Energy economics – why system
costs matter
In our last post, we quoted from recent reports that clearly
lay out the environmental benefits of nuclear power. This
month we want to start off the year by launching a short
series addressing some of the issues that impact energy
economics. Today we will talk about the importance of system
costs in understanding the relative costs of different
generation technologies.
Last year at this time we wrote about the IEA/NEA report,
Projected Cost of Electricity 2020, that shows nuclear is
competitive with alternatives in most jurisdictions using the
traditional Levelized Cost of Electricity (LCOE) approach.
LCOE is a great way to compare costs of electricity as it is
generated from two or more different options to be implemented
at a single spot on the grid with similar system
characteristics. With intermittent variable renewables on the
system, LCOE alone no longer provides a sufficient basis for
direct comparison.
By their very nature, deploying these
renewables add costs to the system to be able to deliver
reliable electricity in the same way as more traditional
dispatchable resources like nuclear, hydro and fossil
generation.
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What are system costs? In a report issued by the OECD Nuclear
Energy Agency (NEA), system costs (see the report for a full
definition) are basically the additional costs to maintain a
reliable system as a result of intermittent variable
renewables only producing electricity for a limited number of
hours when the resource is available (e.g. daytime for solar),
their uncertainty due to the potential for days with little
resource (e.g. rainy or cloudy days), and the costs to the
grid to be able to access them given their more distributed
nature (e.g. good source of wind but far from demand).
A 2018 study undertaken by MIT “The Future of Nuclear Energy
in a Carbon Constrained World” considers the impact of nuclear
power on the cost of electricity systems when deep
decarbonization is desired. It looks at various jurisdictions
around the world and the conclusion is always the same; the
cost of electricity is lower with a larger nuclear share than
trying to decarbonize with intermittent variable renewables
(and storage) alone.

The reason for this impact is fundamentally due to the
relatively little time these resources produce electricity.
Solar and wind only generate when the sun shines and the wind
blows, meaning they produce only some of the time and not
always when needed. The average capacity factors of these
technologies vary by location with world average capacity
factor of just below 20% for solar and about 30 – 35% for wind
(capacity factor is the amount of time a resource produces
compared to if it would produce 100% of the time). Contrast
this with the 24/7 availability of nuclear power, which can
operate at capacity factors of more than 90%.
The impact on electricity systems is clear. Given the limited
duration of operation of intermittent variable renewables,
there is a need to dramatically overbuild to capture all the
electricity needed when the resource is available to cover
periods when the sun is not shining, and the wind is not
blowing (all assuming there is reasonable efficient storage
available which is not yet the case). The result is a system
with much larger capacity than a system that includes nuclear
(or any other dispatchable resource). In the MIT study for
example, the system in Texas would be 148 GW including nuclear
but would require 556 GW of capacity with renewables alone.
In New England a system with nuclear would have a capacity of
47 GW but would require a capacity of 286 GW with renewables
alone.
In the UK this would mean 77 GW with nuclear compared
to 478 without. And so on. The costs of adjusting the system
to accommodate these much larger capacities is significant.
Since that time study after study finds the same result. This
includes a study in Sweden in which 20 different scenarios for
full decarbonization always come out the same; in every
scenario the most cost-effective system has continued longterm operation of existing nuclear. And more recently a study
in France has shown that decarbonizing without nuclear means a
system more than twice as large as one with nuclear and the
more nuclear in the system, the lower the overall average cost

of production.
So, what does this mean for planning?
The approach to
implementing a reliable economic low carbon electricity grid
must start with looking at the entire system. A study should
assess the total costs of deploying the system under a range
of scenarios using different shares of available resources.
Different forms of generation have different capabilities and
these need to be modelled.
Once an efficient mix is
determined, a plan should be put in place to implement it
(i.e., X% nuclear, Y% solar, Z% wind, A% storage, etc.). When
looking to deploy each technology, LCOE can be used to compare
various options.
For example, when comparing one solar
project to another or one nuclear project to another. And of
course, should the costs of any given technology vary too
significantly from the assumptions in the system study that
determined the efficient mix, then the system study should be
updated.
Today’s energy markets are most often based on the assumption
that all electricity generated is the same (to be discussed in
a future post). This is true at the moment of generation when
yes, an electron is an electron.
Unfortunately, the ability
of any given technology to actually be there to produce at the
moment it is needed varies substantially. Therefore, a direct
comparison of the LCOE of one option vs another is only part
of the story.
To fully understand the costs of electricity generated, the
costs of integrating any given technology into a reliable
system must also be considered.
After all, what really
matters is how much we pay as customers for our electricity
and the studies are clear, nuclear as part of a fully
decarbonized system is always lower cost than a system based
on renewables alone.

Making nuclear plants cost
less – build and repeat, the
benefit of standardization
When it comes to nuclear project implementation there is no
greater challenge than getting the costs right. The industry
can focus on improving public acceptance and demonstrating a
need for low carbon generation, but only a cost competitive
nuclear industry will really meet its full potential. This is
the third part of our 3-part series on managing nuclear
costs. The first part focused on the need to build to cost
and schedule (March 2018) avoiding the severe overruns that
have been experienced in the past. The second part considered
how to bring down the cost of capital (July 2018), which can
be shown to be the most sensitive parameter when considering
the cost of energy from a nuclear plant. In this final part,
we will focus on the very root of the nuclear cost structure,
the capital cost of building a new plant and how to reduce it,
primarily through standardization.

