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Cambridge Energy Forum


26th October 2005
Question and answer session after two talks:

· Carbon Sequestration- Jon Gibbins (Imperial College) 

· Nuclear energy- Mark Salisbury (President-elect of the British Nuclear Energy Society (BNES) South East Branch)

After in depth presentations on Carbon Capture and Storage and Nuclear energy by Jon Gibbons and Mark Salisbury respectively, a question and answer session flowed between speakers and attendees. Speakers assumptions were queried, energy scenarios discussed, and the comparison of both solutions to climate change debated.

Attendees challenged the speakers’ assumptions. For nuclear, it was questioned whether enough uranium existed for nuclear to be a viable dominant energy source. Salisbury commented that assuming existing use of nuclear, no reprocessing, and no use of new technologies, reserves were sufficient for 100 years of power. However reprocessing was already occurring and new technologies were being developed which would increase the this estimate. John Best of EEEGr asked who paid for decommissioning of nuclear power plants which in the U.K. had been estimated at a cost of £50bn. Salisbury responded that this cost is included in cost estimates prior to building and so is theoretically covered by the plants themselves. In response to concerns over waste, Salisbury stated that all the high grade nuclear waste produced so far could fit into four double decker buses, although waste disposal is still a problem waiting to be resolved by the industry.

The time scales involved in nuclear waste disposal and carbon storage are both thousands of years. For some of the audience, the thought of creating waste which would need to be monitored for around 10,000 years seemed too much of a responsibility to impose on future generations. Safety concerns over waste were also raised but these were largely disregarded by Salisbury, with additional support from a naval veteran with a career in nuclear submarines. The nuclear industry is highly regulated, and all nuclear reactors are members of www.wano.org which was set up after Chernobyl to ensure safety.

On comparing both technologies, it was queried whether carbon credits and trading were a more cost efficient method for industrial companies to seem to be addressing carbon mitigation. Though it was agreed that this was true today, this was not a real contribution to carbon reduction in the long run. Gibbins thought carbon capture and storage was the only way to immediately reduce carbon emissions today. Both speakers were asked if we needed an either/or strategy, or could use a mix of nuclear and carbon sequestration. Although intuitively this seemed possible, Gibbins was concerned that the adoption of nuclear locked out investment in alternative low carbon solutions since it is a large centralised energy supply with high capital costs which are invested over a long period. 

The contribution of renewable energy was notably missing in many of the energy scenarios the speakers discussed. The maximum level of renewable energy these scenarios presented was 20% of energy supply by 2020. Higher values were not considered due to intermittency problems of many renewables. However some audience participants strongly disagreed, considering higher contributions of renewables to be realistic based on a previous Cambridge Energy Forum event.

The variety of energy scenarios presented was prolific and came from a variety of government, academic and independent sources. Each scenario varied considerably, resulting in just one conclusion: the future energy mix is uncertain even ten years from now. This results in significant opportunities and obstacles to all energy technologies. With both nuclear and carbon storage and capture ready to go, they both await some sort of government support if they are to be rapidly adopted. But with costs of carbon capture adding 20% on to electricity costs, would this technology realistically be adopted by energy companies?

In the speakers closing comments, it was agreed that discussion of carbon mitigation had to stop and instead transfer to action. This would inevitably incur some costs but these are likely to be much less than the costs incurred from the effects of climate change. The tome to ‘go for it’, was now.

Notes by Nicola J. Dee
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