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There are five good reasons for Australia to heed the lesson of Fukushima. 
 
THE damage to the Fukushima reactors may have ended the risk of Australia going down the 
nuclear path. 
 
In fact, despite some uninformed commentary, there has been no renaissance of nuclear energy, 
only a resurgence of pro-nuclear talk. 
 

 
 
In 2008 and 2009, the world retired 3000 megawatts of old nuclear capacity and only 1000 
megawatts was brought on line. In the same two years, about 60,000 megawatts of new wind power 
was commissioned. 
 
While some enthusiasts claim new nuclear reactors would not have the technical limitations of 
Chernobyl or be built as dangerously as Fukushima, there will always be some risk of accidents. I 
was calmly sitting in a Christchurch coffee shop at lunchtime on February 22. We can be glad New 
Zealand does not have nuclear reactors. 
 
We simply don't know enough about Earth to be totally confident that any specific location is safe. 
An accident in a nuclear power station is a much more serious risk than a problem with any form of 
renewable energy supply. 
 
When I was a young physicist, nuclear power was seen as cheap, clean and safe. I went to Britain 
and accepted support from their Atomic Energy Authority for research on a problem affecting the   



useful life of fuel elements in power reactors. Since then, despite huge public subsidies, nuclear 
power has become recognised as very expensive. 
 
The peak of installed nuclear power happened last century. In the past 20 years, retirements, 
cancellations and deferments have outnumbered new construction. The only reason anyone would 
consider nuclear power in Australia is in recognition that climate change is a threat to our future. 
 
If nuclear power were the only effective way of slowing climate change, we would have to think 
about it. But we don't face that terrible dilemma. There are much better ways of cutting our 
greenhouse pollution. 
 
Here are five reasons why we should not go down the nuclear path: 
 

• First, nuclear is certainly not a fast enough response to climate change. Even the fervently pro-
nuclear Switkowski committee concluded that it would take 10 to 15 years to build one nuclear 
reactor. Their hypothetical crash program of 25 reactors by 2050 would only slow the growth in 
our greenhouse pollution, not achieve the reduction that is needed. 
 

• Second, it is too expensive. Again, even Ziggy Switkowski's group conceded there would need 
to be both a carbon price and other government subsidies to make nuclear look competitive. In 
every country where it operates, the nuclear sector is substantially reliant on taxpayer 
subsidies. And insurance companies won't insure nuclear reactors, so the public picks up the 
bill when things go wrong. 
 

• Some optimists tell us to wait for a promised new generation of reactors that they believe could 
be cheaper, but even if we believed those assurances that have been consistently wrong for 
decades, we can't afford to delay tackling climate change. It is now an urgent problem 
demanding a rapid and concerted response. 
 

• Third, the waste. Accidents are not the only risk to society from nuclear power. Nobody has yet 
demonstrated safe permanent management of radioactive waste, 55 years after the nuclear 
experiment began. 
 

• Fourth, weapons. While it is possible in principle to solve the problem of radioactive waste, 
there does not seem any real prospect of stopping weapons proliferation. Only five nations had 
nuclear weapons when the non-proliferation treaty was drafted; today there are about twice as 
many, while a further group of countries has the capacity to develop weapons. The recent 
example of North Korea shows there are no realistic sanctions against those who take the next 
step; once a leader has nuclear weapons, no military challenge is feasible. 
 

• The more people use nuclear technology, the greater is the risk of fissile material being 
diverted for weapons. The former head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, Mohamed 
ElBaradei, told the UN he was expected to regulate hundreds of nuclear installations with the 
budget of a city police force. His agency documented hundreds of attempts to divert fissile 
material for improper purposes. There is a real risk of rogue elements or terrorists having either 
nuclear weapons or the capacity to detonate a ''dirty bomb'' that could make an entire city 
uninhabitable. 
 

• Lastly, the fundamental point is that there are better alternatives. A Commonwealth report 20 
years ago said we could get all our electricity from a mix of renewables by 2030. 

 
A study released last year concluded that we could achieve that goal by 2020 if we were serious 
about it. This is a responsible approach to reducing our greenhouse pollution and doing our bit to 
slow down global warming. 
  



The clean energy response is quicker, less expensive and less dangerous than nuclear. There is no 
risk to the community from terrorists stealing wind turbine blades or earthquakes shattering solar 
panels. 
 
A mix of renewable supply systems would also decentralise energy production, so it would be good 
for regional Australia. It would not require new regulatory systems, local development of a whole 
new set of technical skills or an unwise level of dependence on foreign expertise. We know how to 
decommission wind turbines and solar panels at the end of their life, at little cost and with no risk to 
the community. 
 
The nuclear debate should be a no-brainer for Australia. There is no case for us to commit to a 
dangerous, slow and expensive energy option when we have such plentiful sources of safe, clean 
renewable energy. 
 
Ian Lowe is the president of the Australian Conservation Foundation. 
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‘The Japanese reactors affected are along the coast and therefore particularly susceptible to a 
tsunami’ 
 
THE movie of a nuclear meltdown, The China Syndrome, was released only 12 days before the 
Three Mile Island explosion in 1979.  
 
It was quickly withdrawn because its producers did not want to be seen as exploiting what was the 
United States’ worst nuclear accident.  
 
The film’s title refers to the fanciful theory that in the case of a meltdown, the reactor core would sink 
through the earth until it reached China.  
 
The extent of the damage done to nuclear reactors following the Japanese earthquake is still being 
assessed and while it will be no surprise to see The China Syndrome back on TV, what has 
happened in Japan should not be used in a scare campaign to discourage the nuclear debate.  
 
Australia, particularly, should not withdraw from a calm and unemotional consideration of nuclear 
power.  
 
Advances in nuclear plant design have been ignored by nuclear power opponents and also 
overlooked is that Australia is a geologically stable country, whereas Japan is in one of the world’s 
earthquake-prone regions.  
 
The Japanese reactors affected are along the coast and therefore particularly susceptible to a 
tsunami, which is a Japanese word that has become part of the international language.  
 
What nuclear power offered to Japan was electricity that could not be effectively supplied by other 
means. Japan has little coal and no oil and did not want to be hostage to Middle East suppliers.  
 
The Japanese were prepared to accept there could be accidents, but none likely to compare to the 
loss of life in the coal industry.  
 
Nevertheless, the nuclear industry has suffered its worst setback since Three Mile Island and the 
Chernobyl disaster in Russia in 1986. There were no deaths at Three Mile Island and about 50   



confirmed deaths at Chernobyl, although there has been a large number of cancer victims related to 
the release of radioactive gases.  
 
What is needed in this country is a reasoned debate about an industry that does not have the 
carbon dioxide emission problems caused by coal and fossil fuels.  
 
This comes at a time when the Federal Government has announced its determination to impose a 
carbon tax next year and later an emissions trading scheme.  
 
This only serves to emphasise that the consideration of nuclear power should remain on the 
national agenda in spite of what has happened.  
 
Japan and its people are faced with great loss of life and a setback to the national economy from 
which the country will take years to recover. They need all the help Australia and the international 
community can give, not politically motivated condemnation over their nuclear program.  
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