We need to look no further than nuclear construction in China
and Korea to see how nuclear can be done right. Building a
fleet of plants of the same design is paramount to reducing
risk and managing cost.
There is little doubt that
standardizing plant designs and building the same plant over
and over reduces both risk and cost. Risks are reduced by
doing what has been done before and is well understood, and
costs are reduced by learning by doing – or simply getting
better at doing the same thing over and over again.
Often, we limit the definition of a standard plant to
repeating the same design for a series of projects. However,
to get the maximum benefit, it must be thought of in much
broader terms. Any change, no matter how small introduces
risk that can negatively impact the outcome. The ultimate in
standard plant construction is when an exact replica is built
on the same site as the previous project. This means using
the same design and drawings, the same suppliers of both
equipment and construction, the same commercial structure, the
same project management approach, and most of all using the

very same people who did the work the last time, all in a time
frame that maximizes the continuity of what was done before.
This is no surprise. Keep in mind that success is all about
people. We all know that when we want to do something at
home, we have the world’s best teacher in YouTube to show us
how to do whatever we are doing. But we also know, that no
matter how well we are instructed, we still do better when we
do the job for the second time.

Barakah Nuclear Power Plant – United Arab Emirates
Evidence shows that huge gains can be made replicating at the
same site. The ETI (Energy Technology Institute) report on
nuclear cost drivers notes that early units have higher costs
for the Barakah project and later units have significantly
lower costs through both multi-unit efficiencies and learning
effects (The final unit is about 40% less cost than the
overall site average cost). However, once we leave a given
site, replication benefits start to be reduced. In the same
jurisdiction we are likely to closely replicate what has been
done at one site to another although different site conditions
will have to be considered. In a second jurisdiction, where
there may be new project managers, new suppliers and new site
conditions, more challenges arise.
It is essential to
maximize what is replicated and minimize what is not.
Of
course, moving around the world, we know the challenges. Relocalizing the same components and services for each new

market is a recipe for added risk. A model where we globalize
supply would be much better so that the same suppliers can
have the same scope in many different jurisdictions. However,
political reality makes this difficult. The next best thing
is to use the same design and then do our best as an industry
to institutionalize the processes so that new suppliers and
contractors can replicate what has been done by others with
appropriate learning methods to ensure the benefits of
replicating can be maximized.
Once we are focused on replicating standard plants, we can
then further improve costs by innovating. It seems counter
intuitive since innovation means change, and change means
moving away from the standard. While true, the key to success
is modest and managed change within the construct of a
standard plant.
As we learn, and new technologies become
available, we can innovate through improved methods and
smarter design.
A 2016 study by McKinsey found that productivity in the
construction industry is poor compared to other industries for
a range of reasons.
One is the slow adoption of digital
technologies into the field.
Using technologies found in
other industries to improve construction in general and
nuclear project implementation specifically can make a huge
difference. Anything that improves the cost and reduces time
and risk is worth considering. This does not mean huge design
changes but rather project management and construction
improvements. Construction of large projects means managing
large amounts of information and ensuring modern information
management techniques are used by this industry will bring
obvious benefits.
Design changes need to come as well but based on learnings
from a series of plants. The big issue is whether or not we
can achieve the volume of projects required to build a series,
make changes and then implement an updated model for a new
series of projects. This is what the French did in the past

and the Chinese are going down this path with their large
domestic program. As seen above at Barakah, the Koreans have
been masters at developing and implementing standard plants.
The bottom line is that lower costs are a key driver for
future industry success with improvement not only being
possible, but well within reach of the industry. If we pay
attention to all three paths to cost reduction, i.e. ensure
projects are built to cost and schedule, reduce the cost of
capital through more realistic risk management, and reduce the
cost of building plants through standardization with
innovation in construction methods, the result will be
significantly lower costs of energy (likely anywhere from 25
to 50%) than are being realized in western countries today.
This would be a game changer.
As nuclear power becomes recognized as the only large-scale
generation option that meets both environmental and
reliability requirements for an energy hungry world, there is
no better way to get the world to accept nuclear than bringing
down the cost of energy.

Nuclear economics – reducing
costs by managing the cost of
capital
Of the many challenges to expanding the use of nuclear power,
economic competitiveness is essential for future success.
Nuclear projects are large complex projects that have
frequently experienced delays and overruns.
Earlier this

year, we wrote about the need to build nuclear plants on time
and on budget as the first step in making sure the economics
of new build nuclear are robust. Improving the predictability
of cost and schedule, i.e. making sure that when a project is
approved, the costs and schedule are well understood and then
they are reliably delivered, is a path to reducing the risk of
these projects and securing public, government and investor
confidence.
With project risk under control, the next step is to find ways
to improve the overall economics of new nuclear plants.
Studies have shown that the two largest drivers of the
Levelized Cost of Electricity (LCOE) from a nuclear plant are
the cost of capital and the capital cost. So today we will
talk about lowering the cost of capital as a viable approach
to improved economics and we will discuss ways to improve the
capital cost in a future post. The diagram below shows the
sensitivity of the cost of energy to the cost of capital from
the OECD/NEA report Projected Costs of Electricity, 2015
Edition. As can be seen by the dark blue line, small changes
in discount rate have relatively large impacts on the cost of
energy.

For this discussion we go to the UK, where its own National
Accountability Office (NAO) did a review of the contract for
difference model agreed to for the Hinkley Point C project.
While it concluded the HPC deal is competitive in price and
comparable in IRR to the 40 other similar contracts with low
carbon generators, it noted that the economics have
deteriorated since 2013 when negotiations occurred as the
costs of some alternatives have improved. A construction risk
analysis presented in an appendix to this report considered
alternative models in which the UK government and consumers
might choose to provide more support to arrive at lower energy
costs. Consistent with the graph above, the NAO came to the
same conclusion; that if a model can be developed with a
different risk profile that reduces the cost of capital, the
customer can benefit greatly through reduced energy costs.

