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Executive Summary

As part of its effort to expand the domestic reactor fleet, the federal government has recently directed the 
US Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) to undertake a sweeping revision of its licensing and permitting 
rules and procedures. The aim is to improve the speed, efficiency, and consistency of the NRC’s 
operations. But Congress and the administration must take care that these revisions achieve their goals 
without affecting the public’s confidence in the NRC’s independent, expert oversight of nuclear safety, or 
the public’s broad support for further development of nuclear energy in the United States. 

The NRC is familiar with internal and external calls for procedural and cultural change, which have 
come from its staff, Congress, critics, and occasionally the nuclear industry. Since its founding in 1975, 
the NRC has taken numerous steps to modify its posture toward applicants and licensees and to revise 
the processes required of them. 

Only four years after the NRC’s establishment, the 1979 Three Mile Island accident led to internal and 
congressional direction to prioritize safety at existing reactors over new reactor licensing. In response, 
the NRC began to hold nuclear utilities to stricter operational standards, but the reforms frustrated 
licensees, who felt that regulators were perversely distracting them from their focus on significant 
safety issues by excessively emphasizing prescriptive standards. By the mid-1990s, prompted by 
industry complaints, congressional overseers of the NRC demanded that it establish more objective 
performance criteria and give licensees more latitude to meet them. The resulting Reactor Oversight 
Process, established in 2000, was the NRC’s first comprehensive performance-based, risk-informed 
approach to regulation. 

The NRC has also had to adjust to meet fluctuating demand for new nuclear licenses and to evaluate 
new kinds of reactors. Amid the anticipated nuclear renaissance of the early 2000s, the agency staffed 
up, and Congress increased its budget by two-thirds to handle the expected wave of new reactor 
applications. When the renaissance did not materialize, the NRC downsized and worked to become a 
nimbler agency, capable of doing more with less. 

By the mid-2010s, the arrival of new advanced reactor developers began to attract significant 
congressional attention. At Congress’s direction in 2019, the NRC began work on a new licensing 
pathway for advanced reactors to enable technology-neutral licensing. In 2024, in response to the 
growing recognition of nuclear power’s benefits, including its unparalleled reliability, strong safety 
record, and pollution-free electricity production, Congress required the agency to update its mission 
statement to reflect the societal benefits of nuclear energy. 

There are signs that recent reform efforts are producing positive results. But as additional reforms are 
contemplated, it is essential to recognize that some agency reforms can slow action. Indeed, some 
reforms may require years-long institutional adaptation as both the NRC and the private sector firms 
subject to its oversight learn how to make the restructured agency work efficiently. Congress and the 
administration should ensure that any additional reforms will achieve real efficiency gains in the critical 
next few years, when many expect and hope for a surge of new reactor licenses. This is a time for 
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narrowly targeted adjustments rather than sweeping change. 
The following proposed reforms are designed to achieve efficiency gains over the next few years: 

1.	 Reduce the direct cost of licensing by reducing or eliminating application fees (and funding 
the NRC through general appropriations).

2.	 Improve the efficiency of the licensing process:

a.	 Re-enable the NRC to conduct early stakeholder engagement on rulemakings. 

b.	 Streamline National Environmental Policy Act compliance through use of 
environmental assessments, categorical exclusions, and the Generic Environmental 
Impact Statement rule.

c.	 Eliminate mandatory hearings. 

d.	 Focus the Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards on novel and high-risk issues 
rather than routine matters.

3.	 Empower the NRC to execute its mission efficiently:

a.	 Provide sufficient staff capacity in key offices.

b.	 Support development of a strong NRC workforce pipeline. 

4.	 Foster ongoing agency excellence:

a.	 Establish a stakeholder advisory committee.

b.	 Assess the value of the “as low as reasonably achievable” standard and look for 
other potential opportunities to improve regulatory efficiency. 

c.	 Model cultural change from the top.
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REGULATING CHANGE AND CHANGING REGULATION

Introduction

The second Trump administration has placed a very high priority on the swift review, approval, and 
construction of new nuclear reactors to promote energy security and economic growth. Toward this 
end, it has undertaken a range of actions, from targeting the construction of new AP1000 light-water 
reactors to spurring pilot demonstrations of next-generation nuclear plants, including supporting 
several reactors to reach criticality by July 4, 2026. The aim is to bring new nuclear energy capacity 
online to meet rising energy demand and reclaim global leadership in this strategically important 
technology. Aims do not translate directly into outcomes, however, so policymakers must take care to 
craft policies that produce desired results and that are sustainable over extended periods, which are 
required not only to build nuclear power plants, but also to repay investors in a manner that allows for 
further construction.

A cornerstone of the administration’s nuclear policy is the reform of regulations in ways that accelerate 
the approval and construction of new reactors. Executive Order (EO) 14300, for example, requires the 
US Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) to review all its rules and guidance and to streamline and 
modernize its activities. More than 25 new NRC rulemakings are underway as a result. 

EO 14300, however, arrives while the 2024 Accelerating Deployment of Versatile, Advanced Nuclear 
for Clean Energy (ADVANCE) Act and earlier Nuclear Energy Innovation and Modernization Act (NEIMA) 
are still being implemented at the NRC. Those reforms are the latest in a long history of legislative, 
industry, and internal efforts to encourage and even compel cultural and procedural change at the 
NRC. Reform actions are a hallmark of the NRC’s five-decade existence. The agency has frequently 
reconsidered its regulatory posture toward its licensees, often at the urging of industry and the behest 
of Congress. It has had to work to carry out its public safety mandate under both internal and external 
pressures to work faster and more efficiently, while also maintaining its independence, credibility, and 
performance as a regulator. 

Congress, the administration, the nuclear industry, and the NRC are broadly aligned on the notion that 
the United States cannot achieve nuclear leadership without a regulator that is focused on its mission, 
agile, supported, and demonstrably ready to license modern reactor designs at scale. The agency can 
and should increase its efficiency and timeliness to enable the domestic expansion of nuclear energy. 
However, there is also a real risk of overcorrection: too much restructuring can reduce efficiency. More 
problematic still is that reforms may affect public confidence in the safety of nuclear energy or reduce 
congressional support for it, in turn undermining hard-won public backing and investor confidence; or 
they may provoke political battles over the agency’s work that end up quashing projects slowing the 
flow of private capital, and increasing uncertainty for developers. These outcomes would likely also 
thwart US national interests in a reliable and clean energy supply and in international economic and 
technological leadership. 

As the Trump administration and the NRC work to reshape the agency’s rules and procedures, it 
is important to reflect on the lessons from similar past efforts. The record strongly suggests that a 
measured approach to regulatory reforms is most likely to produce a sustained revival of the domestic 
nuclear energy economy. 
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Section 1 of this report provides a brief history of past efforts to reform the NRC and adopt 
performance-based and risk-informed regulations. Section 2 outlines recent and ongoing reform 
efforts. Section 3 identifies key lessons. Section 4 presents a set of recommendations for pragmatic 
NRC reforms that could support a strong domestic civil nuclear sector and protect the public.
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1. A Concise History of Nuclear Regulatory 
Reform

Prior to 1954, the United States’ research and use of nuclear technology was strictly a military pursuit 
managed by the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). The 1954 Atomic Energy Act, in addition to 
maintaining the AEC’s weapons program, opened nuclear energy to commercial research and use.1 
The AEC both regulated and encouraged the peaceful use of nuclear materials, a dual mandate that 
congressional overseers came to recognize as problematic.2 

From the start, the AEC recognized that ensuring the safety of reactors was paramount, both as a 
matter of public health and for the success of the industry; at the same time, it recognized the risk of 
overregulation. One commissioner remarked in 1955: “Our great hazard is that this great benefit to 
mankind will be killed aborning by unnecessary regulation.”3 

