


"We're talking about anew
generation oftechnology.
You have to demonstrate to
(lendefs) that you can mal<e
money with these."

used to mal<e reactor vessels. It
can make only five or six a year.
Southern, SCE&G, NRG and Con­
stellation have spent tens of rnii­
lions of dollars reserving such
items. Those building reactors i1f­
ter the front-runners could face
bottlenecks, Standard & Poor's
says., But Japan Steel Works has
said it's expanding its capacity by
about a third, while others are
entering the market In the U.S.,
factories to make nuclear parts
are being built in Virginia, Louisi.
ana, Indiana and Tennessee. .
~ Fewer workers. New reac­

to(S are likely to strain a pool of
nuclear workers depleted by the
.construction hiatus. About
100,000 new workers would be
needed to build and staff the 26
proposed reactors..Meantime,
35% of the current workforce is
eligible to retire in five years.

The NEI notes utilities have
teamed with community col­
leges to train workers. Still, a like­
ly shortage of specialized work­
ers, such as nuclear welders,
could drive up wageS and con­
struction costs, .says const,litant
Steve Rus ofBlacl< &Veatch.

Overall, Reed says the risk of
delays and cost overruns is "far
less" now. Yet, some companies
are waiting before deciding to
build. In Texas, Lurninant says it
will monitor the status of natural
gas prices and carbon caps. Arne­
ren wants to see ifthe first plants
are successful. That's why the
utility didn't want "to be in that
first wave of plants," says Arne­
ren nuclear executive Scott Bond.

struction starts in afew years.
NRG, an independent power

producer that's building two re­
actors in Texas, has signed a con­
tract with Toshiba that nails
down most costs, says Steven
Winn, CEO ofthe NRG unit build­
ing the plant. That's possible, he
says, because Toshiba owns 12%
of .~he_ venture and has already
built four of the same model
units, called an ABWR, injapan.

Others are having mixed suc­
cess at locking in terms. Exelon,
for instance, recently said it was
no longer going to use a General
Electric Hitachi reactor because
GE couldn't suffidently guarantee
fixed prices and a firm schedule.
'We have to be careful and prag­
matic" about risks, says GE Vice
President Danny Roderick.
~ Elusive financing. With

lenders hesitant to take chances
on nuclear energy; 10 companies
seek a total of $93 billion in fed­
eralloan guarantees for new nu­
clear plants. But only $18.5 billion
is available - enough to finance
three or four projects.
. NEI President. Marvin Fertel

told Congress this month that in­
dependent power producers
would h'kely abandon projects if
the entire $93 billion is not fund­
ed, slowing the nucleilf revival.

Bill Wicker, spokesman for the
Senate Energy committee, says
guarantees are meant to bankroll
only the maiden versions of new
models. No more than another
$18 billion is likely to be funded,
he says. "It's not like abottomless
cup ofcolfee."

Loan guarantees· are less criti- -----------­
cal for regulated utilities, such as
Southern and SCE&G, that have
state clearances to recover some
oftheir costs from ratepayers be-
fore construction is completed. In
florida, Progress Energy custom-
ers began paying an extra $14.53
a month in January to finance
two reactors. Missouri is among
states considering such cost-re-
covery legislation, but lawmakers
are divided. Arneten says it won't
build a new reactor without it.
"You'd get laughed off Wall
Street," says Senior Vice Presi-
dent Richard Mark.
~ Avoiding construction

snafus. Manufacturers are trying
to avoid the missteps of the first I
construction era. Three-dimen­
sional computer images tell engi- ,
neers precisely'· where pipes
should go. GE and Westinghouse
say 70% to·80% of their designs
will be done before they break
ground. And makers are increas­
ingly building modular parts in
the factory, cutting costs and
minimizing mistakes on site.
Westinghouse says 30% of its
AP1000 reactor is modular.

Still, '!When you're building (a
new modell for the first time,
yes, th~~~'s' risk," says jone-Lin
Wang of Cambridge Energy Re­
search Associates.

The delays and cost overruns
plaguing Areva's EPR unit in Fin­
land were partly related to con­
crete that failed inspection.
"We're quite confident we're
learning from" the Finnish expe­
rience, says Michael Wallace,
chairman ofUniStar, the Constel­
lation Energy unit building an
EPR in Lusby. Md.

- JohnRe~d,
CEO ofConcentric

Energy Advisors

CE Hitachi Nuclear Ene~gy

Under construction: Areilctor vessel is lowered into GE Hitil!=hi Nuclear Energy's ABWR reactor in Tai­
wan. NRG Energy plans to build asiinilar model in south Texas.

ter option," says Stephen·Byrne,
nuclear chief for SCE&G, which
plans t,wo reactors near Colum­
bia, S.c. 'The cost of natural gas
fluctuates pretty wildly." .

Trying to avoid pastmistakes

The industry is recovering
from a harrowing past. After the
Three Mile Island'accident In cen­
tral Pennsylvania - which led to
no ~eaths or known injuries, but
caused a small radiation leak
from the plant - the NRC passed
sweeping new safety rules. in­
spectors forced utilities to rip out
pipes and install back-up pumps
or generators midconstruction.
Since utilities didn't submit de­
signs before .building, each re­
actor was custom built, further
burdening the NRC,

Companies built plants ·so

Nucleara 'better o~tion' now?