This led to the UK government recently agreeing to a revised
model for the upcoming Wylfa project to be implemented by
Horizon Nuclear in Wales relative to that agreed for Hinkley
C. By agreeing to some level of direct government investment,
it reduced the cost of capital and is expecting the result to
be a lower cost of energy.
While Hinkley Point C has an
agreed cost of £92.50 / MWh, it is anticipated that the Wylfa
project may have a price in the range of £75 – 77 / MWh, a
possible reduction of 15% or more in cost to the ratepayer.
This is a game changer. By taking on a larger share of the
risk, government can drive down energy costs. Of course, this
also means that it must be comfortable that this risk can be

effectively managed.
This is likely as the private players,
in this case Horizon nuclear, are still heavily incentivised
to perform.
It would also be recommended that government
install some form of oversight on the project to stay informed
of progress and to ensure that there is transparent reporting
of its risks. It should be noted that this negotiation is not
complete, and the final outcome is still unknown.
In fact, there is now thought that government should consider
a regulated asset base (RAB) model further reducing the cost
of capital and hence the cost of energy. A paper by Dieter
Helm suggests the cost of energy can be greatly reduced if
this model were to be considered. It is in common use in
other utilities in the UK such as water and rail where long
term assets are the norm.
The outcome would be nuclear projects with significantly lower
energy costs. With appropriate risk management, it can easily
be shown that the magnitude of the potential savings in energy
cost is well worth the increased risk sharing.
In other
words, the private sector is charging too steep a risk premium
to take on risks that are too long term in nature and
difficult to price effectively. A more balanced approach to
risk sharing could bring benefits to all stakeholders. Not
everyone agrees.
Government advisors of the National
Infrastructure Commission have recently suggested slowing down
nuclear approvals since renewables costs are improving faster
than was previously anticipated. Of course, if renewables can
improve, so can nuclear and this is exactly what the UK
government is trying to support.
If the nuclear cost can
indeed come down so dramatically, then there is no reason to
slow down as all good options for future generation are
improving with time and the result will be a robust set of
diverse generating options going forward.
For many years Government has been making investments in
renewables to support their development as viable options for
future generation primarily through direct subsidy. Following

the commitment to Hinkley Point C, efforts are underway to
develop policies that specifically target the unique
challenges of nuclear power. These policies are creative ways
to understand the investment and risk profile of nuclear and
then address them in ways that are productive and continue to
incentivize the private sector to perform.
Nuclear power is an essential tool in meeting the low carbon
generation needs of the future. The UK government should be
applauded for not only accepting this but now moving on to
finding ways to improve this much needed option. The UK has
got it right – focus on policies that reduce nuclear costs to
customers and we all win.

Building nuclear on time and
on budget – yes, it is
possible…and essential
Large capital projects are hard. They require a huge amount
of planning, the logistics are often staggering and depend
upon many contractors and suppliers, all who must perform
completely in step for everything to come together as
planned. The project manager is like the conductor of a large
orchestra and as good as all the musicians may be – it only
takes one misstep to ruin a beautiful piece of music. Strong
leadership and good people are the key.
Nuclear projects are often criticized for being delivered well
over cost and schedule. Examples abound. Currently we have
the Olkiluoto plant in Finland, the Vogtle plant in Georgia
and the Flamanville plant in France all running late and over
budget while Watts Bar 2, the first unit to enter service in

the USA in 20 years was also recently completed well over its
original budget.
On the other hand, many plants being built
in China and Korea are on time and on budget and even the
first new plant in a new nuclear country in a long time,
Barakah in the UAE, was built on time and on budget, although
there are now some delays in the first unit entering into
operations.
Of course, nuclear projects are not the only
large projects to suffer from overruns.
A 2017 report on
North American projects by EY Canada has determined that
“Canadian infrastructure megaprojects run 39% (US$2.2b) over
budget and behind schedule by 12 months on average. However,
Canadian megaprojects perform better than those in the US,
where the average project delay is a little more than three
years.”
Now, we have talked in the past about the economics of nuclear
plants and one thing is clear, the largest component of the
cost of energy from a nuclear plant is the capital cost
representing about two thirds of the total cost of energy.
Therefore, building to budgeted cost and schedule is essential
to maintain the estimated economic competitiveness of the
plant that was the basis for securing project approval. And
because the capital cost is such a large component of the cost
of nuclear (and solar) energy, the cost of energy is very
sensitive to cost overruns. This can be seen in the chart
below from the IEA/NEA report “Projected Costs of Generating
Electricity – 2015 edition”.

There are many reasons why large projects go over budget and
are late. What is in vogue these days is to put the blame
primarily on the fact that these poorly performing projects
are First of a Kind (FOAK) projects, meaning they are building
a new design for the first time. Other factors include the
significant regulatory burden placed on the nuclear industry
and the challenges being experienced by a supply chain that
has not delivered to a nuclear project in these jurisdictions
in a long time and needs to re-establish its capability.
Clearly the strength in the Chinese and Korean programs are
from both standardization and the relatively large number of
units being built, which provides for more certainty and a
well-developed supply chain. And while it is true that doing
things for the first time makes a project more difficult, the
fact that a project is FOAK may be an explanation but is not a
good excuse for the magnitude of overruns we are seeing. If
we want to be credible, we must deliver on our commitments.
After all, these are large multi-billion dollar projects.
While there are many excellent reasons to support nuclear
power, who will approve future projects if the outcome is not
predictable?

We recently wrote about using fixed price contracts to
mitigate some of these risks and why this has resulted in a
false sense of security.
Today, lets look at some of the
things we can do to assess and mitigate the risk of overruns
on nuclear projects, primarily those with larger FOAK
elements.
Why do we say FOAK elements? Those that know us well, know
our complete preoccupation with standardization as a means to
controlling project risk. But as much as we would like to say
that after the first project the next units will be standard,
it is always a matter of degree. For example, the highest
level of standardization is when there are multiple units
being built at the same site.
This allows for everything
learned on the first unit to be immediately implemented on the
subsequent units by the very same people that have just
completed the previous project. Then there is the case where
the same design is being implemented on a different site in
the same jurisdiction so that most (but not all) of the supply
chain and management can also be the same.
But for other
projects, we know that even when repeating a design, there are
many things that can be new or different. Often there are
different suppliers and contractors as projects are built in
different jurisdictions; and there can also be changes in the
financial and contractual structure of the project, that can
impact project implementation.
And of course, there are
always design changes as designs are updated to meet new
codes, address site specific issues and meet local regulatory
requirements.
As we stated above, large nuclear projects are hard. But hard
does not mean impossible. Hard takes the right approach to
deliver success. So, what are we to do to deliver projects to
time and budget?
We need to all learn from each other. We do not implement
enough projects in most jurisdictions to benefit from the
series effect on our own.
Here are some of the lessons