In 1956, debate over Fermi 1—a new type of sodium-cooled, fast breeder nuclear plant proposed for 
a site approximately 30 miles outside of Detroit—exacerbated concerns over the AEC’s regulatory 
approach. During congressional hearings, the AEC chair stated that he had already committed to 
appear at the reactor groundbreaking, even though the AEC had not yet completed the regulatory 
review needed to authorize construction; this assertion raised concerns that he had prejudged the 
outcome of that review.4 The AEC then granted the construction permit, even though the Advisory 
Committee on Reactor Safeguards (ACRS) had found “there was insufficient information” to conclude 
that the reactor could be operated safely.5 The plant conducted several years of low-power testing, 
but after reaching full power a problem with the sodium circulation system caused 2 of the 103 fuel 
assemblies to melt. There was no release of radiation, and the incident did not seriously test the 
reactor’s multiple layers of protection.6 Nevertheless, the incident was fodder for a book with the 
sensationalist title “We Almost Lost Detroit.”7 Engineers’ refutations of this claim, while correct, remain 
harder to find than the original alarmist work.8 

The AEC faced further strain as the number of reactor license applications and construction projects 
jumped in the 1960s, leading to a sixfold increase in the licensing and inspection caseload for a staff 
that had increased by only 50 percent.9 Utilities planning to meet growing electricity demand with 
new nuclear plants grew frustrated over the pace of licensing.10 The average length of time to receive 
a construction license jumped from 13 months in 1966 to 37 months in 1970.11 The DC Circuit Court 
of Appeals’ 1972 decision requiring the AEC to conduct a National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
analysis for every licensing decision exacerbated the situation: it added approximately two years to the 
timeline for all the licensing decisions before the commission at the time, and was retroactively applied 
to decisions made since NEPA’s enactment.12 

Concerns about reactor safety also grew at this time, as fears about radioactive fallout from nuclear 
weapons testing affected public perceptions of nuclear energy.13 Publication of a worst-case accident 
scenario by the AEC (the “WASH-740” study) added to these concerns, as did discussion of the 
possibility of a reactor meltdown breaching containment.14 This climate of fear led to a marked increase 
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in the number of contested hearings; there was only one contested hearing with a “major intervention” 
in 1966; in 1970, there were nine.15 

Consequently, the AEC faced growing pressure from nuclear proponents to license reactors more 
quickly and from critics to strengthen its safety regulations.16 Anxiety over the AEC’s ability to manage 
these dual missions finally resulted in a decision to split the two functions. The Energy Reorganization 
Act of 1974 created the Energy Research and Development Administration (ERDA)—a Department 
of Energy (DOE) predecessor—to handle promotion of nuclear power, and it created the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission to address safety. 

An Early Test for the NRC
Only four years after the NRC’s establishment, the accident at Three Mile Island (TMI) Nuclear Station 
tested the agency’s reputation and drove a shift to stricter oversight. Much like the AEC, the NRC had 
sought to regulate “power plants not people” and took care not to question licensee’s ownership of 
plant safety.17 In the aftermath of the TMI accident on March 28, 1979, this approach changed, and the 
NRC came to focus on the need to ensure operational safety. It tightened licensing requirements on 
operators, began stationing two resident inspectors at every nuclear plant, and formed a new office to 
begin the systematic collection and review of operating plant data. At Congress’s urging, the NRC also 
revised emergency preparedness requirements.18 

Figure 1. Number of Commercial Nuclear Power Plant Full-Power 
Operating Licenses Issued, by Year

Source: NRC
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Despite these steps, confidence in the NRC was not strong. The public worried about the safety of 
nuclear energy generally, and was unsure of the NRC’s mettle as a regulator. At President Jimmy 
Carter’s direction, a commission of experts, both for and against civil nuclear energy, investigated the 
TMI accident and the suitability of the NRC’s procedures; the resulting 1979 Kemeny Report criticized 
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the NRC for focusing on licensing at the expense of safety, accusing it of harboring “some of the old 
AEC promotional philosophy in key offices below the top.”19 

In response to the Three Mile Island accident, the NRC’s primary focus shifted from the licensing of 
reactors to the oversight of reactor operations. It updated safety and operator training requirements 
and bolstered the recently created resident inspector program.20 It issued eight times as many fines in 
1987 as it had in 1978.21 This shift frustrated plant operators, who claimed in a 1981 survey that the NRC’s 
frequent issuance of new orders and technical requirements, as well as extensive reporting obligations, 
distracted from their focus on safe operations.22

Figure 2. Comparative Periods Required to Issue Construction Permits and 
Operating Licenses for Beaver Valley Power Station Units 1 and 2

1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988

Beaver Valley Power Station Unit 1 Beaver Valley Power Station Unit 2
Construction
Permit
June 1970

Operating License
July 1976

Construction
Permit
May 1974

Operating License
August 1987

Source: NRC

At the same time, reactor licensing and plant construction slowed, and construction costs—which 
started to balloon in the 1970s—remained high as licensing requirements evolved.23 Prior to the Three 
Mile Island accident, reform efforts focused on reactor standardization as the key to speeding licensing 
and construction.24 But even before the accident, utilities’ orders for new reactors had slowed. No 
new orders had been placed since 1978, and after TMI the NRC suspended issuance of new operating 
licenses until February 1980. Utilities with nuclear construction projects underway either canceled 
them or completed them later in the 1980s.25 Those utilities that persevered experienced significant 
delays. The contrast is illustrated by Beaver Valley Power Station Unit 1 and Unit 2: The construction 
permit for Unit 1 was granted in June of 1970 and the operating license was granted six years later. The 
construction permit for Unit 2 was granted in 1974 but unit 2 did not received its operating license until 
1987, eleven years later.26 

Frustrated Licensees
Through the 1980s and into the 1990s, the NRC’s more intense oversight of existing operating reactors 
remained a source of frustration to nuclear plant operators. The NRC recognized some of its problems 
early, and in 1982 it hired a team of social scientists to study its organizational management. This 
team observed subjectivity in staff’s assessments of licensees and noted that site assessments were 
conducted without adequate training.27 In 1987, the NRC sought to modernize its regulatory oversight 
by adopting performance-based inspections, where the focus would be on observation of plant 
operations rather than on documentary compliance.28 These reforms did not resolve utilities’ concerns.

In 1994, several nuclear utilities commissioned an independent assessment of the NRC by the 
consulting firm Towers Perrin. 29 The study found that the NRC’s official rules ensured plant safety, but 
that inspectors often required actions that went beyond regulatory obligations.30 This approach by 
inspectors diverted resources from safety, raised electricity costs, and risked loss of public support 
for nuclear energy.31 Of particular concern was the fact that 41 percent of surveyed plant employees 
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“reported retribution by the NRC for not acceding to NRC requests.”32 Towers Perrin’s suggested 
remedies included more consistent application of NRC policies, supervision of NRC field staff by 
headquarters, and greater openness to working in a spirit of mutual trust and respect.33 

Some of Towers Perrin’s conclusions were corroborated elsewhere. For example, a 1995 audit from the 
NRC Office of Inspector General (OIG) found that “although NRC’s policy prescribes that inspectors use 
direct observation and focus on issues with greater safety significance, inspectors and supervisors lacked 
a clear concept of how to do this.”34 The NRC had started seeking more regular feedback from licensees 
as early as 1991, but the agency expanded these channels following the release of the report.35 

The NRC’s Near-Death Experience
In response to these criticisms, the NRC sought to make better use of risk-informed, performance-
based regulations and probabilistic risk assessments (PRAs). Performance-based regulations were 
intended to focus on end results—reactor safety—while allowing for greater flexibility in how that result 
was achieved.36 With the support of industry, the agency had started to explore use of PRAs to predict 
risk impact in the 1970s. The 1975 Reactor Safety Study, known as the Rasmussen Report, supported 
the use of PRAs, which the NRC began to apply around this time.37 The US General Accounting Office 
(now the Government Accountability Office) applauded the NRC’s acceptance of PRAs but cautioned 
against their use “as the sole or primary basis for regulatory decisions” in light of limited risk data.38 

