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CIVIL SOCIETY AND PUBLIC DEBATE
A small but infl uential anti-nuclear weap-
ons movement changed Swedish policy. 
Th e anti-nuclear power movement suc-
ceeded to make nuclear safety a crucial 
political issue. Aft er the referendum in 
1980 the movement lost most of its mem-
bers and appeal. 

The nuclear industry has argued that 
nuclear power brings jobs, cheap electric-
ity and a bett er environment, while the 
anti-nuclear movement has emphasized 
the risks for reactor accidents, leaking 
storages and an authoritarian manage-
ment of society.

Since the 1970s nuclear power has been 
very high on the political agenda in 
Swedish Parliament. It has been op-
posed by the agrarian Centre Party, the 
former Communist Party and the Greens, 
and supported by the Social Democrats, 
Liberals and Conservatives.

ECONOMY AND DEMOCRACY: 
PERCEPTIONS OF NUCLEAR POWER

POLITICS MATTERS

Sweden has for long time had a very ambitious nuclear programme, and since 
the early 1980s it has generated the most nuclear power per capita in the world. 
When the programme began in the late 1940s it had a dual aim: to create energy 
self-suffi  ciency by using domestic uranium resources, and to enable the produc-
tion of nuclear weapons. However, in the late 1950s an active anti-nuclear 
weapons movement emerged. It led to the decision not to produce such weapons. 
At the same time the self-suffi  ciency ambition was abandoned and long term 
contracts for uranium imports were signed. 

In the early 1970s the fi rst large commercial reactors were inaugurated. 
A very infl uential nuclear industrial complex developed in Sweden, capable 
of constructing, building and operating nuclear plants. It had ambitious plans 
to build 20 reactors in the coming two decades, and enjoyed broad political 
support. 

At this time an anti-nuclear movement emerged, which quickly grew 
in size. Two of the fi ve parties in Parliament took an anti-nuclear stance, and 
nuclear issues were very high on the political agenda. In 1980, in response 
to the Th ree Mile Island accident, an advisory referendum on nuclear power 
was held. Th e outcome was a defeat for the anti-nuclear side, and Parliament 
decided to continue nuclear expansion in the short run, but to phase out all 
nuclear power by the year 2010. However, this phase out has not occurred.

Aft er the referendum, the issue of nuclear waste disposal became increasingly 
controversial. Th ere was strong local opposition in many places where the 
nuclear industry searched for suitable locations for a repository

In the end, two municipalities that already had nuclear plants were identi-
fi ed as suitable locations for a repository and one of them was then chosen 
to host it without local resistance.

Ågestaverket by Hiolger Ellgaard, CC-BY-SA-3.0, 
htt ps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ågestaverket_2009b.jpg
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Debate in the UK has focused on nuclear 
weapons rather than nuclear energy, 
although siting of nuclear waste facilities 
has proven controversial. Anti-nuclear 
power protests have remained local, 
rather than national concerns.

From the late 1960s onwards, nuclear 
economics rather than nuclear safety was 
the prime public concern. Nuclear safety 
has largely been absent from a debate 
focused on the costs of over-budget and 
late running nuclear reactor construction 
programmes. 

Political parties in the UK have supported 
nuclear power as a stable employer in 
regions of historically high unemployment. 
Since the 1990s political parties have 
presented nuclear power as a low-carbon 
electricity producer

ECONOMY AND DEMOCRACY: 
PERCEPTIONS OF NUCLEAR POWER

POLITICS MATTERS

Th e UK has generated nuclear power since 1956, when the fi rst large-scale 
plant in the world opened at Calder Hall. From 1956 to the mid-1970s the UK 
developed reactors and a variety of enrichment and re-processing technologies. 
Until the mid-1970s the UK was the largest producer of nuclear energy in 
the world by any measure. Initially, this electricity came from UK designed 
gas-cooled reactors. However, since 1979 water-cooled reactors have been 
constructed under licence from private companies, much like the rest of 
Europe. As a result of the UK’s early entry into the nuclear fi eld, British 
discussions on nuclear power began much earlier than those in the rest 
of Europe, predating 1968.  

Th e UK experience has been characterised by public acceptance of nuclear 
energy, rather than strong support or opposition. Th is is in contrast to the 
debate over nuclear weapons, which is far more active, yet separate from 
discussions of nuclear energy. Debate about nuclear energy in the UK has 
been limited. Controversy has been infrequent, protests have been local, and 
opposition has oft en focused on individual topics of concern such as economics, 
or the siting of facilities. 

Th e operating and safety characteristics of the UK’s gas-cooled reactors 
have been portrayed to the public in a way that reduced debates about reactor 
safety. As such, UK reactors are usually regarded as safe, but expensive. 

Th e availability of other energy sources has had an impact on the role 
of nuclear energy. From the 1970s onwards, the availability of relatively 
inexpensive gas and oil from the North Sea limited the development of nuclear 
power. By the mid-2000s North Sea oil and gas reserves were depleted, and 
this increased political support for nuclear power. Politicians have reframed 
nuclear power as a key part of the UK’s eff orts to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions. Political support, along with public acceptance, has led to continued 
development of nuclear power. Replacements for old reactors are now being 
ordered. 

