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Thank you for inviting me to address your society and giving me the opportunity to talk about a very topical subject: the politics of nuclear power. 

I shall sum up the politics of nuclear energy at the start. Until last week policy was made by impractical crackpot zealots dominating politicians with no backbone or even less knowledge of the subject. We have drifted for years.  

Last week the Government, in some desperation, broke out of the Green straitjacket by opening the way to a new nuclear future. This has been a long time coming – and possibly too late for the good of the economy. 

Moreover, the Conservative leadership, under pressure from wiser, older heads, shifted its ground just in time to range itself behind a now technically nuclear Government. Previously, the Tories had described nuclear as “a last resort”. 

This brings a measure of political consensus behind the Government’s decision, though I doubt whether there is real enthusiasm in the Tory leadership, as distinct from its Parliamentary party. 

The Lib Dems, Greens and Nationalists are anti-nuke, except where - on Anglesey, for example, where Wylfa nuclear power station is closing down – nuclear is running down and the economic outlook is bleak. 

In short, even though we are going nuclear again, there is no solid bedrock of political support for it. The most we can say is that both Labour and Conservatives are formally behind nuclear but with pockets of opposition, sizeable in the case of Labour and elevated in the case of Conservatives.

This is a classic example of the results of a vigorous, committed tail wagging a passive and cowed dog.

The Greens can command little more than one per cent of the vote in a general election but they have succeeded in dictating the energy debate for several decades, even though a majority of Labour MPs is believed to be pro-nuclear and 87% of Tory MPs are reputed to be so disposed. 

How has all this come about?

Well, it owes something, perhaps a great deal, to CND, whose adherents seem to believe you can disinvent technological knowledge. This longing to eradicate a class of weapons which, through a rough balance of terror, kept a semblance of global peace is somewhat irrational when societies still practice genocide with cruder weapons. 

Opposition to nuclear weapons extends to all things nuclear – apart, curiously, from medical uses that put 140 times more radioactivity into the atmosphere than nuclear power. These anti-nukes don’t even seem to see merit in burning up weapons-grade plutonium in nuclear power reactors to provide a post-Cold War bonus for the people.    

The hostility also owes a great deal to organisations like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth who bring al-Qa’eda zeal and Mandelsonian lack of scruple to their prejudices. 

And it owes much to the disposition of the nuclear industry and bureaucracy, originating in the traditions of the close, secretive MoD/Civil Service world of plutonium development. 

The nuclear industry has demonstrated beyond peradventure its inability to look after its public interest – though who would say that British industry generally is well equipped to win hearts and minds? It is not just our Prime Minister who goes missing when difficulties arise. 

Indeed, the nuclear industry is a useful case study of the consequences of abdicating the field to your enemies who would see you dead. 

The 20-year moratorium on nuclear, as it seems likely to turn out, also owes much to the cheapness until relatively recently of fossil fuels and the abundance, until the turn of the century, of North Sea gas and oil. That cheapness made nuclear unattractive – not necessarily in terms of the long run cost of its electricity but because of the high initial investment in hardware. Nuclear is capital intensive but cheap to run. 

Cheap abundance of fossil fuels provided a ready excuse for doing nothing, to the neglect of our longer-term interests.

Is it any wonder nobody has so far lodged an application to build a nuclear power station in Britain? Until now, they would not have found a welcome on the political mat.

It is, of course, entirely reasonable for people to say that nuclear electricity was never, as an American suggested it would be, too cheap to meter. It is true that we took a wrong turn when we went for AGR power stations, now ageing and limping, instead of American PWR technology, as the anti-American French did. 

And it is true that British Energy, our nuclear generator, had to be rescued in 2002 but only because sheer incompetence by Ofgem, the energy regulator, rendered all forms of power generation – coal, oil, gas and nuclear – temporarily uneconomic. Because BE had no captive domestic consumers to milk, it fell prey to Government confiscation. 

Gas prices then promptly soared and BE has since poured billions into Treasury coffers – one of the few things that does these days, apart from pip-squeaking taxes.

For sake of completeness, there have also been some expensive problems with nuclear processing technology at Sellafield.

In short, it is perfectly reasonable for objective people to seek to strike a balance, including within it such things as proliferation, national security, waste management and decommissioning as well security of supply and the perceived need to combat global warming and climate change. 

But it is difficult to strike a rational balance when the supplier of about a fifth – and in the past as much as about a third – of our electricity wallows deep in the mire of cultivated myth. 

This brings us to what last week clinched the day for nuclear power in spite of all the myths. It is not so much that nuclear emits next to no CO2 but that we are running grave risks medium term in security of supply when we are to lose a third of our generating capacity within 15-20 years. I doubt whether we would now be going nuclear if politicians were not becoming acutely aware that they could be marked down in history any time in the future as the foolish virgins who allowed the lights to go out.

