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Staff Activity: Members of the DNFSB technical staff visited SNL during the week of April 20,
2026. The staff members met with key personnel from both the Sandia Field Office (SFO) and
National Technology and Engineering Solutions of Sandia, LLC (NTESS), and conducted
walkdowns of the Annular Core Research Reactor (ACRR), the Auxiliary Hot Cell Facility
(AHCEF), the Sandia Pulsed Reactor Facility (SPRF), and the Gamma Irradiation Facility.

AHCF Operations: Personnel at AHCF began recladding an unirradiated spare ACRR fuel
element that was previously found to be backfilled with argon instead of the normal helium fill
gas (see SNL Report for December 2025). Given the slight modifications from the original
design, the reclad fuel rod (which also doubles as a regulating rod for controlling core reactivity)
will undergo acceptance testing, then further testing for effects on core reactivity. If successful,
the intent is to build additional regulating rods to be available to replace those currently in
ACRR.

ACRR Safety Basis: Earlier this month, NTESS personnel requested an exemption from a
current justification for continued operations (JCO) that restricts personnel from accessing the
ACRR high bay area during pulse operations (see SNL Report for September 2025). This JCO
is in place to protect workers from potential radiation exposures resulting from a postulated fuel
element cladding failure. NTESS’s request letter states that an upcoming experiment requires
certain instrumentation to be in the high bay to maintain parity with previous experimental
setups, and that personnel need to be physically present to gather data. The letter requests the
presence of five personnel, including one radiological control technician to monitor conditions
near the reactor pool and initiate protective actions as a compensatory measure if necessary.
The SFO manager approved the NTESS request in a response letter, noting that the proposed
compensatory measures are appropriate given the conservatism in NTESS’s analysis of
potential radiological consequences.

SPRF Safety Basis: Last month, the SFO manager approved a Safety Evaluation Report
addendum for the 2025 SPRF safety basis annual update. Annual updates typically incorporate
the results of any recent unreviewed safety question determinations (USQDs), potential
inadequacies of the safety analysis (PISA), or other routine items from the twelve-month
period. While there were no positive USQDs or PISAs, one PISA Entry Form—which did not
result in a declaration of a PISA—did result in updates to the safety basis. The issue pertained
to a potential discrepant as-found condition of a facility door during an in-service inspection.
This door is integral to two credited safety controls (the reactor building design feature and the
facility access specific administrative control) that together prevent unauthorized personnel
from entering the reactor building during critical assembly operations; however, during the
routine inspection, the door status indicator was unclear. While NTESS concluded (and SFO
concurred) that the as-found condition did not represent a violation of the technical safety
requirements, the language in the safety basis pertaining to inspections has been clarified.



