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Japan ignites fears about Fermi

While similar disaster unlikely here, nuclear plants raise concerns

By Laura Berman, Detroit News

The Fermi 2 nuclear power plant in Monroe shares the same make and model number as the boiling water reactors that exploded over the weekend in Japan. 

They're failing catastrophically at the Fukushima Dai-ichi power plant as their cores overheat. 

They're all General Electric/Hitachi Mark I plants — a brand that once signaled excellence, like a Lincoln motorcar of similar 1980s vintage, but now seems due for an updated Consumer Reports review. But the cascading disasters, and fears, reverberating in Japan raise automatic questions about how the Nuclear Regulatory Agency defines safety, and how well power companies maintain their facilities in the United States. Nuclear industry watchdogs aren't impressed. 

"The Mark I is a very bad design," Michael Keegan, co-chairman of Don't Waste Michigan, says of the Monroe reactor, which happens to be the world's largest Mark I containment system, bigger than the Fukushima reactors or 22 others operating in the United States. 
A proposed third reactor at the Monroe site, Fermi 3, is midway through a five- to seven-year licensing process and was on track before the Japanese plant mishaps began to heat up a global nuclear controversy. Switzerland on Monday put an expanding nuclear power program on hold, while authorities in India announced plans to review their reactors. 

If the logical question is, "Could it happen here?" the answer is: Well, in a way, it already has. 

The first Fermi plant overheated and partially melted down in 1966, an event memorialized in the bestseller "We Almost Lost Detroit" by Michael Fuller and later in a protest song that became an anti-nuke standard. The reactor was different than the one in Japan and no radiation leaked, but Fermi 1 never operated at full capacity again. 

Although Michigan lacks earthquakes, volcanoes and even mild tsunamis, it is susceptible to regional disasters: tornadoes, power outages, random acts of terrorism and even severe floods on Lake Erie, which backs up to Fermi 2. 

Most of the aforementioned natural phenomena — including a June 2010 tornado that swept between Fermi 2's towers — have challenged the 23-year-old facility without disaster, a record that Fermi 2's operators say makes it a success. GE also defends the Mark 1 reactor, releasing a statement Monday calling it the "the industry workhorse with a proven track record of safety and reliability for more than 40 years." 

Detractors can point with equal certainty, and some horror, to near-misses and what-ifs. 

Like its Japanese counterparts, Fermi 2 requires huge amounts of electricity to pump water to cool its core in an overheating situation. It also needs power to circulate water for the radioactive spent fuel pool that's part of the facility. 

But in the event of a disaster (tsunami, bomb-drop, direct tornado hit), power blackouts can occur. Indeed, during a 2003 outage in Michigan, Fermi 2 was down for over six hours, an event complicated by the failure of a backup generator. "These are very precarious facilities and everything has to operate just right," Keegan says. 

Guy Cerullo, a spokesman for Fermi 2, says the Japanese situation is still unfolding, and praised the U.S. standards for redundant safety systems and earthquake resistance. 

"It's a worst-case situation there," he said. "Ultimately, we will incorporate the lessons learned from Japan." 

At Fukushima, the failures are multiple and unprecedented, and caused by a series of unforeseen and improbable events. 

That's over there. 

But Keegan decided on Monday to fill his federal voucher for potassium iodide pills —medication provided by the U.S. to anyone who lives within 10 miles of a nuclear energy plant. 

The pills protect against thyroid radiation poisoning, and Keegan says he wants to be prepared as Japan's radioactive waste drifts inexorably toward the United States. 

Just in case.  

