
Letter from 86 Organizations to Vice President Michael R. Pence:  

Urgent Actions Required to Mitigate COVID-19 Impacts in Nuclear Energy Industry 

April 22, 2020 

 

Vice President Michael R. Pence 

The White House 

Office of the Vice President 

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 

Washington, D.C.  20500 

 

Cc: Robert R. Redfield, MD, Director, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

Anthony Fauci, MD, Director, National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 

(NIAID) 

Chairman Katherine L. Svinicki, Chairman, Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) 

Loren Sweatt, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of Labor for Occupational Safety and 

Health (OSHA) 

Peter T. Gaynor, Administrator, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

Neil Chatterjee, Chairman, Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) 

 

SUBJECT:  Demand for Immediate Corrective Action to Address Urgent COVID-19 

Pandemic Risk  

 

Dear Vice President Pence: 

 

On behalf of the eighty-six organizations signed below, we write to express our urgent concern 

that the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) has abdicated its legal responsibility to protect 

public health and safety during the COVID-19 public health emergency, and to insist upon 

immediate corrective action.  

 

In recent communications with nuclear licensees and the public, the NRC has failed to take 

essential measures to ensure that (a) nuclear reactors and fuel cycle facilities are operated safely 

during the pandemic despite reductions in reactor staffing and (b) nuclear reactor and fuel cycle 

facility employees do not contract or spread the coronavirus. The particular working conditions 

on reactor sites present significant risks of coronavirus infection among workers and the local 

community—risks which are greatly exacerbated by the introduction of large itinerant 

workforces through dozens of ongoing and imminent refueling operations. While the 

coronavirus, as a non-radiological threat, is not directly regulated by the NRC, its potential 

spread poses a significant radiological health and safety risk if workers must be laid off or do not 

gain access to crucial parts of the reactor.  

 

Additionally, by allowing nuclear reactors to operate during the pandemic with exemptions and 

waivers without any review of each location’s emergency preparedness plan, the NRC is creating 

an increased nuclear safety risk during and after the greatest public health emergency the United 

States has faced in one-hundred years. As the near disaster resulting from the deferred inspection 

at the Davis-Besse reactor in 2001-2 showed, every single delayed/deferred safety inspection 

coupled with fatigued and ill workers clearly reduces the overall safety of the 96 operating US 

nuclear power reactors. Thus, the coronavirus also has significant implications with respect to 

onsite and offsite emergency planning.  
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Therefore, we insist that the White House and Coronavirus Task Force immediately take the 

following actions to protect the health and safety of nuclear industry workers and the general 

public: 

• Convene an interagency COVID-19 Nuclear Task Force (the Task Force) to develop 

plans and protective measures for nuclear workers and reactor operations. The task force 

should have representatives from all federal agencies with jurisdiction over the risks 

posed by the coronavirus and nuclear industry operations, including NRC, CDC, NIAIA, 

OSHA, FEMA, and FERC. An interagency task force is needed to properly prioritize 

worker and public health and safety in relation to radiological health and safety and 

electricity reliability.  

• Order an immediate halt to additional refueling and decommissioning operations at 

nuclear power stations until the Task Force has developed, and licensees have 

implemented, site-specific plans to protect workers and prevent the spread of the disease 

in the host regions, while also ensuring radiological health and safety.  

• Provide for immediate reevaluation by the Task Force of NRC exemptions to lift work-

hour limits for reactor power operations from 72 to 86 hours per week during the 

pandemic, due to the increased levels of fatigue on (a) workers’ vulnerability to COVID-

19 and (b) radiological health and safety. 

• Provide for immediate preparation of required Disaster Initiated Reviews (DIR) of the 

impact of the pandemic on emergency response plans at all reactor sites and fuel cycle 

facilities. Inexplicably, NRC has not yet done this, despite the express requirements of 

NRC Manual Chapter 1601, paragraph 03.02,1 and the FEMA Standard Operating 

Guide.2 Review of DIRs by the Task Force should be a high priority. 

