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On 15 September 2016 a geographer called 
Theresa May (she gained her geography degree 
in 1977) decided that a new nuclear power 

station at Hinkley Point in Somerset should be given 
the green light. This followed a delay in making the 
final decision after May became PM in July 2016. 

A complex decision 
It’s fun to speculate that when Theresa May assumed 
office she ran her geographer’s eye over the Hinkley C 
plans and didn’t like what she saw. All of us learn as 
geographers to look at any project or scheme from social, 
economic, environmental and political perspectives 
and perhaps Mrs May spotted a few issues that she 
wanted to know more about, such as:
• The eye-watering cost, estimated at £18 billion. 
• The geopolitical issue of French and Chinese state-

owned companies EDF and CGN funding, building 
and owning a key bit of UK energy infrastructure. 

Perspectives 
There are positives to Hinkley C. Its two reactors could 
provide 3,200 MW, or 7% of UK electricity supply, if 
they were completed by 2025. Nuclear is a low-carbon 
electricity source, and provides reliable, continuous 
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‘baseload’ power, similar to large coal-fired plants 
(but without the dirty emissions). The intermittent 
nature of wind and solar power can’t compete with 
this. 

However, the issue of safely and permanently 
disposing of the UK’s high-level radioactive nuclear 
waste is still unresolved, a full 60 years after the world’s 
first commercial nuclear reactor opened at Calderhall in 
Cumbria. Then there is the risk of a nuclear accident or 
terrorist attack: small, but not small enough to dismiss. 
Each person’s individual perspective on nuclear power 
comes down to how much ‘weight’ we give to each of 
the numerous costs and benefits in the equation. 

Place your bets
An important element to consider is the EPRs 
(European pressurised reactors) that will power 
Hinkley C. Their design company, Areva, is effectively 
bankrupt and being taken over by EDF. Finland’s 
new EPR, Olkiluoto 3, is 7 years behind schedule and 
€5–6 billion over budget. The Flamanville 3 EPR in 
Normandy is 9 years behind schedule and €7 billion 
over budget. With this track record, who would place 
a bet that Hinkley C will be up and running and on 
budget by 2025? 

Has Theresa May made the right 
decision about Hinkley C?



Energy security
The potential role of nuclear in energy security can be 
illustrated by looking at one day, Monday 19 January 
2015 (see graph). This was a cold winter’s day so 
demand was high, but winds dropped in the early 
morning so electricity from wind power fell. Nuclear 
and coal provided the day’s continuous baseload 
electricity, with gas used to meet the dramatic increase 
in demand as people woke up and went to school and 
work. Pumped storage and hydroelectric power (HEP) 
helped meet the evening demand peak. These data 
show the benefit of having a mix of different energy 
sources that can meet baseload and variable demand. 
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Geopolitics? 
Finally, it’s interesting to speculate just how far 
geopolitics played a role in the Hinkley decision. Pre-
referendum David Cameron’s government made much 

Further research
The data for Figure 1 came from this website, 
www.gridwatch.templar.co.uk where you can view 
the status of the UK’s national grid in real time (and 
the French grid too). 

The International Atomic Energy Agency has 
information about all the world’s commercial 
reactors https://www.iaea.org/pris/ and a searchable 
database. 

Scientists at Imperial College London express 
their views on the Hinkley C decision: 
www.tinyurl.com/zfy69m4

of a ‘new golden age’ in trade relations with China. 
Shelving Hinkley C would not have pleased Chinese 
investors. Nor would it have pleased the French. Post-
referendum Theresa May could have concluded that 
irritating the French and  Chinese more than was 
necessary would not be good for international relations 
as the UK attempts to forge new trade and political 
alliances outside the EU. Hinkley C is as much about 
geopolitics as it is about energy security and low-
carbon electricity sources. 
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Questions 
1 Which issues in the nuclear-power decision 

would you give more weight to: economic 
costs and benefits or environmental costs and 
benefits? 

2 In a globalised world, does it matter that 
Hinkley C is being built by French and Chinese 
companies? 

3 If not nuclear then what? What alternatives for 
baseload power does the UK have? 

Sizewell B (1,200 MW), opened in 1995, 
was the last nuclear power station built 
in the UK, at a cost of £2.7 billion
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