learned gathered from those that have succeeded:
Plan, plan and plan some more. Nothing is more important
than understanding what has to be done before you do
it.
Large overruns and delays usually come from
surprises, i.e. issues that come up that nobody thought
about and now take time to resolve when the project
clock is ticking.
Ensure adequate design completion before construction.
Understanding scope can only be done when the plant is
designed.
This is where FOAK plants need a larger
investment before the first shovel hits the ground. You
cannot plan your project if it is not designed.
Ready your supply chain. If there are many new suppliers
in the mix, or a number have not supplied in a long
time, invest in their development and allow time in the
program for them to come up to speed.
Develop and implement a robust risk management program.
Identifying and understanding the project risks, and
then developing risk mitigation plans are essential to
being ready for whatever comes up during project
execution.
This risk plan should be the basis for
project contingencies for both cost and schedule. And
even if the risk that comes up was not in the original
risk register, having a robust process will ensure that
action can be taken quickly and effectively to mitigate
and keep the project on track.
Develop a project financial structure that enables the
investment necessary to prepare for the project so that
the project plan, estimate and risk program are at a
level that can support project success when the project
cost and schedule are committed; and finally,
Get the best possible people you can. We think of large
projects as a combination of technology and
commodities. But in reality, it is people who build
projects and strong leadership is the special sauce that
leads to project success.

As we have said many times before, nuclear plants are
extremely reliable, efficient, low carbon and cost-effective
producers of electricity.
As they are capital intensive,
their
economics
depend
upon
successful
project
implementation.
Project delays and overruns have large
impacts on the project economics and negatively impact the
credibility of the industry. After all, just like a great
symphony, there is something beautiful when a large complex
project comes together as planned – and there is nothing more
important for the long-term health of the nuclear industry
than building projects to cost and schedule.

Going
for
gold,
nuclear
plants
contribute
to
a
resilient electricity system
Over the years, when talking about the pros and cons of
various generating assets, we have talked about economics,
environment and reliability – but more recently a new word has
entered the energy lexicon – Resilience.
As defined by
Oxford, “resilience is the capacity to recover quickly from
difficulties; toughness, the ability of a substance or object
to spring back into shape”
Well, if you are anything like us, you have been glued to your
TVs watching the winter Olympics in PyeongChang Korea over the
last two weeks. Watching these athletes whose hard work knows
no bounds do their best to represent their countries and try
to secure a medal is truly inspirational and their resilience
is what keeps them going above all odds. With close to 3,000
athletes competing and only 307 medals earned, most were

disappointed in their quest for gold, yet they are all proud
to have represented their countries and performed at their
best. They never quit. They work for years to make it to a
global competition where most do not win medals and then go
back home, work even harder, and then hope to have the chance
to do it all over again in another four years. I find that
every time the Olympics are on, I feel inspired to work harder
and do more to achieve my own goals.
The following Olympic ad by Toyota shows how shear
determination and hard work can overcome the one billion to
one odds of winning Olympic gold. It still brings tears to my
eyes every time I watch it.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sefscV3GvWM
Now that we have all been inspired, what do we mean when we
talk about resilience of generating assets like nuclear
plants? We mean being able to continue to operate through
difficult and extreme external events, usually weather
related. We first took notice a few years ago in 2014 when
North America experienced the polar vortex and it was clear
that gas couldn’t meet generating requirements in the extreme
cold, but that America’s nuclear plants continued to run and
keep Americans’ lights on.
Last year, the US Department of Energy completed a study that
emphasized the importance of resilience to our energy
infrastructure. The cover letter from the Secretary of Energy
started “A reliable and resilient electric grid is critical
not only to our national and economic security, but also to
the everyday lives of American families.” It also introduced
the idea that resilience has value to energy customers
stating, “We also need to recognize the relationship between
resiliency and the price of energy. Customers should know that
a resilient electric grid does come with a price.” Ultimately
the Energy Secretary recommended to FERC that they compensate
nuclear and coal generators for their resilience based on fuel

availability on site. Unfortunately, this approach failed but
did start an important conversation.
This past fall during hurricane season, we used this word
again when there were extreme storms in Houston, Florida and
Puerto Rico.
At the time it was noted that even though
communities suffered greatly, the South Texas Project nuclear
plant continued to run during the hurricane in Houston and
that most nuclear plants were able to ride out the storm in
Florida. On the other hand, even today, about 5 months after
hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico, approximately one
third of the island’s residents are still waiting for power to
return. Much of the reason for lack of power is the collapse
of the transmission and distribution system, but this clearly
demonstrates the importance of the electricity system as
critical infrastructure in being able to successfully recover
from natural disasters.
Then as we entered the new year, it was once again extreme
cold that impacted the supply of electricity in the North
East.
Wind and solar don’t do well in these extreme
conditions and gas is directed to homes first for home
heating. The result – New England was saved by oil, yes it
was oil that provided a third or more of New England’s
electricity needs.
And even that was at risk if the cold
spell would have lasted much longer as reserves started to
dwindle. Yet there is still a discussion of closing nuclear
plants that just keep on generating during these events. So
let’s remember what Secretary Perry said, “Customers should
know that a resilient electric grid does come with a price.”
What should really be said is that not having the resilience
needed comes at a significant cost for us all should the
electricity we need not be there when we need it.
So why talk about this now? We were thinking of writing about
the importance of resilience to the electric grid for some
time since the DOE study came out last year. We know that
nothing continues to operate in extreme conditions better than

our nuclear plants.
But having been inspired by our
Olympians, we realize it is not only the resilience of the
nuclear plants we build that are so important to all our
lives; rather, it is the resilience of those that work in the
nuclear industry that will ensure our success.
Just like
those Olympic athletes, the people that work in the nuclear
industry have unlimited passion for what they do – because
they know they are working to make the world a better place,
providing abundant economic, reliable, low carbon – and yes –
resilient – energy to power our dreams for a better future.

