Getting Real

I’m sorry that I can’t be with you all today.  However, I had a long-standing commitment to chair a National Academies Committee at Woods Hole this week. 

The subject of today’s panel is extremely important for the Society, for the nuclear industry and for the Country. 

For too long we have played the “What If” game with physically impossible assumptions and then treated the resulting calculations as if they were real. It is no wonder that we calculate that accident debris will travel for miles when we leave gravity out of the equation - under those conditions any of us could throw a football across the country. 

Semi-volatile isotopes remain air borne when we ignore the heat capacity of thousands of tons of steel and concrete--under those conditions no ice cube would ever melt. 

We assume bone dry conditions in the middle of a building full of steam.  

We assume truck speeds of 200 miles per hour when doing analysis of shipping accidents.  We are then surprised when the analysis shows failure of casks, while in real accidents there are no failures.

The question of the reality of our calculated source terms was first raised in this Forum over 25 years ago--following TMI, when it became apparant that although TMI had been a meltdown, there had been no significant release of radioactivity into the environment. This was not the result of luck.  It was the result of the laws of physics and the properties of matter.  In the 25 years since then, we have done very little to correct the tendency to overstate. We still seem to give more credibility to calculations than to the real world of physics. 

There have been 12 reactor meltdowns, and none—not even Chernobyl—has come even close to the consequences predicted by our accident codes.

It would be bad enough if such analyses only cost the taxpayers and industry huge amounts of money.  However, they in fact normally reduce safety. Whenever consequences are grossly overstated, they result in actions being taken that introduce risks of their  own -- risks that would not otherwise have been taken.  Overstating consequences by orders of magnitude is not conservative.  It is wrong.

Today such calculations are of interest, not just  to researchers, but also to those facing problems of Homeland Security.  We have a professional obligation to set the record straight as to what the real risks might be in order to minimize public panic , to maximize public safety and to prevent resources from being diverted to chasing ghosts.
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