• Subject all current reviews of licensee petitions for postponements and exemptions of 

scheduled maintenance and inspections of reactor systems, structures, and components 

(including those seeking expedited review during refueling outages) to (a) a cumulative 

risk analysis and (b) an integrated review by the COVID-19 Task Force.  

• For any operations-related decisions prioritizing resumed or continued operation because 

of reliability considerations, ensure that any potential safety impacts are fully mitigated. 

In many regions of the country, grid operators enjoy installed capacity margins well in 

excess of what is required to ensure reliability of the electricity system, especially during 

the low load spring months, making the temporary postponement of refueling outages 

irrelevant to grid reliability. In addition, the pandemic has resulted in significant 

reductions in electricity consumption throughout the U.S. Local grid reliability needs 

must be objectively evaluated, in order to properly balance the public health risks of 

refueling and restarting reactors during the pandemic. NRC must not permit licensees to 

operate reactors with increased nuclear safety risks, under any circumstances.  

 

As detailed below, the foregoing actions are essential to protect public health and safety and to 

fulfill NRC’s statutory responsibilities under the Atomic Energy Act.  

 

It is the federal government’s responsibility to convene an interagency task force because 

the public health and safety risks posed by the nuclear energy industry operations 

 
1 https://adamswebsearch2.nrc.gov/webSearch2/main.jsp?AccessionNumber=ML13137A326) 
2 https://adamswebsearch2.nrc.gov/webSearch2/main.jsp?AccessionNumber=ML112580528 

https://adamswebsearch2.nrc.gov/webSearch2/main.jsp?AccessionNumber=ML13137A326
https://adamswebsearch2.nrc.gov/webSearch2/main.jsp?AccessionNumber=ML112580528


Urgent Action Required on COVID-19 Impacts in Nuclear Energy Industry Page 3 

implicate several federal agencies whose responsibilities intersect with the industry the 

NRC regulates. In the midst of the public health emergency, NRC has failed to engage other 

responsible agencies which do not have sufficient knowledge of the conditions and operations of 

the nuclear industry to anticipate the public health impacts of COVID-19 on reactor sites. For 

instance, the NRC’s worker entry and access procedures at reactor sites require scans using 

devices that are reportedly not being sanitized properly, prevent the use of masks, and do not 

enable adequate social distancing. These conditions are potentially in conflict with Occupational 

Health and Safety Administration (OSHA) requirements. OSHA nurses on reactor sites are not 

trained in and have no background in managing or implementing health protection procedures in 

the midst of this nationwide pandemic. In addition, there have been numerous reports in the 

media that social distancing, sanitation, and other measures necessary to protect workers and 

mitigate community spread of the coronavirus are not being practiced at numerous reactor sites.  

 

Proceeding with refueling outages at this time is creating a vector for transmission of 

coronavirus to dozens of rural and suburban communities, placing public health at risk. 

Licensees are proceeding with scheduled refueling outages at upward of 30 reactor sites from 

February through the spring; the same will be repeated in fall 2020. Each refueling outage 

requires the addition of 1,000-2,000 temporary workers and contractors to the existing 600-1,000 

employee permanent workforce. Many refueling outage workers are itinerant, traveling from 

reactor site to reactor site throughout the spring and fall to work numerous outages for a few 

days or weeks at each site. Because CDC has reported that the coronavirus can be transmitted 

asymptomatically for days or weeks at a time—and that 25% of coronavirus carriers exhibit 

absolutely no symptoms—infection can spread without individual carriers being detected. CDC 

could not anticipate the risk factors deriving from the unique operational practices of the nuclear 

energy industry without the benefit of direct engagement with the NRC. 

 

The federal government must act to ensure that nuclear operations do not result in 

transporting the virus from community to community. Many reactor host communities are 

rural and do not have sufficient capacity to provide essential healthcare to the local population if 

infection rates accelerate, and much less so if visiting outage workers also become ill and require 

hospitalization. Local officials in some reactor host communities have requested that refueling 

outages be postponed because of these risks, but NRC and its licensees have largely turned a 

blind eye to federally mandated pandemic mitigation procedures and simply allowed outages and 

decommissioning activities to proceed without worker protection and community spread 

prevention measures in place. The White House must act now to stem this public health risk to 

rural and suburban communities. 