Nuclear Power Economics
At the World Nuclear Fuel Conference (WNFC) conference in
Toronto this month, I will be presenting a paper “Nuclear
Power Economics and Project Structuring – 2017 Edition” to
introduce the most recent version of this World Nuclear
Association (WNA) report. For full disclosure, I am the chair
of the WNA Economics Working Group and this is the group
responsible for the report’s preparation.
The report sets out to highlight that new nuclear build is
justified in many countries on the strength of today’s
economic criteria, to identify the key risks associated with a
nuclear power project and how these may be managed to support
a business case for nuclear investment and, of major
importance, to promote a better understanding of these complex
topics and encourage subsequent wider discussion.

When it comes to the conclusion, little has changed since the
first report was issued back in 2005.
At that time, it
concluded “In most industrialized countries today new nuclear
power plants offer the most economical way to generate baseload electricity – even without consideration of the
geopolitical and environmental advantages that nuclear energy
confers.”
The 2017 version comes to the same conclusion
stating, “Nuclear power is an economic source of electricity
generation, combining the advantages of security, reliability,
virtually zero greenhouse gas emissions and cost
competitiveness.”
Of course, while some will say this is no surprise given the
report is prepared by the nuclear industry; it must also be
noted that it is not based on any industry funded research –
but rather it is based on high-quality mostly-government
reports on the economics of various energy options such as the
“Projected Costs of Electricity” issued by the IEA and the

NEA.
While the conclusions may not have changed in the last decade,
the nuclear world certainly has. Who would have guessed back
in 2005 that the Koreans would have won a bid to build the
first nuclear power plants in the UAE and that the first of
these units would now be nearing completion while the first
EPR in Finland continues to be delayed?
There was the
accident at Fukushima in Japan in 2011, major financial issues
at the traditional large nuclear power companies such as Areva
of France and Westinghouse of the USA; all while the companies
from Russia, China and Korea have grown both domestically and
with exports. Projects in the East are being built to cost
and schedule with their outcomes being predictable due to the
large programs underway in places like China and Korea using
largely standardized designs. On the other hand, first of a
kind projects in Europe and the USA are experiencing
significant challenges. With new build being a function of
capital cost and schedule, clearly poor construction
performance will have an impact on the economics. The global
industry is now also contemplating a new generation of Small
Modular Reactors (SMRs) intended to reduce both project cost
and risk.
And what about the competition?

There has been huge global

growth in renewables strongly supported with government
subsidies and a dramatic drop in the price of gas in North
America.
The impacts of these subsidised intermittent
renewables and ‘un-carbon costed’ gas have depressed wholesale
prices in deregulated electricity markets creating a number of
issues in maintaining existing large scale nuclear baseload
generation (as well as other baseload options). Policymakers
are finally seeing the negative impact of these issues and are
just starting to address these fundamental market design
problems.
Yet in spite of all of these massive changes in the market,
the reality remains that:

Existing nuclear plants are operating very efficiently
and unit operating costs are low relative to alternative
generating technologies in most markets
The global growth in demand for electricity creates
opportunity for continued nuclear growth even when
ignoring environmental considerations
Nuclear energy competitiveness depends mainly on the
capital required to build the plant. At discount rates
of 5-8% nuclear is generally competitive with other
generating technologies
While there are a host of issues affecting the future of
nuclear power that are far from easy to address, the
fundamentals remain. Overall, new nuclear plants can generate
electricity at predictable, low and stable costs for 60 years
of operating life and in all likelihood even longer in the
future. Investment in nuclear should therefore be an
attractive option for countries which require significant
baseload amounts of low cost power over the long term.

In an era where facts no
longer matter, consequences
still do
Over the last few years, we have written extensively about the
strength of peoples’ beliefs and how difficult it is to change
them. In spite of this, I thought we were making progress
with a push to more evidence-based decision making.
For
something as polarizing as nuclear power, facts-based decision
making is critical to increasing support. (I understand the
paradigm of fear of radiation is more emotional than fact

based and I agree that we need to appeal to emotions to create
the change we need – but let’s leave that to a future
discussion. In any case it certainly doesn’t hurt to have the
facts on your side.)
With the populist surge in 2016 we have seen an accompanying
rise in complete disregard for facts; all the way to the
propagation of absolute lies (or “alternative facts”) to
support peoples’ beliefs.
I don’t want to get into a
political discussion nor take sides on right versus left.
What I do want to do in today’s post is to discuss something
more fundamental – i.e. that although we are free to believe
what we want – that beliefs have consequences – and that
consequences matter.
So, let’s look at what happens when countries believe they can
eliminate nuclear power from the mix and replace it with more
wind and solar power. Of course, I am talking about Germany.
Reducing carbon emissions is a reasonable goal as evidence
(alternative facts notwithstanding) shows that climate change
is impacting our environment and has long-term implications
for our entire society. On the other hand, removing a lowcost low-carbon source of energy like nuclear power because of
safety concerns is based on a strong element of fear rather
than evidence. In fact, Germany’s nuclear plants are likely
some of the safest in the world and there is no reason to
suspect they will result in a catastrophic accident that means
the end of Germany as we know it – yet that is what people
fear.
So, what happens in a case like this? The results are in.
Fossil fuel use is increasing in Germany, carbon emissions are
going up and so is the cost of energy. The German people are
paying more money for an outcome that does more damage to the
environment and hence, their health. Frankly, it’s a high
price to pay for the piece of mind that comes from eliminating
the perceived risk of nuclear. Or in other words, the extreme
fear of nuclear is driving policy more than concern for either

energy cost or the environment.

