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Introduction
The United States Maritime Administration (MARAD) is owner and custodian of the world’s first nuclear powered merchant ship, the Nuclear Ship SAVANNAH (NSS). Conceived in the 1950’s as part of President Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” program, the NSS was designed, constructed and operated as a joint research and development project of the Maritime Administration and the Atomic Energy Commission. MARAD’s contribution was the ship, the AEC’s was the reactor and related nuclear systems. The reactor was first brought to power in 1961, with seagoing trials following in 1962. The AEC ended its participation in the project in about 1965, transferring liability and title of the reactor to MARAD. NSS was operated in experimental and commercial demonstration service throughout the 1960’s. Having completed its research and development objectives, the ship was removed from service in 1970.  When alternative uses for the ship failed to materialize, its nuclear power plant was defueled, partially decommissioned, and prepared for long-term lay-up under contemporary best practices.
From 1981 to 1994 the vessel was bareboat chartered to the Patriots Point Development Authority, Charleston, SC for public display. During that period the PPDA was designated a “co-licensee” for the reactor and exercised custody of the ship - but ownership remained with MARAD. The NSS charter was terminated by mutual agreement in 1994 when the vessel was removed from Charleston for drydocking. After drydocking, the NSS was placed in MARAD’s James River Reserve Fleet for long-term retention in accordance with the circa 1970 lay-up plan. MARAD has no present plans to dispose of the ship itself. The NSS is a registered National Historic Landmark, and in the future MARAD hopes to develop a program for its long-term preservation.
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Nuclear Ship SAVANNAH
Decommissioning Background
In the late 1990’s, MARAD began assessing and evaluating possible course of action for radiological decommissioning.  Although the SAVANNAH reactor has been defueled and partially decommissioned, most of the nuclear primary system, including most major primary system components and piping systems, remain within the reactor compartment and in certain adjacent areas of the ship. These components are irradiated to varying degrees, and include small quantities of radioactive material (principally retained primary system water, and plated out corrosion products).   The ship’s design and construction features provide inherent safeguards to protect these systems and materials.  However, in the post 9-11 environment, MARAD made assessments of the physical vulnerability of the ship to terrorist activities, and concluded that the safest course of action is total decommissioning of the reactor.  Subsequent to MARAD’s decommissioning decision in 2002, we have conducted a Characterization Survey of the ship (posted elsewhere on this site), and we have completed a radiological assessment of the Reactor Pressure Vessel.  Both of these reports concluded that the radiological condition of the ship was better than first anticipated.  Due to budget constraints, MARAD is currently (2007) re-evaluating its path to decommissioning the N.S. SAVANNAH.
The NSS reactor is licensed by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) under a 10 CFR 50 “possession-only” license first issued in 1976. Regardless of terrorist threat, the NSS nuclear systems must ultimately be disposed of in accordance with applicable NRC decommissioning requirements. Those requirements set forth a timeframe for decommissioning and disposal, and the technical criteria for waste management. 
The SAVANNAH is a registered National Historic Landmark. As one of the most historically significant ships afloat, MARAD has no plans to dispose of the ship following the reactor decommissioning and disposal project. Instead, MARAD intends to make the ship available for future preservation, preferably through a MARAD-sponsored public-private joint venture yet to be defined. Additional information regarding N.S. SAVANNAH may be obtained by going to http://www.nrc.gov and click on Web-based ADAMS.

 

