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Factsheet 15: Controversies – nuclear power   

 

This factsheet explains the arguments for and against 
nuclear power. The strongest argument for is the 
simplest. Burning oil, gas and coal is creating climate 
change. Nuclear power works by using the energy of 
a controlled reaction to generate energy. So it does 
not put any carbon dioxide into the air. Nuclear 
power is renewable energy, like wind and sun power. 
  
Look at France, where 80% of electricity comes from 
nuclear power. That's why France has one of the 
lowest rates of CO2 emissions of any rich country. 
  
Advocates of nuclear power are not arguing for stand 
alone nuclear. Instead, they say that renewable 
energy requires nuclear power as a backup. A nuclear 
power plants provides a steady, predictable supply of 
electricity. Wind power varies as the winds vary. 
Solar power works better when the sun is shining, 
and it does not provide any power at night. Nuclear 
power provides a steady, predictable 'base load' the 
electricity grid can rely on.   
  
Finally, nuclear power is now cheaper per kilowatt 
hour than wind power, and a great deal cheaper than 
solar power, tide or wave power.  
 
Controversy among environmentalists 
 
Some environmentalists say that they used to be 
against nuclear power, because of the risks and the 
association with bombs. But the risks are not that 
great. And climate change will kill far more people 
than any possible nuclear power meltdown. 
  
The majority of environmentalists, including 
Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, remain 
opposed to nuclear power.  
 
Safety 
 
The first argument against nuclear power is that it is 
dangerous. There have been thousands of small 
nuclear accidents, and four major ones: 
 
Chelyabinsk (now Mayak) in the Urals in Russia in 
1957. 

Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania, USA, in 1979. 
Chernobyl in Ukraine (then USSR) in 1986. 
Fukushima in Japan in 2011. 
 
Defenders of nuclear power argue that this is a good 
safety record. Especially when compared to coal. In 
China, for example, government figures say that 
6,000 coal miners die in accidents each year. 
Unofficial guesses are much higher. And several 
hundred thousand people in China alone die each 
year of respiratory illnesses caused by burning dirty 
coal.  
  
Critics of nuclear power say that serious accidents 
may be rare, and produced by unusual 
circumstances. The radiation released in a meltdown, 
however, remains in the air for a long time. A quarter 
of a million years from now, half the plutonium 
released will still be in the air. Radioactive material 
also remains in the soil, the plants, and in the bodies 
of people affected. 
  
Estimates of the consequences of Chernobyl, for 
instance, vary widely. The United Nations Atomic 
Energy Authority estimated that 4,000 people would 
die of cancer because of the meltdown. In 2006 
Greenpeace, relying on doctors and scientists in 
Belarus and Ukraine, estimated that 200,000 people 
would die of cancer because of the meltdown. A 
recent study based on many papers by scientists from 
Russia, Ukraine and Belarus estimated 800,000 dead.  
  
These estimates do not include the large number of 
children still being born with birth defects, many of 
whom fill care homes in Ukraine and Belarus. 
 
Fukushima 
 
No one knows what the results of the Fukushima 
meltdown in Japan will be. Two details suggest 
problems.  
  
A few days after the accident a US aircraft carrier 
sent a helicopter to help clean up the stricken plant. 
On its return to the carrier, the copter crew were 
checked for radiation. The aircraft carrier 
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immediately sailed away from Japan, and the US 
government urged all Americans with 50 miles (80 
kilometres) of the plant to leave. 
  
Also, the city of Fukushima, the provincial capital, is 
about 35 miles (50 kilometres) from the plant. 
300,000 people continue to live there. Parents, in 
particular, are worried for their children. They do not 
know, for instance, whether the school playgrounds 
are radioactive.  
   
Insurance 
 
Another argument against is that no insurance 
company in the world will write comprehensive 
insurance for a nuclear power plant. No bank will 
loan money to build a nuclear power plant without 
insurance. No power company in the world will build 
a nuclear power plants without insurance. This tells 
us that all power company executives, insurance 
executives and bank executives believe that nuclear 
power is risky.  
  
This is why every country with a nuclear power plant 
also has a law that says either the government will be 
liable for the effects of a nuclear accident, or no one 
will. 
  
What has become clear after Chernobyl and 
Fukushima is that no one is liable for the damages. 
Governments do not compensate victims. 
 
Enough uranium 
 
Opponents of nuclear power also say there is simply 
not enough uranium to build enough nuclear power 
plants to make much difference to world energy 
demand. Supporters say that this is true at current 
prices for uranium. But at higher prices, very large 
deposits of low grade ore could be extracted. 
 
Waste 
 
Opponents also say that the main problem with 
nuclear power is the waste. No one has worked out a 
way of safely disposing of the waste. In the early 
years much was simply dumped at sea. Now it is 
stored. Where possible, governments and companies 

try to export radioactive waste and bury it 
somewhere else. But it will remain dangerous for 
hundreds of thousands of years. 
  
This is partly a matter of safety. But it is also the main 
expense with to nuclear power. It is enormously 
expensive to dismantle an old power station. Indeed, 
nuclear power companies, including private ones, 
rely on the government to pay the cost of 
dismantling and storage. 
Opponents say these costs make nuclear power 
much more expensive than wind power. Since 1945 
nuclear power has also received massive subsidies in 
many countries. There are no reliable statistics on 
this, and opponents insist many of the subsidies are 
hidden. But supporters of wind power say that if they 
had only a fraction of the subsidies nuclear has 
received, they could bring the price of wind power 
down far below nuclear. 
 
Nuclear war 
 
Finally, there is the issue of the connections between 
civilian nuclear power and nuclear war. Sometimes 
this is raised directly, as when the US accuses Iran of 
wanting nuclear power to make a bomb. Moreover, 
every country that has developed a nuclear bomb 
since 1950 has done so by using civilian nuclear 
power – France, Israel, India, Pakistan and North 
Korea.  
  
A meltdown in a nuclear power station kills by 
poisonous radiation. A nuclear bomb is far more 
terrible, and kills by heat, explosion and radiation. 
Moreover, one nuclear bomb can lead to hundreds 
exploding in retaliation. Nuclear war between major 
powers retains the possibility of eliminating hundreds 
of millions in minutes.  
  
However, 'civilian' nuclear power gives legitimacy to 
nuclear weapons. No one is likely to want to live near 
a factory that simply makes bombs. And military 
planners do not expect that countries which give up 
nuclear power completely will keep nuclear weapons. 
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