



Status and Actions by AERB for providing Continuity of Safety / Regulatory Monitoring of Nuclear and Radiation Facilities in India during the COVID-19 Pandemic:

[bookmark: _GoBack]Update 13, November 2020

1. Introduction:

Following the concerns of spread of COVID-19, India went into a nationwide lockdown in the last week of March 2020. The initial lockdown of 21 days was extended in stages during April – May 2020Relaxation in the lockdown started since June 1, 2020, with the ‘Unlock’ process, in phases, with focus on permitting the economic activities, with localised preventive and control measures. Currently industrial activities and functioning of offices to full capacity are permitted in the entire country.

Operation of essential establishments including the nuclear power plants were permitted throughout the lockdown. There are 22 NPP units in operation in India and 11 more units are under construction / commissioning, one of which was in an advanced stage of commissioning, when the lockdown began. 

The government offices, including the Atomic Energy Regulatory Board (AERB) remained functional in telework mode with most of the personnel working from their homes in the initial phases of the lockdown. With the relaxation in phases, the proportion of personnel working from the office has progressively increased. Currently AERB’s offices both at its HQ in Mumbai and regional centres at Delhi, Kolkata and Chennai are fully functional. In July 2020, AERB hosted the preparatory meeting for IRRS follow up Mission through videoconferencing. The IRRS Follow up Mission is planned in 2021.

The COVID protection measures put in place in AERB have been effective and there have been only a few isolated cases so far.

2. Safety status of Nuclear Facilities:

During the entire period of lockdown, AERB had email, telephone & videoconferencing links for regular communication with the operating nuclear facilities including NPPs and the Projects under construction and the facilities have been submitting regular reports on their safety status as per enhanced reporting requirements. 

The NPP operator at India i.e. NPCIL has put in place various COVID protection measures for their work force including sensitising the work force on preventive and protective measures, sanitisation of work areas, ensuring social distancing at workplace, use of protective equipment, etc.  

Since the nuclear facilities are located away from urban centres there have not been any large scale impact of COVID-19 infection in these facilities, barring a few sporadic cases. Thus, there hasn’t been any concerns on availability of manpower for of nuclear facilities, including the NPPs. Most planned activities including planned shutdown and maintenance activities were carried out with necessary precautions during the lockdown.

Activities related to construction / commissioning of the facilities have also been progressing with similar precautions. The commissioning activities were in an advanced stage at Unit-3 of Kakrapar Atomic Power Project (KAPP-3), first of the 700 MWe indigenous pressurised heavy water reactor based NPPs being built in India. After satisfactory completion of the prerequisites and safety reviews, AERB issued clearance for first approach to criticality (FAC) for KAPP-3 in July 2020. The unit attained criticality on July 22, 2020. Currently low power physics experiments have been completed satisfactorily and safety reviews for regulatory clearance for operation at rated power have been completed.   

3. Continuity of Safety Review, Assessment and Monitoring:

The safety supervision mechanism is fully functional with the staff members / experts carrying out the safety review of status / incident reports and applications / proposals. Currently the requirement of official outstation travel of the staff is restricted to absolutely essential, due to which the on-site inspections in the normal mode remain affected. In order to compensate for this, alternate means of inspection / verification have been instituted (brought out separately under item 6), including enhanced reporting requirements. AERB has posted its full-time Site Observer Teams (SOT) at most of the NPP Sites, who provide independent daily reports on the activities at the NPPs and the safety status. While routine inspections were not taken up during the lockdown, AERB is prepared for taking up any reactive inspection as required on a short notice.

4. Safety Review of Radiation Facilities:

AERB continued the safety review / assessment and monitoring of radiation facilities in the country through the lockdown and unlock phases, with the support of the eLORA (e Licensing of Radiation Applications) system. The safety reviews & assessments and  issuance of and regulatory clearances for radiation facilities were continued as normal through the eLORA system. During the lockdown, there was an initial dip in the number of applications received through the eLORA system, particularly from the industrial facilities, which is currently back to the pre-lockdown levels.

5. Monitoring of Emergency Preparedness and Response:

India has a national framework for preparedness and response to nuclear and radiological emergencies in accordance with the National Disaster Management Plan (2019) issued under the Disaster Management Act, 2005. The plan assigns distinct functional responsibilities to various local, state and central authorities with respect to emergency preparedness and response. AERB has the responsibility to lay down requirements and guidance for preparation of emergency preparedness and response plans as well as review of the plant, site and offsite emergency preparedness & response plans of NPPs. During nuclear emergency response, AERB monitors the emergency situation and provides appropriate regulatory support and advice to the response agencies, as necessary. AERB also has the role of informing the public and the government on the safety significance of events and actions being taken.

At the early phase of the lockdown, AERB had advised the Operator and the NPPs to revisit their respective Emergency Preparedness and Response Plans to identify the need of augmentation of any additional resources / change in the preparedness and response plans considering COVID situation as well as to apprise the respective local administrators / governments of the same.

During the lockdown, the NPPs have conducted the plant emergency and site emergency exercises as per schedule. The Off-site exercises as per the existing procedures were not conducted due to restrictions on activities in the public domain. However, AERB advised NPPs to continue testing their preparedness for off-site emergency response through table-top off-site exercises.  

AERB has a Nuclear and Radiation Emergency Monitoring Centre (NREMC) at its headquarter in Mumbai. During the lockdown period too, the NREMC continued to be in poised state along with arrangements to receive information on any emergency situation round the clock and the preparedness to fully activate it promptly as required.

6. Update on Regulatory Inspection Activities during COVID pandemic.

Activities related to regulatory inspections as part of regulatory oversight were continued as usual except for sending on-site inspection teams to the facilities for planned routine inspections. Follow-up of pervious inspection findings and review of utility responses were continued as usual. The annual inspection programme had to be revised considering the travel restrictions.  

The Site Observer Teams (SOTs) of AERB at the NPP sites continued to function from their respective sites and remained in constant communication with AERB staff at Headquarters. The SOTs were also asked to witness important activities at the plant sites.  

There hasn’t been any safety related events during the lockdown period warranting reactive inspections at NPPs or other nuclear facilities. However, in case of exigency, the Site Observer Teams (SOTs) and Regional Regulatory Centres were kept in a state of readiness to take up any special inspections as required. 

After the nation-wide lockdown was initiated in March 2020, AERB developed a remote inspection process for continuing its regulatory oversight.  The Remote Regulatory Inspection (RRI) process comprised of following broad steps,

· Self-Assessment RI checklist to be filled-up by the licensees.
· Review of filled checklist by AERB inspectors at HQ or RRCs.
· Verification by Inspectors through videoconference and examination of photographic evidence of specific areas.

Although AERB is conducting planned regulatory inspections predominantly in remote manner, it has conducted many surprise inspections at radiation facilities by sending inspectors from RRCs and HQ. Also in certain cases, physical inspections were done as part of licensing of the radiation facilities. 

Currently as the travel restrictions are getting eased, physical inspections have been restarted in selected areas considering exigencies, like inspections for type approvals for radiation facilities and surprise inspections based on complaints.     
	
7. Review & Revision of Regulatory Safety Documents:

During the lock down period, the activities related to development, review and revision of regulatory safety documents continued by the staff of AERB, predominantly in the work from home mode. AERB had issued three safety guides (two revisions and one new guide) related to NPP, in July 2020. 
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