
It’s time to take back the
narrative  and  rewrite  the
nuclear story
The facts are clear.  Nuclear power is a critical part of our
global low carbon electricity generation system.  It provides
abundant, reliable and economic low carbon electricity needed
to power our energy hungry economies.  Yet, as stated in the
recent IEA report, Nuclear Power in a Clean Energy System,
even  though  the  use  of  nuclear  power  has  reduced  carbon
dioxide (CO2) emissions by over 60 gigatonnes over the past 50
years,  (nearly  two  years’  worth  of  global  energy-related
emissions),  nuclear  power  has  begun  to  fade  in  advanced
economies, with plants closing and little new investment made,
just when the world requires more low-carbon electricity.

One issue that puzzles many in the nuclear industry is why we
struggle to communicate our many merits to the public, unable
to  overcome  the  fear  of  nuclear  that  drives  much  of  its
opposition.  The answer is simple.  We talk in facts and
figures, but people think in stories with emotion.  As stated

by Yuval Harari, in his newest book, 21 lessons for the 21st

century ( make sure you also add his previous books, Sapiens,
and Homo Deus to your to-read list), “Humans think in stories
rather than in facts, numbers or equations, and the simpler
the story the better.”  It is therefore time to ask – what is
the nuclear power story?
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Marie’s Electric Adventure: A Children’s Book About Nuclear
Energy, a book by NAYGN
For an example of a positive story, we only need look as far
as the renewables industry, with their compelling story that
the world can be
powered by nature using energy from the sun and the wind. 
These energy sources are limitless (after
all, we will never use up all the sun and the wind) and have
no negative environmental
impact because they come from nature.  Obviously,
we need to increase their use until they meet 100% of our
energy needs. 

This powerful story resonates with the public well beyond
environmental groups to the point where many governments are
fully supportive and are putting policies in place to realize
this utopian dream.  The fact that making this dream a reality
is proving much more difficult than its supporters expected
(as  can  clearly  be  seen  in  places  like  Germany  and
California), doesn’t seem to phase any of the believers.  They
love their story and they know with absolute certainty that
any technical impediments can be solved with time and effort
and that wasting time on any other energy source is a foolish
diversion from what is really important.  This is in spite of
the fact that you can’t change the laws of physics or make the



sun shine or the wind blow more than they do.  But the
faithful know they are on the right path and will not be
dissuaded from their goal.

Why does this work?  As discussed by Harari, facts often get
in the way of a good story.  A story not anchored in facts
requires faith, and faith is a very powerful motivator.

On the other hand, the nuclear story has been dominated by
those that oppose the technology.  The story, based on extreme
fear of radiation, is the technology is so dangerous that when
it goes wrong (not if, but when) it may actually destroy all
of mankind.  Even many who support nuclear power believe the
industry is made up of smart capable people who are safely
managing doomsday machines.  The fact that nuclear is by far
the safest form of energy generation gets lost in the story
that while the probability is low, the consequences of a big
accident are unimaginable.  Yet the reality is we have had big
accidents and while the impact has been significant, they have
proven that people can indeed be protected from harm – the
most recent big accident at the Fukushima plant in Japan has
resulted in zero deaths from radiation, but nobody believes it
– it is inconsistent with this nuclear story.

The companion to this story is that even without accidents we
have to fear nuclear waste.  It is told that it’s so dangerous
that we need to bury it deep underground and protect society
from it for thousands of years, the time it takes to decay
away.  This is a good example of how stories are made.  All
other toxic waste streams remain toxic forever.  Therefore,
the fact that nuclear waste eventually decays away should be a
positive, or alternatively just assume it is bad forever like
every other waste stream.  But somehow, the fact that nuclear
waste takes a long time to decay has been woven into a story
of absolute fear of what we will do to the environment somehow
making many believe that this waste is much worse than all
other forms of waste.  (This does not consider the fact that
this waste is in solid form and in very low quantities –



because who wants the facts anyway?) 

After hearing these negative stories for so long, the
industry is constantly on the defensive trying to fight the
stories with
factual arguments; in effect becoming part of the very stories
we are trying to
change.  Well, the time has come to take
back the narrative and re-write the nuclear story. 

One position taken recently to try and shake things up is the
story that wind and solar just aren’t enough to meet all our
energy needs reliably due to their low energy density and
intermittency.  We explain that storage at the levels required
to make up the difference is very unlikely meaning that the
100% renewables goal only serves the fossil industry as gas
and  coal  are  needed  to  back  up  these  unreliable  energy
sources.  We then say that if we want to decarbonize and
quickly, we need nuclear as it is the only large-scale low
carbon dispatchable generating source.  Or as said in this
recent article, “even if we don’t love it, nuclear is the only
carbon-free generating source that can provide backup power at
the scale required.”  The article then goes on to tackle all
the anti-nuclear stories talking about safety and waste.  The
problem with this approach is that we are telling a story that
is not a happy one – it is the story that while we may all
agree we don’t like nuclear; we need it.  It is always hard to
get people to stand behind things they don’t like by telling
them they are good for you.  And in our experience, being the
option of last resort (we wish we had other options, but we
don’t) is never a good strategy.  Because as shown in Germany
who  had  30%  of  their  generation  from  nuclear  and  is  now
phasing it out as they try and decarbonize at the same time;
eventually fear becomes fact and as long as there seems to be
an alternative, it will be taken (sometimes even when it is
not working). 

We need to keep the opening part of this story, i.e. that we
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need to reduce carbon to address climate change, and that wind
and solar are simply
not up to the task – as this is the path to getting those
concerned about
climate and energy issues to consider other options.  But once
we get those opposed to nuclear to
reconsider because they see the need, we must then tell them a
positive story
they can embrace, rather than ask them to reluctantly accept
something they don’t
like.  Some think that this is too late –
that people can’t change their thinking. 
But going back to Harari, he notes that individuals can “knit
revolutionary personal changes
into a coherent and powerful life story: “I am that person who
was once a
socialist, but then became a capitalist; I was born in France,
and now live in
the United States; I was married, and then got divorced; I had
cancer, and then
got well again.”” So why not I was once against nuclear but
now I support it?

Well  then  –  what  is  our  nuclear  story?   How  about  an
optimistic story about an exciting prosperous future where we
all benefit from abundant, reliable, economic energy; raising
millions of people out of poverty, all while also protecting
the  environment?   And  the  best  part  is  that  nuclear  can
actually deliver.  Now that is a story I would want to tell my
grandchildren.  What do you think the nuclear story should be?


