The state-owned company, Electricité de France (EDF), runs all 58 French nuclear reactors, connected to the grid between 1977 and 1999.  In December it confirmed that it is planning for a 60-year lifetime for them.  As recently as 2009, a lifespan of only 40 years was approved by the Nuclear Safety Authority.
This extension will not come cheap.  EDF plans to spend some €35bn on it.  This will in particular involve the replacement of steam turbines at the plants because of problems with tube blockages and corrosion according to a report by a French nuclear watchdog published on 4th January.

In the USA some 60 reactors have been granted licence renewals which also extend their operating lives from the original 40 to 60 years.   In Russia extension of the lifetime of reactors from the original 30 to 45 years has been granted and in Belgium the lifetime of three of its reactors is to be extended by 10 years.
In the UK, EDF runs all nuclear power stations except the obsolescent Magnox stations.  It is planning 5-year extensions for all its operating seven Advanced Gas-Cooled Reactors which will extend some of their lives to 2028.   For its newest reactor and sole Pressurised Water Reactor (Sizewell B) however it is planning a 20-year extension, extending its closure date from 2035 to 2055.
GREEN INVESTMENT BANK TO FUND NUCLEAR?
Tim Webb, writing in the Guardian on 13th January reveled that documents issued before Christmas by the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, Vince Cable’s Department, lists new reactors, together with offshore wind farms and new electricity grids, as the three proposed “target sectors” on which the Green Investment Bank would initially focus.

It was promised in the Conservatives’ pre-election manifesto that the so-called “Green Investment Bank” would finance “new green technology start-ups”.  This commitment also appears in the Coalition Agreement.

Such financing would of course be the latest form of public financial support given to the industry from the government, contradicting its continued insistence that the industry will not receive any more subsidies.
On 12th January, Caroline Lucas took up the issue at the Commons Environmental Audit Committee when she asked Treasury junior minister Justin Greening, “Could you confirm whether the Government are planning to use the Green Investment Bank to fund new nuclear?” 
The hapless Greening was driven to argue that it was “a fact” that the “debt guidelines” said there would be no subsidy, but what the Green Investment Bank would be used to fund was not yet decided, so did not breach the guidelines.

When asked by Caroline whether such funding of nuclear would breach the guidelines, he claimed it would not be “fair for me to jump the gun” and say what the Green Investment Bank will or won’t be investing in.  Of course he had not been asked to say any thing; he’d only been asked a hypothetical question about whether such funding would breach the guidelines, and this question he clearly couldn’t answer because the answer would clearly have to be “yes”!
AP1000: “SIGNIFICANT DESIGN FLAW”
The US Westinghouse AP1000 is the only other design - apart from the French EPR design - being considered by UK regulators for UK nuclear power stations.

On 10th January North Carolina Waste Awareness and Reduction Network (NC) reported former industry senior vice-president, Arnold Gundersen, as arguing that the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) is continuing to neglect regulations and its own engineering standards in its review of the AP1000 containment system.  He contended that the AP1000 design “cannot meet safety standards due to a significant design flaw and that the safety flaw would allow radiation during a nuclear plant accident to pour into the atmosphere without filtration” and moreover, he said, “A large body of work indicates that radiation releases from containment failures in the AP1000 could exceed federal safety limits by up to 1000-fold.”  

In December, an NRC panel, the Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards (ACRS), issued a preliminary opinion that the AP1000 appears to meet reasonable safety criteria, pending resolution of a number of concerns involving the “shield building” and the inner containment barrier.  NC reports Gundersen as alleging NRC staff has misled the ACRS by not informing the panel about the increasing number of containment system failures – even though such failures continue being reported at nuclear plants throughout the U.S.

Gundersen and watchdog groups are urging the advisory panel to require NRC staff to revise their Severe Accident Mitigation Design Alternatives analysis by evaluating the relationship between the large number of serious containment degradations at existing plants and the AP1000 design flaw he first identified in April 2010.
A NEW MOX PLANT?
For decades the UK has, at Sellafield, been reprocessing spent fuel rods from nuclear power stations in the UK and abroad - separating out the plutonium and uranium they contain.  However the expected market for these products never materialised.  (Some of the plutonium may have shipped to the US early on for use in hydrogen bombs, but the US was soon producing plenty of its own.)  This means that the UK now has “the biggest plutonium stock in the world”, Lord Marland, under Secretary of State at the Dept. of Energy and Climate Change, told the House of Lords on 14th January.  
He went on to say that if this is so, “we must turn that liability into an asset.”  The Government’s scheme for doing this is to build a new MOX plant.
Referring to the existing MOX plant at Sellafield, Marland admitted that, “We have failed at this once already.  We have a MOX plant that was not fit for purpose …”

Marland is right there.  The idea behind MOX plants is to recombine the plutonium and uranium resulting from reprocessing in a “mixed oxide” fuel in a form that can be used in Fast Breeder Reactors (FBRS).  The plant was designed to produce 120 tonnes of fuel per year, was completed in 1997 and began operation in 2001.  By August 2009 had only managed to produce 8 tonnes of fuel ; that’s an average of 1 tonne a year !
But the problem was not merely a matter of staggering inefficiency.  There was also a problem of a shrinking market.  Few FBRs have been built and most of these have now closed down, leaving one in Russia, due to close in 2020, and a test FBR operating in India.   
However there are now small signs of life.  A prototype FBR is due to open in India this year, and India plans to build more as part of its nuclear expansion programme, and an FBR in Japan, closed after a fire in 1995, was restarted last year. 

Perhaps not coincidentally, also last year, ten Japanese utilities agreed a plan with the UK Nuclear Decommissioning Authority for the MOX plant to be refurbished over three years using technology from the French group AREVA (which joinly manages Sellafield) and will involve a new rod manufacturing line being installed.  [Editor : I’m not clear whether this is the “new “ MOX plant referred to by Marland, or whether the refurbishment of the original MOX is intended as an interim measure until a new MOX plant can be built.]

Information from World Nuclear News. 
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NEXT GENERAL PLANNING MEETING
Monday February 7th, 7pm at the CND office; address above.
 “NUCLEAR TRAINS + OLYMPICS = TERRORIST TARGET” Thursday February 24th, Next meeting of this campaign, 7pm, also at the CND office, 162 Holloway Road N7.

NEXT NUCLEAR TRAIN STALL
Saturday February 26th, outside Brixton tube station.  Protest against nuclear trains going through Brixton using a bridge over Brixton High Street by the tube station.  Leafletting, information, petitioning, banners, etc.  Come and help!  

[Correction: In the January edition of Nuclear Trains, Mark Pritchard was described as MP for Selly Oak; he is in fact Conservative MP for The Wrekin, Shropshire; Steve McCabe is Labour MP for Selly Oak.  Apologies to both.]

20 MORE YEARS!
In an implicit admission that plans for constructing a new generation of nuclear power stations in Europe and the US are in deep trouble, plans are afoot in many countries to extend the lives of existing power stations.  

Last September the German Government announced an extension of the lives of its power stations for up to 14 years, overturning the previous government’s commitment to close all nuclear power stations by 2023.







