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Countries like Germany and Scotland are opting out of nuclear power, but it’s still being 

developed elsewhere.  

 

The UK is planning four new nuclear plants for the 2020s.  

 

But with debates raging around the cost of energy, is nuclear power in Britain still a viable 

option?  

 

Professor Stephen Thomas, University of Greenwich: 

I think the perception in Britain of the nuclear industry is that it’s a success story. We’re one of 

the pioneers of nuclear power and we are still leading the world in nuclear power.  And the 

reality is actually very different.  I think any reasonable analysis of the history of nuclear 

power in Britain would say that Britain probably has made a bigger mess of its civil nuclear 

programme than any other developed country. If we look in terms of costs, time overruns, 

decommissioning costs, accidents.  

 

Titles: 
The fire at the Windscale reactor in 1957 led to serious releases of radioactivity. Milk from 

nearby farms had to be dumped in case it was contaminated.  

 

Stephen Thomas:  
The record is very bad. But the perception is still that we lead the world. This is the latest 

attempt to re-launch nuclear power, it’s the fifth, going back to 1965, and the result of the 

previous four is eight of the most unreliable, most expensive nuclear power plants in the world 

-- yet we still want to give nuclear power another chance. If you go back 20 years to the time 

of privatisation, it looked like, the evidence on nuclear power was so bad the industry could 

not possibly survive.   

 

It was found that the operating costs alone of the nuclear power plants were double the 

wholesale electricity price -- a massive consumer subsidy had to be introduced. You would 

have thought that that would kill the perception that nuclear power was cheap electricity but it 

turns out that 10 years later, and a new set of promises from the nuclear industry, and the 

government is prepared to give it another chance.   



 

Britain is lucky in the sense that it now has Germany as a model for these new technologies. 

And I’ve always believed that the nuclear option, the problem is not the cost of pursuing the 

option, it’s the opportunity cost of what we’re not doing, that, because we’re putting all our 

eggs in the nuclear basket. With the German ‘energy vendor’, what is changing is that there is 

not that fall back on nuclear. We don’t think well, if these renewables and energy efficiency 

don’t work, there’s always nuclear.  

 

There isn’t going to be nuclear in Germany. So I think what we’re seeing in Germany is 

people really committed to making a future on renewables and energy efficiency. And so far 

things are going well. Going back a step, I think when you get to some sort of global crisis, 

then there is a natural inclination to look far into the future to plan, to see how we can get 

through to somewhere that will, we can live with. And if you go back to the first oil crisis in the 

‘70s, there was a big movement then to forecast long into the future.  

 

Now that we have global warming there’s the same thing going on, and it almost appears 

irresponsible not to be thinking: in 40 years how are we going to fill our needs? But if you look 

back 40 years, is it really feasible, is it really credible that we’re going to know enough about 

what it’s going to be like in 40 years to make useful plans. If you think back to 1970, we 

thought oil would last forever, we thought nuclear power would take over electricity supply 

systems, and the idea that windmills would generate significant amounts of energy would 

have been absolutely laughable.  So I think you have to be a bit more humble about what you 

can do for future generations. It doesn’t mean you should be irresponsible. We have limited 

resources, so what we have to do is channel those where they can make the most difference. 

And at the moment I think it’s clear that the most effective way to use resources is on energy 

efficiency and developing some renewables.   