They are running these grave risks primarily because until recently they allowed their energy policy to be made by zealots who live with the fairies - as recent, in fact, as 2003 when a Government White Paper wrote off nuclear as “economically unattractive”. 

Let me now review the situation in a little more detail. 

As a former employee of the D/Energy for five years, I consider the 1974 objective of security of supply at a price that enables us to compete in the world still entirely valid. The costliest electricity is that which is not available when needed. 

The only embellishment to be put on this formula now is that we should seek that security and competitiveness as cleanly – that is with as few carbon emissions – as possible. 

If you regard that as the fundamental responsibility of any Government, then you need strong nerves. Over the next 15 years we are going to lose, as I say, a third of our generating capacity – some 20,000MW, or 20 large power stations – because of the closure of ageing coal and nuclear power stations – and in the case of coal also because the EU deems they are dirty, too. We have no plans – not even after last week’s announcement - to replace that capacity with similarly reliable plant. Last week’s announcement leaves it to the market to provide us with nuclear capacity. We have no idea what will happen if, unlike God, the market fails to provide. 

It is true that the Government is spending a king’s ransom on subsidising the development of wind power – or, as true environmentalists would put it, bribing predators to industrialise our wildest countryside and coasts. Apart from large scale hydro-power, this is the only so-called renewable so far capable of generating power in industrial quantities – provided the wind blows. 

Renewables in toto generate only about 4.5% of our electricity and wind only 1% after 17 years’ development. Most of this 4.5% comes of fully-developed hydro schemes and methane from waste. 

Winds, tides and solar are inherently unreliable generators of electricity because of nature. 

You will get next to no electricity from a wind farm when you most need it – in winter under a freezing anti-cyclone. Indeed, a consulting engineer who installed a £15,000 model in Woolwich, where his roof had blown off, confessed he got only 27ps worth of electricity out of it in the first few weeks of January last year.  

There is no solar power at night and there is a slack period between tides when power is slack, too. To cover for these various renewables, you need a similar capacity of conventional power ticking over to come on grid, as required. 

Indeed, an eminent electrical engineer assures me that all grid studies show that the amount of reliable supply available can never be allowed to fall below likely maximum demand.

This means that we are currently paying through the nose for unreliable renewables that will never close a single conventional fossil-fuelled or nuclear power station or, consequently, avoid the production of much carbon dioxide, the main greenhouse gas.

So much for John Hutton hailing Britain’s plan – a typical spin operation of obeisance to Greens during the Bali climate change conference – to erect 7,000 wind turbines offshore, conveniently to generate a third of our electricity to light all 25m of our houses. Those whom the Gods wish to destroy they first make mad. The first madness is to believe that these offshore structures  will ever be built. The second is that if they were they would light 25m homes. 

It is estimated that since the Danes could manage only two offshore turbines a week, we shall not finish the Hutton project until 2075 – 67 years’ hence.

In short, most renewables are Green tokenism – and expensive with it since there would be none without dollops of subsidy that have entrepreneurs crying all the way to the bank. 

On present and foreseeable technology, they are not going to provide a substantial chunk of reliable, competitive and clean electricity. They are marginal. 

David Cameron, bowing and scraping to the Greens with a wind turbine on his roof, has just somewhat messianically advocated us all doing the same, with solar panels, combined heat and power (CHP) and any handy hydro-generating stream thrown in. 

He wants everybody to generate their own electricity, apparently oblivious to the consequences this would have for the management of the grid. How can you balance supply and demand – which is what the grid has to do since you can’t store electricity in bulk - if you don’t know what is going to be supplied when? And who says it would be clean when the main driver of CHP would probably be gas?    

Like most politicians these days, Mr Cameron never seems to bother speaking to engineers or to worry about energy economics. Doesn’t he realise that we moved from disaggregated power generation to a national grid 70 years ago, with a substantial bonus in economies of scale?  

Ah yes, but you may say, but what about Clean Coal Technology. That is precisely what I ask, too. It is supposed to be the means by which we can keep burning coal with global impunity. 

Carbon dioxide has certainly been injected into ageing oil and gasfields to increase yields – that is, to produce more carbon, which is not exactly in the spirit of the present environmental game  – but its capture and sequestration have never been done on the scale proposed. 

Experts tell me we are decades away from trapping all the CO2 produced by our coal, gas and oil-fired power stations and dumping it under the North Sea, assuming it is possible and that we could afford it. Early estimates suggest it could double the price of our electricity. 

This is not the answer even to our medium term payers. 

Nor, may I remind you, would carbon sequestration remove a single atom of domestic, wider industrial or transport CO2 from the atmosphere.

So what is left? Well, we could use less energy. Of course, we could. I’ve been saying that since the miners’-induced three-day week in 1974 when I acquired some responsibilities for encouraging economy. 