However, some of the Rasmussen Report’s conclusions drew criticism, especially the executive 
summary’s assertion that reactor accidents are less likely than fires, toxic releases, airplane crashes, 
and natural disasters, and that their consequences are less serious. The NRC eventually withdrew its 
approval of the executive summary for this reason.39 According to later analysis, however, the report 
accurately pointed to the type of risk that led to the Three Mile Island accident, as well as the likelihood 
that the health effects of such an accident would not be serious.40

In the mid-1990s, the NRC sought again to allow use of PRAs and incorporate risk-informed, 
performance-based regulations into its procedures. A 1991 regulation applied PRAs and was 
considered an attempt at risk-informed, performance-based regulation, while a 1995 policy statement 
formally encouraged PRAs’ use.41 Later, the NRC’s 1997–2002 Strategic Plan established an intention to 
implement risk-informed, performance-based, less prescriptive regulation.42 

At the same time, controversy over safety at Connecticut’s Millstone reactor, such as refueling 
procedures that were inconsistent with the plant’s operating license, created pressure for the NRC to 
rigorously enforce prescriptive rules.43 In 1997, the NRC OIG faulted the agency for responding to the 
Millstone controversy by “enforcing strict compliance with all regulatory requirements,” when doing 
so yielded heightened focus on areas of low safety significance.44 The OIG also questioned why the 
agency’s application of risk-informed, performance-based regulations had resulted in neither cost 
reductions nor safety improvements.45 Still, it encouraged the agency to continue to develop them, in 
part because risk-informed rules could result in more efficient use of agency staff and resources.46 

These conflicting pressures—to maintain (or even increase) strict enforcement but also to refocus away 
from minor compliance and toward meaningful safety issues—continued to mount. Utilities worried that 
inspector visits could end with punitive and subjective enforcement of safety measures.47 But in 1997, 
the US Government Accountability Office had the opposite concern, faulting the agency for failing to 
require the correction of licensees’ safety deficiencies and tolerating declining performance at some 
nuclear plants.48 To Congress, the NRC appeared both captured and capricious: heavy-handed when 
flexibility was warranted, and lenient when accountability was necessary. 
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These competing forces came to a head in a July 1998 hearing of the Senate Environment and Public 
Works Committee’s nuclear subcommittee, where Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI) President and CEO 
Joe F. Colvin recounted a nearly 20-year history of failed NRC attempts at reform. He identified 
regulatory uncertainty as the sector’s top business concern and pressed NRC leadership to foster an 
agency culture that valued results over procedures. He also urged the agency to accelerate its ongoing 
efforts to adopt risk-informed, performance-based regulations, to apply objective criteria to examine 
performance, and to provide flexibility to licensees aiming to meet these criteria.49

The hearing marked the beginning of what came to be called the NRC’s “near-death experience” and 
“day of reckoning.”50 Senator Pete Domenici (R-NM) threatened NRC Chair Shirley Jackson with a 
budget cut of one-third unless her agency established a risk-informed, performance-based regulatory 
approach; Jackson said that the NRC was already developing one.51 The NRC went on to suspend its 
oversight program; it issued a 1999 white paper that directed staff to develop a new risk-informed, 
performance-based regulatory approach;52 and following consultation with industry, it replaced its 
earlier licensee assessment model with the 2000 Reactor Oversight Process (ROP).53 

The ROP represented the NRC’s first holistic, objective, performance-based framework with risk-
informed thresholds. Developed through a two-year collaborative process, including pilot projects at 
eight reactors, the new system graded reactor performance issues by their safety significance and 
modulated the NRC response accordingly. The positive reactions were notable: the changes were 
praised by industry as well as the former director of the Union of Concerned Scientists’ Nuclear Safety 
Project.54 Indeed, NEI praised the continuing success of the ROP approach 25 years later, emphasizing 
its “openness, predictability and objectivity.”55 

Figure 3. Average Capacity Factors of US Nuclear Power Plants

Source: EIA

20

40

60

80

100%

20252020201520102005200019951990198519801975

While the NRC was working to improve its oversight, the utilities operating the US nuclear fleet 
transformed it from laggard to global leader in reliability of reactor operations and efficiency of 
refueling and other maintenance. In the 1980s, US nuclear plants had lower capacity factors than plants 
in other developed countries; US plants operated just over 60 percent of the time, compared to 68 
percent for France and Japan and 74 percent for Germany.56 By 2000, US plants had begun to achieve 
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capacity factors above 90 percent.57 Today, the US nuclear fleet continues to be the global leader for 
reliable operation.

Hope and Heartbreak
In the early 2000s, a confluence of developments encouraged hopes for a nuclear renaissance. Rising 
energy consumption in the 1990s and climbing electricity rates in the 2000s, coupled with fears over 
resource competition and depletion, resulted in renewed interest in nuclear energy.58 The George 
W. Bush administration feared unreliable access to oil and gas, and projected that the US would 
need 1,300 to 1,900 new power plants within 20 years.59 A nuclear build-out looked like the solution. 
Congress authorized loan guarantees and tax incentives for nuclear energy in the Energy Policy Act of 
2005. The next year, President Bush announced the Advanced Energy Initiative to increase the DOE’s 
clean energy R&D funding by 22 percent. He also directed creation of the Global Nuclear Energy 
Partnership (GNEP) to increase the use of nuclear energy.60 

With these tailwinds, the NRC prepared for a wave of new reactor licensing. Its budget grew from 
$669 million in 2005 to more than $1 billion in 2010, while its staff increased by around one-third, from 
3,100 to more than 4,000.61 From 2009-2011, the NRC staff gave it the top slot for best place to work in 
the federal government.62 Responding to a 2005 Energy Policy Act directive, NRC and DOE in 2008 
issued the Next Generation Nuclear Plant Licensing Strategy, which explored how licensing practices 
might need to evolve for advanced reactors.63 In March 2008, two utilities submitted combined license 
(COL) applications under 10 CFR (NRC Regulations Title 10, Code of Federal Regulations) Part 52 for 
AP1000 advanced passive pressurized water reactors at the Virgil C. Summer Nuclear Station (Units 
2 and 3) and the Vogtle Electric Generating Plant (Units 3 and 4).64 By 2010, utilities had submitted 18 
applications for 28 new reactors.65

But the renaissance fizzled. Economic and energy developments made nuclear energy less attractive. 
The Great Recession suppressed electricity demand growth. Hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling 
innovations unlocked vast US shale gas supplies, driving electricity prices sharply down. Gas-fired 
generation became faster to build, cheaper to operate, and less risky than nuclear. Wind energy, with 
support from production tax credits, fell in price, too.66 Meanwhile, as construction started at four new 
reactors, the nuclear sector grappled with an atrophied industrial supply chain, declining enrollment 
in nuclear engineering university programs, and a shortage of skilled workers. Post-9/11 security 
upgrades (such as the requirement to consider potential airplane impacts) and regulatory practices 
added substantial new costs and schedule risk to nuclear projects.67 And in March 2011, the accident 
at Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant reignited public concern over nuclear safety and 
consumed the NRC’s attention and resources with safety upgrades. 