 

Additionally, the NRC has not properly evaluated the nuclear safety risks of an 

extraordinary number of requests for alleged special waivers and exemptions to major 

repairs and regulations. Licensees are deluging the NRC with potentially hundreds of requests 

for regulatory exemptions and deferrals of scheduled safety inspections in order to shorten the 

duration and expense of refueling outages. We are aware that there are numerous such exemption 

requests and postponements for each reactor, including canceling inspections of critical safety 

components, such as steam generators, reactor vessel internals, and containment structures. The 

NRC is evaluating the safety impact of each request in isolation, and failing to consider the 
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cumulative safety impact of the total combination of exemptions and deferred inspections for 

each reactor.  

 

Permitting reactors to restart under these circumstances would be grossly negligent, 

irrationally and unjustifiably increasing the risk of a radiological disaster during and 

beyond the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic. Unacceptable levels of risk and actual 

accidents with releases of radiation have resulted in cases when the NRC has permitted relatively 

short-term postponements of inspections. The 2002 Davis-Besse reactor vessel head incident and 

the 2000 steam generator tube rupture at Indian Point unit 2 both resulted from postponing 

inspections for only a few weeks or months. The NRC is now considering postponing 

inspections of reactor vessels, steam generators, and other components, for up to two years, until 

the next refueling outage.  

 

Based on media reports, the public health benefit that these exemptions and postponements may 

provide by reducing the total number of workers and contractors is marginal, at best, and has not 

been evaluated against the overall level of risk of coronavirus infection involved in permitting 

refueling outages to proceed. For instance, the Tennessee Valley Authority is now bringing 1,600 

workers and contractors to Tennessee for the Sequoyah unit 2 refueling3; the deferred 

maintenance and inspections of the reactor only reduced the temporary workforce by about 10%, 

meaning that there are still nearly triple the number of employees on-site. 

 

Thank you for your attention to this urgent recommendation, submitted to you in the spirit that it 

is the duty of every American, and every branch of government, to protect lives and mitigate the 

harm caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the worst public health crisis our country has faced in 

the last one-hundred years. For these reasons we insist that the White House and Coronavirus 

Task Force immediately take the actions detailed above. We eagerly await your response. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Timothy Judson 

Executive Director 

Nuclear Information and Resource Service 

6930 Carroll Ave., Suite 340 

Takoma Park, MD 

TimJ@nirs.org 

(301) 270-6477 

 

National Organizations (alphabetical) 

Paul Gunter 

Director, Reactor Oversight Project 

Beyond Nuclear 

Takoma Park, MD 

paul@beyondnuclear.org 

 
3 Flessner, David. “COVID-19 scales back work on Sequoyah Nuclear Power Plant refueling.” Chattanooga Times 

Free Press. April 12, 2020. https://www.timesfreepress.com/news/local/story/2020/apr/12/covid-19-scales-back-

work-nuclear-plant-refue/520489/  

 

Maggie Gundersen 

President and Founder 

Fairewinds Energy Education Corp. 

Charleston, SC 

info@fairewindsenergy.org 

https://www.timesfreepress.com/news/local/story/2020/apr/12/covid-19-scales-back-work-nuclear-plant-refue/520489/
https://www.timesfreepress.com/news/local/story/2020/apr/12/covid-19-scales-back-work-nuclear-plant-refue/520489/
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Mitch Jones 

Policy Director 

Food & Water Action 

Washington, DC 

mjones@fwwatch.org 

 

Tyson Slocum 

Energy Program Director 

Public Citizen, Inc. 