Continued from 1B

The steps signal that a nuclear
renaissance anticipated for sever­
al years is finally taking shape..
Seventeep companies have
sought u.s. federal approval for
26 reactors since late 2007. All
~ave enhanced safetY features.

'The resurgence ofnuclear en­
ergy is underway," says Steve Ke­
.rekes of the Nuclear Energy in­
stitute, an industry trade group.

Whether it will yield a flood of
new reactors or a trickle will
largely depend on the success ­
or failure - ofthe initial wave.

Costs---- ,new
tech a
factor

The industry believes it can
avoid the billions in cost overruns
and years of delays that marred

.nuclear construction in the 1970s
and 1980s. Licensing has been
·strearnlined. Utilities are seeking
fumer costs and schedules. And
designs are more detailed.

Still, some hurdles are emerg­
ing. Some companies are sub­
I:J1itting incomplete applications
or seeking deflgn changes at the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
(NRC), possibly delaying approv­
al. At least two utilities recently
said they're switching to dilferent
reactor models because they
couldn't receive assurances on
costs and the timetable. And
since several models are new,
problems could emerge as
they're built in the USA for the
first time. The type of reactor
planned for· Maryland is being
built in Finland, Where it's three
years behind schedule and $2 bil­
lion over budp:et.

"We're talking about a new
generation of technology," says
john Reed, CEO ofConcentric En­
ergy Advisors. "You have to dem­
onstrate to (lenders) that you can
make money with these:'

Nuclear plants are hugely ex­
pensive, and the credit crisis has
all but sealed lenders' wallets.
The success of the resurgence al­
so hinges on companies' ability to
obtain financing.
. Nuclear officials are taking
comfort in some encouragingsig­
nals from the Obama
administration. Dur­
ing his campaign,
then-candidate Ba­
rack Obama seemed
cool to nuclear ener­
gy' saying waste stor­
age concerns must
be solved before the
nation builds new
plants. Although the
new administration
has said Yucca
Mountain northwest
ofLas Vegas is no longer astorage quickly to meet rising power de­
option for the waste, Energy Sec- mand that blueprintS were only
retary Steven Chu told Congress about 20% complete when con­
this month that nuclear "has to struction began. Contractors re­
be" part of "our energy future." did work on the fly, causing de­
Waste, he said, can be stored at lays. Double-digit interest rates
.reactorsites "for decades:' drove up already swollen costs.

Unlike power plants fueled by .. Compounding the problem:
coal and ~ven cleaner natural gas, The NRC first issued a license to
nuclear reactors emit none ofthe build a reactor, then aseparate Ii­
heat-trapping gases blamed for cense to operate it Utilities that
global warming. Obama strongly completed plants had to wait for
favors capping global-warming an operating license before they
emissions from fossil fuel plants,. could sell electricity and recoup
which would boost nuclear's their investments.
prospects. Renewable energy is Nationwide, state regulators
popular but intermittent del)ied utilities' petitions to Ie-

Today, 104 reactors supply 20% cover $18 billion in costoverruns.
of the nation's electricity. just to Some wentbankrupt.
hold that share, all 26 proposed Under new rules; power com­
reactors would have to be com- panies can apply for one license
pleted by 2030. And to meet to both build and operate a nu­
global-warming goals, 42 reac- clear reactor, streamlining the r~­
tors should be built the next two view. Designs must be approved
decades, according to the Electric separately before construction
Power Research Institute. Reed· begins. And power companies
says that's possible if the first are using just five blueprints.
wave goes well. A new Gallup Regulators hope they'll churn out
Poll shows arecord 59% ofAmer- cookie-cutter versions of each
icans favor nuclear energy. design. Yet, even as they seek li-

Here's the rub: Nuclear reactor censes, only two of the five de­
costs have doubled in the past signs have been certified.
three years to as much 'as about 'They're putting the cart be­
$8 billion, Moody's Investors Ser- fore the .horse," NRCCommis­
vice says. They're twice as expen- sioner Gregory jaczko says.
sive as coal-fired plants and triple "They should get the design
the cost ofnatural-gas plants. Re- done" before applying for a Ii­
actors also are far more complex, cense. Also, he says, some reactor
taking up to 10 years to license makers are proposing extensive
and build vs. al:ouple ofyears for modifications to their designs.
gas.:fired plants. -. Westinghouse, for instance,

Yet, nuclear plants are far less wants to make about 100
costly, to operate, and the fuel, changes to its AP1000 reactor,
uranium, is cheaper than coal and says Vice President Ed Cummins.
natural gas. South.Carolina Elec- He says they're largely minor.
tric &Gas chose nuclear instead Other key challenges:
ofnatural gas to meet some ofits ~ On time, within budget To
power needs because it could avoid cost overruns, power com­
produce electricity at retail rates panies want to lock in prices and
of about 8 cents a kilowatt hour put the onus on equipment ven­
vs. about 10 cents with gas. dors to pay added fees ifa project
That's after figuring in subsidies is delayed. Vendors are reluctant
such as Droduction tax credits to set Drices because the reactors