As shown above, closure of another nuclear plant in 2015
resulted in increased emissions in 2016 (the first full year
it was out of service) even though there was a substantial
substitution of gas to replace coal.
And after adding 10 percent more wind turbine capacity and 2.5
percent more solar panel capacity between 2015 and 2016, less
than one percent more electricity from wind and one percent
less electricity from solar was generated in 2016. So, not
only did new solar and wind not make up for the lost nuclear,
the percentage of time during 2016 that solar and wind
produced electricity declined dramatically.
And why was this
the case? Very simply because Germany had significantly less
sunshine and wind in 2016 than 2015.
This analysis was done by Environmental Progress and shows

that the intermittency of these renewable sources of
electricity both throughout the day and from year to year mean
that even huge increases in capacity of these forms of
generation will continue to require fossil backup in the
absence of nuclear power making 100% renewables an
unachievable goal. Another study shows that to achieve a 100%
renewable system in Germany would require a back-up system
capable of providing power at a level of 89% of peak load to
address the intermittency.
Comparing Germany to France, France has more than double the
share of low carbon energy sources and Germany has more than
twice the cost of energy as France.
So, trying to decarbonize by also removing nuclear from the
mix at the same time is simply too high a mountain to climb.
The following shows that German emissions were 43% higher in
2016 without the nuclear plants that have been already shut
down. Keep in mind that they still do have operating nuclear
and with more plants to shut down, the future trend is not
likely to change.

It’s not just about Germany. As Japan struggles to get its
nuclear plants back on line after the 2011 Fukushima accident,
its use of coal has skyrocketed. In 2015 its use of fossil
fuels for electricity generation was 82% compared to 62% in
2010 when the nuclear plants were in operation. And now Japan
plans to build 45 new coal plants (20 GW) over the next decade
to meet its energy needs.
Finally, we can also look at South Australia, a nuclear free
zone. Recent blackouts due in part to lower wind availability
and the inability of thermal plants to make up the shortfall
are also leading to questions on ‘how much renewables is too
much’.
So, we can all continue to hold our beliefs very dearly and
only listen to those that support them, while vilifying those
that do not. However, please keep in mind that in a world
where the farcical becomes reality, results still matter. And

for now, the results are clear, taking nuclear power out of
the mix in Germany is not achieving its political-planners’
goals. Yet these results are also not likely to change any
German minds when it comes to nuclear power. But hey, why
worry about the outcome when you know you are right or as said
by comedian Chico Marx in the famous Marx brothers movie Duck
Soup “Who you gonna believe – me or your own eyes?”?

UK commits to nuclear new
build – a critical decision
for the future of nuclear
More than a decade since then Prime Minister Tony Blair
launched a review into UK energy policy, a positive decision
has been taken to approve the construction of the first new
nuclear station in the UK in a generation, Hinkley Point C.
Finally, after more twists and turns than a good British
mystery novel, including: EDF’s purchase of British Energy,
the nuclear accident at Fukushima in Japan, agreement to an
innovative Contract for Difference (CFD) type of contract to
support the project, the introduction of a significant role
for the Chinese, and most recently the Brexit vote; the UK
decision shows that Europe remains a nuclear continent.

The project is not without its opponents; some of whom are
supportive of nuclear new build in the UK, but do not support
this particular project.
Concerns range from the cost of
energy to the inclusion of the Chinese.
But following
extensive review and assessment, the decision has been taken,
and its importance goes well beyond just approving a single
new nuclear project in Britain.
Following the Fukushima accident in Japan, a number of
European countries reconsidered their commitment to nuclear
power, the most significant being Germany, who immediately
shut down a number of their nuclear units and made a clear
plan to retire the remainder. Many said nuclear in Europe,
where there are the most nuclear units in the world, is a
technology of the past. Renewables are the future. Even the
French government, with the world’s largest nuclear fleet in
terms of share of electricity generated, said it would cut
back on its use.
Through it all, the UK maintained its strong commitment to new
nuclear. Its existing fleet is aging and with domestic gas

waning and energy imports on the rise, it recognized that new
nuclear is the best, and likely only way, to both achieve
energy security and meet its carbon reduction goals.
While all the talk has been about delays in securing approvals
for its new nuclear ambitions, EDF Energy, the operator of the
current UK fleet, has been quietly going about its business
and making game-changing improvements in its operations. On
September 16, Heysham II was taken off line after 940 days of
continuous operations, a new world record beating the record
held by Pickering Unit 7 in Canada (894 days) for more than 20
years. [As we all think about light water reactors (PWRs and
BWRs) as the global standard, we often forget that these other
reactor types, AGR in the case of Heysham and CANDU in the
case of Pickering, have their own specific advantages.] In
addition, EDF has been able to extend the lives of the AGR
fleet by an average of 8 years.
This shows the strong
capability of EDF Energy as an operating entity and bodes well
for the next step; new build.
So why is the approval of Hinkley Point C so important to the
nuclear industry? First of all, it is the first new build
nuclear project in the UK since Sizewell B came into service
in 1995 and, even more importantly, is expected to be the
start of a major ongoing new nuclear program. It is the base
to rebuild the UK nuclear supply chain, once a world leader,
and support the broader European nuclear supply chain. It is
the first new unit to be built supported by a CFD type
agreement and as stated by Duncan Hawthorne, CEO of Horizon
Nuclear, likely the next to build in the UK, it “blazes the
trail” for those that follow. The UK is taking an interesting
approach to new nuclear going forward as there are multiple
companies who are planning to build a multitude of designs
(EDF Energy with the EPR, Horizon with the ABWR, NuGen with
the AP1000 and CGN with its HPR1000).
And finally, after
years of cooperation in China, it entrenches EDFs global
partnership with CGN and establishes China as a reputable