Washington, DC 

tslocum@citizen.org 

 

Edwin S. Lyman, PhD 

Director of Nuclear Power Safety 

Climate and Energy Program 

Union of Concerned Scientists 

Washington, DC 

elyman@ucsusa.org 

 

Nikos Pastos 

Environmental Sociologist 

Alaska's Big Village Network 

Anchorage, AK 

nikospastos@hotmail.com 

 

Priscilla Star  

Founder and Director  

Coalition Against Nukes  

New York, NY 

priscillaastar@hotmail.com 

 

Mary Beth Brangan 

Co-Director 

Ecological Options Network, EON 

Bolinas, CA 

mbbrangan@gmail.com 

 

Peggy Maze Johnson  

Board member  

Heart of America NW  

Seattle, WA 

pmjconsults@gmail.com 

 

Karen Orenstein 

Climate and Energy Director 

Friends of the Earth US 

Washington, DC 

korenstein@foe.org 

 

John Coequyt 

Director, Federal & International Climate 

Campaign 

The Sierra Club 

Washington, DC 

john.coequyt@sierraclub.org 

 

Faye Park 

President 

U.S. PIRG 

Washington, DC 

 

Mrs. Bobbie Paul 

Member 

Atlanta Grandmothers for Peace 

Atlanta, GA 

bobbiepaul711@gmail.com 

 

Mary Gutierrez 

Executive Director 

Earth Action, Inc. 

Pensacola, FL 

earthethicsaction@gmail.com 

 

Patti Wood 

Executive Director 

Grassroots Environmental Education 

Port Washington, NY 

ellen@grassrootsinfo.org 

 

Peter Clark 

Director 

Indigenous Rights Center 

Albuquerque, NM 

info@indigenousrightscenter.org 
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Vina Colley 

Co Founder 

National Nuclear Workers for Justice 

Portsmouth, OH 

vcolley@earthlink.net 

 

Scott Kovac 

Research and Operations Director 

Nuclear Watch New Mexico 

Santa Fe, NM 

scott@nukewatch.org 

 

Michael Malcom 

Executive Director 

People's Justice Council 

Birmingham, AL 

revmalcom@thepeoplesjusticecouncil.org 

 

Robert K. Musil, Ph.D., M.P.H. 

President & CEO 

Rachel Carson Council 

Bethesda, MD 

bmusil1@yahoo.com 

 

Maureen Headington 

President 

Stand Up/Save Lives Campaign 

Burr Ridge, IL 

moeteam@comcast.net 

 

Cee' Cee' Anderson 

DDHA Doctor of Health Administration 

Women Changing The World 

College Park, GA 

ceceand2003@yahoo.com 

 

California 

Cynthia Papermaster  

Coordinator  

CodePINK Golden Gate 

Berkeley, CA 

Codepinkgg@gmail.com 

 

Judy Treichel 

Executive Director 

Nevada Nuclear Waste Task Force 

Las Vegas, NV 

judynwtf@aol.com 

 

Sheila Parks, EdD 

Founder 

On Behalf of Planet Earth 

Watertown, MA 

sheilaruthparks@comcast.net 

 

Gregory Panzica  

Executive Director  

Peace Nick 

Royal Oak, MI 

greg.panzica@peacenick.org  

 

Joseph Mangano MPH MBA 

Executive Director 

Radiation and Public Health Project, Inc. 

New York, NY 

odiejoe@aol.com 

 

Jack & Felice Cohen-Joppa 

coordinators 

the Nuclear Resister 

Tucson, AZ 

nukeresister@igc.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert M. Gould, MD 

President 

Physicians for Social Responsibility, San 

Francisco Bay Area Chapter  

San Francisco, CA 

rmgould1@yahoo.com  
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Bart Ziegler, PhD 

President and Co-Founder 

Samuel Lawrence Foundation 

Del Mar, CA 

bart@samuellawrencefoundation.org 

 

Gary Headrick 

Founder 

San Clemente Green 

San Clemente, CA 

gary@sanclementegreen.org 

 

Molly Johnson 

Member of the Board 

San Luis Obispo Mothers for Peace 

San Luis Obispo, CA 

mollypj@yahoo.com 

 

Connecticut 

Nancy Burton 

Director 

Connecticut Coalition Against Millstone 

Redding, CT 

NancyBurtonCT@aol.com 

 

