
If  we  are  serious  about
carbon  free  electricity  –
there  must  be  more  nuclear
power
Last month, we wrote about the ongoing push by the United
Nations to combat climate change and its underwhelming support
for nuclear power as an important part of the solution. To no
one’s surprise, the final volume of the current IPCC report on
climate change issued November 1 is no different. Yet this
report  is  very  clear  in  its  conclusion  that  limiting  the
impact of climate change may require reducing greenhouse gases
emissions to zero this century. So while the world is focused
on  developing  a  range  of  new  technologies  to  meet  this
challenge, fossil fuel use continues to grow. In reality, the
answer is right in front of our eyes. What the world needs is
a massive increase in nuclear power.

While many will write about this most recent IPCC report, we
want to bring some new perspective and once again discuss the
role of nuclear power as an essential tool to reduce carbon
emissions. There are a few new studies and announcements this
past month that show the paradox of current policies.

First there was a study released in Nature that suggests that
even though natural gas emits about half the carbon of coal,
abundant natural gas alone will do little to slow climate
change. The study’s lead author Haewon McJeon, an economist at
the  US  Department  of  Energy’s  Pacific  Northwest  National
Laboratory said, “Global deployment of advanced natural gas
production  technology  could  double  or  triple  the  global
natural gas production by 2050, but greenhouse gas emissions
will continue to grow in the absence of climate policies that
promote lower carbon energy sources.” This is in contrast to
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many  who  believe  that  gas  is  an  important  part  of  the
solution. We have no issue with gas and believe it can be an
important  part  of  a  diversified  electricity  system;  but
according to this study, it is not a great tool in the fight
against climate change.

Of even more relevance to the discussion, a recent report
issued  by  Hatch  Ltd.  in  Canada,”Lifecycle  Assessment
Literature  Review  of  Nuclear,  Wind  and  Natural  Gas  Power
Generation”, demonstrates the challenges of relying too much
on wind to drive down emissions. This report notes that wind
as an intermittent resource is usually backed up by gas. So if
wind generally operates about 20% of the time, the gas backup
would be operating the other 80% continuing to emit carbon.
Therefore  nuclear  emits  some  20  times  less  carbon  than  a
wind/gas combination (see figure below). Most of us in the
energy  industry  know  this  is  why  gas  producers  are  often
strong supporters of wind and solar. While the public believe
wind is good for the environment; it’s even better for the gas
industry.

Even the wind industry acknowledges these results. They note
this is only one scenario and that there are more plausible
scenarios  where  wind  would  be  supported  by  demand  side
management, storage and other means of clean generation. This
is indeed a laudable goal for the future, but the reality
remains, today most renewables are backed up by gas.
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All of the above would suggest that there should be more
support for nuclear as a very important element for a solution
to climate change. It is effective and available today and
most  of  all  can  provide  large  amounts  of  clean  reliable
electricity.

In fact, the public is quite aware of this. A just released
study  in  the  USA  is  showing  eighty-two  percent  of  those
surveyed agree with the statement, “We should take advantage
of all low-carbon energy sources, including nuclear, hydro and
renewable energy, to produce the electricity we need while
limiting  greenhouse  gas  emissions.”  Further  75  percent  of
those polled said nuclear energy will be “very important” or
“somewhat important” in meeting America’s future electricity
needs.  Seventy-three  percent  of  those  surveyed  associate
nuclear energy with clean air. Clearly a very important step
in  securing  the  support  required  to  increase  the  use  of
nuclear energy.

On the other hand, we have also seen more negative political
views. In Sweden, after reconfirming the need for more nuclear
power in 2009; the outcome of the most recent election had the
new government stepping back in order to gain support from the
Greens.   Social Democrat leader Stefan Lofven said “Sweden
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has very good potential to expand renewable energy through our
good access to water, wind and forests. In time, Sweden will
have an energy system with 100% renewable energy.” Reality
clearly has no place in politics.

And of even more concern is the recent vote by the French
parliament to reduce the use of nuclear energy from 75% to no
more than 50% by 2025. They must remove a plant from service
when Flamanville comes into service in the next year or so as
the amount of nuclear power cannot increase.  And it looks
like the French president himself will take the decision on
which plant to shut down. Taking safe clean reliable power out
of service prior to its end of life purely as policy seems
foolish at best. The Hatch study shows this strategy will most
likely lead to increased use of fossil fuels and thus higher
carbon emissions at least in the short to medium term. This is
exactly what we have seen in Germany. Taking a large amount of
nuclear out of service is requiring the construction of new
coal generation even though Germany is expanding renewable
generation at a very high rate.

So what does this all mean? As we have said many times before,
removing  and  /  or  reducing  nuclear  strictly  for  policy
reasons,  especially  in  the  case  of  successfully  operating
units means only one thing – that there remains an overriding
societal belief that nuclear is not safe – and therefore less
is always better than more. While some environmentalists now
realize this is not the case; this truth has not yet caught up
with the public at large and hence is not always supported by
their politicians.

The IPCC report is clear that the world must take action to
combat climate change. Nuclear power is the only large scale
source  of  clean  abundant  reliable  electricity  generation
available and that should make it an essential part of the
solution. Trying to generate all electricity with zero carbon
emissions without making extensive use of nuclear power is
simply making what is already very difficult, pretty much
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impossible.


