The Drive For Common Sense Energy

by ari vatanen mep (*)

article for the scotsman newspaper

for publication 9 march 2007

Advocating common sense in energy matters is even more difficult than beating my friend Colin McRae in Drummond Hill!

The challenges emerging from the overdue energy debate in Europe are 3-fold: how to strengthen our own security of energy supply and become less dependent on 3rd country imports (such as Russian gas), enhance EU competitiveness and fight climate change. These fundamental challenges leave no room for dogmatism or for wishful thinking

This means focussing on how to replace in particular oil and gas as they become scarcer, more expensive and often supplied by countries which are not often politically stable. 

What are Scotland, the UK as a whole, and Europe going to do about the looming energy crisis? Are we going to hope Russia guarantees cheap oil and gas to Scotland when its reserves are gone? Is the wind going to suddenly blow non-stop as green daydreamers want to make us believe?

It is impossible to fathom renewables meeting the majority of Scotland’s energy needs. I whole-heartedly support the development of renewable energy but we need to keep their severe limitations in our minds. The technology is still in need of huge financial investment to increase efficiency, reliability and cost competitiveness. There are serious issues over the location for the building of wind farms and the new overhead lines to bring the power to the grid across Scotland. Indeed, whilst hydro contributes 10% of the total electricity supply to Scotland it has extremely limited future development potential and wind energy is still in its infancy. 
Therefore, for me and the increasing number of no-nonsense people, the most viable technology to meeting the 3 challenges I mentioned earlier is nuclear energy. I don’t say it is the whole answer, but without nuclear – there is no answer!

Nuclear currently delivers 50% of total electricity demand in Scotland, that’s nearly 2 million homes and businesses. Nuclear energy remains the most cost-competitive energy in Europe with nuclear power plants supplying ‘base-load electricity’: 7 days a week, 365 days a year for 50 years and more! No other energy source comes close to matching those facts. The cost of uranium makes up between 5-10% of the total cost of electricity production in a nuclear power plant so any increase in the cost of fuel has little impact on electricity prices. And strikingly, 5 grams of uranium correspond to 700 kilograms of coal, which in turn emits to 1,7 tons of CO2. And one 1000 MW coal plant uses 9000 tons of coal each day meaning daily emissions of almost 22.000 tons of CO2. An equivalent nuclear plant uses 25 tons (one lorry load) of uranium per year and produces practically no CO2. KO for nuclear!

Some claim that nuclear energy is expensive. The contrary is the truth. Finland's case proves that privately-funded and therefore cost-efficiently run nuclear power costs 15 euros per MW/h including decommissioning and final disposal of nuclear waste. Without nuclear energy our industry cannot be competitive in a merciless global marketplace. I feel sorry for the Germans whose government pays over 120 euros per MW/h for wind electricity, which on average is available one hour out of four and therefore ironically needs parallel fossil fuel back-up for 75 % of the time. Common sense has gone with the wind...

But surely the problem with nuclear waste remains? Let's face the facts: nuclear power produces 6 grams spent fuel per person per year in the EU whereas the chemical industry produces 110 kilograms highly toxic waste. And still we can securely cope with our chemicals! While awaiting the final disposal, radioactive waste is kept in temporary depositories where a few of metres of cement or water suffice to block all the radiation. In Finland we will bury our waste - and any remaining counterarguments - into bedrock half a kilometre underground!

Consequently, because our future is at stake, I find it scary how the positives of nuclear energy continue to be ignored by decision-makers and so-called environmentalists alike. They choose to "forget" that the use of nuclear electricity in Europe helps save the equivalent to the annual emissions of the entire European car fleet. 
It's time to make evidence-based politics. I am sure that when all the facts are on the table, Scotland will opt for an energy mix with nuclear at its heart. 
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