Why Medact opposes nuclear power: understanding the full picture

The debate about nuclear power has been given fresh impetus with the formal launch on January 23rd of the UK Energy Review. The Prime Minister has said that this will look specifically at whether the government should ‘facilitate’ new nuclear build as present UK nuclear power stations approach the end of their working lives. This is despite the fact that less than three years have passed since the present White Paper was published. This largely discounted the nuclear option and stressed the positive alternatives of renewables and efficiency. 

Nuclear power has been promoted as an energy option which does not emit greenhouse gases and so does not contribute to global warming but this is incorrect. Nuclear reactors are a relatively small part of the nuclear fuel cycle; this cycle emits large amounts of CO2 from its front and back ends. Front end activities which contribute to emissions include uranium mining, ore milling, UF6 conversion, fuel enrichment and fabrication. Back end activities include nuclear waste handling, encapsulation, transportation and disposal in some future waste repository. At present no such secure repository exists (see below). 

The maximum percentage of UK greenhouse gases which could be reduced by nuclear power is about 5% to 6%. This limited potential needs to be considered alongside nuclear’s poor cost effectiveness in reducing CO2 emissions: many studies have shown that nuclear power is 5 to 7 times less cost-effective than efficiency/renewables in reducing CO2 emissions. Apart from their poor potential to reduce CO2 emissions, nuclear power stations are potentially dangerous. Although the likelihood of major incidents is low their consequences would be catastrophic. Twenty years after the worst industrial accident in the world at Chernobyl the full reckoning has yet to be completed and will be discussed at Medact’s conference on April 22nd 2006. 

Nuclear power plants produce highly radioactive nuclear waste which remains dangerous for millennia. In 1976, the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution stated that there should be no commitment to a large programme of nuclear fission power until it has been demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt that a method exists to ensure the safe containment of radioactive wastes for the indefinite future. Although this was written almost 30 years ago there still exists no such safe method of containment of nuclear waste. In Britain, high level waste is stored in tanks at Sellafield which have to be constantly cooled to prevent them exploding. These tanks often leak radioactive material and present a target for terrorists. A large explosion at these tanks could render tracts of the UK, and perhaps continental Europe, permanently uninhabitable. 

Massive government subsidies are made to the nuclear industry. Some of these are to deal with nuclear waste (£56 billion), for insurance indemnities, for price guarantees (in the past), for research and development, for regulation and as bailouts for British Energy (£170 million per year). The massive funds that would in future be earmarked for the expansion of the nuclear power industry should instead be allocated to renewable energy and energy efficiency. 

The health perspective and the voice of health professionals is a vital part of the nuclear power debate. In Medact’s view, nuclear power, with its serious problems of nuclear waste, radioactive discharges, potential proliferation, and risk of misuse is a dangerous, inefficient and unsustainable technology. It produces carbon dioxide, is potentially very hazardous to health, encourages the proliferation of nuclear weapons, and leaves large amounts of toxic waste for future generations. It would be unethical to embark on a second programme of nuclear build and pass these problems on to our children and grandchildren. 

