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Why The Risks of Nuclear Are ‘Greatly Exaggerated’
30 Mar (NucNet): Environmentalist Bruno Comby, founder of the lobby group
Environmentalists For Nuclear, says the anti-nuclear lobby has transformed a very safe
energy source into a huge problem by distorting reality. He spoke to NucNet about risk,
radiation and the ‘problem’ of nuclear waste.
NucNet: What is Environmentalists For Nuclear?
BC: Environmentalists For Nuclear is a non-profit organisation founded in 1996 which has over
12,000 members and supporters in 65 countries. We have branches in several countries, but our
headquarters are in France. We have helped convince a number of senior environmentalists
about the need for nuclear. Patrick Moore, one of the founding members of Greenpeace and
executive director of Greenpeace International for more than 15 years, left Greenpeace in 1986
and has since come to support nuclear energy, as have other environmentalists including James
Lovelock and Stewart Brand.
NucNet: How did you become an environmentalist for nuclear energy?
BC: I trained as a nuclear scientist. I wrote a book on nuclear energy and gave lectures to
members of the environmental movement, and discovered there were mistakes and
misunderstandings about nuclear power. It is the cleanest energy on Earth, but is considered the
most polluting. So I set out to tell the environmental community about the benefits of nuclear
power.
NucNet: So you are convinced nuclear power is safe?
BC: Yes, of course. There have been accidents, just as we have had accidents in any other
industry. But the accidents are not as bad as people think. If you take Fukushima-Daiichi, not a
single person died due to radiation exposure. So, if the worst accident that can happen is an
accident that kills no one, I think it is a safe industry.
Authorities say almost 20,000 people died as a result of the earthquake and tsunami, which was a
terrible disaster. Only four people died at the Fukushima-Daiichi nuclear station. Two stayed in the
basement and drowned, one was at the top of a crane when the earthquake struck, and one had a
heart attack while he was taking part in the recovery operation. None of them died due to radiation
exposure. Less than 10 people received a level of radiation exposure higher than the safety limits,
but still far below the doses which would seriously endanger their health.
NucNet: What do you think about the relationship between increases in safety measures
and the increasing cost of construction?
BC: The cost of nuclear power has gone up, that is true. The positive side of this is that nuclear
technology is safer than it was in the early years of its development. It has always been a safe
energy, even when you include the people who were affected as a result of the Chernobyl
accident. It is still the safest energy source. But the fact is it can be even safer, which has resulted
in increases regulation and that, in turn, has led to higher costs.
Sometimes, the cost is almost unreasonable – the industry can spend billions just to avoid one
injury. It seems almost absurd when you consider that you can save one life in Africa with a few
dollars. This is a paradox. I think it is sometimes justified to spend more on safety issues, but it can
become overly exaggerated.
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I think there is also a misconception here. The radiation dose limits which we are concerned with
at nuclear power stations today are for manmade, or technical radiation sources. There is no
regulation for exposure to radiation from natural sources. A person can walk in nature and be
exposed to high doses of radiation and it is not forbidden. On the other hand, we are forced to
spend millions on preventing the exposure to a few millisieverts in a nuclear power station. If
radiation regulations are developed to protect human health and not just to make nuclear energy
more expensive, then they should apply to the total exposure – industrial plus natural.
NucNet: Are you saying there are risks from natural radiation?
BC: I have measured natural radiation in many places. I travelled to the village of Ramsar in Iran,
which is one of the most radioactive inhabited areas in the world because of nearby hot springs
which bring radium to the surface. I measured 150 microsieverts per hour with my dosimeter. This
is much higher than the dose workers are exposed to in nuclear power stations. Yet, there is no
regulation for the local population. The building materials villagers use also contain high levels of
radium and the hot spot – the place where the highest readings have been recorded – is inside a
primary school. The school, which has been closed, is the highest natural radiation hotspot on the
planet. People live healthily and normally there.
I met the director of the school. He built his house with his own hands – it is the most radioactive
house on Earth because it is made from materials containing high levels of radium. In his kitchen, I
measured 130 microsieverts per hour. When I met him he was already eight years older than the
average lifespan in Iran. If he dies, it will not be an early death due to radiation exposure. This just
goes to prove that industrial radiation alone has no health significance and regulations should be
adapted to accept this.
NucNet: Do you think there is a solution to the problem of nuclear waste disposal?
BC: There is no ‘one single solution’ to the issue of nuclear waste – there are several. However,
you first have to recognise that nuclear waste is not really a problem. There is almost none of it.
The best energy is the one that would produce no waste at all and nuclear energy is the one
source that comes closest to this. One gramme of uranium-235 produces as much energy as one
tonne of oil, coal or natural gas. This relation is a factor of one million, which means that the scar
we inflict on the Earth when we mine for uranium is a million times smaller than when we pump oil
or gas from wells underground.
When it comes to the production of waste, nuclear energy is even better than the one million to
one ratio. The density of nuclear waste is much higher than that of other energy sources. In terms
of mass, nuclear waste is about one million times less than fossil fuels. When you take into
account that gases are about 1,000 times less dense than solids, the difference in volume is a
factor of several billions. This is a huge environmental benefit which should be to the credit of
nuclear energy.
Another positive side of nuclear waste is that it is self-degradable, which is not the case with toxic
chemical waste produced in much higher quantities in other power plants. In fact, nicotine is as
toxic as uranium or plutonium, yet it is cultivated and produced in much larger quantities and is
sold to be inhaled. Six to 10 million people each year die from nicotine, while nuclear waste is
confined and it is not put back into the biosphere. The health impact of nuclear waste is much less
than other toxic chemicals.
NucNet: Do you think the nuclear industry pays enough attention to the topic of risk?
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BC: I think the risks of nuclear power are vastly exaggerated. What happens when you talk about
these issues too much is that people become hyper-conscious of the risk and end up believing that
this is a dangerous industry. Even though nuclear is growing in some countries, it has disappeared
in others because of this perception of risk. Nuclear is not growing as fast as it should to help our
transition from dangerous and polluting energy sources to clean energy sources. We could do a lot
with nuclear power, but to do so we have to stop talking about the dangers so much when they are
so small.
Opponents have transformed a very safe solution into a huge problem. They have done this by
focusing only on the problems. They have distorted reality and this is not the correct way to
present information to the general public.
NucNet: How do you see the future of nuclear energy?
BC: In the long term, it will be a brilliant future because there is no choice. We will start running out
of cheap oil and whatever is left will be concentrated in a small number of unreliable states. Huge
portions of the planet will be deprived of oil or will not be able to afford it. China – the world’s
biggest energy consumer – burns mostly coal to produce its energy. Climate change is becoming
worse every day with carbon dioxide increasing in the atmosphere by two parts per million every
year. The situation is changing fast and in a couple of decades we will not be in the same world.
Nuclear energy is only 50 years old. Compared to the railway industry, we see a similar line of
development. In the 1880s, the railway industry was seen as very dangerous and some cities went
as far as to ban locomotives. They thought it was too dangerous to have a train station. Yet now
we have high-speed rail, which is affordable and safe. Most of all, it is convenient and clean,
especially when it is powered by nuclear energy. Nuclear energy is in the first phase of its history
and some parts of the population have not yet understood the benefits it can bring.
Background
Bruno Comby trained as a nuclear engineer at the Ecole Polytechnique and Ecole Nationale
Supérieure de Techniques Avancées de Paris. He established Environmentalists For Nuclear in
1996. See www.ecolo.org
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