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MEDIA RELEASE
19 October 2005
Nuclear power no answer to climate change

Australia’s big economic opportunity with China is in renewable energy technology, not uranium exports, Professor Ian Lowe, President of the Australian Conservation Foundation, told the National Press Club in Canberra today.

“China is planning to get about twice as much energy from wind and solar as it is from nuclear,” Professor Lowe said in his address on nuclear power and climate change.

“China’s targets for the growth of renewable energy represent a huge economic opportunity for Australia.  But instead of positioning ourselves as a leader in renewable energy to supply these new markets, Australia seems more interested in allowing China extraordinary access to dirty, dangerous uranium.”

Professor Lowe said nuclear power was too expensive, too dangerous and, with new power stations needing at least a 15-year lead time, too slow to be seriously considered as an effective response to the urgent problem of climate change.

He said contrary to the nuclear industry’s promotional messages, nuclear power was not carbon-free.  “Building nuclear power stations would actually increase greenhouse pollution in the short term, and in the long term they put more carbon dioxide into the air than renewable energy technologies.”

Professor Lowe said renewable energies like wind and solar power were a viable alternative electricity source.

“Be in no doubt: renewable energy works.  Renewables now account for a quarter of the installed capacity of California, a third of Sweden’s energy, half of Norway’s and three-quarters of Iceland’s. It is time we joined the clean energy revolution sweeping the progressive parts of the world.”

Professor Lowe said Australia “should set a long term target to cut greenhouse pollution by 2050 to well below half the present level and take it seriously. Our present approach of demanding the world’s most generous greenhouse emissions reduction target and making no serious effort to cut emissions is an embarrassment to all thinking Australians.”
He said by promoting renewable technologies Australia “could play a leading role in helping China – and other countries – make the transition to a clean energy future”.  
For more information contact Josh Meadows, ACF media, on 0439 342 992

For text of Prof Lowe’s speech contact Kerryn Garner on 03 9345 1146
www.acfonline.org.au

FACT SHEET 1
Regulatory changes, not a new nuclear power plant, are needed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from electricity generation in Australia. 

Proponents of nuclear power say it is inevitable that Australia will have to build a nuclear power plant to meet increasing electricity demand. 

The Natural Edge Project examines what factors are driving increased electricity demand in Australia in their Banksia Award winning publication The Natural Advantage of Nations: “Intuitively, one would assume factors such as increasing population, increased use of electrical appliances and equipment and a growing economy would dictate energy use in society and be driving energy production. But the main driver to build new power stations typically comes from the increasing seasonal peak energy demands for cooling and heating poorly insulated and designed commercial and residential buildings. In other words the entire system is designed to ensure it meets these demand for air conditioning on those stinking hot 40 degree summer days in Australia. Then the electricity supply sector in Australia carries a redundancy during the predominant non-peak periods… In other words, to meet summer peak electricity demands in the 1970s, 80s and 90s state governments invested in more power stations. Once these new power stations were built to meet peak energy demand, they made more money for the more energy they sold. Hence there was little incentive for governments to encourage passive cooling design, demand management and energy efficiency for the rest of the year as, with the new power stations, there was excess capacity that could be sold to the market. The government’s regulatory framework at the time meant that the more energy the utilities sold the more money it made. This created a vicious cycle.” 

There was less incentive to encourage good home and building energy efficiency design as the government made more money if homes need a lot of air conditioning in the summer. 

Things have not changed significantly with privatisation.  All electricity generating companies in Australia are rewarded for selling more energy rather than being rewarded for encouraging energy efficiency of their clients and thus selling less. In Australia today we have a system where all electricity companies are competing to produce more and more cheaper electricity. There is no incentive for the energy utility to sell less electricity. 

US state governments in California and Oregon have introduced laws to reward utilities for selling less energy. The laws allow utilities to keep as extra profit part of any savings created for their customers.  Retaining 15% of the savings inspired Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), the US's largest private energy utility, to stop investing in new conventional power plants, favouring instead renewables.  This market based regulatory approach has decoupled the utilities' profits from the quantity of kilowatt hours produced and sold.  The energy utility is no longer rewarded for selling more energy, nor is it penalised for selling less.  

Using this method in California since 1992, PG&E invested over US$170 million to help customers save electricity more cheaply than the utility could make it. That investment created US$300–400 million worth of savings. Customers received 85% of those savings as lower bills, while the utility's shareholders received the rest—over US$40 million.

Further reading: 

Hargroves, K. Smith, M (eds) (2005) The Natural Advantage of Nations: Business Opportunities, Innovation and Governance in the 21st Century. Earthscan/James&James Publishing (Chapters 17-19). (www.thenaturaladvantage.info) 
FACT SHEET 2
Electricity generation accounts for just 35% of Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions.
The Natural Edge Project and the Australian Conservation Foundation welcome the renewed interest in responding to climate change.  But reducing greenhouse gas emissions involves far more than just reducing CO2 emissions from electricity generation.  The Australian Greenhouse Office’s latest inventory figures show greenhouse gas emissions from electricity generation only accounted for 35% of Australia’s total greenhouse gas emissions.  Other major sources of greenhouse gas emissions in Australia include transport (15%), agriculture (18%), industrial processes (6%) and landfill (2%). 