Indeed, for five years I was the official behind the “Save It” campaign in the D/Energy and for my pains the last two of them were spent devising energy conservation and renewables policy, and assessing the potential of renewables and CHP. 

We are extremely wasteful of energy. But to persuade us to use it much more efficiently and not to waste it, the Government would have to tax us not until the pips squeaked but until it was so painful and impoverishing that there would be a political explosion. I reckon that even Gordon Brown thinks he is going about as far as he dare at the moment. 

Energy conservation is fine in theory but immensely difficult to achieve across the board in practice. In fact, success breeds its downfall. The more you save the more you use the money you’ve saved to buy other ways of burning energy. It’s known as the rebound factor.

Don’t let anybody kid you energy conservation is a doddle. It is an extremely complex subject. And it most certainly will not avoid the need to build new power stations.

It is true that, because of technology, we get much more useful energy out of our fuels as the years go by. This will continue. But electricity demand still rises on average 1-1.5% a year. So, as things stand, we need to replace not just a third of our electricity capacity but more to take account of rising demand. 

To complete the picture, we are not doing all that brilliantly in avoiding greenhouse gas emissions. Indeed, Dieter Helm, at Oxford, says that if you do the sums properly ours are soaring instead of looking, by Europe’s abysmal standards, rather respectable in the Kyoto stakes. 

The point is that (predictably, I would say) all this subsidising of renewables has not brought a return in lower CO2.  The dash for gas out of coal – now somewhat diluted by higher gas prices – brought the biggest clean up in the 1990s.

If we are serious, we need to do something serious, not pretentiously frivolous.     

Having another dash for gas is not serious, though already we are seeing some limbering up. This will merely put us at the mercy of Putin and Islamic states, both of whom are liable to see energy as a political lever and perhaps even as a route to domination.

Gas may be half as carbon intensive as coal, but it is still dirty in a world that, the Greens and the politicians tell us, must clean up its act.  

Logically, you end up with nuclear power.

Officially the Greens, the Liberal Democrats and most Nationalists won’t touch it with a bargepole. It is the pariah fuel. The leper in the energy camp. A “plutonium economy” something we should avoid at all costs. 

They continue to try to kid us – and in the process affect gullible political activists – with their ridiculous claim that a combination of renewables in all their theoretical profusion, CHP, disaggregated micro-generation and energy conservation will suffice. 

It is pure unadulterated hooey. But it is such dangerous hooey – which both John Hutton and David Cameron, for presentational reasons, have tended to support only recently - that I feel obliged to warn anybody and everybody that those who proclaim it are enemies of the people. They are leading them up a garden path that will leave us in the dark, impoverished and our lives shattered by social and economic breakdown. 

Modern civilisation cannot manage without electricity at the flick of a switch.

I shall leave members to pursue me about the alleged downsides of nuclear power under questions about such things as cost, safety, waste, terrorism and proliferation. Suffice it for now to say that, whatever we do, the world is gearing up somewhat hectically for a new nuclear future and the Orient, Russia, France and Finland are getting on with developing it. 

According to the World Nuclear Association there are plans for a 60% increase in nuclear capacity from the current 440 or so stations, generating about 16% of the world’s electricity. That will not produce a net 60% increase because of closures, but it tells you which way things are going.     

What critics cannot deny is that for 50 solid years nuclear power has helped the British economy to compete by providing reliable, baseload electricity safely while avoiding up to 10 per cent of our total greenhouse gas emissions. 

It is not immediately or even a long term answer to all our energy prayers, given the degree of our dependence on oil and gas.  

It will also take time to develop, assuming the Government provides the right subsidy-free framework to encourage the private sector to build new power stations. But the more we do develop it, the more we could clean up our domestic hearth and transport by going to all-electric homes and vehicles.

The more we do develop it the more secure our electricity supplies will become. The stronger our economy will become. The cleaner our skies will become. And the more useful our nation will be to the world. 

The question is whether we continue to allow our politics to be led by the nose by Greens whose prejudice blinds them to the limitations of their fancied remedies. Their prejudice will now be expressed in a guerrilla war aimed at delaying the development of a reliable form of clean electricity which the nation desperately needs. 

Until last week, the politics of nuclear power had produced an energy policy made by impractical Green zealots by achieving domination over weak-willed and ignorant politicians.  

Out of desperation, we may now be seeing a shift as the threat of power cuts looms– but don’t count on it. As yet, we do not have a reactor licensed for construction in the UK and the Treasury sat on an application from the Nuclear Installations Inspectorate for funds to employ the necessary inspectors for 13 months until December.   

What matters now, in the interests of the nation, is the vigour and determination with which the Government, unhindered if not enthusiastically supported by the main Opposition party, paves the way for nuclear.   

The politics of nuclear power is now to be measured by the determination of our politicians to provide a secure, reliable, safe, competitive and clean source of electricity supply for the medium term.  
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