Georgia 

Joanne Steele 

President, Board of Directors 

Nuclear Watch South 

Atlanta, GA 

atom.girl@nonukesyall.org 

 

Idaho 

Holly Harris 

Executive Director 

Snake River Alliance 

Boise, ID 

hharris@snakeriveralliance.org 

 

Illinois 

David A. Kraft 

Director 

Nuclear Energy Information Service (NEIS) 

Chicago, IL 

neis@neis.org 

 

Iowa 

Mike Carberry  

Director  

Green State Solutions  

Iowa City, IA 

Mike@GreenStateSolutions.com 

 

Kansas 

Ann Suellentrop  

M.S. R.N. 

Physicians for Social Responsibility - KC 

Kansas City, KS 

annsuellen@gmail.com 

 

Maryland 

Gwen L. DuBois, MD, MPH 

President 

Chesapeake Physicians for Social 

Responsibility  

Baltimore, MD 

Gdubois@jhsph.edu 

 

Ruth White 

Advocacy Lead 

Howard County Climate Action 

Columbia, MD 

HoCoClimateAction@gmail.com 

 

Emily Scarr 

Director 

Maryland PIRG Citizen Lobby 

Maryland PIRG Foundation\ 

Baltimore, MD 

emily@marylandpirg.org 

 

Massachusetts 

Diane Turco 

Director 

Cape Downwinders  

Harwich, MA 

Capedownwindersinfo@gmail.com 
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Deb Katz 

Executive Director 

Citizens Awareness Network 

Shelburne Falls, MA 

deb@nukebusters.org 

 

Lynn Benander 

President 

Co-op Power, Inc. 

Florence, MA 

lynn@cooppower.coop 

 

Michigan 

Jessie Pauline Collins 

Co-Chair 

Citizens' Resistance at Fermi 2 (CRAFT) 

Redford, MI 

jessiepauline2003@yahoo.com 

Michael J. Keegan 

Chairperson 

Coalition for a Nuclear Free  Great Lakes 

Monroe, MI 

mkeeganj@comcast.net 

 

Alice Hirt 

Co-Chair 

Don't Waste Michigan 

Holland, MI 

alicehirt@gmail.com 

 

Missouri 

Mark Haim 

Director 

Mid-Missouri Peaceworks 

Columbia, MO 

mail@midmopeaceworks.org 

 

Henry M. Stoever 

Co-Chair 

PeaceWorks, Kansas City 

Kansas City, MO 

henrystoever@sbcglobal.net 

 

New Jersey 

Janet Tauro 

NJ Board Chair 

Clean Water Action 

Long Branch, NJ 

Jtauro@cleanwater.org 

 

Sally Jane Gellert 

member 

Occupy Bergen County (New Jersey) 

Woodcliff Lake, NJ 

SJGUU@aol.com 

 

New Mexico 

Rose Gardner  

Co-founder 

Alliance for Environmental Strategies  

Eunice, NM 

nmlady2000@icloud.com 

 

Dave McCoy 

Executive Director 

Citizen Action New Mexico 

Albuquerque, NM 

dave@radfreenm.org 

 

Janet Greenwald 

Coordinator 

Citizens for Alternatives to Radioactive 

Dumping (CARD) 

Dixon, NM 

contactus@cardnm.org 

 

Joni Arends 

Executive Director 

Concerned Citizens for Nuclear Safety 

Santa Fe, NM 

jarends@nuclearactive.org 

 

Joan Brown, osf 

Executive Director 

New Mexico Interfaitih Power and Light 

Albuquerque, NM 

joan@nm-ipl.org 

 

Sister Marlene Perrotte 
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Partnership for Earth Spirituality 

Albuquerque, NM 

marlenep@swcp.com 

 

Nevada 

Ian Zabarte 

Secretary 

Native Community Action Council 

Las Vegas, NV 

mrizabarte@gmail.com 

 

 

New York 

Andra Leimanis 

Communications & Outreach Director 

Alliance for a Green Economy 

Syracuse, NY 

aleimanis@gmail.com 

 

Barbara J. Warren RN, MS 

Executive Director 

Citizens' Environmental Coalition 

Cuddebackville, NY 

warrenba@msn.com 

 

Charley Bowman 

Chair 

Environmental Justice Task Force of the 

Western NY Peace Center 

Buffalo, NY 

RenewableEnergy@wnypeace.org 

 

Irene Weiser 

Coordinator 

Fossil Free Tompkins 

Ithaca, NY 

irene32340@gmail.com 

 

Manna Jo Greene 

Environmental Director 

Hudson River Sloop Clearwater, Inc. 

