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By SUSAN SMALLHEER Herald Staff 

Entergy Nuclear, the owner of the Vermont Yankee nuclear power plant, asked federal regulators Wednesday for permission to change the way it runs the plant in order to produce 20 percent more power from the 31-year-old reactor. 

In a 350-page filing with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Entergy Nuclear finally made public its detailed plans on how it plans on producing the additional 110 megawatts. 

Robert Williams, spokesman for Entergy Nuclear, discussed the main points of the proposal. He said the biggest change was to increase the “freshness” of the uranium fuel inside the reactor core, by putting more new fuel into the reactor during the refueling cycles, rather than letting it run for three cycles as the plant now does. 

There are 368 fuel assemblies inside the reactor core. Typically, one-third of those assemblies were replaced during every refueling outage, which occurs about every 18 months. 

Now, Williams said, 20 percent more fuel will be replaced, from 123 assemblies to about 190 assemblies. 

The increased fuel usage will mean 20 percent additional nuclear waste, Williams said. 

Entergy plans to build a fuel storage facility next to the plant to accommodate the waste, since the spent fuel pool inside the plant is reaching capacity. 

The newer fuel will produce additional heat, Williams said, but the temperature inside the reactor core will not increase from 575 degrees Fahrenheit because of increased water flow through the reactor to dissipate the heat. 

Some equipment will be replaced inside the reactor to accommodate the heat, as well as the 20 percent higher water flowing through the reactor, Williams said. 

Earlier this year, Williams said that Entergy had planned on spending $60 million on capital costs to produce the 110 megawatts. The entire cost is being borne by Entergy, and Michael Dworkin, chairman of the Public Service Board, said the cost of the project wasn’t the state’s concern since Entergy was footing the bill and not passing the costs on to Vermont consumers. 

Williams refused to comment Wednesday on how much Entergy Nuclear was spending on the plan and, if approved, how much the 110 megawatts would be marketed at. 

The Public Service Department’s nuclear engineer has estimated that Entergy will clear $20 million a year from the increased power sales. 

Williams said 60 Entergy Nuclear engineers worked on the analysis to see if the plant could handle the increase. They were aided by plant operations and support staff, as well as staff from General Electric, which is the original designer and manufacturer of the plant’s key components, he said. 

Entergy Nuclear has been seeking state and federal permits on parallel tracks — it needs both to increase power production. The two reviews deal with different subjects, with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s review the more technical, involving a review of the engineering behind the uprate, as it is called in the nuclear industry. 

The state review, which is currently pending before the Public Service Board, takes up the second round of hearings next week. 

So far, the Douglas administration has refused to give its blessing to the plan, with the Public Service Department saying that the basic standard under such cases — that there is benefit to Vermont ratepayers — hasn’t been met. 

Entergy Nuclear says it hopes to have a decision from federal regulators in a year. 

To date, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission has never turned down a plant’s request for an uprate. However, only four other reactors have received permission to increase power production by 20 percent, which is what Entergy is seeking. 

Two of them, the Quad Cities and Clinton plants in Illinois, have run into problems since they increased power, including increased unreliability — a fact that worries the state of Vermont. 

In fact, Quad Cities has experienced sustained problems, according to state testimony filed in the case. 

Vermont wants Entergy Nuclear to guarantee that Vermont ratepayers won’t be penalized in any way because of the power production increase in the event Vermont Yankee has to shut down unexpectedly because of problems with the uprate. So far, Entergy has refused that guarantee. 

There is also concern that the additional 110 megawatts of power won’t necessarily be used by Vermonters. Vermont utilities, such as Central Vermont Public Service Corp. and Green Mountain Power Corp., which currently buy 55 percent of Yankee’s production, have a 30-day period to work out a contract with Entergy. After that, Entergy is free to sell the power on the spot market, where it is expected to draw higher prices from the New York City region, which needs additional capacity. Currently, Vermont’s power needs are being met, state regulators say. 

Contact Susan Smallheer at susan.smallheer@rutlandherald.com. 

