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nergy Fair´s main aim has been to 
make a formal complaint to the Eu-

ropean commission (Directorate-General 
for competition) about subsidies for nuc-
lear power. But before I describe what we 
have done about that, let me describe some 
of the things we have found out and some 
of the conclusions we have reached.

In our report about Nuclear Subsidies,1 
we enumerate seven main types of subsi-
dies that the UK nuclear industry has en-
joyed for many years. I will pick out some 
highlights. 

In most parts of the world, the nuclear 

industry is largely exempted from the obli-
gation to insure against the costs that arise 
from accidents like those we have seen at 
Three Mile Island, chernobyl, and Fukushi-
ma. This is clearly a subsidy as delineated 
very well by the Washington Post: “From 
the US to Japan, it’s illegal to drive a car wi-
thout sufficient insurance, yet governments 
around the world choose to run over 440 
nuclear power plants with hardly any co-
verage whatsoever.”2

How big is that subsidy? Research by Ver-
sicherungsforen Leipzig GmbH, a compa-
ny that specialises in actuarial calculations, 
shows that full insurance against nuclear 
disasters would increase the price of nuc-
lear electricity by a range of values – 0.14 
Euro per kWh up to 2.36 Euro per kWh 
– depending on assumptions made. We 
have calculated that if only that one sub-
sidy were to be removed, even at the lo-
west level, the price of nuclear electricity 
would be at least 200 British Pounds (232 
Euro) per MWh. This is very much more 
than the unsubsidised cost of offshore wind 

power (140 British Pounds or 162 Euro per 
MWh), which is one of the more expensive 
forms of renewable energy.

Nuclear industry profits from two other 
subsidies given the fact that they are large-
ly protected from the risk that the actu-
al costs of disposing of nuclear waste and 
of decommissioning nuclear plants will be 
larger than predicted. And experience has 
shown that those overruns in costs can be 
and often are very large.  

The nuclear industry will pay nothing 
at all to the many people who are not yet 
born, but will have to bear the costs ari-

sing from the more dangerous categories 
of waste, that will remain dangerous for 
thousands of years. Even if burying the was-
te was an answer to the problem – which 
it isn’t – there would still be risks and costs 
of managing the waste for many gene-
rations into the future. This is not widely 
recognised as a subsidy for nuclear power 
but a little reflection will confirm that it is: 
businesses are normally expected to pay all 
their costs and if they are exempted from 
such payments, they are receiving a subsidy.

Although the UK nuclear industry is 
already heavily subsidised, the UK govern-

ment has been working to introduce some 
new ones! One of the most blatant, known 
as “contracts for difference”, would have 
the effect of ensuring a guaranteed price 
for nuclear electricity for as much as 40 

years. combined with a proposed new 
government-backed guarantee against cost 
overruns for the building of new nuclear 
plants, the effect would be to provide al-
most complete protection against any kind 
of commercial risk. Something that few 
other industries enjoy.

These subsidies and guarantees may be 
sufficient to persuade Electricité de France 
(EDF) to build the proposed new nuclear 
plant at Hinkley Point in the south-west of 
England, currently the subject of protrac-
ted negotiations between the company and 
the UK government. But we believe that it 
would be unwise for EDF to go ahead, and 
unwise for the French government (the 
majority shareholder) to allow them to 
go ahead, because the commercial risks of 
new-build nuclear power plants would still 
be very large, as described in our report 
“The financial risks of investing in new nuclear 
power plants”.3 The falling cost of renewab-
les, or another Fukushima, or legal action 
– and the ever-changing political landscape 
both in the UK and across Europe – could 
have the effect of removing some or all of 
that feather bed of subsidies and guaran-
tees, leaving the company, and the French 
taxpayer, with a multi-billion pound white 
elephant.

The UK government has suggested re-
peatedly that we need nuclear power be-
cause it is cheap, because it is a ‘low car-
bon’ source of power that is needed to cut 
emissions of cO2, and because it provides 

security in energy supplies. These are the 
main reasons that are offered for subsidi-
sing nuclear power. 

Our research shows that the first of the-
se claims is false, that the other two are 
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if only one subsidy for nuclear power were to be removed, the 
price of nuclear electricity would be at least 200 british pounds 
(232 euro) per Mwh, whereas the unsubsidised cost of offshore 
wind power amounts 140 pounds (162 euro) per Mwh.

the nuclear industry will pay nothing at all to the many people 
who are not yet born, but will have to bear the costs arising from 
the more dangerous categories of waste, that will remain dange-
rous for thousands of years.