None of these would be reduced by building a nuclear power plant. 

The Australian Greenhouse Office expects emissions from transport and industrial processes to rise significantly by 2020.  Yet the way some proponents of nuclear power argue you could be forgiven for thinking nuclear power is the one big fix we need. 

The World Nuclear Association website states simply that “with carbon emissions now threatening the very stability of the biosphere, the security of our world requires a massive transformation to clean energy.  Renewables like solar, wind and biomass can help.  But only nuclear power offers clean, environmentally friendly energy on a massive scale.”  What the World Nuclear Association conveniently ignores is the fact that most greenhouse gas emissions do not come from electricity generation.

In many countries 20% or more of greenhouse gas emissions come from non-CO2 sources, which again a switch to nuclear power would not reduce. Non-CO2 gases currently account for well over one-half of the greenhouse gas emissions in Brazil and India. There are five classes of greenhouse gases, other than CO2, recognised by the Kyoto Protocol as causing global warming. These gases have significantly higher global warming potential and last longer in the atmosphere than CO2.  Carbon dioxide on average lasts 100 years in the atmosphere.  In contrast, sulfur hexafluoride (SF6) lasts around 3000 years in the atmosphere. This means one SF6 molecule has the same effect on warming the planet as 23,900 CO2 molecules and lasts 300 times longer in the atmosphere than CO2.  Perflurocarbons have a global warming potential up to 9,200 times greater than CO2 and last in the atmosphere up to 10,000 years.

If we are serious about reducing greenhouse gas emissions, we should be examining ways to reduce all sources of greenhouse gas emissions, rather than getting distracted by nuclear power.  We should be looking closely at the many other already-available solutions like energy efficiency, renewable energy, public transport and hybrid vehicles.  

Further resources: 


Australian Greenhouse Office Inventory: AGO Inventory. (http://www.greenhouse.gov.au/inventory/) 

John M. Reilly, Henry D. Jacoby, Ronald G. Prinn :  Climate Impacts and Mitigation Costs of Non-CO2 Gases. Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
(http://www.pewclimate.org/docUploads/Multi%2DGas%2Epdf)

Hargroves, K. Smith,M (eds) (2005) The Natural Advantage of Nations:Business Opportunities, Innovation and Governance in the 21st Century. Earthscan/James&James Publishing Chapters 17-19. (www.thenaturaladvantage.info) 
FACT SHEET 3
Deep cuts to greenhouse gas emissions can be achieved economically by 2050 without building new nuclear power plants. 

The science is clear. We need to reduce global greenhouse pollution by about 60 per cent by 2050. This has been acknowledged publicly by Dr Robin Batterham, David Kemp and Alexander Downer.  Before retiring as NSW Premier Bob Carr committed NSW to achieve 60% reductions by 2050.  California’s Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger made headlines in June 2005 when he set a target for California to achieve an 80% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.  The UK and several European countries have set targets of 60% reductions by 2050.  
Many cannot see how it will be possible to meet rising energy demand whilst achieving such deep cuts to greenhouse gas emissions. 
There are seven fully costed studies that show any OECD nation can reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 30-60 per cent by 2050. These seven studies are freely available and show how big greenhouse gas reductions can be achieved, without nuclear power, through a combination of strong energy efficiency and reducing greenhouse gas emissions from energy production. 
All seven studies regard energy efficiency important, but all find energy efficiency alone is insufficient for large reductions. There is also a need to reduce the carbon emissions from energy production as well. For an overview of these seven deep cut studies see Chapter 17 on Profitable Greenhouse Solutions in The Natural Edge Project publication The Natural Advantage of Nations. 

Further resources:

Bailie A, Bernow S, Castelli B, O’Connor P & Romm J 2003, The Path to Carbon Dioxide-Free Power: Switching to Clean Energy in the Utility Sector, A study by Tellus Institute and Center for Energy and Climate Solutions for WWF, USA.  

Denniss, R., Diesendorf, M. and Saddler, H. (2004) A Clean Energy Future for Australia, a report by the Clean Energy Group of Australia. (www.wwf.org.au/News_and_information/Features/feature10.php)

Department of Trade and Industry 2003, Our Energy Future – Creating a Low Carbon

Economy, Energy White Paper, UK Department of Trade and Industry, Version 11 on

(www.dti.gov.uk/energy/whitepaper/)

Hargroves, K. Smith,M (eds) (2005) The Natural Advantage of Nations:Business Opportunities, Innovation and Governance in the 21st Century. Earthscan/James&James Publishing Chapters 17-19. (www.thenaturaladvantage.info)

Interlaboratory Working Group 2000, Scenarios for a Clean Energy Future Oak Ridge National Lab.; Berkeley, CA: Lawrence Berkeley Lab.; and Golden CO: National Renewable Energy Lab. ORNL/CON-476, LBNL-44029 and NREL/TP-620- 29379, November. (www.nrel.gov/docs/fy01osti/29379.pdf)

Mintzer I, Leonard J A & Schwartz P 2003, US Energy Scenarios for the 21st Century,

Pew Center on Global Climate Change.

Turton H, Ma J, Saddler H & Hamilton C 2002, Long-Term Greenhouse Gas Scenarios, Discussion Paper No. 48, The Australia Institute, Canberra.