exporter of nuclear power.
But most of all, it is further evidence that Europe remains a
nuclear continent. While most articles on nuclear tend to say
nuclear is languishing everywhere except for its saving grace
– China – Europe is moving forward. Sweden is taking real
steps to keep its fleet operating, France and Finland have new
build underway albeit while experiencing First of a Kind
(FOAK) issues, Finland now has a second new unit going ahead,
Hungary is waiting for an imminent decision from Europe on
state aid and is ready to start its a new station at Paks,
with other countries continuing to plan for new nuclear
plants. And now the UK starts a new program – one that will
ultimately include a number of vendors and countries.
Of course the real challenge is just beginning – that is for
EDF Energy to demonstrate that it can build Hinkley Point C on
time and on budget – and as the 5 th and 6 th EPR units to be
built, there is certainly a very good chance that they will.
Nuclear, a technology of the past in Europe – I don’t think so
– in Europe nuclear power is a technology of the future.

It is broken markets, not
uneconomic plants that are
putting nuclear plants at
risk
A huge milestone has been achieved in the United States as
Watts Bar Unit 2 produced its first electricity; becoming the
first new nuclear plant in the US to start up in 20 years

since Watts Bar Unit 1 came into service in 1996.
Unfortunately, this good news was overshadowed by the
announcement by Exelon that its Quad Cities and Clinton power
stations in Illinois would close. This decision was the most
recent but not the first, with headlines such as “Nuclear
plants need boost to stay open, industry warns” or” Nuclear
power plants warn of closure crisis” pointing to more nuclear
plants that are at risk of premature closure because they are
no longer economic in the competitive markets in which they
operate.

Watts Bar – America’s newest nuclear plant
There are many explanations as to the cause of this “crisis”.
Gas prices are currently very low, renewables are subsidized
and the costs of some of the smaller oldest single unit
nuclear plants in the country have been rising as they age.
While all of these points are true, they are not in and of
themselves, the direct cause of the problem.
They are
symptoms of deep structural issues in those parts of the

country where electricity is bought and sold in so called open
or deregulated markets.(Note: Watts Bar, owned by the
Tennessee Valley Authority, is in a regulated market.)
This was the topic of a recent DOE summit on how to “save” the
nuclear fleet (“Summit on Improving the Economics of America’s
Nuclear Power Plants”) to address the crisis and take steps to
avoid the unnecessary closing of a significant number of
plants. So here we are and once again, we fall into the trap
of incorrectly defining the problem as costly inefficient
nuclear plants. After all the US summit is on how to improve
the economics of nuclear plants, not how to fix poorly
structured markets – the real problem. (Note: In Europe there
are similar issues driven by a high level of subsidized
renewables rather than low gas prices. But the need to find a
solution is the same. A European Commission official assured
delegates at a recent nuclear financing conference held in
Paris that the design of European wholesale electricity
markets and the emissions trading system (EU ETS) will be
improved to help – and no longer hinder – nuclear energy as a
low-carbon source of electricity.)
In the guise of providing the lowest cost to ratepayers, most
markets are completely focused on the short term. There is
little consideration of risk built into the pricing
mechanisms, only what is the lowest cost to generate
electricity right now.
This means that there is no value
attributed to any of the other important operating attributes
required for a reliable and secure electricity supply system
such as fuel availability, maneuverability, flexibility and
price volatility.
On top of this, things like government
environmental policies and subsidies further distort the
markets to ensure that mandated renewables have a role in the
system.
(Of course nuclear has not benefited from such
support even though it is a low carbon option.)
This may have all worked fine 25 years ago when markets were
opened with the objective of creating efficiencies in the

existing operating fleet –a time when many jurisdictions were
in oversupply. But when it comes to adding capacity or making
other substantive changes to the system, electricity markets
are not nimble. While there may be a desire to respond to
price signals in the short term, building new plant takes
time. And one thing is for sure, no one will build new plant
of any kind without some confidence that they will generate
sufficient revenue to operate for their projected lives and
earn a return on their investment. Or as stated in the OECD
report Project Costs of Electricity, “The structure of the
electricity generation mix, as well as the electricity demand
pattern, is quite inelastic in the short term: existing power
plants have long lifetimes and building new capacity and
transmission infrastructure may require a considerable lead
time as well as significant upfront investments. In other
terms, electricity systems are locked in with their existing
generation mix and infrastructure, and cannot quickly adapt
them to changing market conditions.”
It is also important to understand that not all market
participants are equal.
In most markets gas is the price
maker, not a price taker.
So when gas prices are high,
everybody else in the market makes money and when gas prices
are low, everybody struggles. And yes, today gas prices are
very very low. Yet gas operators are relatively indifferent
as they are the risk free players in the market. Even in this
enviable position, gas generators did not have sufficient
incentive to build new plant, so many markets have responded
with the development of capacity markets.
These capacity
payments then compensate gas plants for sitting idle –
effectively removing the risk to gas generators of building
new plants.
So you may ask, what’s the problem with that as long as we
have low energy prices?
If open markets are so efficient then we should expect that
prices in these areas should be lower than in areas where

regulated markets have remained. Not so, says an April 2015
study by the American Public Power Association. In fact, in
2014 prices in de-regulated markets were as much as 35% more
than those in regulated states. (Note: this study has been
done by an organization with an interest in the result and as
such may contain bias.)
So let’s go back to electricity system structuring. When it
comes to managing risk, we know risk is generally reduced
through a diverse portfolio of alternatives.
The more
diverse, the more risk can be reduced. The current path will
result in systems that are not diverse, but rather all gas,
currently the most economic alternative. If markets do not
adapt to better accommodate risk management into their pricing
strategies, we face a future of volatile energy prices,
possible energy shortages as new plant construction lags
market needs and increases rather than decreases in carbon
emissions; all in the guise of more efficient markets. Back
to the decision in Illinois.
As stated in the referenced
article, not only are these two plants Exelon’s best
performers, they “support approximately 4,200 direct and
indirect jobs and produce more than $1.2 billion in economic
activity annually. A state report found that closing the
plants would increase wholesale energy costs for the region by
$439 million to $645 million annually. The report also found
that keeping the plants open would avoid $10 billion in
economic damages associated with higher carbon emissions over
10 years.”
We only need one major market disruption to remind us all of
the importance of truly reliable baseload power at a stable
and economic price and how that protects us from the risk of
higher prices and lower security of supply. And today, there
is only one low carbon highly reliable baseload option,
nuclear power.
So while a short term fix to keep operating nuclear plants
open is required and more urgent than ever, let’s stop talking

