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The disaster at the Japanese
Fukushima power station after
last month’s earthquake and tsu-
nami has put the question of nu-
clear power back on the agenda.
Calls have been growing in Swit-
zerland for its oldest plants,
Miihleberg und Beznau, to be
closed down. And it is not only
the traditional anti-nuclear lobby,
the Greens and left wing parties,
who want an end to nuclear
power; even some voices from
the centre-right are speaking
openly about such a step.

The pro-nuclear lobby is fight-
ing back. Premature decommis-
sioning would not only have
short term financial conse-
qguences, they say, but would to-
tally undermine the financial pro-
visions that have been made to
pay for their eventual disman-
tling.

The Swiss authorities and
power industry reckon that nu-
clear power stations should have
a lifespan of 50 years. Consum-
ers pay a supplement of 0.8
Swiss cents per kilowatt hour,
which goes into two funds, one
to pay for dismantling, and the
other for the disposal of nuclear
waste.

These funds are supervised by
the state. Like pension funds, the
assets are invested in the finan-
cial markets. The aim is to get a
return of five per cent a year. The
two funds together are currently
worth about SFr4.15 billion. It is
officially calculated that it will
cost a total of SFr15.5 billion to
dispose of waste during the pe-
riod the plants are in operation
and after they have been decom-
missioned. Of this, SFr7 billion
will be paid directly by the opera-
tors, while SFr8.5 billion will
come from the funds.

But even if the plants remain
in operation until the end of their
planned lives, the funds for dis-
mantling and the disposal of
waste are not 100 per cent guar-
anteed. It is not at all certain that
the capital markets can produce
a return of five per cent a year.

AKW Leibstadt

Experts regard the target as ex-
tremely ambitious. Furthermore,
dismantling is an extremely com-
plex and lengthy procedure, and
may produce nasty surprises,
and thus raise costs. And if the
plants are closed prematurely,
there will be no more money
feeding the funds. Under the law
on nuclear energy, the operators
are responsible for making up
any shortfall. But experts doubt
their capital ratio would be suffi-
cient to cover it.

German experience with dis-
mantling nuclear power stations
has shown that the work can eas-
ily take more than 20 years. Be-
fore deconstruction can start, the
fuel rods have to be cooled. Ra-
dioactive particles penetrate the
concrete used to construct the
power station, which means the
material cannot simply be broken
up, as radioactive dust would be
released into the air. And the
tools used for the dismantling
themselves become contami-
nated. A Swiss television pro-
gramme pointed out that al-
though the Wiirenlingen reactor
was decommissioned in 1977,
dismantling only started in 1994
and: “lis: still'™ not* finished:
But Switzerland’s nuclear lobby
organisation says things have
changed. Specialist dismantling
firms have gained a lot of experi-
ence in recent years. The meth-
ods used have been improved
and optimised. So the cost of dis-
mantling the first dozen plants
and the time it took cannot be
applied directly to new disman-
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tling projects. It has been possi-
ble to standardise specific steps,
although the dismantling of the
plant as a whole will always be
different for each one. 15 years is
a realistic timescale for a nuclear
power station to be completely
dismantled. And the site will
then be in such a state that a
children’s playground could be
built there. The first stage in dis-
mantling is to remove the fuel
rods and the reactor building.
There’s “nothing special” about
the process of decommissioning
the nuclear core. Even during op-
eration, fuel rods are regularly
replaced and taken to the interim
storage facility.

The Swiss authorities presume
that the dismantling of all the
country’s nuclear power stations
and the interim storage facility
for nuclear waste in Wiirenlingen
will cost SFr2.2 billion. The costs
are checked and reassessed every
five years.

from swisssinfo

April Fools Day

Have you spotted the April Fools Day article
in the last Helvetia? No, it wasn't the article on
booster seats for tweens; that is true. It was
the article on the St Bernard dogs providing
avalanche victims with coffee...
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