CIVIL SOCIETY AND PUBLIC DEBATE

Nuclear Power Station at Sizewell
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CIVIL SOCIETY AND PUBLIC DEBATE
Th e Chernobyl disaster and its cover-up 
by Soviet authorities led to important 
anti-nuclear protests in late 1980s. Since 
the mid-1990s, apart from the members 
of several NGOs, citizens are not actively 
involved in discussions about nuclear 
energy.

In late 1980s anti-nuclear protesters saw 
nuclear power as an element of the Soviet 
colonial rule over Ukraine. 
Today many hope that nuclear energy 
can help Ukraine to become less energy 
dependent on Russia.

Nuclear power in Ukraine has always 
been more a matter of international 
rather than domestic politics. Th ese in-
ternational politics have included, for 
example, controversies over the closure 
of the Chernobyl power plant and nuclear
fuel deliveries for Ukrainian reactors. 

ECONOMY AND DEMOCRACY: 
PERCEPTIONS OF NUCLEAR POWER

POLITICS MATTERS

Ukraine’s nuclear power programme, consisting of 15 reactors at four stations 
(with the Chernobyl station closed), in many ways will always be connected 
with the explosion of Chernobyl reactor unit 4, in April 1986. 

Th e Chernobyl disaster has continued to aff ect relations between the nuclear 
energy industry and society. Aft er several years of cover-up, the extent of the 
disaster was fi nally revealed to the general public in 1989. At that time, a broad 
independence movement developed, being centred largely on environmental 
concerns. A great number of Ukrainian citizens participated in anti-nuclear 
protests that eventually led to a moratorium on the construction of nuclear 
reactors. 

Shortly aft er Ukraine became independent, though, the moratorium was 
overturned – and to litt le public reaction. Starting from the mid-1990s Ukrainian 
citizens have become much less involved in discussions about the future 
of nuclear power; only NGOs have remained active in discussing nuclear issues. 
Th e Chernobyl disaster and anti-nuclear protests led industry representatives 
to become more open about the problems the industry faces. Th ey have sought 
to develop the public understanding that Chernobyl was an unfortunate 
accident of the Soviet past, while stressing that the expansion of nuclear 
power is important for Ukraine’s future.

Today, especially because of Russia’s annexation of Crimea and war in 
eastern Ukraine, many people in Ukraine see nuclear power as a way to 
achieve energy independence from Russian oil and gas. However, the country 
also relies on Russia for nuclear fuel and technology for its Soviet-designed 
reactors. Recently it turned to the EU and western corporations to supply 
fuel and technology. On top of this, the nuclear industry faces growing costs 
of maintenance of power stations, license extension processes, and unsolved 
problems of spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste storage and reprocessing. 
Chernobyl is a tragic reminder of the importance of broad societal discussions 
of all these problems, discussions where a special place for critics (and potential 
whistle-blowers) is always preserved. 

Chernobyl Panoramio
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From the 1960s citizens, experts, and 
industry representatives contested nuclear 
power over questions of siting, safety, 
and environmental change.  
Mass protests occurred in California and 
New Hampshire, to fall quiet aft er a virtual 
moratorium on reactor construction in 
the 1990s.

To this day industry and its critics dispute 
whether nuclear energy is safe, a solution 
to global warming, and economically 
competitive with other sources of electri-
city production, with the majority of US 
citizens usually supporting it.

High level political support for nuclear 
power has returned to Washington in 
Congress in the Energy Policy Act of 
2005.  
Anti-nuclear groups remain active but 
muted in response. But cost questions 
and worries over the Fukushima disaster 
may slow new orders.

ECONOMY AND DEMOCRACY: 
PERCEPTIONS OF NUCLEAR POWER

POLITICS MATTERS

Th e United States, among the fi rst nations to commercialize nuclear power in 
the 1950s, built more nuclear power stations than any other country. Roughly 
one-quarter to one-fi ft h of all power reactors in the world were operated or are 
still operating in the US – currently 99 of them – and many others built abroad. 
Th e US nuclear power programme took off  in an atmosphere of competition 
with the USSR, with its Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) pushing rapid 
commercialization. Th e AEC believed it could manage the new technology. Yet 
the AEC kept a number of fi ndings that raised safety concerns out of public 
view and adopted ad hoc regulatory procedures. 

Anti-nuclear sentiment grew during the anti-war, environmental, civil rights
and women’s rights movements of the 1960s, encouraged by greater government 
openness. Th e publication of AEC documents led to a mistrustful relationship 
between the public and the nuclear industry. To rebuild trust and ensure 
safety, the government established the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) 
in 1974 “as an independent agency” to ensure environmentally safe operations. 
Yet mass protests over licensing new stations, and growing construction costs 
and times, unsett led the industry even as new stations opened. A partial 
meltdown at Three Mile Island in 1979 and persistent problems at other 
stations raised questions about industry safety culture and the need to improve 
regulatory functions. Both of these improved into the 2000s, while public 
oversight and protest – so crucial in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s – waned 
as industry ceased building new reactors aft er Th ree Mile Island.

A question is whether the public will become active again as the NRC 
begins to review licenses to prolong the operation of existing stations and 
as industry seeks a renaissance in nuclear power, especially aft er the US 2005 
Energy Act that off ered the potential of massive subsidies in the billions 
of dollars to nuclear industries, but was hardly “green” in also subsidizing oil 
and gas in allowing fracking fl uids to go unregulated.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND PUBLIC DEBATE

Seabrook Nuclear Power Station by Jim Richmond, CC BY-SA 2.0, 
htt ps://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=15172379
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