By 2014, recognizing the nuclear boom was a bust, the NRC began to downsize. The post-Fukushima 
surge in safety reviews tapered off along with new reactor applications, and several construction 
projects faced delays and cancellations. To meet a declining workload, the NRC undertook a series of 
transformation initiatives, beginning in 2014 with Project Aim 2020.68 This initiative sought to increase 
the NRC’s agility and “enhance the agency’s ability to plan and execute its mission while adapting in a 
timely and effective manner to a dynamic environment.”69 It targeted operational and cultural reform to 
improve accountability, collaboration, and adaptability. The initiative envisioned “One NRC,” a high-
performing, nimble organization that valued creativity and risk-taking.70 Commissioners applauded the 
work of the internal Project Aim 2020 team, approved most of its recommendations, and nodded to the 
importance of leadership’s support for the initiative.71 The National Academy of Public Administration 
(NAPA) agreed: it endorsed NRC leadership’s commitment to alter the status quo in order to meet the 
agency’s mission.72 The “One NRC” concept, NAPA said, could foster the agency’s cultural evolution.73 
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2. Current Reform Efforts

Regulatory Modernization for New Reactors
In the mid-2010s, with private sector interest in new reactor designs mounting, Congress turned its 
attention to the NRC’s readiness to review and approve advanced nuclear reactors. As early as 1992, 
the National Academy of Sciences had found the NRC’s licensing framework for light-water reactors 
ill suited for reactors with passive safety systems.74 The NRC had approved two licensing paths, the 
original Part 50, which involved a construction permit followed by an operating license, and Part 52, 
which involved a combined construction and operating license. Because licensing paths include 
requirements based on light-water reactor risk factors, industry asked Congress to mandate the 
development of a new, technology-neutral licensing framework. 

An April 2016 hearing of a Senate Environment and Public Works subcommittee explored an early 
version of the Nuclear Energy Innovation and Modernization Act (NEIMA), which sought increased 
transparency and accountability at the NRC and reforms to regulations, fees, and mandatory hearings.75 
Industry witnesses testified that existing nuclear regulations were not well suited to new technologies, 
while high fees hindered nuclear innovation and development. Senator Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI), 
a supporter of nuclear energy, worried that technologies were “smothered in the crib” because they 
faced an uncertain regulatory pathway. Inflexible, prescriptive NRC regulations, Ashley Finan of the 
Clean Air Task Force testified, were as poorly suited to assessing advanced reactor designs as catalytic 
converter specifications would be for assessing electric vehicles.76 Victor McCree, NRC executive 
director for operations, said the agency would be ready to review advanced reactor applications by 
2019 under a new licensing framework that was being developed.

Notably, not all nuclear advocates agreed that the NRC needed a new licensing pathway for advanced 
reactors. According to a September 2018 report on the future of nuclear energy by the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology Energy Initiative, any such rulemaking “would take several years and probably 
would not result in a process that actually expedites licensing.”77

During this period, bipartisan congressional and public support for nuclear energy solidified. 
Nuclear energy was praised variously for being a source of low-emission firm power and for acting 
as a strategic geopolitical asset. Interest grew in nuclear power for everything from industrial heat 
generation to reliable electricity for US military bases and remote environments like Alaska and Puerto 
Rico. Support for nuclear power had been a longtime element of the Republican Party platform, and in 
2020 the Democratic Party added support for “existing and advanced nuclear” energy to its platform, 
marking the first time it had supported nuclear power since 1972.78

In this evolving political environment, from 2018 to 2020, Congress enacted bipartisan measures 
to foster nuclear technological as well as regulatory innovation. It opened the national laboratories 
up to advanced reactor developers,79 directed new regulatory approaches at the NRC for advanced 
reactors,80 and funded cost-shared demonstrations of these technologies.81 
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NEIMA, the second of these legislative efforts, was passed in late 2018 and became law in early 2019. 
The act marked the first major nuclear regulatory reform statute to pass in decades. It mandated the 
creation of a technology-inclusive licensing framework that was performance-based and risk-informed 
and required transparent performance metrics for efficiency and accountability.82 

Meanwhile, industry efforts to modernize licensing bore fruit. DOE had supported an industry-led, 
cost-shared Licensing Modernization Project (LMP) since 2016. Southern Company, a public utility, led 
the project, which focused on creating a probabilistic, risk-informed, performance-based approach to 
licensing.83 In August 2019, NEI formally submitted its “Risk-Informed Performance-Based Technology-
Inclusive Guidance for Non-Light Water Reactor Licensing Basis Development,” a methodological 
framework for analyzing the safety of new reactors.84 The NRC endorsed NEI’s framework as an 
acceptable methodology for demonstrating that a proposed reactor met the NRC’s regulatory 
requirements under 10 CFR Parts 50 and 52, the regulations establishing the licensing rules.85 The 
endorsement marked the first-ever NRC-approved framework for developing a licensing basis for non-
light-water advanced reactors. 

In response to NEIMA, the NRC began to consider development of a new licensing pathway, Part 
53, and proposed the relevant formal plan in April 2020.86 In October 2020, NEI urged that Part 53 
include lessons learned from the Licensing Modernization Project; that it incorporate a risk-informed, 
performance-based approach; and that it allow PRA alternatives, “while also recognizing that the near-
term experience is constrained by the limitations of having to comply with 10 CFR Part 50 and Part 
52.”87 Ultimately, however, after more than 30 public meetings, stakeholders worried the rule would 
not speed up or accommodate a higher volume of reactor applications.88 Staff revised it and took 
comments through February 2025.89 The NRC released the final Part 53 rule on March 30, 2026.90 
Early reviews of Part 53 indicate that it includes some significant licensing improvements for qualifying 
advanced reactors.91  

Advancing a New Mission 
In the early 2020s, the nuclear industry and Congress felt that NEIMA had not done enough to reform 
the NRC. Meanwhile, as advanced reactor developers moved up their anticipated deployment dates 
from the 2030s to the late 2020s, the sense of urgency around the NRC’s readiness to review and 
license new reactors deepened. 

Nuclear advocates, for example, questioned the focus of the Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards 
(ACRS), an expert review body with roots dating to 1947.92 The ACRS is tasked with reviewing every 
license application, including those for well-understood light-water reactors. Some advocates argue 
this requirement may make it harder for the ACRS to meet its more important task of reviewing license 
applications by novel non-light-water reactors.93 The Nuclear Innovation Alliance (NIA), a nonprofit 
organization, interviewed nuclear regulators, NRC staff, and current and former ACRS members, and 
concluded that the ACRS process for review of light-water reactors was overly long, inefficient, and 
generally not useful, whereas the process was valuable for new reactor designs and other new safety-
significant issues.94

To further support nuclear, Congress passed the ADVANCE Act in 2024 with overwhelming bipartisan 
support. The act reinforced NEIMA’s mandate for risk-informed, performance-based regulation; expanded 
NRC’s direct hire authority; authorized competitive grants to cover advanced reactor licensing costs; and 
directed the NRC to consider how to improve its oversight and inspection programs under the ROP, which 
NRC staff submitted in June 2025.95 The law also called on the NRC to lower user fees for advanced 
reactor applicants and pre-applicants until September 30, 2030. In FY2025, the NRC set this lower rate at 
$148/staff hour — less than half of the agency’s professional hourly rate for other activities.96
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The ADVANCE Act further required that the NRC update its mission to reflect the objective of “not 
unnecessarily limit[ing]” safe use of nuclear energy.97 On January 24, 2025, the NRC changed its 
mission statement from one largely description of its activities (“The NRC licenses and regulates the 
nation’s civilian use of radioactive materials, to provide reasonable assurance of adequate protection 
of public health…”) to one that focused on its objectives of protecting public health and safety and 
“enabling safe and secure use and deployment of civilian nuclear energy technologies.” The new 
statement reads:

The NRC protects public health and safety and advances the nation’s common 
defense and security by enabling the safe and secure use and deployment of civilian 
nuclear energy technologies and radioactive materials through efficient and reliable 
licensing, oversight, and regulation for the benefit of society and the environment.98

Trump 2.0 and Executive Order 14300 
President Trump began his second term in office at another inflection point for the nuclear sector. 
Supported by unexpected increases in actual and forecast electricity demand, by investor interest, and 
by a continuously positive policy environment throughout the previous three administrations, advanced 
reactor developers and fuel cycle firms continued to attract capital and to progress with their projects. 
In 2024, the NRC indicated that it expected to receive applications for 25 new small modular and 
advanced reactors by 2029.99 Venture capital investments in new nuclear companies hit an all-time 
high in 2025.100 Visible bipartisan political support for nuclear energy was an essential foundation for 
this level of interest by investors.

