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US nuclear power 

Reactor dispute near Brookhaven 
Washington 
LoNG Island in New York, the home of 
the Brookhaven National Laboratory, 
contains one of the largest concentrations 
of nuclear scientists in the world. It also 
contains the Shoreham nuclear power 
plant, an 820-MW GE (General Electric) 
Mark 2 boiling water reactor which has cost 
more than $3,000 million to build but may 
never be turned on because the 
municipality, Suffolk County, says the 
area is too congested to be evacuated safely 
in an emergency. 

The county's objections may be the final 
straw for Shoreham's owners, the Long 
Island Lighting Company (LILCO). With 
construction delayed by protracted engin
eering problems and with huge cost over
runs, Shoreham is already regarded as a 
case study in how not to build a nuclear 
power plant. Now it is about to become a 
legal test of whether local governments 
have, in effect, the right to veto the siting of 
nuclear reactors. 

Construction of Shoreham began a 
decade ago and the company estimates that 
the plant will be ready to operate at full 
power next January, by which time its 
planned cost, and the price of the electricity 
it generates, will have multiplied many 
times. Before starting up, however, 
LILCO needs a federal licence to load the 
plant with fuel and begin low-power 
testing. Suffolk County has asked the 
Atomic Safety and Licensing Board of the 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) to 
stop hearings on the licence application, on 
the grounds that without Suffolk's blessing 
the required emergency plan cannot be sub
mitted for federal approval. 

The licensing board is expected to make 
a decision next week, but its ruling is 
unlikely to settle the matter. LILCO 
contends that New York State can choose 
to submit a plan which bypasses Suffolk, 
and newly drafted federal regulations are 
sufficiently fuzzy to ensure that the board's 
decision will be challenged whichever way 
it goes. 

Ostensibly, the impasse between LILCO 
and Suffolk is the result of a technical dis
agreement over the feasibility of coping 
with the aftermath of an accident at Shore
ham . LILCO has produced an emergency 
plan, based on a to-mile radius emergency 
planning zone (EPZ) around the plant, 
which envisages a total evacuation of the 
zone's population of under 200,000 within 
five to seven hours of an accident. 

Suffolk's political leadership, after 
breaking off joint planning with LILCO 
and commissioning independent studies of 
the site hazards, has concluded that Long 
Island's congested access routes and 
rapidly shifting wind patterns call for a 
20-mile radius EPZ, a zone which would 
contain more than 400,000 inhabitants. 
Such a zone could not possibly be 
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evacuated in time, the county believes. 
Supporters of Shoreham, including 

many Brookhaven workers, accuse the 
county of fanning irrational fears about 
the plant for political purposes. As 
evidence of this, LILCO cites the county's 
abrupt decision a year ago to break off 
joint planning, a move that coincided with 
the arrival of a new county chief executive, 
Mr Peter Cohalan. Until then, the 
radiological emergency plan for Shoreham 
was being prepared by Suffolk's own ex
pert, Dr Lee Koppelman, under a contract 
from LILCO. When Suffolk disowned 
Koppelman's plan and said it would ask 
independent experts to draft an alternative, 
LILCO submitted its plan to the state's 
Disaster Preparedness Commission (DPC) 
without the county's endorsement. 

The Koppelman plan, based on a 10-mile 
EPZ, the minimum specified by NRC, has 
been refined by officials of New York's 
DPC and, it is believed, would have been 
forwarded for approval by the federal emer
gency management authority but for the in
sistence of New York Governor Mario 
Cuomo that LILCO and Suffolk settle their 
differences. Suffolk, meanwhile, had con
cluded that no safe evacuation plan was 
feasible for Shoreham and that the plant 
should therefore never be used. 

Suffolk's position is based on several dif
ferent technical studies. Robert Budnitz of 
Future Resources Inc. examined the pro
bable accidents and the likely magnitude 
of a radiation release. F.C. Finlaysen 
Associates undertook an analysis of the 
possible consequences, weather conditions 
and local population distribution. Neither 
study, according to Dr Vanz Sailor a 
Brookhaven physicst and Long Island resi
dent, reached conclusions significantly dif
ferent from the assumptions underlying the 
Koppelman plan. The Finlayson study con
cluded that only once in 500 million years 
would an accident occur requiring the 
evacuation of a 10 to 15 mile area. 

The county did, however, attach con
siderable weight to studies of the ''shadow 
effect" in an evacuation -the likelihood 
that residents beyond an evacuation zone 
would flee in the event of a nuclear accident 
and thereby overload the evacuation routes 
and emergency services. 

Because the technical disagreements are 
so broad a reconciliation between LILCO 
and Suffolk is unlikely. What is more pro
bable is a protracted legal dispute to deter
mine whether, by refusing to cooperate on 
emergency planning, a local municipality 
can be allowed to kill off a reactor which 
has already been constructed . 

Meanwhile, interest charges on 
Shoreham are accumulating at about $1.5 
million a day, costs which will be passed on 
eventually to the consumers of Long Island 
whether the reactor is allowed to operate 
or not. Peter David 

British telecommunications 

Call collect 
THE British Government seems to be mov
ing briskly along a zigzag course towards its 
intended denationalization of British Tele
communications (or British Telecom), the 
electronic part of what used until recently 
to be known as the British Post Office. 

The House of Commons agreed on 29 
march by only a smallish majority (286 to 
241) to the latest version of the govern
ment's bill, itself a far cry from the original 
prospectus introduced more than two years 
ago by Sir Keith Joseph the then Secretary 
of State for Industry. But the latest version 
of the bill still has to run the gauntlet of the 
House of Lords, which may mean that a 
recipe for denationalization cannot be 
complete until after the election. 

Originally, the British Telecommuni
cations Bill was intended merely to for
malize the managerial division of the Post 
Office (which handles electronic written 
messages) and British Telecom (which 
handles electronic messages), but then to 
introduce a measure of private competition 
with the latter. The written message part 
has been uncontentiously dealt with. 

Now, the chief objective ofthe bill is that 
there should be an executive officer of the 
British Government called the director
general of telecommunications who would 
supervise the provision of telecommuni
cations in the United Kingdom, licensing 
potential providers when appropriate. 

The latest version of the bill has the 
technical advantage of providing a relative
ly simple device by means of which shares 
in the existing public monopoly could be 
sold to members of the public. Eventually, 
the assets of British Telecom will be 
transferred to some new company or cor
poration, no longer enjoying a special 
status on taxation and able to market its 
own shares. 

Two other issues have dominated the 
parliamentary debate so far- the fear that 
a private telecommunications monopoly 
will not provide services for rural users 
(voiced primarily by the government's sup
porters) and the fear that an open market in 
telecommunications will be a market for 
Japanese suppliers (chiefly shared by its 
opponents). Understandably, the govern
ment is requiring that the director-general 
should grant licences in a way that will cater 
for the rural voters. 

The almost forgotten issue of when 
telephone users not buried in the country 
will be able to hook up to their telephone 
lines equipment available elsewhere in the 
world remains unclear. British Telecom 
and the Department of Industry have ap
proved for general use three versions of a 
small-sized private branch exchange. The 
British Standards Institution, hopes to 
publish a general set of standards in July
a little later than the deadline originally fix
ed by the government for the passage of a 
final version of its bill. 0 
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