about how plants are uneconomic and work to properly improve
market structures to build and maintain the strong, reliable,
economic and low carbon systems needed to power our modern
economies.

It’s
not
about
being
“advanced”, it is ongoing
innovation that will keep
nuclear strong
This month in the United States, the Nuclear Energy Innovation
Capabilities Act was passed to support federal research and
development and stimulate private investment in advanced
nuclear reactor technologies.
All this good news about
investment in the future made me think about how we use the
words advanced and innovation in the nuclear industry. We
first wrote about innovation in the nuclear sector two years
ago. And what we said then still applies, in fact even more
so, today.
When thinking about innovation in the nuclear industry, the
discussion often centres around future reactor designs.
However, this far too narrow focus tends to an argument that a
so called advanced design is what is required to save the
industry and implies that today’s designs are just not good
enough.
When we have a technology that produces abundant
economic and reliable electricity with very low carbon, all
while being one of the safest on earth; what we have today is
something worth celebrating. Yet it is not unusual for some
supporters of nuclear power to use the idea that new advanced

designs are the magic sauce that will make nuclear great
again.

Futuristic Thorium Plant from the
Norwegian series “Occupied”
I was recently at a meeting where it was noted by someone who
had recently visited Havana Cuba, that without access to newer
technology, cars in Cuba are stuck in the past. The Cubans
have found ways to keep these old cars running well past their
original lives as they had no access to anything newer.
And
while we may find these relics fun to look at, we certainly
don’t expect to be driving cars of this vintage. In fact, we
know that while the cars of today basically look the same and
operate in a similar manner to those of the 1950s, there is
likely not one part that is the same as was made 50 years
ago.
Today’s car is made up of different materials, is
computer controlled, is way more efficient and much much
safer. This is all due to years and years of innovation. The
same applies to nuclear plants. What would have happened if
back in 1955 or so people only talked about and invested in
what would replace cars for individual transport (i.e.
“advanced” cars meaning electric vehicles or even flying cars)
instead of how to make them better? The thought of it is just

ridiculous. Yet that seems to be a common view of nuclear –
that all we are doing is keeping old outdated plants (like
1950’s cars) operating until we get these shiny new plants of
the future ready for deployment. Nothing can be further from
the truth.
While yes, it is important to research and develop new
concepts based on specific needs, for example closing the fuel
cycle or using new types of fuel such as thorium; it is not
the case that this is what is required to continue to evolve
safety, reliability and economics. For that we must continue
to focus our efforts on improving what we have – innovating,
taking the reactor designs available today – and making them
better. Just like cars, there is abundant technology in any
given nuclear plant that extends far beyond what kind of fuel
we choose to burn. Implementing changes means using a large
spectrum of new technologies that are being constantly
developed as is necessary in every industry that wants to keep
moving forward.
A great current example is the commitment in the US through
the “Delivering the Nuclear Promise: Advancing Safety,
Reliability and Economic Performance” initiative as the way
forward to address falling prices of alternative generation
options. As stated, this “three-year program will identify
efficiency measures and adopt best practices and technology
solutions to improve operations, reduce generation cost and
prevent premature reactor closure.”
Now this is what drives
innovation.
Extending the lives of current reactors through better
understanding of how materials age, first to 60 years and next
possibly to 80 years, use of remote tooling to reduce dose and
shorten outages, use of new technology in controls to improve
reliability; all of these things require innovation.
When it comes to new build, there is innovation in methods to
reduce construction time and improve quality such as computer

engineering tools, modularization and even simple things such
as moving platforms to replace scaffolding and on and on and
on.
This is innovation.
And let’s not forget about
commercial innovation.
Innovative business models such as
those used in Canada for refurbishment and in the UK for new
build are critical to future industry success.
This even
includes models from places like Russia where they are working
with foreign customers in ways thought not possible in the
past. Will this all work? Some things will and some things
wont, but this is innovation. It is messy, it takes time –
and it continues to move the industry forward. And most of
this innovation will apply to all reactor types, todays and
those of the future.
I support the development of future designs– just not at the
expense of making the public think our current designs have
hit their ‘best before date’.
I am concerned that the
industry is risking too much on the importance of government
money for advanced designs– i.e. here is a few hundred million
dollars to study designs for the 2030s so shut up and focus on
the future – then come back in 20 years or so when you have
the next great thing. We cannot afford a mindset that says
nuclear must stop until then as the world continues to build
more and more gas plants and renewables. Every year these
alternatives, wind and solar get better – and we need to do
the same (and frankly we are).
The world needs abundant low carbon, economic and reliable
electricity now if we are to replace coal and meet the needs
of an energy hungry world. To meet the WNA target of 1,000 GW
– 1000 new, 1000 MW nuclear plants by 2050 means we need to be
building lots of new plants TODAY – not waiting until the next
big thing comes around in a decade or two.
So, today’s nuclear technology must continue to move forward
and demonstrate it is a technology of the future and that
improvements are continuing to come that make every project
better than the last.
We need to better celebrate our

achievements and we need to continue to invest in further
innovation because there is no choice but to continue to get
better.
Our strength is through our performance. And our performance
continues to get better through innovation, each and every
day.