The strong growth in electricity demand is now spurring both market and broad state-level interest 
in adding nuclear capacity. The excitement surrounding nuclear energy is expanding beyond novel 
advanced reactors as the AP1000 units at Vogtle 3 and 4, which began commercial operation in 2023 
and 2024, appeared technically successful despite their high cost. This outcome has prompted talk of 
large, multi-plant investments.101 

In parallel, swelling power demand and eager data center developers are driving efforts to get more 
energy from existing nuclear plants. Applications for power uprates at existing reactors are expected 
to rise dramatically in the next few years and to add 2.4 GW of capacity between 2025 and 2032.102 
Customers and investors have also begun reopening nuclear plants that shut down in recent years. 
The Palisades plant is close to reopening in Michigan, and work is underway to reopen closed nuclear 
plants in Pennsylvania (a unit at the renamed Three Mile Island site) and Iowa.103 California has reversed 
a decision to close its Diablo Canyon plant; the NRC recently extended the licenses for the plant’s 
two units to 2044 and 2045, respectively, though the state legislature will have to approve operations 
beyond 2030.104

On May 23, 2025, President Trump signed four executive orders designed to reboot America’s 
nuclear enterprise and position the US for global leadership in nuclear technologies and fuel supply.105 
One of these, EO 14300, chastised the NRC for “throttling nuclear power development” by “trying 
to insulate Americans from the most remote risks” and “ignoring the reality that substitute forms of 
energy production also carry risk.”106 The EO reiterated Congress’s direction to the NRC to consider the 
benefits of nuclear energy in applying its new mission. It directed an 18-month “review and wholesale 
revision of its [the NRC’s] regulations and guidance documents”; required deadlines for licensing 
activities enforced by fee caps; and called for a high-volume licensing process for advanced reactors. 
The EO further required a less-burdensome ROP, a reorganization grounded in a reduction in force 
(outside of reactor licensing), and an expedited licensing pathway for reactors approved by DOE or the 
Pentagon, among other directions. 
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To implement the EO, the NRC (in coordination with the Department of Government Efficiency [DOGE] 
staffer assigned to the NRC) has developed (or is developing) more than 25 new rulemakings.107 On 
February 4, 2026, the agency launched a reorganization focused on consolidation and efficiency; it 
aimed to have an updated “organizational chart and change management plan” by early April, and 
to complete reorganization by the end of the fiscal year (September 30, 2026).108 Aspects of the 
reorganization are already taking effect: In early March, the agency announced that NRC’s Jeremy 
Bowen, who was the acting deputy director for new reactors, will lead the new Office of Advanced 
Reactors once it is formally established. Bowen and his office will be tasked with efficient licensing and 
permitting of new reactors.109

Other rulemakings that began under the Biden administration are now under final review. In October 
2024, NRC issued a proposed rule to establish the Generic Environmental Impact Statement (GEIS) 
option, which allows license applicants to meet environmental review requirements under NEPA.110 
Now finalized, the rule is expected to enable eligible applicants to meet NRC environmental review 
requirements at reduced time and cost if they meet certain criteria related to factors such as size and 
location.111 On July 1, 2026, the NRC proposed a signficant, multi-part revision of its licensing rules titled, 
"Modernizing Reactor Licensing, Safety Oversight, and Siting Practices.112 The NRC described the proposal 
as the "most comprehensive modernization of reactor licensing in decades.113

Congress has recognized the progress made by the NRC but 
has also expressed concern over some of the administration’s 
actions at the NRC. On September 3, 2025, members of 
the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee 
acknowledged NRC staff’s work toward implementing the 
ADVANCE Act;114 according to Chair Shelley Moore Capito 
(R-WV), EO 14300 complements that law by setting clear 
deadlines and reconsidering the agency’s organization and 
regulations.115 In contrast, Senator Whitehouse (D-RI) worried 
that the Trump administration’s actions at the NRC, particularly 
the firing of Commissioner Christopher T. Hanson and the 
placement of DOGE staffers at the agency, risks undermining 
public support for nuclear energy.116 

The Trump administration in its second term has focused on 
demonstrating new advanced reactors at DOE and Pentagon sites prior to NRC review. With reactor 
pilot projects targeting criticality of three reactors by July 4, 2026, the DOE on February 2, 2026, 
approved categorical exclusions under NEPA for such projects.117 Idaho National Laboratory Director 
John Wagner said the move is a natural step, given the “extensive environmental baselines from 
previous NEPA analyses.”118 

In December 2025, the NRC set expectations for NRC staff’s involvement in the other agencies’ reactor 
authorization processes when the applicant also intends to seek a commercial license from the NRC. 
The NRC “can observe selected portions of the process at the prospective applicants’ election to 
gain familiarity with both the technology and the safety cases . . . with the intent of achieving greater 
efficiency in the subsequent NRC licensing proceeding.”119 The degree of efficiency arising from this 
collaboration is still uncertain, given that a new design seeking a commercial license will need to show 
NRC staff that it meets the NRC’s licensing criteria; neither DOE approval nor a period of successful 
operations on a DOE site will be sufficient in itself.

EO 14300 also directs the NRC to reconsider the longstanding “as low as reasonably achievable” (ALARA) 
radiation exposure standard and its reliance on the linear no-threshold (LNT) model. Under the standard, 

Inspectors at Michigan's Donald C. Cook Nuclear Plant in 2003.  
Flickr/Nuclear Regulatory Commission
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which the NRC adopted in 1972, there is no threshold below which ionizing radiation can be considered 
“safe.” Instead, the agency requires that plant operators continue to limit exposure to radiation at any 
level, based on the LNT model’s assumption that any dose of radiation can be harmful.120 

The LNT model is used to calculate cancer risk as exposure increases.121 Radiation experts disagree 
about whether low levels of radiation cause harm, particularly levels below the natural background 
levels that exist in parts of the world.122 Critics of ALARA argue that the costs of further reducing already 
low exposure levels exceed the harm such exposure might cause and also require reductions below 
levels readily accepted for other sectors.123  

In 2015, three scientists, including Dr. Carol Marcus, a professor of radiation oncology and radiation 
sciences at UCLA, filed petitions with the NRC to amend LNT. In 2021, the NRC denied the petitions, 
maintaining that although “it is generally impossible to determine whether or not there are any increases 
in the incidence of disease at very low doses,” the LNT model “continues to provide a sound regulatory 
basis” for public safety.124 In 2025, scientists from the Idaho National Laboratory wrote a report 
summarizing the science and recommending that the NRC reconsider the use of LNT, set a higher annual 
occupational dose limit, and eliminate the ALARA requirement below that higher limit. Doing so, the 
report argued, would make reactors more cost-competitive with no adverse health impact.125 

Nevertheless, the nuclear community is not aligned on a path forward. Katy Huff, assistant secretary 
of nuclear energy at DOE under President Biden, has urged the NRC to refrain from changing the 
standard until scientists conduct more long-term epidemiological studies.126 NEI has said that it supports 
maintaining ALARA for existing plants but removing it for new reactors.127 Other experts express 
concern that, even if scientifically justifiable, revising or eliminating the standard could undercut public 
confidence in nuclear power.128

For its part, DOE approved the elimination of ALARA and LNT from its regulations in January 2026, saying 
that the approach costs too much without resulting in commensurate health benefits.129 Lawmakers on 
both sides of the aisle, former Biden administration officials, and the financial community have variously 
praised and opposed DOE’s move.130 On July 1, 2026, the NRC issued a proposal to amend its ALARA 
regulations.131 The NRC's proposal would retain the LNT model but replace the open-ended ALARA 
approach with a "less-subjective, graded approach to managing doses below regulatory limits.132 

The NRC has continued to issue new regulatory proposals implementing EO 14300 at a rapid pace. 
Compared with historical NRC reform efforts, this one may prove to be the most comprehensive—but 
questions about the effectiveness of reforms will continue. 

