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Attack on nuclear plant would be catastrophic

MICHAEL W. FREEMAN, Herald News Staff Reporter February 03, 2002

It reads like the plot of a Hollywood disaster movie: in- i!’tf”h ]
Terrorists take aim at the nation's nuclear power plants, Webcrafgisﬁ
causing destruction that sends hazardous radiation and More
ing into the atm here. E .

seeping into the atmosphere " Fall River Gas
But this Hollywood-style scenario looked scarier and more realistic last week, Co.
when the federal government cautioned the nation's plants that al-Qaida
terrorists could be planning an attack on a reactor using a hijacked
commercial airplane.
The Nuclear Regulatory Comm|33|on sent an advisory to all |t§ plant . Click Here!
licensees on Jan. 23. Security at the plants had already been increased
shortly after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, D.C.
Those stations, of course, include the Pilgrim Nuclear Power Plant in
Plymouth, a 670-megawatt nuclear power generation facility that got its
operating license in 1972. = .

P 9 l#. Click Here!

The plant went on high security alert shortly after Sept. 11, and town officials
called for a federal takeover of the plant's security, including a no-fly zone
and one-mile coastal restriction around the plant.

Still, the question remains just how vulnerable a plant like Pilgrim is to a
terrorist air attack. ABC News even broadcast live outside the plant on
Friday, reporting on the federal government's reaction to the risk.

State Rep. David B. Sullivan, D-Fall River, who serves on the Legislature's
Public Safety Committee, said ground security is very strong at Pilgrim.

"It's not just the National Guard members that have been added to it -- and
they're pretty sophisticated - but private security as well," Sullivan said.

But he cautioned that it's impossible to determine how to prevent an attack
like the one that struck the World Trade Center.

"What do you do about terrorist attacks from the air?" he asked. "I don't know
the answer to that. September 11 already demonstrated our vulnerability to
that kind of attack."

John Freeman of Fall River is a retired nuclear engineer who worked for the
Boston firm of Stone & Webster, designing plants that could withstand
earthquakes.

He said the on-target collision of a plane into a plant like Pilgrim would be
catastrophic.

"It all depends what kind of damage took place inside," he said. "If all the
piping remained intact, they could shut the plant down."

If the pipes were severed and radiation leaked out, "You would have a serious
problem," he said.

However, Freeman said using a plane to take down a plant is harder than it
sounds. For one thing, Pilgrim is not a large target like the World Trade
Center was.

"There are no-fly zones there," he said. "You can't fly a plane, a commercial
airliner, over a nuclear plant."

A commercial jet carrying thousands of pounds of fuel would have the
potential to do considerable damage to the plant, he said, but added, "It
would have to be a direct hit. At a nuclear plant, the container building is
three and a half feet of reinforced concrete. It's not something that's easy to
penetrate. If it was a direct hit - if the nose of the jet went right into it — it
would penetrate. But it's tough to make a direct hit, since a plane can be 75
feet tall."

Sullivan said the general public should remain confident that safety officials
understand the threat and are doing everything possible to minimize it.

"l think we just have to be ready, and understand these guys would go to any
length to hurt this country,” he said.

Dr. Richard A. Meserve, chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
spoke about this threat on Jan. 17 at the National Press Club in Washington.

While saying there have been no "specific credible threats of a terrorist
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attack on nuclear power plants," he acknowledged there was information that
al-Qaida "considers nuclear facilities as potential terrorist targets."

But the plants "are not 'soft' targets," he added. "The plants are among the
most formidable structures in existence and they are guarded by well-trained
and well-armed security forces."

Michael W. Freeman may be reached at mfreeman@heraldnews.com.
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