Beacon, NY 

ea1@clearwater.org 

 

Marilyn Elie 

Co founder 

Indian Point Safe Energy Coalition 

Corylandt Manor, NY 

eliewestcan@gmail.com 

 

Allen Hunter 

Congregation Member 

Judson Memorial Church 

New York, NY 

ahunter2121@gmail.com 

 

Susan Shapiro 

President 

LEAF of Hudson Valley 

Nanuet, NY 

susan@hitoshapirolaw.com 

 

Mari Inoue  

Member 

Manhattan Project for a Nuclear-Free World  

New York, NY 

hrn.nyc@gmail.com 

 

Lynda Schneekloth 

Chair 

Western New York Environmental Alliance 

Buffalo, NY 

lhs1@buffalo.edu 

 

Robert Croonquist 

Founder  

Youth Arts New York 

New York, NY 

rcroon@gmail.com 

 

Jerry Rivers  

Environmental Scientist 

North American Climate, Conservation and 

Environment (NACCE) 

Roosevelt , NY  

Jerry.rivers13@yahoo.com 
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North Carolina 

Susannah Tuttle 

Director 

North Carolina Interfaith Power & Light 

Raleigh, NC 

susannah@ncipl.org 

 

Ohio 

Connie Kline 

Director 

Ohio CARE - Citizens Against a 

Radioactive Environment 

Cleveland, OH 

klineisfine@aol.com 

 

Vina Colley 

President  

Portsmouth/Piketon Residents for 

Environmental Safety and Security (PRESS) 

Portsmouth , OH 

vcolley@earthlink.net 

 

Terry Lodge 

Convenor 

Toledo Coalition for Safe Energy 

Toledo, OH 

tjlodge50@yahoo.com 

 

Oregon 

Daphne Wysham 

Director 

Sustainable Energy & Economy Network 

Portland, OR 

daphne@seen.org 

 

Pennsylvania 

Eric Epstein 

Chairman 

Three Mile Island, Alert, Inc. 

Harrisburg, PA 

epstein@efmr.org 

 

South Carolina 

Brendolyn J. Boseman 

Executive Director 

The Imani Group 

Aiken, SC 

bjboseman@theimanigroup.org 

 

Tennessee 

Jenn Galler 

Community Organizer  

Blue Ridge Environmental Defense League 

Knoxville, TN 

jgaller1112@gmail.com 

 

Texas 

Mavis Belisle and Lon Burnam 

Co-Chairs, Nuclear Free World Committee 

Dallas Peace and Justice Center 

Dallas, TX 

dpjc-nfw-committee@dpjc.org 

 

Mr. David Rosen 

Trustee 

Rosen Oil and Asset Trust 

Midland, TX 

dr5002@yahoo.com 

Karen Hadden 

Executive Director  

Sustainable Energy & Economic 

Development Coalition 

Austin, TX 

karendhadden@gmail.com 

 

Utah 

Dr. Scott Williams 

Executive Director 

Healthy Environment Alliance of Utah 

Salt Lake City, UT 

scott@healutah.org 

 

Sarah Fields 

Program Director 

Uranium Watch 

Monticello, UT 

sarah@uraniumwatch 
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Vermont 

Debra Stoleroff 

Organizer 

Vermont Yankee Decommissioning 

Alliance 

Plainfield, VT 

debrastoleroff@protonmail.com 

 

Ontario, Canada 

Eugene Bourgeois 

President 

Friends of Bruce 

Inverhuron, ON 

eugene@bmts.com 

 

 