Evidence of Progress at the NRC
At the NRC’s first annual Regulatory Information Conference in 1989, Executive Director of Operations 
Victor Stello Jr. described frankly the tension between the NRC and the nuclear industry: “We do not 
trust you, you do not trust us.”133 Thirty-eight years later, the relationship has changed significantly. In 
2026, at the 38th Regulatory Information Conference, this difference was noted by Dr. Rita Baranwal, 
former assistant secretary of nuclear energy under President Biden and now chief nuclear officer with 
Radiant Energy: “In my nearly 30-year career I have engaged with the NRC quite a bit. But this time it 
is different. They are so quick to respond and so thoroughly prepared and wanting to move forward 
together . . . And forgive me for using this word, because I am not sure it is allowable, but it feels like a 
partnership. . . . [It] feels like we have a team moving forward.”134  

There is also evidence of improvement in the timeline for license reviews. Southern Company is 
planning 210 MW of uprates by 2030; according to Thomas Kindred, a Southern Company engineer, 
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there has been a “fundamental change” in the level of engagement between the NRC and utilities.135 
The NRC held seven public workshops between 2024 and the spring of 2026 to discuss approaches 
to making the license process more efficient, new technical resources from the Sandia National Lab 
that allow more accurate modeling of reactors, and an improved application process that bundles 
elements to avoid duplicative analysis. Early data indicate that the new approach has yielded a “40 
percent reduction in review schedules, 45 percent reduction in review effort, [and] 47 percent reduction 
in review duration,” with some 90 percent of reviews completed earlier than expected.136 Kindred 
indicated that he expects its 210 MW of uprate applications to move approximately 36 months faster 
than earlier uprate applications.137

Similarly, the NRC has been working efficiently on new reactor licensing. It completed the technical 
review of the construction permit for TerraPower’s Kemmerer reactor in 18 months—9 months ahead of 
schedule and 11 percent under budget.138 Reviews of the Kairos Hermes 2 test reactor and NuScale’s 
Standard Design Approval were likewise completed ahead of schedule.

These are notable positive changes. But the agency is far from home free, given the challenges it is 
expected to face in coming years: if the NRC receives the anticipated increase in license applications, 
including numerous applications from companies with new reactor designs, it will need to staff up to 
match the increase or risk seeing this progress falter. 
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3. Lessons From NRC History

Lesson 1: Nuclear Growth Depends on Alignment of Early Project Support, 
Steady Market Conditions, and Consistent, Efficient Regulatory Oversight  
For the nuclear sector to thrive, it must have market forces that support the economic case for nuclear, 
government support for early deployment, and a regulatory agency that can license plants in an 
efficient manner. 

The 1960s saw early government investment develop into commercially successful nuclear 
technologies; as strong market demand emerged, there was a rapid increase in nuclear plant orders. 
But the regulatory oversight and market conditions started to falter in the 1970s, when the licensing 
path grew longer, the newly enacted National Environmental Policy Act created unanticipated delays, 
and—even before the TMI accident—officials imposed more demanding safety regulations (including 
some applied retroactively). Multiple factors added to the costs and delay to nuclear builds: changing 
market conditions, including reduced load growth, increases in labor costs, and financing challenges, 
emerged at this time, as did problems with the regulatory process, including delays in resolving 
technical issues and the contested hearings process.139  

The anticipated nuclear renaissance of the 2000s collapsed due to changes in market conditions 
(lower natural gas prices) and the impact of the Fukushima accident, even before the NRC’s regulatory 
climate was fully tested.140 But the two AP1000 reactors that were built also illustrated the unexpected 
hazards of well-intentioned regulatory innovation. Vogtle Units 3 and 4 were the first reactors to be 
licensed under Part 52’s combined construction and operating license. Part 52 was a reform designed, 
in part, to facilitate construction, specifically by allowing new reactors to avoid the risk that the NRC 
would approve construction and then require changes to an already-built facility to qualify for its 
operating license. Part 52 is likely to be useful in some situations, but it was a poor fit for a new reactor 
design, given that the construction process revealed numerous small but necessary design changes 
(180 in total), each of which had to go through the NRC amendment process.141  

Lesson 2: Public Confidence in the NRC and in the Safety of Nuclear Is Critical 
Data on accidents and harmful air pollution show that nuclear power is far safer and cleaner than 
fossil-based power, especially coal, and on par with renewables.142 But when it comes to public 
concerns about safety, nuclear tops the list.143 Even before the high-profile cases such as Three Mile 
Island, operational problems at Fermi 1, the first sodium-cooled reactor, raised alarm and spawned the 
erroneous claim that “we almost lost Detroit.” As with Three Mile Island, the success of the reactor’s 
“defense in depth” approach to safety (in neither case was any serious quantity of radiation released) 
did not prevent public concern. 

The nuclear industry and the NRC understand that safe deployment of nuclear is paramount. But the 
emergence of numerous nuclear start-up companies—a testament to the dynamism of the US economy 
and the case for nuclear today—heightens the importance of NRC oversight. In any new field, only 
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a few start-up companies will become commercially successful. Companies may find themselves 
facing the prospect of bankruptcy unless they can cobble together a demonstration project. When 
the alternative is bankruptcy, the risk calculus favors taking larger risks on a demonstration. Even if a 
reactor design possesses inherent safety features, low-consequence nuclear incidents like the one at 
Fermi 1 can still generate alarm and set the sector back. This puts a greater onus on the NRC to ensure 
these hazards are identified and avoided.  

Lesson 3: Regulatory Consistency Is Essential
The NRC’s history demonstrates the difficulties faced by a capital-intensive industry like nuclear when 
the rules change. For example, new Emergency Core Cooling Systems rules adopted in the 1970s 
led to closure of one plant and time-consuming redesigns at others. To reduce nuclear construction 
costs, the industry needs to build one type of reactor repeatedly. This can happen only with regulatory 
consistency.  

For many federal agencies (such as the Environmental Protection Agency), this regulatory consistency 
seems impossible to achieve. Instead, agencies operate in radically different modes depending on 
which party occupies the White House. In recent years, the NRC has been less exposed to such 
swings, as it has benefited from a strong degree of bipartisan support and policy consistency. As the 
NRC moves forward, it must continue to build the consensus needed to maintain durable policy. This 
does not mean that some old rules should not be reevaluated. They should be, particularly if they were 
adopted when the technical understanding of risks was less well developed or when the NRC was 
trying to quell public distrust. But rule changes will be helpful only if they are durable, and that requires 
building a strong degree of political consensus. 

Lesson 4: Rigorous Standards Must be Maintained While Enabling Nuclear
For much of its history, the NRC has had a contentious relationship with nuclear operators. Often 
driven by critical news stories, the NRC has enforced strict rules irrespective of whether those rules 
contributed significantly to safety. Recently, the relationship between the NRC and the industry appears 
to have improved. NRC leadership has stated that it is seeking to “enable” the nuclear industry through 
more efficient licensing. Companies seeking licenses have recognized positive changes. At the same 
time, efficiency cannot come at the expense of rigorous analysis of all safety-significant issues. NRC 
leadership has rightly emphasized the importance of maintaining and growing the expert staff capable 
of maintaining this level of rigor. 

