The Associated Press Scientist testifies in favor of Yankee uprate
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By SUSAN SMALLHEER Herald Staff 

MONTPELIER — Increased radiation coming from the Vermont Yankee nuclear power station because of increased power production is so small it could even be beneficial, the retired director of health physics at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory testified Tuesday. 

John A. Auxier, chairman of Auxier & Associates of Knoxville, Tenn., testified in support of Entergy Nuclear’s proposal to increase power production at the Vernon reactor by 20 percent. 

Auxier, who was director of health physics at the national nuclear laboratory from 1972 to 1982, said the increase of 3.6 milirems at the so-called “fenceline” boundary at the plant would not create any costs to the public in terms of increased health or safety risk. 

Auxier’s testimony runs counter to much established literature, and, in fact, the federal Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 20,000 Americans die each year from lung cancer, a result of exposure to radon. 

Auxier cheerfully admitted as much on the stand Tuesday, although he made plain he didn’t agree with the EPA. 

He told the Public Service Board the increase was negligible when compared to the 360 milirems a year the average American receives from background radiation and exposure to radon gas. 

Meanwhile, Entergy Nuclear spokesman Robert Williams changed the figures he released Monday about the increase in radiation coming from the plant due to a new water chemistry treatment, as well as the power production increase. 

Williams had originally said that the existing level was 12.98 milirems a year, while according to the plant’s own 2001 Radioactive Effluent Release Report, the level was higher at 14.4 milirems. 

Williams said the 12.98 figure was wrong because it didn’t include the radiation coming from the temporary storage of low-level nuclear waste at the plant. 

The proposed 20 percent increase in power is expected to add more than 20 percent in radiation, in fact, it’s closer to 30 percent. The water chemistry system adds additional radiation. When combined, the increase is closer to 34 percent. 

The new figures show a much smaller increase from the new water chemistry system, from about 2 milirems to about half a milirem, or 0.55. 

And according to the same report, the plant adopted a new reporting system, which in 2002 allowed the baseline level to drop to 12.85. 

Williams said the plant changed the way it calculated the radiation exposure in 2001 to reflect more “accurate” testing methods. 

But Raymond Shadis of the New England Coalition said he expected the change in methodology was a calculated move by Vermont Yankee owners to lay the groundwork to accommodate the increased radiation associated with the power increase and still stay within the Vermont standard. 

With the increase in power and the reintroduction of a hydrogen gas and noble metals treatment of the cooling water in the plant, radiation is expected to come very close to the state limit of 20 milirems a year coming from the plant. 

The federal limit is 25 milirems, but 30 years ago, state officials extracted a promise from Vermont Yankee’s original owners that it would abide by the stricter standard. 

Later in the day, Public Service Board member John Burke questioned another Entergy Nuclear witness about the closeness to the limits, and what Entergy would do about it. 

Dan Yasi, a nuclear engineer with the consulting group Stone & Webster of Boston and a former Vermont Yankee employee, said the plant would have to change the way it operates to stay within the 20-milirem limit. 

Shadis, staff member of the New England Coalition, an anti-nuclear group contesting the power increase, pressed Auxier on his testimony, and he said the background testing lost its accuracy beyond 1,000 meters from the plant. 

“I don’t have much confidence in measurement beyond 1,000 meters,” he said. 

But Auxier, the author of more than 100 articles on the effects of radiation, said there was no consensus that there were health risks associated with low doses of radiation. 

Neil Sheehan, a spokesman for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, said in a telephone interview Tuesday that the changes in calculations of the annual radiation exposure was “primarily administrative in nature.” 

The hydrogen gas treatment is being reactivated at Vermont Yankee after a 16-month hiatus. It is designed to cut down on stress-corrosion and cracking of the plant’s internal piping. It was suspended last year out of concern that it was contributing to leaking nuclear fuel inside the reactor core. 

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

BRATTLEBORO — The town plans to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 10 percent in residential and commercial areas, and another 20 percent in town-owned buildings and operations over the next seven years. 

A new draft of Brattleboro’s Climate Action Plan was put together by Paul Cameron of the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign. 

“This is really a long-term plan that will improve air quality in the town, increase citizen involvement in local government and create an overall better quality of life in the town,” Cameron said. “This is instrumental to our future.” 

The Cities for Climate Protection Campaign is a local wing of the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, an association dedicated to reducing greenhouse emissions. Other regional towns participating in the campaign include Burlington, Keene, N.H., and Amherst, Mass. 

Brattleboro commissioned a greenhouse gas emissions inventory last year and found that nearly 200,000 tons of carbon dioxide — mostly from methane burning, energy and fuel use and landfill waste — were released by the town in the year 2000. 

The effects of climate change over the next century are likely to be significant in Vermont, according to the report. 

“They may include the migration of our northern hardwood forests northward to cooler areas, effectively ending the $13.4 million maple sugaring industry and curtailing the fall foliage season, which contributes $1.1 billion to Vermont’s economy,” the report concluded. 

Many of the suggestions in the action plan will save the town money, Cameron said. 

Brattleboro has acted upon smaller energy efficiency efforts in the past, said Town Manager Jerry Remillard. Cameron’s is the first plan that involves the whole town, he said. 

Two public hearings are due to be held on the plan before Brattleboro selectmen consider it for approval next month. 
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