, according to OpenSecrets online 
whose researchers also found that the top 20 weap-
ons contractors contributed $47 million to federal 
candidates, parties, and outside groups in 2020. 
Capitol Hill arm-twisting by the top 20’s 675 reg-
istered lobbyists (1.2 for each member on the hill) 
totaled more than $87 million in 2021.
Some of the rejected savings were:
 $60 million for Air Force F-35 fighter jet procure-
ments, and going to Lockheed Martin

 $2 billion a year for the last seven years on F-35s 
that the Pentagon did not order
 $15 million for Lockheed Martin’s CH-53K heli-
copter program
 $194 million for Boeing’s Grey Wolf helicopters
 $18 million for procurement and modifications 
for Boeing’s Super Hornet fighter jet
 $15 million for modifications to Boeing’s Super 
Hornet and Growler planes
 $73 million for an unrequested Expeditionary Sea 
Base ship made by General Dynamics 
 $66 million on unneeded “General Purpose 
Bombs,” mostly made by General Dynamics
$59 million for a Northrup Grumman bomb fuse

In a related case, Boeing won a $1.62 billion con-
tract in September to repair guidance systems on 
the Air Force’s 400 Minuteman III ICBMs. The 18-
year contract will run simultaneously with a $2.6 
billion deal for Northrup Grumman for the Minute-
man III’s replacement rocket, dubbed the G.B.S.D. 
— emphasis on the BS.

The swamp was further described in a November 9 
piece by Joe Cirincione titled “How the nuclear game 
is rigged to maintain the status quo,” which notes that 
the same giant weapons contractors also build nuclear 
weapons. “To protect those contracts, these arms 
firms deploy a small army of lobbyists in Washington, 
run a revolving door that shuttles officials between 
top policy jobs and top contractor jobs, disperse con-
tracts to nearly every congressional district, contribute 
generously to lawmakers on the key committees that 
oversee their programs, are major advertisers in all 
the publications covering national security, and have 
flooded Washington think tanks over the past 20 years 
with grants to mute criticism of their programs.”

—Rollcall online, “Congress Blocks Cuts to Top Contrac-
tors Weapons Budgets,” Oct. 18; William Hartung, “Profi-
teers of Armageddon,” Inkstick.com, Oct. 12; Opense-
crets.org; and Responsible Statecraft, Nov. 9, 2021