It is also important to avoid pressure to adhere to arbitrary timelines at the expense of the required 
analysis. Setting expectations for licensing timelines and for tracking of progress would be helpful. But 
the key to meeting timelines is providing staff with the resources to conduct the needed reviews on 
time. Indeed, experience at other agencies shows that where these resources are not provided, short 
timelines (like those set for certain NEPA analyses) can lead staff-strapped agencies simply to find ways 
around the timeline, such as delaying when the clock starts to run. These workarounds do not actually 
speed up the process.144 

Lesson 5: The NRC Must Remain Visibly Independent 
The Atomic Energy Commission was unable to maintain public confidence as a safety regulator when it 
was also a promoter of nuclear technologies. Congress recognized this and separated these functions. 
More recently, Congress also appropriately recognized that independence should not prevent the NRC 
from acknowledging the benefits of nuclear power. DOE is again working on new reactor demonstrations, 



19Energy Innovation Reform Project   |  July 2026

REGULATING CHANGE AND CHANGING REGULATION

and the NRC is collaborating on this process and intends to incorporate information derived from it 
in any subsequent review of a commercial license application. The AEC’s history shows that both the 
appearance and the reality of independence are essential to maintaining the public’s confidence in safety 
when reactors move from demonstration to commercialization. Indeed, the NRC’s reputation as the gold 
standard in nuclear safety is not just important at home but is also a key selling point for the US nuclear 
industry when it engages overseas. Maintaining the NRC’s reputation for independence and safety 
excellence is important to the long-term success of the industry.  

Lesson 6: Moving Targets and Competing Constituencies Must Be Addressed
Adapting the NRC to license advanced reactors—a vital task—highlights two challenges, one persistent 
and the other relatively new. The persistent challenge is that the NRC’s “target,” that is, the goal of its 
activity, is constantly evolving in response to market conditions, technological progress, and political 
and social change. After the Three Mile Island accident, for example, elected leaders (and voters) 
wanted the NRC to emphasize safety at existing nuclear power plants and were prepared to accept 
that this might come at the expense of new licenses. During the last decade, however, much if not most 
of the pressure to reform the NRC has originated with a desire to expedite licensing. To be successful, 
NRC must reform in ways that allow for, and to some extent even foresee, future evolution in response 
to new circumstances. 

The newer challenge is that the nuclear industry itself is becoming more complex—and its components 
do not all have the same priorities. For example, the commercial and policy interests of a utility 
operating one or more existing nuclear power plants are unlikely to be identical with the interests 
of a company trying to develop, license, and build an innovative reactor design. Likewise, firms with 
licensed designs may not have interests identical to those seeking licenses. 

NEI’s position on ALARA, which differentiates between existing and new reactors, illustrates one way to 
accommodate different interests. Indeed, we agree that it may make sense to maintain the standards 
now in place for existing reactors while reforming ALARA for new reactors in order to avoid imposing 
high-cost measures designed to further lower exposure at nuclear plants when levels are already so 
low that, as the NRC has acknowledged, “it is generally impossible” to find evidence of any harm to 
public health.145
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4. Recommendations

The NRC is engaged in a set of reform initiatives broader and deeper than any in the past. Many of 
these are important and some long overdue. This does not change the fact that managing them all 
simultaneously is a significant task. These new reforms must both increase the NRC’s readiness to 
license the new fleet of advanced reactors commensurate with President Trump’s energy dominance 
goals, and take care not to introduce novel costs, safety concerns, uncertainties, or risks of delays to 
the reactor approval process. 

To strengthen the NRC’s ability to support the deployment of new reactors while maintaining public 
trust and safety, Congress and the administration should consider the actions presented below in 
addition to the reforms currently underway. 

1.	 Reduce the Direct Cost of Licensing by Eliminating Application Fees and 
Funding the NRC through General Appropriations 

Nuclear energy developers provide a technology crucial to the US economy and to energy and 
national security. Their application review costs should not be more burdensome than those borne by 
other energy sources. The nuclear industry today looks very different from the peak deployment era of 
the 1970s, when large utilities were the primary customer for reactors, and large companies were the 
primary developers of reactor technology. Today, smaller utilities and industrial customers represent 
viable customer markets, while new reactor developers are predominantly small start-ups with limited 
capital. Although licensing fees can be useful tools in weeding out frivolous or premature applications, 
excessive fees for license applicants are a needless obstacle for reactor developers.

Congress gave independent agencies the latitude to assess user fees through the 1952 Independent 
Offices Appropriations Act.146 Then, in 1990, to contend with the expanding national deficit, Congress 
formally directed the NRC to collect at least 90 percent of its annual budget from fees collected from 
anyone who received NRC services, including licensees.147 In the ADVANCE Act, Congress exempted 
certain licensing actions from fee recovery. But Congress should go further. 

To reflect the new nuclear landscape and to encourage nuclear innovation, Congress should move 
toward treating the NRC the way it treats most other agencies, should work with the nuclear industry in 
the same way it works with other energy industries, and should not require the NRC to recover such a 
high share of its licensing costs from reactor developers. This may be challenging politically in an era 
when deficit reduction remains necessary but is important to facilitating licensing of innovative new 
reactors. The Congress should explore options to reduce NRC fees further and, in parallel, to reduce 
the mandated share of NRC’s budget from fees.

Concurrently, the NRC should designate personnel in the new Office of Advanced Reactors to develop 
a set of consistent criteria for structured review of reactor applications. By clarifying guidance on which 
applications will receive priority review, NRC can discourage or manage applications that do not meet 
basic standards or are not complete. Congress should ensure that sufficient off-fee resources are 
available to the NRC for this purpose.
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2.	 Improve the Efficiency of the Licensing Process 
a.	 Re-enable the NRC to conduct early stakeholder engagement on rulemakings. 

Historically, the NRC has circulated and received stakeholder feedback on draft rule text prior to issuing 
formal regulatory proposals. The practice has been valuable to the NRC, the regulated community, 
and other stakeholders. President Trump’s EO 14215 placed the NRC and other independent agencies 
under the requirements of a Clinton-era executive order giving the White House’s Office of Information 
and Regulatory Affairs review authority over agency rulemakings.148 As a result, the NRC can no longer 
make draft proposal language public and is unable to obtain the same detailed feedback from industry 
and community stakeholders in advance of issuing proposed rules. The public (which includes citizens 
as well as companies and nongovernmental organizations) now has just 30 days after proposal to 
comment—a short window for feedback on complex rules that may greatly affect developers, end 
users, and others. 

The NRC should be allowed to resume the iterative feedback permitted by its traditional system 
of transparently sharing draft text, hearing feedback, and making changes before issuing a formal 
proposed rule.149 This system avoided the cumbersome, inefficient process of re-proposing rules after 
receiving substantial feedback. Early feedback and engagement remain key elements of effective and 
efficient rulemaking and do not preclude review by the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs. The 
administration should reconsider the requirements of EO 14215 and re-enable the NRC to follow historic 
precedent and share draft regulatory text with the public prior to issuing regulatory proposals.

b.	 Encourage the use of environmental assessments, categorical exclusions, and 
the Generic Environmental Impact Statement.

The NRC is in the process of revising its regulations implementing NEPA, as required by the ADVANCE 
Act.150 The ADVANCE Act directed the NRC to expand its “use of categorical exclusions, environmental 
assessments, and generic environmental impact statements” when licensing nuclear reactors.151 
Importantly, in passing this provision, Congress established that licensing a new nuclear plant does not 
automatically require an EIS. The NRC’s initial actions to implement the law are encouraging and should 
help ensure that the new regulations provide streamlined NEPA review for new reactors.

As it streamlines NEPA review, the NRC should continue to provide strong public engagement through 
its extensive review of reactor safety under the Atomic Energy Act. NEPA is a procedural statute 
requiring disclosure but imposing no substantive rules. It is most useful in situations where agencies 
have broad discretion and environmental protection is not required by a substantive statute. For 
nuclear power, the Atomic Energy Act appropriately requires that reactors meet rigorous substantive 
standards: the NRC may issue a reactor license only if it determines that the reactor will protect 
“the health and safety of the public.”152 It is this substantive review that ensures reactor safety, and 
strengthening public engagement in that process can help build and maintain public confidence in the 
safety of nuclear power. 

c.	 Eliminate mandatory hearings. 

Until 2024, the NRC required all applications to go through an in-person, uncontested hearing on 
safety and environmental issues. This requirement is a holdover from the 1957 Atomic Energy Act, 
and it serves no useful purpose today; it does not facilitate public participation and needlessly adds 
time and cost to the application. In 2024, the NRC switched to a paper-only hearing process, in which 
written materials substituted for oral presentations.153 This is a significant improvement and is expected 
to cut the duration of mandatory hearings in half. But as former NRC commissioners recently pointed 
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out in a letter to Congress, the hearing requirement still creates unnecessary complexity.154 Congress 
should amend the law to eliminate this requirement, as proposed in H.R. 5569, the Efficient Nuclear 
Licensing Hearings Act, and allow license applications to be conducted through a transparent license 
review process.  

d.	 Focus the Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards on novel and high-risk 
issues. 

EO 14300 directs the NRC to reduce ACRS’s obligations related to reactor review. This sensible 
directive should be implemented to ensure that ACRS continues to focus on new and high-risk safety 
topics, as it did with its review of reduced emergency planning zones for advanced reactors and its 
research into the challenges of pebble bed reactors.155 Congress should also consider amending the 
Atomic Energy Act to make it easier to focus ACRS reviews on the most important topics as is proposed 
in H.R. __, Nuclear Advisory Committee Reform Act (discussion draft).156 The ACRS should not need 
to review nth-of-a-kind reactor license applications, uprates without significant safety implications, or 
events without off-site impacts to public health.157 The committee’s panels of experts will continue to 
play an important role in evaluating the safety of new reactors, and its work should be appropriately 
focused on these novel questions. 

3.	 Empower the NRC to Execute Its Mission Efficiently
a.	 Ensure sufficient staff capacity in key offices. 

The reorganization effort underway at the NRC could have little impact if the agency lacks sufficient 
staff with the necessary expertise in the right offices. The NRC reportedly lost over 10 percent of 
its workforce due to buyouts, resignations, and firings during the first year of President Trump’s 
term.158 Given the expectation of a sharp increase in license applications, the NRC needs a larger 
staff of experts, not a smaller one. At the 2026 NRC Regulatory Information Conference, several 
commissioners indicated the need for more staff, as well as the challenges of attracting qualified 
candidates when the private sector is also recruiting for similar positions. Without adequate expert staff, 
the NRC may be unable to ensure that reactor application reviews are both efficient and thorough. 
Worse, pressuring NRC staff to approve applications absent a comprehensive review could undermine 
confidence and raise safety risks. 

The NRC requires smart, dedicated, and efficient staff if it is to deliver on the scaled licensing 
envisioned by NEIMA, the ADVANCE Act, and EO 14300. While reactor demonstrations can continue 
with oversight by DOE, the Idaho National Laboratory, and the Pentagon, these entities lack the NRC’s 
licensing and regulatory expertise, and the path to commercial markets must still run through the NRC. 

Congress should evaluate NRC staffing levels and consider raising the salary caps for NRC 
commissioners, leadership, and staff to attract and retain the qualified nuclear regulatory experts 
needed to conduct efficient, effective license reviews. The NRC Staff Pay Alignment Act, a discussion 
draft, would authorize salary increases for in-demand career employees.159 In the current nuclear boom, 
current and prospective NRC staff face increasingly attractive financial incentives to work for private 
industry. Their choice of public service should be financially rewarded commensurate with the value the 
federal government places on expanding nuclear energy. 

While congressional action is the more durable approach, the Office of Personnel Management can 
and should separately consider raising the salary caps of NRC employees. 
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b.	 Support development of a strong NRC workforce pipeline. 

Over the medium to long term, the NRC is likely to face hiring and retention pressures that may result 
in a shortage of necessary expertise. Congress can help address this issue by supporting near-term 
regulatory workforce development. It should increase the scale and scope of the NRC’s internship 
and apprenticeship programs, and consider directing the establishment of new education and training 
programs for future regulators. Such programs can support the nation’s collegiate nuclear engineering 
programs, which have seen a decline in enrollments over the past decade.160 To the extent that the NRC is 
tasked to lead or participate in these efforts, it should not be required to recover fees to support them. 

4.	 Foster Ongoing Agency Excellence
a.	 Establish a stakeholder advisory committee.

As part of its reorganization process, the NRC should consider establishing a stakeholder advisory 
body. While its relationship with stakeholders appears to be improving, the NRC has frequently had a 
challenging relationship with both industry and critics of nuclear energy. A stakeholder advisory body 
would enable consistent dialogue and promote improved communication between the regulator, 
nuclear utilities, reactor developers, nuclear subcontractors, and other industry stakeholders. Through 
regular engagement, the body could help surface, and potentially resolve, disagreements between 
these groups, with the goal of ensuring NRC processes balance the interests of the entire regulated 
community and its supporters. This ability to engage with stakeholders could be particularly valuable if 
NRC has tight license deadlines and short windows for public comment. 

b.	 Assess the value of the ALARA standard. 

The NRC recently proposed amending standards for low-level radiation protection.161 Whether low 
levels of radiation exposure cause harm continues to be the subject of dispute among experts and the 
NRC has smartly avoided a proposal that would attempt to resolve that dispute. Instead, the NRC has 
focused on reforms that seek to ensure the reasonableness of measures required to further reduce 
already low levels of exposure. Data from the Environmental Protection Agency show that nuclear 
power plants are responsible for less than 0.1 percent of the radiation that the average American is 
exposed to;162 this finding highlights the importance of ensuring that costs of additional measures at 
nuclear power plants are reasonable. The NRC’s proposal seeks to achieve this goal by adopting a 
“graded approach to managing radiation exposure below regulatory limits.”163  While the approach 
appears sound, the NRC should consider whether the proposal would achieve benefits large enough 
to justify the change. The NRC projects that the changes would achieve savings to the industry of 
“approximately $9.53 million/year at a 7 percent discount rate,” a very low figure given the size of 
the nuclear sector.164 If this estimate accurately reflects the magnitude of the benefits, the NRC may 
conclude that finalizing the proposal is not warranted, especially given that the changes may have real, 
if hard to quantify, costs to public confidence in reactor safety. 

c.	 Model cultural change from the top.

Organizational culture change at the NRC starts at the top with senior leadership. As Chairman 
Ho Nieh, tapped by President Donald Trump to lead the agency, said at the 2026 NRC Regulatory 
Information Conference, leaders must set the standard for the behavior they expect from their staff. 
He has been clear and public in what should stay the same: keeping safety the NRC’s top priority, 
maintaining its independence, and recognizing that the staff are the agency’s greatest asset, all while 
enabling the use of nuclear energy.165 
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Nieh and his colleagues on the commission must continue to be clear, transparent, and inspiring in their 
leadership of the NRC. They must finalize their new leadership and management model, find ways to 
operationalize it, and make it tangible for staff in this period of significant agency growth and change. 
The overly proceduralist culture that characterized the NRC in the past is inadequate to the task of 
building America’s nuclear energy future and to achieving broader US economic, technological, and 
geopolitical goals. 
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